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Preface

				Things would have been a lot simpler if I hadn’t listened to Bobby Adair.

				When I first approached him mid-Summer 2014, I told him I had an idea: we’d get together a few authors, and each of us would contribute a short story. When we were finished, we’d compile them in a small anthology and publish it around September or October, in between working on our other projects.

				Before I knew it, Bobby had signed the two of us up for a full-scale novel. Which became a series.

				But hey, that’s the fun of this whole writing thing, right?

				Going into a collaboration is a scary endeavor. Unlike writing solo, where you have yourself to rely on (and blame), you’re suddenly faced with the writing habits, imagination, and whims of your co-conspirator. For some, this might be a difficult task; for others, it might not work at all.

				That wasn’t the case at all with THE LAST SURVIVORS. From beginning to end, the ideas flowed, and they never stopped. And that is the reason you’re holding this book.

				THE LAST SURVIVORS is different than anything I (or we) have ever written. It takes place in a post-apocalyptic setting where almost all of the technology of the modern world has been lost. The three townships, or last fragments of society, are plagued not only by internal dissent but also by monsters that roam the ruins and the forest. The science of the monsters is loosely based on the Cordyceps fungus, which exists today in tropical environments, primarily affecting insects such as ants. For those unfamiliar with the fungus, it simultaneously takes over and deforms the bodies of its hosts, taking control of their minds and afflicting them until death.

				Because of the threat of wind-borne fungal spores and the loss of technology, the survivors in our story have devolved to a medieval, agrarian, almost-Puritanical culture. While they live in the ruins of modern cities, much of the past has been reduced to legend, and you are more likely to encounter a horse or a sword than any piece of modern “Tech Magic”.

			

			
				As you can tell, we took lots of liberties in our story. The world of THE LAST SURVIVORS is as much full of Fantasy as it is of science. We hope you have as much fun reading the series as we did writing it. Enjoy!

				 

				-Tyler Piperbrook

				September 2014
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Prologue

				They were ugly.

				They stank.

				The disorganized horde of them was almost a mile down the slope, reeking a putrescence the boy could smell despite the direction of the breeze. Rot got into the misshapen, boney masses on their skulls and spines, making the creatures smell like decaying animals. They weren’t dead, though. They were more than alive enough to chase a man down, eviscerate him, and feast on his entrails.

				From atop his horse, the boy looked at the cloudless blue sky, then down the slope, and across the grassy, rolling hills, beautiful except for the thousands of dirty bare feet stomping them to dirt. “I’m frightened,” he said.

				General Blackthorn looked at his son and frowned. “Any boy of your age—most men in fact—would fear the sight of so many monsters afoot. But to admit that fear is a shameful thing.” Blackthorn looked around, scanning the horizon. “Hearts harden under the hammer of fear, and yours will be no exception.”

				The boy scooted around in his saddle and looked behind the hilltop, where a dark forest brooded in shadows. “Are there more beasts hiding in the trees?”

				Blackthorn pointed out across the thousands of running men, twisted by spore into rabid things, demonic things, hungry for the flesh of clean men. “No man has seen this many swarm out of the Ancient City since the days when my grandfather was a boy. Do you truly imagine there could be more?”

				The boy shook his head. It was a hope as much as a response.

				Tales recounted by his father’s soldiers around the hearths at night, stories he thought had been exaggerated to frighten a small boy, had proven true. Men were no longer men, but beasts. Beasts whose shoulders, spines and elbows grew bony, fungal warts, and whose skulls grew disfigured crests. Twice a year the crests plumed red, shedding spores into the wind, infecting humans, worming their way into the bones, sinking fungal roots and slowly deforming anyone unfortunate enough to be tainted.

			

			
				Even a single wind-borne speck could fall on a tongue and mutate a person into a hideous monster. But the worst was that the spore twisted men’s minds, transforming them into creatures who wallowed in their own feces, ate the flesh of other men, and stole away women to who knew what end.

				Before the boy had seen the monsters, it’d been easy for him to show a brave face and beg his father to allow him to ride out with the cavalry. The boy was only fourteen, a year into his training. Normally riding in the cavalry was a privilege reserved for those of sixteen years of age at least.

				But the boy was the son of General Blackthorn.

				Now he’d give anything to be back behind the false safety of Brighton’s walls.

				Demon stench—a scent the boy had learned these past few days to fear—was growing around them, putrefying the wind, dripping over the scent of the wild summer flowers. Down the long grassy slope in front of the remains of the cavalry, the mass of the demon horde moved like some giant gelatinous slug, devouring the earth, fetid, with bulbous skulls and ten thousand hungry maws. Rotted teeth snapped on their wails while hands grasped air, reaching for the riders.

				Blood was their lust.

				General Blackthorn sat tall in his saddle, sneering as he looked down at the oncoming swarm, making the boy wonder if his father might have in him the strength to kill every last one of the monsters himself. The other riders waited stolidly for orders, men whose hard faces showed no fear. The boy ached to be as brave as his father—to be as brave as any of the cavalrymen—but it took all of his strength to hold himself steady on his horse. It took all of his courage to keep from wetting his pants.

			

			
				He waited, anticipating what was to come. But that was no mental feat. The cavalry did only one thing—it charged as though the men knew no fear, as though their comrades hadn’t been mauled and killed by the dozen, by the tens of dozens. Of the six hundred cavalrymen that rode out of Brighton three days prior and had valiantly fought mobs and bands of spore-infected men across the countryside, only seventy-five were left.

				The boy knew, just as the surviving men knew, that they wouldn’t live to see their homes again. It was a realization that had come to each of them as each bloody day passed. But not one of the soldiers had complained, nor had they admitted their fear.

				As the boy looked back and forth across the cavalry aligned beside him, he saw their hard hands gripping their reins and hefting their swords. Individually and together, they projected indomitable strength.

				And through his growing panic, the boy understood something new that he’d been clueless about through all the previous days’ slaughter. Fear itself was not a shameful thing. Admitting one’s fear for the ears of other men dampened their courage. That was the shame. Understanding that, the boy gritted his teeth, sat up straight in his saddle and looked down at the stinking swarm. In his strongest voice, he said, “Father, I’m ready to fight.”

				Blackthorn looked at the boy, and for the first time since they’d ridden out of Brighton, his face softened. “I’m proud of you, my son.”

				“I’m proud of you, too, father.” The boy’s voice cracked, and he dared say no more.

				Blackthorn waved his arm and gave the order. The horsemen formed up in a chevron of fifty riders with Blackthorn at the point. The other twenty-five riders fell in behind.

			

			
				The cavalry charged.

				Every bulbous-headed monster in the swarm screamed defiance at the horses thundering down on them.

				Bone broke under hoof.

				Blood gushed under blade.

				Demons shrieked, and men fell.

				The horses lost momentum, stuck in the solid mob of beasts. Without the charging mass of twelve hundred-pound horses trampling twisted men, the cavalrymen were left with only the strength of their swords. The attack fell apart.

				Men and horses succumbed to clawing hands and jagged teeth. General Blackthorn tried in vain to rally the soldiers, but fear had a grip on too many hearts. Amidst the reeking bodies, desperation came easily.

				The boy swung at a nearby monster, catching it across the neck. Blood gushed. The beast fell. Off to his left, the General was swinging his sword. Demons were yanking at his tunic, tugging on his arms, grasping at his horse’s bridle.

				Then something occurred that the boy had never thought possible. General Blackthorn fell. He was instantly buried in a scrum of a dozen beasts.

				The brave, iron hearts of the cavalrymen crumbled.

				The boy’s own fear won out, and he kicked his horse in the haunches, spurring it into a panicked gallop back toward the hill. Monsters fell to the side as the horse picked up speed through the melee. The boy swung his sword—not to kill, but simply to fend off the monsters and escape.

				While the boy was still swinging wildly, the horse broke out of the horde, and flew through the knee-high grass toward the hill they’d charged down earlier. He wiped at his tear-streaked face, feeling shame for leaving his comrades behind. When he looked back though, he saw several dozen bloodied horsemen racing after him. And his father’s great black horse among them, riderless.

			

			
				At the top of the hill the boy slowed, stopped, and turned his horse around to look back on some wispy false hope that he might see his father on his feet, slaying the beasts. Of course he wasn’t. General Blackthorn was dead.

				The other fleeing horsemen came to a stop and wheeled their horses up alongside the boy. With his cheeks still wet with blood and tears he looked over the men. His father’s second in command was gone. No officer was among them. Even the sergeants had all fallen. The horsemen were leaderless and they were all staring at him. The boy had seen those looks before, while he’d been mounted at his father’s side. Now the cavalrymen were looking for his direction, for his leadership. The mantle of the general had passed a weight onto his shoulders that threatened to splinter his fearful bones.

				The man on the horse next to the boy stood up in his saddle and looked back and forth across the thin, ragged formation. “The men are prepared to charge, sir.”

				They were ready to fight, ready to resume a battle they’d already lost, ready to die.

				But the cavalrymen couldn’t fail. If they did, there’d be no one to stop the horde from reaching Brighton, no one to stop the beasts from pouring over the walls and slaughtering everyone the boy ever knew.

				Rather than despair, though that choice begged him to spur his horse into a gallop far away from here, the boy asked himself what his father would do? Form a chevron and bravely charge into the teeth of the deformed brutes.

				The words ran through the boy’s head as if they were his own. General Blackthorn had always sworn by one tactic, and according to General Blackthorn, that tactic was all they needed. A wall of charging horses invariably put fear in the hearts of demons, and fear made the beasts turn and run. That made them easy to slay.

			

			
				But the horde down in the prairie was large enough to absorb any quantity of fear the boy’s few charging horses could engender.

				“Sir?” the man next to the boy asked, waiting for an answer.

				The boy’s mind raced. He formed an idea. He stood in his saddle and trotted a few steps ahead of the cavalry lined along the crest. Swallowing his fear, he looked at the men. “The chevron will be useless with so few riders against so many monsters.”

				The man who’d been next to him was unable to hide his unease. “But we know only one way to fight the beasts.”

				“Quiet. Hear what he has to say,” said another man.

				“I have an idea. But you’ll need to follow me with faith and courage.” The men quietly listened. “My father is dead. Our brothers are dead. We are exhausted, and our horses are tired. But if we give up now, all of your wives and children will die. Is that what we want?”

				The men stared at him in silence.

				The boy yelled, “Is that what we want?”

				In unison, the men cried, “No!”

				The boy continued, his confidence rising. “We will not win this battle. We all know that. But we will fight until the last of us falls. And in dying, we will kill so many demons that by the time they reach the walls of Brighton, there will be so few that the women and children will finish them with their kitchen tools. Will you follow me? Will you ride behind me?”

				The men cheered.

				“Form a single line! Do as I do!”

				The boy wheeled his horse around. He looked down the hill at an advancing mass of grunting beasts. His heart thudded in his chest, but he fought to harden it, doing as his father would’ve done. He gritted his teeth, he held up his sword. Then he gave the command. His horse whinnied as he raced down the slope. The wind caressed his face, drying the blood that stained his cheeks. He kept his stare straight ahead. He didn’t look to see if the men had followed. They were good cavalrymen, his father’s men.

			

			
				The horde drew closer.

				When the boy reached the bottom of the hill, he didn’t charge the center like his father would have. Instead, he led the line of horsemen along the flank, slicing his sword at every outstretched monster hand, every shoulder, every neck. When the monsters moved into his path, he skirted around them. He didn’t engage them in combat. He didn’t even slow his horse. The horsemen followed his lead, slashing at demon limbs as they rode.

				When he’d ridden well past the swarm, the boy brought his horse to a stop. He looked left and right, assessing the scene. He asked the man next to him, “How many did we lose?”

				“Not a one, sir.”

				He felt a surge of hope. The horde was shrieking and changing direction to give chase.

				“Which way to Brighton?” the boy asked.

				The soldier pointed to the left, back in the direction of the hillock.

				The boy stood in his saddle, addressing his troops. “We’ll attack them on the opposite flank and draw them away from our homes. These stinking things are slower than our horses and dumber than our pigs. We don’t need to battle them for our honor. We need to slaughter them like hogs.”

				The men hollered, and without hesitation, the boy led another harassing charge.

				The men whooped into the air, battling behind him until their swords were stained and their muscles weak. For two days, they fought, repeating the maneuver until the horde had thinned.

			

			
				At the end of the second day, half the demons in the great horde were dead on the prairie.

				By that time, the remaining men in the boy’s command were weary and out of strength. Their heads hung; their swords were heavy in their hands. But something was approaching on the horizon. A troop of a hundred farmers had arrived on horseback, offering reinforcement. Without question, the men fell in line with the soldiers, rallying behind the boy.

				Rallying behind the new leader. The new General Blackthorn.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1: Ella

				“William, where are you?”

				Ella scanned the trees in a panic. A few minutes earlier, she’d been talking with her eleven-year-old son about the town gathering, discussing the things they’d do after The Cleansing. William had been watching her, wide-eyed and intent, barely interested in the mint leaves and roots they’d been collecting.

				And now he was gone.

				She’d preached the necessity of staying close, had warned him of the dangers. The forest wasn’t safe. How many times could she have said it?

				You’d think he would’ve learned, after what happened to his father…

				But there was no time to think about that now. She dropped her bag and grabbed her skirt, lifting the folds so she could run. She drew her knife.

				As she ran, her boots grappled with rocks and fallen branches, the trees seemed to surround her. A few moments ago, the forest had seemed tranquil and inviting, but not anymore.

				The panic was taking over.

				“William!” she shouted again, louder this time.

				They’d been out since early in the morning and already the sun was spreading its heat through the foliage, the light dappling with shadows.

				Was William hiding, playing one of his silly games?

				If so, he’d be in deep trouble. He knew better. She’d taught him better.

				She flew past several mulberry trees, her breath coming in short bursts. Tree limbs scratched painfully at her arms. Brambles tore at her skirt. Where was William?

				It was her fault. They shouldn’t have gone so far into the forest. Even though they were inside the circle wall, that didn’t mean they were safe. The wall, ancient and long, was crumbling in places and was only guarded at the gates.

			

			
				A shape appeared in the distance. Even through the glare and shadow, she recognized her son’s form. His long arms whisked back and forth; his pants billowed behind him.

				“William! Stop!”

				She ran faster, pushing her legs to the point of cramping. Her heart pounded. Her stomach turned end over end.

				Why was William running? Why wouldn’t he stop? She scanned the forest—left, right, and behind—but saw nothing. What had spooked him?

				Had he seen something she hadn’t?

				Whatever it was, she’d protect him from it. She’d do whatever it took to keep him safe. William was all she had left.

				She kept on, ignoring the stitches in her side. Her lungs heaved for air. Her legs begged for respite. Run. Faster.


				A sound rose from the forest.

				A child’s voice.

				It was William, and he was calling out to someone. Who was he talking to?

				She looked around as she ran, trying to keep pace with William’s wild strides. He darted between trees, leaping over brush. She shouted again, with as much volume as she could muster.

				William ground to a halt, as if her voice had snapped him from some animal trance. His shoulders rose and fell as he turned and faced her.

				“Where do you think you’re going?”

				William stared at her, but didn’t answer. She continued toward him. With each footstep, her anxiety faded. In its place grew a swell of anger.

				“Don’t ever do that to me again! You hear me?”

			

			
				She opened her mouth to scold him further, but stopped when she saw the guilty look on his face. His curly brown hair clung to his forehead; his eyes roamed the forest floor. She took him by the shoulders, softening her tone.

				“Why’d you take off like that, William? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

				William didn’t answer. He kept his eyes on the ground.

				“Look at me when I speak to you!” Ella demanded.

				The boy refused, and she felt her anger return. Her son had disobeyed her. On top of that, he wouldn’t even dignify his behavior with an explanation. If he didn’t answer her soon, she’d—

				“I saw Dad.”

				Ella’s face went slack. In the second between question and response, the boy met her eyes. She stared at her son’s face, hoping to rekindle her anger, but all she felt was sorrow. Ethan—the boy’s father—had died almost a year ago.

				Her eyes welled up as she studied William.

				Her husband was gone, but reminders of him were alive in her son—his nose, his mouth, his jaw line.

				“Daddy’s gone, honey.” She tried to control the waver in her voice. “You know that. We both know that.”

				“But I saw him. He was waving at me through the trees.”

				Ella stared past him. The forest was quiet and still.

				Of course Ethan wasn’t out there. She’d watched him burn.

				“It wasn’t him, William.”

				“But I—”

				“Remember what Daddy said? Remember how he told us to be strong, like the others?”

				William nodded. She could see the memory pass through his face. It was the same memory she’d clung to since Ethan had died—the one that had helped her through many sleepless nights. The one that had helped assuage her guilt, pulling her out of the dark depression that had threatened to consume her.

			

			
				It was better to remember Ethan’s final words than to think of his last moments: the torches, the fire, the crackle of his burnt skin. The chanting of the townsfolk as they drowned out his screams, sending him off to whatever god they believed in.

				She’d stopped believing in anything that day.

				Sure, she still said the words when everyone else said the words. She listened to Father Winthrop. She nodded. She knelt. She mimicked the motions of hands. But she’d disconnected the meanings from the sounds, the faith from reality, and she’d given up on her old beliefs.

				The only thing keeping her alive now was William.

				She looked back at her son. His eyes drifted across the landscape, as if hoping the forest would reveal his father. His face was stained with tears, and she realized her face was wet, too. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said.

				He opened his mouth to speak, but his lips quivered and closed. She pulled him against her, letting him bury his head in her shoulder, trying to fill the gap his father had left behind. If only Ethan had been more careful.

				If only he hadn’t been infected…

				She brushed her hands through her son’s hair, doing her best to console him. His muffled sobs drifted between the trees, and his thin gasps stabbed at her heart. She rubbed his back.

				Then she felt it.

				Ella’s hands stopped moving, and her breath lodged in her throat. Was she imagining things now? She moved her eyes from his back to the forest, as if it would reveal some clue, some proof that she was in a new nightmare.

				But she wasn’t. At least, she didn’t think she was. She could feel her son breathing in her embrace, and she could feel the thud of two heartbeats between them.

			

			
				She moved her fingers again on his back, slowly this time, hoping she’d been mistaken. But the lump was still there, at the base of his neck. Calcified, knotted, and ugly. Just like Ethan’s had been.

				Her heart seized in her chest.

				The boy hadn’t been imagining things, after all.

				He’d been delusional, but for a reason.

				“No,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Not my son.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Father Winthrop

				“Why do we Cleanse only the women and children?”

				Father Winthrop looked at the boy, reconsidering his decision not to beat him. He turned to his elder novice. “Franklin, the boy is tiring me. Tell him the words.”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“You and the boy dress yourselves,” said Father Winthrop, “The Cleansing awaits.”

				Franklin bent down, picking up Oliver’s pants and pressing them into the boy’s hands. “Put them on.”

				Oliver looked down at his naked body, turned his elbow up for a better view, and rotated his wrists slowly in front of his face. “I’m clean, right?”

				“Yes,” Franklin answered.

				That was one of the things that continually impressed Father Winthrop about Franklin. He was always patient with the boy. Indeed, he was patient with all of the ignorant townsfolk. That patience extended into a talent for planting knowledge and cultivating thought in the barren soil of their minds. He’d even shown a special aptitude for turning their pointless questions back on them in an effort to make them understand how all things good stemmed from the virtues of The Word.

				On the other hand, Oliver, as dim-witted as he was, was only half as ignorant as the dirt scratchers and pig chasers who put their butts on the benches morning after morning, moon after moon. There was still hope he could be trained.

				After finishing with his clothes, Franklin began his recital of the words Father Winthrop had taught him. “The hearts of men are hard as stone. The man has no need of the tear. The man has no need of the lie. The man has no weakness. The man kills. The man dies. That is the boon and the burden of the man.”

			

			
				Leaving the two at the top undone, Oliver fastened the remaining buttons on his shirt. He swung his hands down to his sides.

				“Come here, Oliver.” Franklin smiled and reached over to button the last two.

				Oliver looked up at him. “But I like them unbuttoned.”

				Franklin shook his head.

				Ignoring the issue of Oliver’s buttons, Father Winthrop put the boys back on track. “Where were we, Franklin? The subject of women next, I believe.”

				“Women are weak,” Franklin droned. “Women must be weak to love a baby enough to hold it to their breast. Women’s hearts must be weak to sacrifice for their children. Women must be weak to take the seed of the man. Because women are weak, a woman cannot keep the truth. Love triumphs over truth. So a woman’s words are lies.”

				“Wait a minute,” Oliver interrupted again. “Women lie and men do not?”

				“Yes,” Franklin replied.

				Already distracted from what they’d been talking about, Oliver turned to look through the window at the nervous crowd outside.

				“Listen, Oliver,” Franklin said. “You need to know this. Okay?”

				Oliver refocused and smiled.

				Maybe Oliver really IS simple, Father Winthrop thought, reconsidering his earlier position. If I hadn’t promised the boy’s father just before the man died, I’d probably turn him out to the field.


				With the boys finished dressing, Father Winthrop walked to the door and the boys followed.

				“I don’t understand,” Oliver said to Franklin, as they approached the door. “We’re men. Why do we have to be Cleansed?”

			

			
				“When boys age seventeen years, their hearts become hard like stone. Until then, boys are not men. They are not women either. But they cannot be trusted. They must be Cleansed. Father Winthrop Cleanses us. The only people excused from the ceremony are men who are of age and too busy with their work. You know this, Oliver.”

				Oliver stopped and put his hands on his hips. “But that’s what I don’t understand.”

				Father Winthrop swung the heavy wooden door open. His patience was at an end. In a voice harsher than usual, he asked, “What is it, Oliver? What don’t you understand?”

				“Why can’t a husband Cleanse his wife and children the way you have Cleansed us?”

				Father Winthrop looked at Franklin, redirecting the question.

				“Um—”

				Father Winthrop shook his head. “You should know this, Franklin.”

				“I don’t remember the words.”

				“As long as you know the meaning, the exact phrasing isn’t necessary. Not yet.”

				Father Winthrop looked at Oliver. “The weakness of a woman can soften the stone of a man’s heart. In soft stone, lies can live.”

				“You mean men can lie?” Oliver asked.

				Father Winthrop shook his head. “Outside with you.”

				The boys proceeded through the door.

				Walking on, Father Winthrop added, “Best not to let the temptations of a woman soften the stone of a man’s heart. Not all men can resist a woman who urges him to lie.”

				“Why?” Oliver asked again.

				“You’ll see when you get older,” Franklin told him, as though it were a secret.

			

			
				The pair ascended the stairs on their elder’s heels. Once on the dais, Father Winthrop crossed a dozen steps and greeted the two men already seated there. “General Blackthorn. Minister Beck.”

				“Good of you to finally arrive, Father.” Minister Beck smirked when he said it.

				Ignoring the jab, Father Winthrop ensconced himself in his chair to the left of General Blackthorn. He looked out over the thousands of women. Some had children’s hands clutching at their skirts; a few were too old to have children young enough for Cleansing. The men of the township were not in the crowd around the Cleansing stone that stood at the center of the square. A few lingered along the edges, standing near their wives. Most were perched on rooftops or hung out of windows, silently watching, judging. But, Father Winthrop suspected, mostly lusting.

				Murmurs ran through the crowd. They shuffled more than usual. They were nervous.

				Along with Minister Beck and General Blackthorn, Father Winthrop had presided over the ritual twice annually for thirteen years. In that time, he’d learned to read the mood. Either they could sense the unclean or smudged among them, or they’d seen for themselves when a shameless one of them had exposed her soiled skin. When that happened, the chasers and scratchers never came forward. But the rumors would spread. They’d hide in the crowd, hoping to mask their secret in their numbers.

				They didn’t know their nervousness told their secret to anyone who was paying attention.

				Didn’t they know they were endangering everyone in the township? Maybe the selfish dullards didn’t care.

				Franklin took up his position behind Father Winthrop. Oliver stood next to him.

				An armed man walked across the platform and stopped in front of General Blackthorn. “Shall we begin, General?”

			

			
				“Yes. Please,” answered Blackthorn.

				The armed man turned to face the thousands in the square. “Begin The Cleansing.”

				The women and children fell silent.

				A white stone platform stood just a few dozen feet in front of the dais—ten feet long, with stone steps leading up on one side and down on the other. At the foot of the stairs three tables had been erected. Behind those were the takers of the Cleansing census, whose job it was to ensure all the women and children in the township came forward and were counted.

				A woman approached the bottom of the stairs. She’d already disrobed, and she handed her clothes to a young girl next to her. One of the census takers scribbled something in a book.

				The woman stared straight ahead, her eyes wide and vacant. She climbed the steps to the top of the platform. She crossed to the center and raised her arms, then spun slowly, no expression on her face.

				The crowd looked on in silence. Each knew their turn was coming.

				After a full rotation, the woman proceeded toward the stairs at the other side of the platform, where several men in white waited to inspect her more closely. They went to work with practiced hands, examining her body not just for color, not just for warts that protruded, but also for the unnatural hardness of the unclean bumps before they made themselves visible.

				Another naked woman—a young, shapely girl of no more than sixteen—walked up the steps on the other side of the platform and the process proceeded.

				Father Winthrop heard Franklin’s breath quicken behind him. He turned and whispered over his shoulder. “Don’t let your lust blind you to the gravity of our duty here, my son. For the preservation of all, we must ensure that these weak women are clean.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: Ella

				“Where are we going, Mom?” William asked, his eyes wide.

				Ella didn’t answer. She continued stuffing the belongings from their house into two bags, her mind spitting thoughts faster than she could process them.

				“William, get me the water flasks from the storeroom.”

				“Why?”

				“Do it now, William.”

				“But—”

				“I mean it. No more questions.”

				William opened his mouth to protest, but snapped it shut when he saw the look on her face. She watched him dart across the room and to a smaller room on the other side. Ella returned to the bag. She tried to envision what was going on at the town center, but the image only frightened her further.

				Relax. They’re probably just starting the line. You have plenty of time to pack, plenty of time to leave. No one will notice until you’re gone—

				“Mom? I can’t find the flasks.”

				“They’re over by the drying board.”

				The line will take most of the afternoon. The women will climb the steps when the sun hits its apex—

				“I don’t see them.”

				“They’re there, William!”

				—and then they’ll spin in a circle and move to the inspectors. And then—

				“I still can’t find them.”

				“William! Dammit!”

				Ella stood up and flung the bag against one of the stone walls. The contents spilled to the floor, blankets falling into heaps and herbs into misshapen piles. She buried her head in her hands and started to sob.

			

			
				William fled the storeroom and knelt by her side, his hands tight on her arm. “What’s wrong, Mom?”

				“I’m sorry, honey. It’s not your fault,” she managed, between the tears. She lifted her head and blotted her face with the sleeves of her dress. “We just need to hurry.”

				“Why? Where are we going?”

				“I told you. We’re taking a trip.”

				“Won’t they miss us at The Cleansing?”

				She looked into his face, wishing she could will away the years of ritual and lies that had been implanted in his brain. But they were already ingrained in him, hidden behind innocent eyes, adhered to his memory. The Cleansing was as much a part of him as it was of her.

				I don’t care what they think! I don’t care what they do! Ella wanted to scream.

				Instead, she replied calmly. “I’ve cleared it with Father Winthrop. We’ll be fine.”

				If they were caught, she’d take the blame. She’d even jump into the fire first, if she needed to. Anything to protect her son.

				She collected both her belongings and her thoughts, tucking them away for later. Then she walked William over to the storeroom, locating the flasks. They were right where she’d put them, placed between the drying board and a sack of grain.

				She tucked the flasks and some food into the two bags, tested the weights of each, and handed him the lighter one.

				“Here you go, William.”

				He slipped the bag over his shoulder. It hung from his back like a second body, and she found herself thinking how small he was for his age. Eleven years old and barely as tall as his peers, too skinny for chickenball and too short for the gridiron.

			

			
				And now he’ll never live to play those games.

				STOP IT, ELLA.

				She stared at the boy, envisioning the lumps underneath his clothes. How many were there? She still hadn’t had time to do a full inspection.

				Even one lump was enough to convict him.

				She’d been tight-lipped since she’d discovered it. There was no need to alarm him. She wasn’t even sure if the boy knew what was happening.

				“Come on, sweetie,” she said, tugging his hand.

				When they reached the door, she took a last look behind her. The room was virtually empty. Two bedrolls sat on the floor, stripped of their sheets. The storeroom door hung open in the corner.

				The place looked vacant already. They hadn’t had much to begin with.

				She wondered how long it would take for her house to be auctioned. When the officials discovered her gone, they’d seize the rest of her belongings and sell them to the highest-bidding merchant. Perhaps some street dweller would scrape up enough silver to purchase her small home. Her eyes welled up at the prospect of losing it. She’d built it with Ethan.

				In just a year, she’d lost everything—her husband, her home, and her faith.

				They won’t get my son.

				William squeezed her hand, as if sensing the urgency of their mission, and she turned to face the door. Before opening it, she glanced at the four-foot tapestry on the wall. A gift from Ethan. A wedding present. She wanted to take it, but it was too large to carry. They’d need to travel light, if they were to have any chance at reaching Davenport.

				She glanced at it one last time, remembering the last words Ethan had spoken to her after he’d instructed them to be strong.

			

			
				“Whatever you do, Ella, protect our son.”

				That was before they’d lit the torch, before they’d set his body afire. She swallowed another round of tears and reached for the door handle.

				I’ll protect him, Ethan. I swear.

				**

				The dirt-covered streets—normally filled with men’s pushcarts—were now empty. The vegetable and merchant stands had been packed up and secured, the doors to the buildings had been locked, the children collected. She pulled William along, casting nervous glances at back alleys and doorways, as if the townsfolk had already deciphered their plan and were ready to ambush them.

				She knew how vicious people could be, especially around the time of The Cleansing.

				Over the years, she’d seen brothers turn against sisters, men turn against wives, and mothers turn against sons. That was the code, and that was what was expected of them.

				Loyalty was cast aside for the greater good.

				At least, that’s what the townsfolk always said, after the fires had died down and the scent of burnt flesh had dissipated.

				“There was nothing we could’ve done. We did what we had to do,” they always reasoned.

				Bullshit, Ella thought.

				If she could rewind time back to Ethan’s death, she’d have done it all differently. She’d have forced her husband to flee. She’d have started over. The infection wouldn’t have turned him right away—in fact, if the whispers of the old women were to be believed, it might never have turned him at all. Surely they could’ve had more time together.

				In some ways, she would’ve preferred that Ethan had become one of the demons than be burned on the pyre. As bloodthirsty as the beasts were, at least they weren’t hypocrites. They didn’t preach one thing and do another. They didn’t force people to betray their spouses, or force mothers to Cleanse in front of their sons.

			

			
				Even if she were caught, at least Ella would be spared the humiliation of standing on the dais one last time, spinning and turning, wishing she could disappear, while William watched.

				She’d rather be condemned than do it again.

				Beside her, William faltered, and she caught his arm in time to prevent a fall. In her haste, she’d been pulling him faster than his legs could run. She slowed.

				“Sorry, honey,” she whispered. “But you have to keep up with Mommy.”

				They dashed through the empty streets, their footsteps reverberating off of buildings and doorways. Normally, the townsfolk would fill them up, laughing, drinking, fighting and cajoling. But not today.

				Ella took a circuitous route to the town’s edge, hoping to stay as far away from the town center as possible.

				The guards would be watching. Especially today.

				It would make sense that the infected would flee beforehand, but that wasn’t always the case. Many of the unclean stayed until the last minute, unable to pry themselves from relatives and friends. It was a mistake that always cost them their lives.

				If only Ella had discovered William’s lump sooner.

				Keep moving.

				There was no way to change the past. There was only time to react to it. She pulled William along, her feet already sore. She’d been meaning to procure new boots from the cobbler, but she hadn’t gotten the chance.

				Now she’d be forced to deal with the pain.

				As they ran, the gleam of washed stone gave way to the growth of untended weeds. The sight gave her a tinge of relief. The overgrowth meant she was leaving the town center. She’d need to keep an eye out for the guards.

			

			
				She cut across several alleyways, leaving behind the northern section and entering the town’s outer limits. She glanced at the buildings as she ran by them, soaking them in for the last time, absorbing the memories of years gone by.

				A shout shook her back to the present. William’s hand had tightened in hers, and she pulled him into a nearby alley for cover. She flattened her back against the building, beckoning him to do the same.

				She maintained the position for several seconds, her chest heaving. Tall weeds poked through the cracks in the masonry and tickled her neck. Beside her, she could hear the thin rasps of her son, and when she looked at him, she saw his eyes darting left and right down the narrow alley.

				How long did he have? Would it be days? Months? Weeks?

				When would the hallucinations take over?

				Stop it.

				She swallowed and focused on the footsteps, trying to pinpoint their location. Shouts rang out again. This time they were closer, and she fought the urge to peek around the corner.

				She held fast to her hiding place, praying they hadn’t been seen. The guards were fast and well trained—once they were spotted, there’d be no outrunning them. They’d be dragged to the town center and thrown to the head of the line.

				There was a special place for people who betrayed The Word.

				She glanced down the alley. The wall stretched fifty more feet. No doors or windows in sight.

				The voices were almost upon them…

				Please don’t let this be the end…

				“Marigold!” someone shouted. “Hurry!”

			

			
				Ella glanced to the left in time to see a young boy and girl flying past them, heading in the direction of the town center. Their faces were red and winded; their feet pummeled the pavement.

				“We’re going to be late! I told you we didn’t have time!”

				“I’m sorry, David! It’s my fault!”

				The girl spoke in a nervous, high-pitched tone, as if she were on the verge of tears. Within seconds the pair was gone, and all at once, it was just Ella and William again, alone in their mission.

				“Come on!” she urged William, without pausing to think.

				They darted back to the main road, sticking close to doorways and alleys, avoiding the center of the thoroughfare. Before long, the buildings grew sparse, and she saw a line of trees in the distance nearly a mile across a wide field. Out there, she knew, was a part of the circle wall covered in overgrowth, a spot where they could get up it and over.

				All the kids knew about it. Did the guards?

				There was no time to speculate.

				They dashed into the sunlight, feet plowing through knee-high grass, and fixed their eyes on the wall. The stones were mossed and worn, as if the wall had long ago ceased being a barrier and become a part of nature.

				She fixed her eyes on a large oak. It’d been years since she’d been there, but the knots and gnarls had barely changed. There’d be an arrangement of loose stones in the side of the wall just beneath its branches, not enough to draw the naked eye, but enough to provide support for hands and feet.

				She had no idea if the stones would hold. She’d never seen anyone climb them all the way up to the top.

				She reached the wall and slid her hands over it, her fingernails catching on ratty weeds. Where was the first handhold? It used to be four feet from the ground.

			

			
				Now it was gone.

				This can’t be.

				Was she looking in the right place? Was it possible the stone had been removed? She hadn’t been here in years. Anything could’ve happened in that time.

				She continued groping the wall, moving left and right, glancing up at the oak every so often to keep her bearings. Nothing. No handholds. No footholds. No stone.

				She looked at the top of the wall, which was about twenty-five feet high. She tried jumping and snagging hold of it, but slid uselessly back down. Even if she could find purchase and make it over, William would be stuck on this side.

				The guards would find them soon.

				Her whole plan had been useless. Insane.

				Even if they tried to get back in time for the ceremony, there was no way they’d make it. Things were already underway, and a late entrance would draw even more suspicion. The townsfolk would find out William’s secret—her secret—and then they’d both burn.

				She choked back a sob and sank to her knees, the reality of the situation threatening to bowl her over. She’d done her best. She’d tried what she could.

				I’m sorry, Ethan.

				When the ceremony was over, they’d send search parties to look for her. There’d be no avoiding what was coming next. Ella cried softly into her hands, feeling defeated, guilty, and hopeless all at the same time. Through her tears, she heard the thin scrape of William’s boots next to her, and she did her best to compose herself. He was probably scuffing the ground with his shoes, as he did when he got nervous. She needed to be a mother to him. No matter what came next, William was here now.

				She opened her eyes and blotted her face, ready to provide comfort to the anxious boy. Only William wasn’t anxious at all. The sound she’d heard wasn’t the scratch of boots on turf, but the scrape of his body against the stone.

			

			
				William was climbing the wall.

				“Look, Mom!” he called. “I found a way up!”

				She glanced up in shock, watching him place one unsteady foot above the other. The bag still hung from his shoulder.

				“Be careful, honey!” she warned, her desperation turning to hope. “I’m coming up behind you!”

				She adjusted her own bag and followed the path of his feet, locating the first handhold, then a place to wedge her boot. He’d found it! She tried to contain her excitement, focusing on pulling herself up the wall’s slippery face.

				Little by little, they gained distance from the ground, leaving the grass and the ruins behind. The next time they planted their feet, they’d be outside the town limits.

				They’d be one step closer to escape, one step closer to a new life.

				William was several feet ahead of her, approaching the top. She hissed at him to be careful. His bag swung back and forth on his shoulder, as if the contents themselves were aching for freedom.

				She was so focused on the climb that she almost didn’t hear the footsteps on the dirt below them. When she processed the sound, her blood froze. She looked up at William, but he kept climbing, oblivious to the disturbance.

				A voice rang out.

				“What do you think you’re doing?”

				“Get off of there, now!”

				In mere moments, her hope had been destroyed.

				The guards had found them.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Minister Beck

				Minister Beck watched a young blonde girl step up onto the Cleansing platform.

				After seeing so many women that day, he thought he was past the initial physical stimulation of nudity. But her beauty sparkled beyond the usual standards by which such things were measured.

				Crossing his legs to hide his embarrassment—after all, men were supposed to be above temptation—he admired the curve of her back and the way it widened so perfectly down to her buttocks. Her long corn silk hair hadn’t even darkened in her private place. Beck smiled. Even in his thoughts, he was unwittingly bound by Father Winthrop’s admonition against using the vulgar word to describe it. Realizing he was smiling, he faked a cough to cover that. A smile wasn’t an appropriate facial expression while sitting in front of so many whose lives might be called to an end.

				The utter perfection of the girl caused Beck to wonder if beauty weren’t intangible, as many a song had insisted, but merely a natural proportion—a figure pleasing to the eye, like the petals of a flower. And of course, proportion itself was just a physical expression of mathematics. Beck wondered if he could task Scholar Evan, his mathematician, to initiate that study. He discarded that thought with a sigh. The Council of Elders would never approve. It never did.

				Every suggestion Beck made for the sake of learning something new or rediscovering an ancient secret was derided. Practicality. That was the wish and the order of the Elders. A hotter fire to smelt old metals into their constituents. An arrow to fly more true. A means to seal the bucket on a water wheel to make it leak less. Those were things a simple mind could understand.

				But exploring a way to save a crop from the grasshopper plague? That was simply against the will of God, according to Father Winthrop. Never to be explored.

			

			
				Even worse was to suggest the possibility that The Cleansing could be avoided by protecting the townsfolk from the spore. The spore came twice a year. Everybody knew that. But covering one’s face with a cloth for those days when the tiny red specks floated in the sunshine was never enough. People had tried that for centuries, only to see their hopes dashed. In the end, they accepted that it was the will of God, and did nothing except listen to Father Winthrop beg for mercies from above.

				Beck watched the Cleansing Inspectors on the platform pet their hands across the blonde beauty’s skin, conducting the final test for smudges and warts. He wondered what lusty fantasies engorged their thoughts when their fingers were on the naked skin of pretty young virgins. He envied them their task. Sure, they had hard hearts, but they had other parts as well.

				Behind the young beauty, at the center of the platform, a wrinkled crone displayed rolls and dimples earned through years of gluttony. As she slowly spun for all to see, Beck’s envy evaporated. He especially didn’t envy the two children climbing the platform stairs, waiting their turn to be inspected.

				“Beg your pardon, Ministers, General.”

				Beck startled and sat up in his chair.

				A man, one of the rabbit hunters, came up onto the dais and approached the chairs where the three Elders sat, presiding. The rabbit hunter came to a stop and looked from the general to the ministers as though seeking some direction. Two armed guards, one on either side of the Elders, watched the rabbit hunter, but neither appeared to be concerned. The rabbit hunter’s purpose was known to all. Men came to the dais on Cleansing day for only one reason. They had good hearts of stone. Or at least, that’s what Winthrop would have them think.

			

			
				Beck didn’t believe any of Winthrop’s mindless hokum. Superstitions were for peasants, not educated men. The rabbit hunter was on the dais because he didn’t want the fire to lick his skin while he burned in the pyre. He didn’t want his friends and children to think him a coward. He didn’t want them to hear his screams. He wanted the easy way out.

				General Blackthorn was always terse. “Speak.”

				“General—” The man’s voice caught in his throat. He looked down at his feet and fidgeted with his belt buckle.

				“My son.” Father Winthrop leaned forward in his chair. “The fact that you are here proves your bravery. You need not be nervous.”

				The man’s name was Muldoon. Beck recognized him, though grief seemed to have aged him by a decade in the past half year. His wife had been taken at the last Cleansing with a line of warts on her spine. The old men who sat in the square and played their board games said it was the fastest they’d seen the warts grow in years. Beck speculated that, in truth, she’d found a way to hide her uncleanliness from the town, from the inspectors, on previous days of Cleansing. But the warts had become too ugly and bulbous. They always did. Always. On the day of the last Cleansing, when she dropped her dress, the warts were clear, red, ugly, and hard on her back, some the size of a toddler’s fist. Even an old woman with clouded eyes could see them.

				And now, here was her widower husband, ready to pay the price for his collusion. Surely he had known about his wife’s warts. But that only underscored the need for The Cleansing. People rarely came forth on their own to admit their disease. They needed to be compelled.

				“I’m smudged,” Muldoon said, without looking up.

				“Where?” Father Winthrop asked.

				The man pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “My back.”

			

			
				General Blackthorn leaned forward. “Smudged? How do you know that, if it’s on your back? Did your son tell you?”

				The man was stuck between words. He looked like he was hiding something.

				“Out with it, man!” demanded General Blackthorn.

				Muldoon looked left and right, then over his shoulder. “I was working.”

				In a softer tone, Father Winthrop said, “Go on.”

				“I had my shirt off. I was helping my cousin put hay in his barn. It was hot.”

				“And?”

				“My cousin’s neighbor, Earl Friend saw it.”

				“Earl Friend, the poultry man?”

				“Yes.”

				Nodding knowingly, Father Winthrop said, “A man with a heart of stone. A good man to tell another such a sad thing. We’re lucky to have such men.”

				Muldoon looked around again and checked over his shoulder.

				“Is there more?” General Blackthorn asked, suspicion in his tone.

				Muldoon nodded.

				“Speak.” Father Winthrop curled his fingers, trying to lure the words from the man’s mouth.

				“Earl Friend offered me comfort.”

				“How so?” Blackthorn asked.

				Beck was getting curious. On a day of drudgery and tears, this minor mystery was a welcome distraction.

				Muldoon looked at his feet when he spoke. He was ashamed. “He said he was smudged, too.”

				Blackthorn sat up straight, looking around, ready to put a spike in someone’s head.

				Had a snail been crawling on Father Winthrop’s tongue his face could not have shown more disgust.

			

			
				Beck asked, “And he was hiding it?”

				Muldoon nodded.

				“How long has he been hiding it?”

				“Three Cleansings. Earl told me that if I said nothing, nothing would come of it. He said silence was a more powerful Cleanser than the pain of the pyre. He said a true man of The Word keeps his secret and disappears into the forest when the warts come. He said that’s why so few men burn.”

				Beck shook his head. It was not going to go well for Earl Friend.

				Father Winthrop turned to Blackthorn. “This Earl Friend is a heretic. He’s a danger to the whole town.”

				“A danger, he is.” Blackthorn gave Father Winthrop a condescending nod and looked at one of the armed men. “Find this Earl Friend. We’ll see how soft he is.”

				“A soft-hearted woman,” Winthrop added as the guard walked toward the steps. He turned to Muldoon. “You are a true citizen. I bow to your strength and courage.”

				Beck rolled his eyes. He hated the religious blather.

				Blackthorn asked, “Fire or sword?”

				“I’ll burn, either way,” Muldoon mumbled.

				Father Winthrop crept to the edge of his seat. “Fire Cleanses the body and the soul only if the soul has not already fled the body.”

				Oh, please, thought Beck.

				Muldoon shuffled nervously. Thick, glassy tears were in his eyes, though none rolled down his cheeks. “I…I don’t think I can. I’ve heard the screams.”

				“Ecstasy,” Winthrop said. He nodded several times to reinforce his argument. “That is simply the soul touching God.”

				Muldoon winced. “But it sounds like it hurts so much.”

				Beck felt sympathy for the man. “Take the sword. It’ll end before you feel it. The fire will Cleanse you either way.”

			

			
				A flash of hope crossed Muldoon’s face.

				There was a shout and a scuffle from the back edge of the plaza. When Beck looked up, a dozen of Blackthorn’s blue-shirted strongmen were wrangling a feisty Earl Friend toward the dais. Earl began to scream. He knew the fire was coming to lick his flesh. And like any sane man, he wanted no part of it.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Ella

				Ella stared down at the guards, then back up at her son. William had reached the top of the wall, and he swung his boot over the ledge, struggling to find footing.

				“Keep going!” she screamed.

				Hands tugged her from the wall, and a man’s sweaty palm clamped her mouth. Her bag was ripped from her shoulder, and the contents spilled out over the grass. She attempted to fight, but the guard had a firm hold on her, and before she knew it, a knife poked against her abdomen.

				She screamed uselessly into the hand on her mouth.

				Her eyes flitted to William. He’d paused on the top of the ledge—just long enough to look back—and in that moment, she knew it was over.

				“I got him!” the second guard yelled.

				The guard leapt onto the wall; within seconds he’d made the climb. William swung his second leg over, but he was too late—the delay had cost him. The guard snagged onto his arm, and the boy cried out, pawing at the moss-covered stone.

				“Do you want to fall, boy?”

				As if to prove his point, the guard gave him a tug. William stopped squirming and looked down. He shook his head at the guard, tears welling in his eyes.

				“Climb back down then. Slowly.”

				The boy complied, and the guard ushered him to the bottom. Ella tried to run to him, but the blade dug deeper into her side—a second warning. She replayed the last few minutes in her mind, trying to pinpoint the moment everything had dissolved.

				She’d scouted the area before running to the wall. There’d been no sign of the guards. Had the men been hiding? Had they been waiting?

			

			
				The second guard stared at her with a smug expression. She turned her head, catching a glimpse of the guard behind her.

				Of course they’d known they were coming—maybe not Ella and William, perhaps, but someone. Although she didn’t recognize the men, they looked about Ella’s age. If she’d known about this section of the wall, then it was a safe bet they did, too.

				She’d been stupid to come here.

				Although she’d never been told the details of another’s capture, she could assume they’d fallen into the same trap. No one had ever gotten away from town. At least that’s what everybody said.

				Why did she think she’d be any different?

				She closed her eyes, trying to eliminate the false steps she’d taken. If she could do it over, she’d go toward the creek, or the river, or the mountains. There had to be places where the wall had crumbled. Maybe she could’ve even crossed the river.

				Any border would’ve been better than here.

				She was snapped to attention by rough hands on her dress. The first guard threw her to the ground, and the impact stung her knees. For the first time, she got a good look at the man that’d been holding her—gaunt cheeks, several day’s stubble, and stained, smiling teeth.

				“What’re you fleeing for? You don’t look infected.”

				Ella said nothing.

				“She looks fine to me,” the second guard said. “Better than fine, actually.”

				Ella glared at them, trying to regain her footing, but the second guard poked William with his knife. “Don’t even try it,” he said.

				Ella dug her fingers into the ground, trying to control her emotions. First the Cleansings, then Ethan, and now this. How much could she take? How much could William?

			

			
				“Mom?” William whimpered.

				“It’s okay, honey.”

				“No, it’s not,” the second guard said.

				She gritted her teeth, trying to make her heart harden. Of all the bullshit and lies the Elders spread, maybe that was the one lesson worth learning.

				How could someone hurt her, if she couldn’t feel pain?

				The first guard crouched next to her, spinning his knife in his hands. His eyes wandered from her face to her dress, and she could read his thoughts as if she’d had them herself.

				These men had rules to follow, but what was stopping them from breaking those rules?

				Who would believe a traitor’s accusations?

				Ella inched away from the men, trying to keep the attention on her. Trying to keep them away from William. The boy watched, and she could see the panic in his eyes.

				“We’re not infected,” Ella pleaded.

				“Then why are you running?” the first guard asked.

				“We owe a debt to one of the merchants in town. He said he’d collect it after The Cleansing, and we don’t have the money to pay him.”

				The guards were silent for a second. They exchanged glances.

				It was a story that happened often, and one that rarely ended well. Usually the merchants would take out their debts in other ways—often by violence or sexual servitude, if the debtor were a woman of age—and the law allowed it.

				“I’m telling the truth,” Ella said. “You can Cleanse me, if you want—both of you. But afterward, you have to promise to let us go.”

				The guards looked at each other, as if they’d never heard the offer before. Ella couldn’t imagine no one had ever attempted to bribe them. She’d heard the unclean ones say almost everything, when the pyre was lit and the guards were shuffling them toward the flames.

			

			
				She moved her hand from the ground to her knee, purposely knocking away the ripped fold of her skirt, swallowing the sick feeling inside her.

				The guard on the ground smirked, and his cheeks puffed in and out with excitement. “Okay,” he said. He looked at the other guard, but the man had no objections.

				The first guard moved toward her, relaxing his grip on the knife. William stared at them, his eyes wide.

				“Wait,” she said, holding up a finger.

				“What is it?”

				She pointed to a distant building, across the field. Then she let her eyes wander back to William. The guard nodded that he understood.

				“Okay. Let’s go.”

				The guard helped Ella to her feet, this time with a little more care, and she walked in front of him, still cognizant of the blade pressed against her back. The wind ruffled her skirt, and she held it in place, trying to preserve her last moments of dignity.

				As they walked, she tried to envision a scenario that would interrupt the one she’d created. Maybe an unclean resident would run for the wall. Maybe another guard would take pity on them. Something. Anything.


				The field before them was wide and vacant, and the buildings in the distance seemed as uninhabited as before. There was no sign of help. Anyone they ran into would probably make things worse—insisting they be taken to The Cleansing.

				They’d probably be taken there anyway, once the guards were through.

				All Ella had bought was time. Nothing more.

				The knowledge hit her like a fist to the stomach, and suddenly she was crying, unable to hold back the tears.

			

			
				“Keep moving,” the guard behind her grunted, his courtesy waning.

				She stifled her sobs, peering over her shoulder at William. The boy was following along, watching his feet. He was mumbling. She wondered if he knew what was coming.

				Or was he having delusions again?

				In some small way, she hoped that his head was somewhere else; that he’d be spared the memory of what was going to happen.

				They left the shelter of the trees and entered the sunlit field. Ella tried to take in the moment, knowing the minutes to follow would be much worse. There were a lot of things that could be survived and forgotten, but this wouldn’t be one of them. They reached the nearest building, and the knife receded from her back.

				“Stay here, or we’ll kill the boy,” the guard said.

				The guard walked out in front of her, peering into the decrepit building. The walls were filled with gaping holes, but the rooms were dark, and she could see little of the interior. A fitting place for such a vile act.

				When he was satisfied the building was vacant, the guard looked at his friend.

				“I’ll go first,” he said simply, as if they were setting up for a pig-pull, rather than stripping a woman of her decency.

				The other guard nodded, and the first man pulled her into the building. She fought the urge to look back at her son. She couldn’t meet William’s eyes. Not now.

				She stepped into the darkness, taking in the shapes and outlines of things she didn’t recognize. Before she could make them out, the man grabbed hold of her arms. The stink of alcohol filled the air. She hadn’t realized the guard was drunk before. Perhaps that was why he’d agreed to the proposal.

				“Wait a second,” she whispered, her pulse beating so fast she could barely think.

			

			
				“What is it?”

				He paused, his hands already pawing at her dress, his breath so bad she thought she’d vomit.

				“Let me undo it. I don’t want to rip the dress; it’s the only one I have.”

				“Okay.”

				He let go of her, and suddenly she was free—mercifully free—if only for a few seconds. She searched for the buttons on her back, groping in the dark, feeling sick and nervous and angry. Her fingers trembled. She’d undressed a million times before, and now she could barely get her hands to cooperate.

				It’d been over a year since she’d been with a man.

				Of course, that was with Ethan.

				But the guard in front of her wasn’t a man, she reminded herself. He was a monster, as vile and corrupt as the others in town. The ones who’d burned her husband, and who’d burn her son, too, if she’d let them.

				This was the last thing they’d take from her. She’d see to it.

				She undid the top button, feeling the fabric loosen around her neck and shoulders. The man breathed harder. She reached up to shed the garment, crying as she smoothed out the ruffles. It was then that she heard the commotion from outside.

				William shrieked.

				She retracted her hands, starting for the door. Before she could proceed, the guard clamped his hand around her wrist and wrenched her backward.

				“I don’t think so.” His voice was harsh and foul.

				She tried pushing him away, but he stuck the knife back under her chin. A scream lodged in her throat, and her son’s cries tore at her soul.

				“You promised,” she whispered.

				“I promised nothing.”

			

			
				“You said that you’d let us go, once I was Cleansed.”

				Her eyes had adjusted, and she could make out the sneer on the man’s face. She did her best to stay calm.

				“No, I didn’t.”

				“Please,” she added. “Undress me, if you want. Just don’t hurt my son.”

				She reached out for his arm, gently, pulling the man toward her. The man lowered his knife. He put his hands on her shoulders, resuming what he’d started. He slipped the top of the dress from her shoulders, and she felt it drop past her arms. She shuddered at the oily touch of his fingers.

				Before he could get any further, Ella thrust her knee into the man’s crotch.

				The guard doubled over in pain, the breath hissing out of him. She heard a small thud in the dirt—the knife—and she dropped to the ground, searching for the handle. The guard was still bent over, trying to catch his breath. She patted the ground until her hands closed around the blade. Suddenly, the knife was in her hand, the man was grabbing her, and she was thrusting it into him.

				The man let out a muted cry and fell back to the ground. Ella could feel his warm blood on her hand, but she didn’t wait around to see what she’d done. Instead, she raced through the dark room and to the entrance, darting frantically for her son.

				The daylight hit her—fast and sudden, blinding. She wiped her eyes. William was on the ground, partially disrobed. The second guard was standing over him, his blade held high in the air.

				“He’s infected!” he cried, as if the news would be a revelation to Ella.

				Ella screamed and charged.

				Before the guard could react, she barged into him with all the momentum of a mother’s rage, knocking him backward to the ground. And then she was on top of him, heaving the knife into his chest, plunging it again and again, until the blade struck bone and the man was still.

			

			
				She rolled off of him.

				“Come on!” she screamed. Without looking back, Ella grabbed William’s arm and ran for the nearby field, clutching her opened dress to her shoulders.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: Minister Beck

				Beck stared across the dais at the condemned man, watching Muldoon’s final moments. Muldoon stood naked from the waist up. Father Winthrop was inspecting him.

				Careful not to touch Muldoon’ skin, Winthrop’s finger circled the smudge at the base of Muldoon’s spine. “Come closer Franklin. Get a good look at this. This is classic smudge.”

				Franklin stepped forward. Before he could get a good look, Oliver poked out from behind him. “It looks like a bruise to me.”

				“Quiet, ignorant boy,” Winthrop said, allowing his impatience with the boy to pull his temper to the surface.

				Returning to his place at the back of the dais, Oliver muttered, “Looks like he got kicked by a horse.”

				Franklin turned to Oliver and shook his head. “Don’t.”

				Muldoon remained tense, oblivious to the conversations going on around him.

				Winthrop turned in his chair. “You must learn, boy. Tormenting this strong man with your childish speculations does him no favors. You watched your own father endure the flame. You should know.”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“You see, Franklin, the smudge is the size of a man’s palm, and it usually appears here first. It has this bluish hue, sometimes with yellowed edges. Often, it appears on the elbows or knees, but occasionally it appears on the wrists or ankles.”

				“Why?” Franklin asked.

				“The spore seeks the stony heart to bury its roots. But the spore is not wise. Any place where a man’s bones are near the surface of the skin, the spore may settle.”

			

			
				“And the skull, too?” Franklin asked.

				“Yes, especially the skull.”

				“Why not check there first?”

				“Discolorations on the scalp are covered by the hair and near impossible to discern. We only find evidence on the skull after the spore has grown a wart.”

				“I understand.”

				“Muldoon,” Father Winthrop waved his hand as if shooing a fly. “Show your smudge to General Blackthorn.”

				Muldoon shuffled to over in front of Blackthorn’s chair, stopped and turned so that Blackthorn had a good view of his back.

				“Indeed, a smudge,” said General Blackthorn. “Show Minister Beck.”

				Muldoon shuffled.

				Beck waited for Muldoon to stop and position himself.

				The smudge looked like a bruise, indeed. Beck leaned close enough to smell the man’s unwashed skin and whispered, “Take the sword, Muldoon.”

				Muldoon hesitated. “But I have a son.”

				“He will understand.”

				“He’ll think that I am weak.”

				“Are you?” Beck sat back in his chair. “Turn and face me.”

				Muldoon obeyed. He held out his arms, palms up. “I have the strength of several men, when I am doing my work.”

				“Then your son will see that strength in you. You’ve already proven your bravery by standing in front of your fellows and showing your bru— smudge. Your son will know you are brave.”

				“May I ask a favor before I go to the pyre?”

				Beck slumped in his chair. More than anything, he hated when they asked for favors. And it was always him they asked, never the others. On the rare days when a man came to the dais, pissing himself as he imagined the lick of flame on his skin, it was Winthrop who’d examine them first, always Winthrop, with his dim knowledge of anything beyond superstitions and stories. But he was the accepted expert in the ways the spore corrupted human flesh.

			

			
				Expert my ass, Beck thought. That man wouldn’t know a wart from a booger he’d dug out of his own nose.


				After Winthrop, the unclean passed to Blackthorn who never dithered. He’d glance. He’d speak four or five syllables and wave them past. So it was inevitably Beck who got asked the favors—Beck, who had the misfortune of being the last kind face they’d each see before getting escorted to the pyre.

				“My son has no one,” Muldoon pleaded.

				“You have no one at home?” Beck asked.

				“No one. My wife was taken at the last Cleansing,” Muldoon explained, pointing at the line of pyres. “She was the first of eighteen that day.”

				“I remember well,” Beck said. “Your wife had the long raven hair.”

				Muldoon nodded. He squeezed his eyes shut, attempting to corral his tears.

				Beck gave him a moment while he thought of the man’s wife. She had been a gorgeous woman, just like the blonde girl who’d caught Beck’s attention on the Cleansing platform earlier that day. Beck had been aroused by Muldoon’s wife when she’d dropped her dress and walked up on the platform, looking down on the plaza with regal defiance. He’d often thought back to her naked body and perfect face when he was alone in his room at night.

				But that had been a terrible day. They burned a dozen bodies and had to rebuild the pyres to burn six more. There were always stories from the past in which dozens, or even hundreds had been taken to the pyre. But the largest number any of the old men could remember seeing was the eighteen burned that day.

			

			
				“She didn’t scream,” Muldoon finally said, breaking Beck’s concentration.

				“I remember.” Beck nodded.

				“If I cry out, when his mother did not, what will my son think of me?”

				A commotion at the other end of the dais caught Beck’s attention.

				The armed men had stripped the heretic Earl Friend naked, and despite his frantic struggles, were dragging him onto the dais. If he’d been smudged before, it was impossible to tell: his body was speckled with welts and scrapes.

				Seeing that his time had run out, Muldoon asked, “Will you take my son as an apprentice?”

				Back to this, Beck thought with annoyance. It was hard for him to hide his disinterest. Still, he had to say something to the man. “The orphanage takes excellent care of our parentless children. It assists them in an apprenticeship when they are of the age.”

				Muldoon looked at the ground. “He’s too old for the orphanage.”

				“Then he is too old to apprentice for me. Scholars must be taught from a young age.”

				“Yes. I understand that. I just—”

				“Why is he not a rabbit hunter? Why did you not teach him your trade?”

				“He hunts. But he’s different.”

				Beck was losing his patience. “Children, even ones who would prefer not to be taught the joy of hard labor, must be taught by their parents. Perhaps you have been too indulgent with the boy.”

				Muldoon fell to his knees. “Please, please. I beg of you. Speak to him. You’ll see.”

				“What will I see? An insolent boy? A lazy boy who disrespects his father?” Beck’s voice was as harsh as the insult. He had to remind himself that it was wrong to be cruel to a man on his way to the pyre. With an effort, he softened the angry scowl on his face and gave Muldoon a look that let him know he could speak again, if he wished.

			

			
				“He reads.”

				Beck was taken aback. That couldn’t be possible. “How did that come to pass?”

				Muldoon hesitated as though hiding something. “I’ve seen him.”

				“Seen him read?”

				“Yes.”

				“And who taught him? Do you read, Muldoon?”

				“No, Minister Beck. I do not.”

				“Yet you believe that your son reads?”

				“I’ve seen him with books.”

				“Books? You have books? Are you rich?”

				Muldoon shook his head and stared at the ground. Two armed men had come to stand beside him. One said, “It’s time, Minister Beck.”

				“Stand,” the other one barked at Muldoon.

				Beck raised a hand to delay them. “And where did you get books?”

				Muldoon looked around, as though preparing to share a secret. In a soft voice he said, “He found them.”

				“Found them?” Beck furrowed his brow. “A book hasn’t been found in nearly two hundred years. Did this boy steal these books?”

				“No, no. I swear he did not steal them.”

				“Are you sure? If you are sending me off to chase a lie, nothing more can be done to you, of course, but I assure you, Muldoon, your lie will not go easy on this boy. Does he have these books?”

				“He really has them.”

			

			
				A guard spoke. “Minister Beck.” It was time for Muldoon to go.

				“Please,” Muldoon begged.

				Just to satisfy the man, Beck said. “I will visit your son. I will see if he has these books. And I’ll consider him for scholarship.” It all felt like lies. But then, it was. Sure, if the kid had books, if he could read, then yes, he could be considered for scholarship, but that was unlikely. If the boy had happened upon an ancient cache of books—or even a few—mysteriously preserved by time, he might open the pages and pretend to read. That might be the truth of it. The second truth was that the boy could not appreciate the great value of old books, not like Beck could. The books should be taken from the boy, lest he ruin them.

				Of course, that lie Beck told himself didn’t mention the great value of the old books.

				“Thank you, Minister Beck. Thank you. His name is Ivory. You’ll find him at the first house past the big barn at the end of the Hay Road, where the fields begin. Thank you so much.”

				Beck smiled weakly as the armed men took Muldoon away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Muldoon

				Muldoon’s heart hammered as he steeled himself for the end.

				The women sang the Fire Dirge, while the men swayed slowly with the rhythm. Clouds blew across the sky, collecting for a storm, stiffening the wind.

				Muldoon stood atop a pile of logs, branches, and kindling twigs stacked five feet deep. His hands were bound behind him, around the pyre pole. On the pole to Muldoon’s left, Earl Friend spat curses at Muldoon. Earl was going to God as a coward, shaming his wife and kids in front of every solemn face in the plaza.

				To Earl’s left, three women were bound atop their own pyres, waiting for the fire to Cleanse their smudged and warty skin. Two of those women sobbed, but everyone expected that of women. A gravelly voiced woman called Margaret the Wench strained against her pole pleading to the people, pleading to the three silent Elders on the dais, pleading to the clouds and the heavens.

				“Mercy. Save me. Give me the sword. I beg you.” Unfortunately Margaret was wasting her words on the ears of people who mostly despised her. She would soon be touched by fire. She would not get the mercy of the blade. Everybody knew that.

				Women always hid their shameful uncleanliness until it was revealed on the Cleansing platform, in front of all. In choosing to hide, women lost their right to the sword, just as Earl Friend had lost his. The sword could only be chosen by someone brave enough to come forward of his own accord, as Muldoon had done. Absent that choice, fire was the only other passage to God.

				Muldoon had chosen the fire over the blade.

				The dirge drew to its end. The women started it again, anticipating the first fire, the one to be lit under Muldoon’s feet. When that happened, the women would sing louder to cover his screams. They would sing louder to wail their pain and fright. They would sing until blackened bones hung from the pyre poles and only smoking ash remained below.

			

			
				After, they would go to their houses, thank the gods for their cleanliness, and prepare a simple meal for the men, who had to bear the shame of the day on their faces. The men always had shame on their faces, a shame that was never vocalized, nor explained. Those meals were silent. And silence followed the townsfolk to bed, where husbands would hold their wives close, thanking their god for their luck.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Oliver

				Oliver was tired of standing. He was tired of looking at the faces of so many sad women. He hated the fire dirge and he hated Cleansing Day. It was a Cleansing Day that took both his parents and left him apprenticed to Father Winthrop; Winthrop was a buffoon at best, a simple-minded bully at worst.

				At first, Oliver was thankful. An apprenticeship in the clergy left him regularly fed, and at least standing on the fringes of luxury, such as it was. The alternative was the orphanage, home of empty stomachs and cold nights that only served to funnel ignorant boys into a life of hard labor in the fields. Even as young as Oliver was, he knew he didn’t want that.

				What Oliver wanted was anything that would take him outside the walls. He wanted to see the ancient ruined cities and explore the ancients’ ways. He wanted to learn their secrets. He dreamt about life as one of Beck’s Scholars and hated memorizing Father Winthrop’s endless litany of contradictory parables.

				Or a soldier. Oliver flexed his spindly arms and imagined himself on a horse, sword in hand, charging a horde of reeking demons, hacking off their bulbous, deformed heads, saving weak villagers and their children.

				Yes, Oliver could be a hero.

				That would be a life.

				The sound of the dirge got louder, interrupting Oliver’s daydreams, drawing his gaze back to the row of pyres. The torch had just touched the kindling below Muldoon’s feet.

				The screams were coming.

				Oliver wanted to cover his ears, as he used to do when hiding among the skirts of the women in the plaza. But he was just a little kid then. Up on the dais, Father Winthrop forbade such behavior explicitly. To show anything but a brave face in front of the women was to invite the switch or the belt. Such was the price of life in the clergy.

			

			
				Father Winthrop told him that the chosen were stronger, wiser, and kinder than regular men.

				Kinder?

				Oliver nearly laughed at the irony of it. Could anyone as unkind as Winthrop, as unable to see it in himself, still be wise? No.

				The crackle of burning logs cut through the baleful dirge.

				Oliver looked at his feet and started to hum quietly along, hoping the sound in his head might keep the screams out of his ears.

				Franklin elbowed Oliver and turned on him with furrowed brows.

				Oliver understood the look, stopped humming, and turned his face toward Muldoon. He tried vainly to focus on the gray clouds out on the horizon.

				The orange flames touched Muldoon’s pants and they started to smoke.

				That would only last for a few seconds. Oliver had seen it too many times before. Men’s silence rarely lasted past the time when the pants started to blaze. The fire wasn’t yet hot enough to kill, but was hot enough to crisp their skin.

				And the pants blazed.

				Muldoon’s face stretched a silent grimace, split open at the mouth, wider and wider in a pantomime of a writhing scream.

				Then his voice, unable to dam agony, pierced air.

				In a voice probably meant to be heard only in his head, Father Winthrop said, “The ecstasy.”

				Oliver hated him for that.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: Ella

				Ella and William kept running long after the wall had disappeared and the trees had grown thick around them. Even though they’d fled the town, she could still hear the gurgle of the first guard’s cries, and she could envision the knife sticking from the second guard’s stomach like a misplaced limb.

				Her hands were wet with crimson, but she didn’t dare stop to wipe them off. Instead, she let the blood dry in the wind as she ran. Her dress was equally stained.

				She’d wash the blood later, in a brook or a stream or the Davenport River, whatever body of water she came across first. One step at a time, Ella. Right now her main goal was to distance herself from a place she no longer wanted to call home.

				“Are you all right, William?”

				In her haste to get over the wall, she’d barely had a chance to check on him. The boy nodded, his eyes still wide with fear, his clothes disheveled and hanging off him. They’d both been degraded. But it could’ve been worse.

				Far, far, worse.

				There was a chance it would get worse, if she didn’t get them away from the wall as quickly as possible. The guards would be looking for them soon. Two of them were dead, but there’d be others. And the disrespect she’d felt at their hands would be nothing compared to what was coming.

				The pyre. The spike. A hanging. She didn’t know which she’d receive, or which was worse.

				In her weakest moments, she’d often longed for one of those fates, back in the days when Ethan had first passed. But those days seemed so long ago. Her duty now was to protect William, and she had an obligation to get him away from the town and away from the slaughter. Free from the downturned glances of unhappy women and the lustful eyes of men.

			

			
				They needed to forge a new life.

				They’d been running for ten minutes when William’s hand slipped from hers. He bent over, clutching his side, breathing fast and erratic.

				“Are you okay?”

				“I need to rest, Mom,” he managed, between breaths.

				She felt a sting of mother’s guilt, and she bent down and put her hands on the boy’s shoulders, subconsciously wondering if she’d find something other than thin bones.

				“It’ll be all right, William. We’ll rest for a moment, but then we have to keep going.”

				She put her ear to the wind, sure she’d hear the distant cries of men, but all she heard for certain was the rustle of the trees and the occasional chatter of an animal. She realized she had no idea what was lurking in these woods.

				It’d been twelve years since she’d been outside of the town’s dilapidated wall.

				The last time she’d been in the wild was when she’d traveled from Davenport to Brighton, preparing to become Ethan’s wife.

				And now she was going to make that return journey with her own son, hoping to reunite with her aunt and uncle—the relatives who’d raised her—and take refuge. Her aunt and uncle had visited her several times in Brighton, but she’d never returned to visit them. It was a risky proposition, but one at which she knew she couldn’t fail. To stop would be to surrender herself and her son to the hands of the townspeople.

				She couldn’t do that.

				“Are you ready?” she asked.

				The boy nodded. She grabbed William’s hand again, her hands still slippery with the guard’s blood. She noticed his shirt was stretched and sagging, and she pulled it over his neck, covering the lump that had exposed itself to the sun.

			

			
				His sin had become hers.

				She’d get them out of this, even if it was the last thing she did.

				**

				They ran until Ella was stiff and sore and having trouble breathing. The stitches in her side threatened to keel her over. She imagined her son felt even worse. Although he was younger and more used to the exercise, his legs were shorter.

				They’d been alternating speeds since they left—changing from a sprint to a jog and back again. Every time she heard a noise in the forest, Ella would panic and pull her son faster. When they’d gotten clear of the disturbance, they’d slow down again. It was an exhausting game of nerves versus energy, one from which she needed a break.

				For several minutes, they’d heard the sound of water, and Ella had been trying to track down the source. Now she could see it in the distance—a clear, bubbling river that was almost the width of her house.

				She recognized it immediately. Davenport River. She’d been by it with Ethan and the guide twelve years ago. The road to Davenport couldn’t be far.

				William stared, his eyes tracing the swift current. They’d both been to the River of Brighton plenty of times, but he’d never been to this one. Ella was always amazed at the power of flowing water, the way it twisted and furled over the stones and sunken trees beneath it, finding its way through.

				She allowed her gaze to wander for a few seconds before she bent down and crept to the edge. The river foamed and spat.

				“Stay back,” she warned.

			

			
				She dipped her hands in the water, letting the cold soak her skin, and then scrubbed her hands together. She could still smell the odor of the guard’s blood, and she held her breath as it washed away. Her dress was red and blemished. In her efforts to hold it up, she’d stained both the collar and the shoulders. She’d have to clean it before they ran into someone.

				When she looked back, William was staring at his own grime-covered hands.

				“Come here,” she urged.

				The boy obeyed and scooted next to her. She helped him rinse off. Thankfully, his shirt was unscathed, although it’d been stretched out from where the guard had yanked it. She fixed him as best she could and then sent him back a few feet.

				She scanned the banks of the river on either side, searching for danger, but saw nothing. As much as she hated to slow down, she knew that she’d need to clean her clothing to avoid suspicion.

				“Can you look away for a moment, honey?” she asked William.

				The boy obliged. Ella glanced around the forest, unbuttoned her dress, and slipped it over her head. The breeze was cool against her skin. It caressed her shoulders and tickled the inside of her arms. Being exposed in the woods felt strange and uncomfortable, but it was still better than being exposed on the Cleansing platform.

				Anything was better than that.

				She knelt down on the riverbed and began scrubbing at the top of her dress. To her relief, she was able to get off some of the blood, but some of it remained, and she did her best to dilute it. If someone inquired as to its origin, she’d blame it on a food spill, or perhaps a wound from a sewing needle.

			

			
				When she’d cleaned the garment, she shook it out to dry it a bit, and slipped it back over her head.

				It was the best she could do.

				When she glanced back at William, he was still staring at the river. She walked up the bank to meet him.

				“’I’m all set, sweetie. We can go now.”

				The boy was holding their bags. She took one of them from his grasp and hefted it over her shoulder.

				“Put yours on,” she said.

				She was about to slip hers on when she noticed the boy wasn’t moving.

				“Are they dead?” he asked. “The guards?”

				“I think so.” She set her bag down and leaned next to him. “They were going to hurt us, William.”

				“I know that.”

				She studied his eyes, trying to see what was lurking behind them. As much as she’d tried to protect him, he’d seen as much bloodshed as she. The pyres. The spikes. Ethan burning. It’d been six months since he’d had a nightmare, but she still worried about him. How could any boy be expected to forget all that?

				The children were exposed to the same things the adults were. There was a time when Father Winthrop enforced protection for the younger ones, but those days were long gone. Ella didn’t believe that was fair, or just. But what could she do?

				The worst part of her job as a parent was the explanations. As much as it pained her, sometimes there just weren’t any good answers.

				William still wasn’t moving. She stroked his hair and stared at the river with him.

				She’d been ready to go for almost a minute, but she could sense that he needed another. After a few seconds, he looked at her.

				“Am I going to die, Mom?”

			

			
				Ella choked on her answer before she said it. “Of course not.”

				William’s hands moved to his neck, and she fought the urge to pull them off. Not here, not now, she wanted to scream. Instead she kept quiet. The boy rubbed the back of his neck, as if a gnat had bitten him, and then placed his hands back at his sides.

				“Will I feel it when it happens? Will I feel it when I turn?”

				Ella shook her head. In truth, she had no idea. Didn’t want to think about it. They had plenty of time left, plenty of time to build a new life…She wasn’t ready to handle this…not now…not yet.

				“No,” she forced herself to say. “I don’t think so.”

				William nodded, his face grim and composed, looking much too mature for a boy his age. She stroked his hair one last time and then got to her feet, slinging her bag on her shoulder.

				“We have to leave.”

				“I know,” he said. “We’re going to Davenport, right? To see Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick?”

				“Yes.”

				“Is it nice there?”

				“It’s beautiful. Probably the most beautiful village I’ve ever seen,” Ella said.

				A smile flitted across William’s face as he tugged his pack onto his shoulder. He reached out and took her hand, breaking his trance from the river.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: General Blackthorn

				Blackthorn listened to the fire dirge and thought about all the places he’d rather be than sitting in his chair, watching the lucky thousands wail their fright, as though death had come to them personally. Fear was an insidious, contagious thing.

				First, those nearest the flames reacted, as though they held some hope that the ritual would not be carried through to its ashen end, that the flame would not burn, that the torch would not be laid at the foot of the pyre. But of course it would; a tiny fiery star, a pinprick of horror.

				He watched that dread ripple through the crowd faster than the flames surged through the dry wood. Women swooned and children trembled, each catching the emotion from the person in front of him or her, fear manifesting itself in a visible wave that rolled over the mass of the weak-hearted.

				Maybe that’s what Blackthorn disliked most about Cleansing Day. Fear became real. He saw it. He smelled it. He tasted it in the air. It reminded him of cloying, urine soaked britches, and the wet bed sheets of a boy too afraid to go to the outhouse in the dark of night. It brought back memories of the worst days of his life, when panic ruled him as a boy, leading up to that moment when his father, the great man, fell from his horse and was swarmed by the beasts.

				Emotion welled up in his hard heart. He gritted his teeth, sucked in his breath, and recalled how the fear had transformed him from weak boy into the stone-hard man that he now was, Supreme Leader of all in the three towns and every village in between. Sure, there were Beck and Winthrop, the other two in the Council of Elders, but they were weak. They were figureheads pretending to be leaders.

			

			
				Movement to his right distracted Blackthorn from his thoughts.

				Three of Beck’s census men were in front of Beck, showing him their lists, reviewing their calculations with anxious gestures and quivering voices. Blackthorn didn’t need to hear their words to know that the numbers didn’t add up. For the census takers, men who sat in the night squinting at papers on candlelit tables—men who would never raise a sword in anger, or have the blood of a brother on their hands—this was the pinnacle of fear.

				Blackthorn hated them, necessary though they were.

				The weak, hunchbacked writers of numbers performed an important duty. In taking the Cleansing census, they also wrote down the names of any missing women, the ones too afraid to face the pyre.

				The fact that there were still runners sickened Blackthorn. Unfortunately, the Muldoons of the world were becoming a rarer and rarer occurrence. With each Cleansing that passed, fear had taken root and was growing. Deceitful behavior was becoming the norm. Frightened people were too weak of heart to walk the road to courage without a little helpful prodding.

				The census men finished their presentation, and Beck made some disappointed sounds. He motioned for the men to present the results to Blackthorn. Blackthorn didn’t need to be told. Nevertheless, he let them approach. The ritual was a necessary one. Structure helped simple-minded men manage the anxieties in their lives. Brighton had more than its share of simple-minded men.

				Beck’s three census men lined up, shoulder to shoulder in front of Blackthorn. The one in the middle, a chinless man with darting eyes, said, “General Blackthorn, we have the results of the Cleansing census.”

				“Speak.”

				It was the chinless man’s first time to present the numbers, and he was troubled. Blackthorn half expected to see a puddle form at the man’s feet. He even wagered to himself on which would come first—the urine or the man’s words.

			

			
				To his surprise, the words won. The census man said, “There are two missing from the count.”

				Blackthorn nodded sternly. There was no need to feign surprise. No need for anger. Solutions were necessary.

				Looking around again, the chinless man’s eyes fell to Beck, searching for direction.

				Beck waved his hand in small circles. “Speak, man.”

				The chinless man looked back at Blackthorn. His eyes slowly sank from Blackthorn’s face to his feet. “Ella Barrow and her son William are not present, General.”

				Blackthorn nodded to his left, gesturing a direction for the three census men to take. “Go,” he told them.

				Two soldiers came to fill the space in front of Blackthorn, and all on the dais waited while Blackthorn contemplated his words. He let the tension build, even though there was no decision to be made. Ella and William would be found. They would be brought to the square, flailed for their cowardice, and placed atop particularly slow smoldering pyres that would lick their flesh clean for many long, agonizing minutes.

				Then their souls would be taken to God.

				“Captain Swan,” Blackthorn said.

				Captain Swan, one of the two standing in front of Blackthorn said, “Yes, General.”

				“Send troops to find this woman Ella and her son. Bring her back to the square.”

				“Yes, General.” Captain Swan and the captain beside him turned crisply, stepping toward the stairs.

				“Captain Townshend.”

				The second captain came to a halt. Captain Swan stopped alongside him.

			

			
				“Captain Swan, you have your task. Go.” Blackthorn stood, surprising everyone on the dais with the divergence from protocol. Normally the two captains would go off together. “Captain Townshend, you have another task.”

				“Yes, General.”

				General Blackthorn walked to the front edge of the dais.

				Just as the fear had rippled across the women when the pyres were lit, a new ripple spread out from the crowd, emanating from Blackthorn himself as though he were the hottest flame they’d seen, hot enough to burn them all. No word could be heard, not a cough or a sneeze.

				Blackthorn said, “Two of the unclean have chosen weakness over strength, fear over courage.” He paused, letting the gravity the betrayal sink in. It wasn’t a betrayal of Blackthorn, or the Council of Elders—it was a betrayal of Brighton.

				“Fear is growing among us. Dread makes our hearts soft. It destroys our unity, and weakens the three towns. Fear is infectious. Left unchecked, it will destroy the efforts of the strong. It will destroy what our fathers have built. It will destroy us all.”

				He paused again, for effect.

				“All who support weakness and fear must meet the pyre.” Blackthorn cast his glare slowly across the women. “These two runners did not act alone. Nobody turns unclean and runs without those around him knowing. And when we, the people of Brighton, do nothing to Cleanse this fear, the spore takes root and we are all guilty. In this case, the family, the neighbors, and the close friends of Ella Barrow and her boy William are complicit.”

				Gasps rippled through the crowd.

				“Captain Townshend, bring before us this woman’s family. Bring her neighbors. Bring her friends. We will sort this out, and the pyre will mete our town’s justice and Cleanse them.”

			

			
				Stifled cries emanated from the crowd, and heads drooped. Hands covered mouths to whisper protests.

				Minister Beck stepped up out of his chair. “General Blackthorn, this is not a decision to be taken by one Elder alone.”

				Without turning, Blackthorn asked, “Father Winthrop, do you concur?”

				Put on the spot, Father Winthrop gasped. He rubbed a shaking hand over his chin and glanced at Minister Beck, but turned away before he caught Beck’s eye. Weakly, Winthrop murmured, “Ah…um… Yes. I… concur.”

				Beck flushed red with rage.

				Keeping a repressive eye on the women in the square and the men on the fringe, Blackthorn said, “Captain Townshend, bring us all of Ella Barrow’s accomplices.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: Ella

				Ella recognized the road to Davenport immediately.

				Davenport Road was little more than a ten-foot wide trail, worn down by years of foot and hoof. At one point, the road crossed a great field and branched off to the township of Coventry, but mostly it ran close to the river.

				Everyone knew if you followed the river, you’d eventually get to Davenport village. But the river snaked a circuitous path. If followed exactly, it would lead a traveler through the forests for days and days. There were many paths that branched to smaller villages, and without the services of a guide, a traveller from Brighton might end up in any of a dozen places.

				Getting lost was the least of Ella’s worries. Getting caught was her major concern. If the Elders sent the guards to look for her and William, they’d follow the roads out of Brighton. Her and William needed to avoid the roads.

				The river was their best bet.

				As simple as the idea was, following the river was more of a challenge than Ella had hoped. In several places, the ground was too rough or steep, or the forest was too dense to navigate. Creeks ran into the river and cut right across their path, sometimes flowing through ravines so deep they couldn’t be crossed. There were the spots where Ella and William would come to a hard curve in the river, watching it flow off to their right. Rather than follow it, they’d tromp through the woods, following the sound of the strong current somewhere off in the trees, trying to shave a mile or two off their journey.

				It was on one such tromp that they lost sight of the river and ran across a long, perfectly straight wall, made from what appeared to be a single piece of waist-high stone.

			

			
				“Ancient Stone,” Ella said as she laid a hand on the wall, showing it to William. He was already preoccupied with another wall, running parallel to the first but five feet above, across a gap. Above that was another, and another, alternating bands of ancient stone and gaps that grew thick with shrubs and vines. The layers stacked up into the air on thick square posts until they stopped just above the tallest trees.

				“What is it?” asked William.

				Shaking her head, Ella said, “I don’t know.”

				“Did the Ancients live here?”

				It didn’t look like a house or anything she’d seen back in Brighton. And it didn’t look like anything she’d seen in Davenport, either. At least, not that she remembered. All the ancient buildings there looked like they’d once served a purpose. Some had rooms that looked like they could have been sleeping quarters, or possibly merchants’ stores. Some could have been storehouses.

				But the function of this giant, cubed-shaped thing was lost on her.

				Between the bushes that jutted out between the layers, she could see murky, empty shadows and far through the other side she saw the outlines of tree trunks in the sunshine. The inside appeared to be a quarter the size of the square in Brighton. Why would the Ancients have constructed such a thing?

				“I’ll bet we’re the first people in a thousand years to be here,” William said in awe.

				“Maybe,” Ella responded. She looked around, as if the guards might’ve already caught up to them. Despite her concern, she knew it was getting late; they’d been traveling for the greater part of a day, and soon they’d need to take shelter for the night. The boy’s words finally hit her. “A thousand years?” She looked down at William and smiled. “You don’t even know what a thousand years is, you silly boy.”

			

			
				“I do,” William said confidently. “You don’t, but I do.”

				Shaking her head, Ella motioned William to follow her. She started walking the length of the wall, looking inside between the shrubs and admiring the towering layers of Ancient Stone. “You’re right. I don’t know what a thousand is. My uncle Frederick taught me to count to a hundred when I was your age. A hundred was all I ever needed. I seldom need to count anything more than a dozen.”

				William brushed his fingers along the ancient wall as they walked. “A thousand is easy. It’s just like counting to a hundred ten times. That’s all.”

				“And how would you know that?” Ella asked, not believing a word of it, but happy for a moment to forget their troubles and have a normal conversation.

				“When we’re at the market, I heard merchants talking about numbers, some big, some small, adding them up and subtracting them even.”

				“Adding and subtracting?” Ella laughed. “You’re going to tell me now that you can add and subtract and you learned it listening to merchants talk?”

				“Yes,” William’s tone was completely serious.

				Ella stopped, turned and knelt down in front of William. It wasn’t until she’d assumed the position that she realized he was too tall. On her knees, she had to look up at him. “You’re growing up too fast, William. You’re going to be as big as your father.”

				“I know.”

				Ella stood. “You know, merchants hire tutors to teach their kids numbers and how to add and subtract.”

				William shrugged. “Why do they need tutors? It’s not that hard.”

				“I’ll take your word for it.” Ella turned and started back along the wall. “I can add a few numbers, but I can’t subtract them.”

			

			
				“It’s just like adding, only backwards.”

				“If you say so.”

				William stopped. “We can climb over if you want.”

				Ella looked around at the forest and back up at the layered walls. “I know.”

				“What are we waiting for, then?” asked William.

				“I’m not sure.” She sniffed the air.

				William copied her and sniffed the air too.

				Ella pushed her head between some shrubs, trying to get a whiff inside the ancient structure.

				“What are we trying to smell?” William asked.

				Ella pulled her head out of the bushes and looked down at her son, not wanting to scare him further.

				“Demons?” William guessed.

				“How could you know that?”

				“My friend Mickey said they stink. He said they smell worse than pigs.”

				Ella nodded. She’d heard the same.

				William jumped up, leaning over the wall and through the vegetation, sniffing inside. “I don’t smell anything bad in here.” He slid back off. “Do you think its safe?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Do you think the demons will catch us if we go inside?”

				“Don’t speak of such things,” Ella said, though the same fear lurked inside her.

				Unfazed, William continued, “Everybody knows they’re out here, mom. I’m not a little kid anymore.”

				“Yes you are,” Ella said. “You just think because you know what a thousand is that you’re suddenly a grown-up?”

				William made a show of looking up and down the length of the building and up to its tallest wall. “I think we should stay here tonight. It’ll be dark before you think.”

				The boy was right.

			

			
				“Okay,” Ella conceded. “We’ll go inside and see. But stay quiet and stay close. Do you hear me?”

				**

				The structure was a strange, strange place indeed.

				Once inside the layered building, Ella and William found themselves on a gently sloping floor that spiraled up and up. They realized very quickly that they were on the second, then the third floor. When they came out on the top, the structure opened up to sunshine and a perfectly square meadow with a few small trees, wild flowers, and clumps of blueberry bushes surrounded by a waist-high wall of ancient stone.

				The first thing William did was run to the edge and look out across the tops of trees, which surrounded the old building. Ella followed at a walking pace, scanning the meadow for any hazards. When she reached the edge, she took up next to William and placed her hands on the wall.

				Far out toward the direction of the mountains, she saw a trail of black smoke drifting up into the wind. It didn’t take a lot of imagination to guess what that was. The pyres of Brighton. She gulped as she scanned the horizon. Way off to the south, she thought she could make out another smudge of black on the late afternoon blue sky. Could those be the Coventry pyres? All three towns and the major villages Cleansed on the same day. That was an unbreakable tradition.

				William’s voice distracted her. “I like it up here.”

				“Me too, honey.”

				“You can see forever.”

				“A thousand miles.” Ella smiled and nudged William. She didn’t even know for sure what a mile looked like, just that it was a long way.

				“Maybe a thousand miles.” William shrugged. He pointed at the mountains far in the east. “How far are away are they?”

			

			
				“I don’t know,” Ella said. “I’ve never been, and I don’t know anyone who has.”

				“I’d like to climb them some day. I’ll bet if you climbed up one of those mountains you could see the whole world.”

				“Maybe.”

				Ella and William watched the distant mountains. After a while, he asked, in a serious voice, “Did we run away from Brighton?”

				“Yes.”

				“Are we going back?”

				“No.” Ella kept her eyes on the horizon.

				William said, “We could stay here and live. I like this place. I could be king of the ancient box building.” He smiled and turned, taking off at a serpentine run. “King William. King William.”

				Ella turned and followed. She veered close to one of the clumps of blueberry bushes and was pleased to see they were covered with berries. She called to William, “Remember what I told you.”

				William spun around in circles. “I remember everything,” he called.

				“Look for big tracks and look for scat. Bears like berries as much as we do.”

				“I looked already.” William took off at a sprint to another side of the meadow. “Nothing’s up here but us.”

				Ella looked out across the meadow again. Any animal big enough to hurt her or William would be visible, unless it crouched in the blueberry bushes. She hoped. She walked slowly, looking for signs of animals, but all she found were tiny round pellets of rabbit dung.

				If only she knew how to hunt those quick little tasty rodents.

			

			
				**

				With William’s help, Ella found enough long branches to lean against one of the walls in a corner of the meadow. Beneath that crude shelter they laid their blankets. When the last of the sun’s light faded from the evening sky, they’d have a place to cover themselves. Their bellies were full of blueberries. Their flasks were getting low on water, but they’d find their way back to the river in the morning.

				Despite how the day had started, Ella felt good about their situation. They’d escaped The Cleansing. William was acting precocious and energetic, as always. And they hadn’t seen a single pursuer.

				Perhaps they’d already escaped.

				“Mom, what do you think happened to the Ancients?”

				“I don’t know, honey. Nobody does.”

				“There are stories, right?”

				Ella leaned up on an elbow to look at William. “People say the twisted men killed them. Some legends say the Ancients turned into the twisted men.”

				“The demons are the Ancients? Do you think that’s so?”

				“That isn’t the kind of question that little boys should spend their time thinking about.”

				“I’m curious, though, Mom. Tell me what you think.”

				“I’m not sure, William. I heard Father Winthrop talk about it once at the devotional service.”

				“What did he say?”

				Ella laughed and thought about it. “I honestly don’t know. He’s full of more meaningless words than any man I’ve ever met.”

				They both laughed. After a moment, William’s face turned serious. “Dad used to tell me that I’d understand when I got older. He told me that in time, The Word would become clear.”

			

			
				Ella leaned in close and whispered. “I’ve got a secret to tell you.”

				“What’s that?”

				“That’s just something parents tell their kids when they don’t have the answer. Don’t tell any of the other kids, okay?”

				William laughed, and so did Ella. Soon they were asleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Oliver

				Oliver stood beside Franklin, watching the morning bustle. The people on Market Street went about their business as they always did, but the energy had drained out of them. There were few jokes and few smiles. Conversation was hushed. It wasn’t unusual for the mood in the market to be a little off the day after The Cleansing, but this morning’s gloom made Oliver stay close to Franklin’s side. The mood frightened him in a way he couldn’t define.

				Pointing at a stall of vegetables, Franklin said, “Usually at this time of morning there’s plenty to choose from. I wonder if all the women shopped early today.”

				Oliver looked around, afraid his voice might carry. “I think people are afraid of what General Blackthorn is going to do with Ella Barrow’s friends.”

				Franklin rolled his eyes. “That’s got nothing to do with a food shortage in the market.”

				Oliver punched Franklin in the arm, hard enough to show his displeasure. “Father Winthrop treats me like I’m stupid all day long. Don’t you start.”

				Franklin turned to Oliver, started to say something and stopped. He took a deep breath and said, “Father Winthrop talks to you like you’re stupid because you won’t stop playing that game with him.”

				Oliver looked innocently at Franklin. “What game?”

				Franklin pushed Oliver, turned, and started up the street. “That game. You act like you’re a naïve, ignorant peasant and everybody believes it because you’re just a little kid. But every time you do it, you start asking Father Winthrop questions and at the end of it, he starts to feel stupid and loses his temper. That’s why he talks to you like you’re stupid. Because you make him feel stupid.”

			

			
				Oliver shrugged. “He beats me with a switch. He deserves it.”

				“Because you make him feel stupid. Just—” Franklin gave up on what he was going to say. “Don’t worry about it. Do what you want to do. Maybe you like getting beaten.”

				Oliver shook his head. He didn’t like it one bit. Under his breath he said, “I hate him.”

				Franklin spun on Oliver and leaned over. “Don’t ever say that out loud again. You hear me?”

				Oliver nodded.

				“He’ll beat you and put you in the orphanage or he’ll see a smudge on you—”

				“I don’t have a smudge,” Oliver said, suddenly frantic.

				“That’s what you don’t understand, Oliver. It doesn’t have to be there. Men with angry eyes see what they want to see. If you make him angry enough, he’ll see a smudge and he’ll put you on the pyre.”

				“The pyre?” Oliver’s mouth hung open.

				Franklin’s face softened and he straightened up. “Don’t you start crying. Not here. Not in the market.” Franklin looked around.

				Oliver cleared his throat and stood as straight as he could. “Sorry.”

				“Men don’t cry. You know that.”

				Oliver nodded. Everybody knew that.

				Franklin put an arm over Oliver’s shoulder and pulled him along. “Come on. We need a rabbit. Father Nelson is on his way from Coventry. He’ll be here for lunch and Father Winthrop wants Rabbit Stew.”

				Oliver sniffled and rubbed his eyes. “How did Father Nelson get here from Coventry so fast? What about The Cleansing there?”

				“They moved Novice Willard up to Father Willard,” Franklin said.

				“Willard is an imbecile.” Oliver spat on the ground.

			

			
				Franklin shook his head. “Father Willard took Father Nelson’s place in presiding over The Cleansing in Coventry.”

				Oliver asked, “What’s Father Nelson doing here?”

				“I don’t know.” Franklin said, “I want to help you, Oliver. You know that right?”

				“I know. You’re my only friend, Franklin.”

				Franklin nodded, gave Oliver a squeeze and let him go. “If you have questions, ask me, okay? Just do what Father Winthrop says, smile, and get good at keeping your mouth shut.”

				“But there are so many things I don’t understand.” Oliver planted his feet. He pointed back in the direction of the church building where Father Winthrop was probably still lying lazily in his giant bed, scratching himself and farting. “He knows The Word. He says The Word has all the answers but he never answers me.”

				Franklin shushed Oliver. “That’s what I mean. You need to learn not to say those things.”

				“I can’t ask questions?”

				Franklin leaned in close and in a whisper said, “Don’t ever question The Word. Ever. I don’t care if you believe it or not. You learn it when Father Winthrop teaches you. But you don’t ever, ever question it. If you think Father Winthrop’s beatings are bad now, wait until he hears you say something like that.”

				Oliver looked at his feet. “Sorry.”

				Franklin straightened and pointed to an empty place on the street. “Muldoon used to set up his stall there.”

				Oliver looked over. “He won’t be bringing anymore rabbits, I guess.”

				“I guess not.” Franklin started up the street again. “As I was saying, you can ask me anything. I might not have the answers, but Scholar Evan is a friend of mine, and he knows things most people don’t. Beck’s scholars have a collection of ancient books—nearly twenty of them.”

			

			
				Oliver’s eyes went wide. “They’re rich?”

				Franklin nodded. “But they don’t see it that way. They study the books trying to learn about the past.”

				“What do they learn?” Oliver asked.

				“I don’t know. I’ll ask Evan about it next time I see him.”

				Oliver walked along beside Franklin for a moment, trying to think of all the questions that nagged him, but his mind was suddenly blank.

				Franklin walked up to a stall where a vendor had five rabbits hanging by their feet. “I need a fat one,” he told the vendor. “A fresh one. It’s for Father Winthrop.”

				Oliver looked at the vendor’s face as Franklin said it. The vendor’s face flashed resentment, then stretched into a fawning, artificial smile.

				The vendor looked at the rabbits he had hanging by their hind feet. Then he glanced down at a covered basket by his own feet.

				“The rabbit?” Franklin said with a frown.

				The vendor seemed to deflate. “Of course.” He knelt down, flipped back the cloth that had been covering a basket, and exposed a rabbit that hadn’t yet been hung. “I killed this fat one before dawn. Father Winthrop will like it more than these others.” He pointed at the hanging rabbits. “These aren’t as fresh.”

				He extended the rabbit, and Oliver reached up and accepted it. As the younger novice, it was his duty to carry it for Franklin.

				“My compliments,” said the Vendor.

				Of course, thought Oliver. That’s what they all said. The clergy ate for free. It was the duty of any farmer or hunter to provide food upon request.

				Franklin said, “Father Winthrop thanks you for strengthening The Word through your efforts.”

				With that, the transaction ended and the two walked on to find some vegetables.

			

			
				Oliver said, “I thought of a question for Scholar Evan. I don’t understand where the circle wall came from.”

				Franklin laughed. “Of all the complicated things you ask Father Winthrop, that’s the question you want me to ask Scholar Evan?”

				Oliver smiled. “No. But that was all I could think of.”

				Franklin laughed some more. “Nobody really knows where it came from.”

				“How is that possible?”

				“I asked the same question when I was your age.”

				Oliver asked, “What did you find out?”

				“Keep in mind, nothing is certain. These are just old stories passed down through the generations.”

				“Like The—” Oliver stopped himself before he finished saying The Word.

				Franklin gave him a stern look and raised his eyebrows.

				“I didn’t say it.” Oliver smiled. “The circle wall. Tell me what you know about that.”

				“They say the circle wall was here when Lady and Bruce founded Brighton.”

				“Why would there be a wall here?” Oliver asked. “There’s no ancient city, just a few ancient buildings.”

				“When the Ancients were dying, it is told that some of them fled here to get away from the twisted men that were conquering the ancient cities. They built the circle wall a full mile in every direction from the center of town.”

				“The square?” Oliver asked.

				“Of course.” Franklin frowned, as though the question were stupid.

				Oliver said, “That explains why there’s so much ancient stone in the circle wall.”

				“Exactly.”

				“And in the places where the stones are stacked,” Oliver asked, “those are the places where The People repaired it?”

				“Yes. That’s what I understood,” said Franklin.

			

			
				Oliver said, “There’s another thing I don’t understand. Why is it so big? Why not just build it around the town?”

				“Because they needed room for fields. They had to grow crops and they had to have places for the sheep to graze. Without the wall, the demons would have destroyed everything.”

				“But…” Oliver thought for a moment how to ask the next question. “If the Ancients built the wall and if it really worked to keep the demons out, what happened to the Ancients that used to live in Brighton? Lady and Bruce founded Brighton with the first fifty-seven people.”

				“The spore,” answered Franklin. “The spore took the Ancients who built the circle wall. That’s why we have The Cleansing twice each year. The circle wall protects us from the demons outside, but the only way we can protect ourselves internally is to get rid of the unclean before they harm anyone.”

				“Couldn’t we just turn them out to the forest?” Oliver asked.

				Just then, a group of merchants walked by, staring at Oliver and Franklin. They spoke in hushed tones.

				Franklin eyed them and then looked away. “No. We need to burn the unclean to keep safe. That is the only way.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: Bray

				Bray peered across the campsite at the man he intended to rob. Jeremiah was snoring. Next to him, thin smoke trickled from an extinguished fire, and the skinned remains of a squirrel hung on a stick. It was well past dawn, and they were up on one of the cliffs just outside Brighton. Bray had been following the other Warden since the previous evening. Jeremiah had set up camp next to a crumbled wall of stone, probably thinking he’d be protected from demons and thieves. The man’s bag was slung loosely over his shoulder, heaving up and down with each inebriated breath he took.

				Jeremiah wasn’t the smartest man in the wild.

				Unlike Bray, Jeremiah spent his silver almost as fast as he earned it, blowing it on as much snowberry as his stomach would hold. Any money he had left over was spent at The House of Barren Women. Jeremiah wasn’t even a skilled Warden. In the time Bray had known him, the man had brought in about eighty-five demon scalps—a pittance compared to the others.

				And yet Brighton continued to employ him.

				It was a shame, really, but the township was in no position to deny assistance. As long as demons roamed the countryside, the township would need the help of the Wardens to slay them. Each scalp netted a Warden five bits of silver—enough to fund a few decent meals.

				Or in Jeremiah’s case, a few more jugs of snowberry.

				Goddamn louse.

				Bray’s anger simmered as he stared at the sleeping man. Jeremiah was a waste, really. No one would miss him if he were gone. But killing him wasn’t Bray’s style. He’d rather let the man live and quietly leech off his earnings.

				Killing the man would be a poor investment.

			

			
				Bray crept across the campsite, stepping over several loose twigs and leaves, doing his best to mask his presence. He held his knife at the ready, even though he was confident he wouldn’t need it. He kept his sword in his scabbard.

				In the event the man awakened, Bray had a backup plan. He’d tell Jeremiah that he’d been chasing a demon, and that he’d stumbled on the campsite. In all likelihood, Jeremiah would be too drunk and disoriented to care.

				He’d probably even fall back asleep.

				Bray circled the doused fire, watching the sleeping man through the thin veil of smoke. He stopped to examine the smoldering squirrel. There was still some unclaimed meat on its bones. He reached out and poked the animal. Still warm. Smiling, he plucked the leftover meat and stuffed it into his mouth, pausing for a second to chew. He’d been so busy stalking Jeremiah that he hadn’t had a chance to eat.

				Free food and a demon scalp. What a take.


				After he scavenged the rest of the man’s meal, he continued over to Jeremiah. The drunken man was still snoring, with his pack looped over one shoulder. He was clutching the strap to his chest, as if it were the pale arm of a woman instead of a dirt-stained piece of fabric. The pack was tied shut.

				Damn.

				That would make things more difficult.

				He’d do what he had to do, and then he’d flee the area. When Jeremiah woke up, he probably wouldn’t even remember he’d had a fresh scalp in his pack. Bray smirked at the thought.

				He knelt down, paying close attention to the man’s breathing. Up close, the snoring was even louder than he’d anticipated, which gave him ample cover to do his business. He set his knife in the dirt and reached for the strings on the pack. As he’d expected, the knot was loosely tied. After a few pulls, he tugged the pack open.

			

			
				Jeremiah snorted.

				He released the pack and went still. Nerves crawled through his body; his pulse raced. Jeremiah readjusted, pulling the bag over his side and out of Bray’s reach. After a few seconds, he resumed snoring.

				Bastard. Bray shook his head.

				He’d wait another minute, just to make sure the man was asleep, and then he’d try again. His plan was to take the scalp to Davenport, where he’d hopefully trade it in for more silver than he’d get in Brighton. He already had a pack full, but another scalp would mean at least another five silver. He’d add it to his stockpile in the ruins once he got paid.

				Bray shimmied closer. The pack was resting on Jeremiah’s side, and it moved up and down with each alcohol-tainted breath. Bray could smell the man’s body odor—a mixture of dried demon blood and unwashed sweat—and he fought the urge to vomit.

				Rather than spending all his money on snowberry, the man should’ve bought himself a bath.

				Bray reached inside the pack again, weaving his way through the fabric, grazing a few items of clothing. A shirt. Pants. He searched for anything else of value. Maybe he’d find a few bits of silver. Eventually his hand closed around the scalp. Got it. He smiled and withdrew his hand.

				Before he could get it out of the pack, a large, calloused hand enveloped his wrist.

				“You son of a bitch!”

				Jeremiah was awake, and he wasn’t happy. Bray tried to leap back, but the hand had a firm grip, and Bray lost his balance. He grabbed for his knife, but it was just out of reach.

				“Jeremiah! I was just—”

				“I know exactly what you were just trying to do, you goddamn thief!”

			

			
				Before Bray could retort, Jeremiah punched him. The blow was sloppy, but it was powerful enough to send Bray sprawling to the ground.

				Jeremiah was on his feet, advancing, eyes blazing. Bray scooted backward, crawling on hands and knees. His sword was still in his scabbard. If he could get clear of the angered man, he might be able to pull it.

				Before he could make a move, Jeremiah charged him. The large man knocked into his shoulders, heaving him back to the dirt, and Bray landed hard on his tailbone. His body stung from the impact.

				Jeremiah unsheathed his sword.

				The last thing Bray had expected was a fight. At the same time, he’d never backed away from one, either. Before Jeremiah could descend on him, Bray lashed out with his leg, hitting the man in the ankle. Jeremiah grunted, lost his balance and tumbled.

				Bray leapt to his feet.

				As Jeremiah tried to recover, Bray delivered a right hook to his jaw. The man cried out in pain. Bray scooted backward. He realized he was still clutching the scalp. That was what he had come for, not a fight with a bear-sized man.

				It was time to leave.

				He plucked his knife from the ground and skirted toward the woods.

				He dashed through the trees, listening to the intoxicated man roar behind him. Jeremiah was on his feet and was lumbering through the woods. Bray continued fleeing until Jeremiah’s shouts were nothing more than complaints to an empty forest. When the man was out of earshot, Bray stopped to inspect the scalp he’d stolen.

				Judging by the size and contour, the demon had been a middle-aged male. The cut was uneven, suggesting that Jeremiah had still been shaky from the fight with it. Either that or he’d already been inebriated.

			

			
				Bray shrugged. A scalp is a scalp.

				He opened his bag and stuffed the demon skin inside, then continued through the forest. Unlike Jeremiah, he’d been navigating the woods for most of his life, and he knew paths and shortcuts that others rarely traveled. He’d be out of harm’s way before the man found him. He’d have to deal with the angered Warden later.

				In front of Bray was a legion of small pines, and he weaved among them, trying to blend with the forest. He traveled softly, as usual. He varied his path slightly each time he took it, preventing a trail from forming. From the north, he could hear the faint hiss of rushing water. From the south he could hear the chatter of woodland animals. He glided in the direction of the river, intent on following it all the way to Davenport.

				It was then that he heard a woman’s scream.

				Bray perked his ears, certain that he was hearing things. There weren’t many unguided travelers in the forest, and there certainly weren’t many women. Was he mistaken?

				He stopped short, trying to block out the faint rush of water. After a few seconds, another scream followed. It was coming from the direction of the river. Perhaps a man was laying into his wife, or a traveler had been separated from her guide.

				But something about the scream seemed different.

				Although he usually didn’t get involved in local disputes, the scream piqued his curiosity. He’d get close enough to see what was going on before continuing to Davenport.

				Bray broke from the pines, heading toward the source of the noise.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: Ella

				With a night’s rest behind them, Ella and William took to the river with renewed strength. Although Ella’s body was sore, her stomach was full, and her night in the wild had given her confidence. She’d been able to provide for William without the safety and amenities of Brighton, and that gave her hope that they’d make it a while longer. Each passing minute was a triumph in itself, and each step brought them closer to Davenport.

				After walking awhile, she motioned for William to stop at the river so they could refill their flasks. He bent beside her and they untied their bags. Ella dipped her hands in the river and washed her face, letting the cool water soak her skin. Aside from the rush of the water, the forest around them was quiet.

				For as long as she could remember, she’d lived among the commotion of villages and towns. Even at night, when she lay in bed, she could hear the hushed chatter of merchants or the squeak of a pushcart. This silence felt unnatural.

				It took her a minute to determine the reason.

				Ella smelled the creature before she saw it. If it wasn’t for the breeze gusting through the trees, masking its scent with moss and mildew, she would’ve smelled it sooner. The sound of feet trampling brush came next. Though she was poised to flee, she feared attack was inevitable.

				The monsters were fast.

				She withdrew her knife.

				“William, stay with me!” She grabbed the boy’s arm.

				William scrambled behind her, and together they crept along the riverbank, Ella clutching the blade so tightly that her hand became numb. Movement flashed through the nearby trees. A misshapen head. A wart-covered arm. It was as if the thing had decided to reveal itself in pieces, hoping to distill their fear until it could pounce.

			

			
				They’d made it twenty feet further when the thing peered around a tree.

				William stifled a cry when he caught sight of the monster. Ella stopped and clamped a hand over his mouth. Even though the thing was looking right at them, she had the panic-inspired thought that if they kept quiet, maybe it would move past.

				Emotionless red eyes looked right at them.

				The beast advanced. It tilted its head, sizing them up. Was this one of the smarter ones? Were others waiting in the trees?

				Ella let go of William’s mouth and tugged him along, side-stepping down the bank of the river, praying they didn’t fall in the mud. To fall was to die.

				She locked eyes with the beast. She could feel William shaking. She’d heard so many stories of the monsters over the years—how they moved, how they tracked, how they killed—but now that she was face-to-face with one, the stories all blurred together. Fighting it was dangerous, even if she did have a knife. She worked on gaining distance from it, stepping her way over slippery moss-covered stones to get away.

				The creature stalked closer, pushing them toward the water. Each step it took revealed more of the beast’s frightening appearance. Its body was covered in bloodstains and battle-wounds, its skin, filthy and bruised from years in the wild. Its joints were covered in fungal warts; its skull was swollen with the weight of infection. Its legs were long and thin; its feet, bare.

				Soon she’d be forced to battle it. She’d heard what the demons could do to a man, and even worse, she’d heard what they did to women. She’d listened to stories of ravaging and disembowelment and torture—stories that were as unreal as the thing before her.

			

			
				The knife suddenly felt insignificant in her hand, like a child’s plaything. She wished she had a sword. She didn’t know how to use one, of course, but she’d damn well try. Anything would be better than fighting the beast up close.

				The thing narrowed the gap, feinting with its hands. Ella pushed William further along, trying to give him a few more steps’ advantage, a few more seconds to live.

				The demon was ready to lunge.

				Unexpectedly, it stopped and tipped its bulbous head to the side, studying the two of them. Ella froze. The demon’s eyes were unreadable, a pair of recessed orbs without feeling or compassion.

				“Mom?” William whispered.

				She put her finger to her lips to quiet him.

				The thing stared at them, as if daring them to move. Ella swallowed and raised the knife higher, but the beast ignored it. It had no fear of weapons. The scars and gouges on its body were proof of that.

				It moved its gaze to William. The boy raised his arms, as if an act of defiance might be enough to drive it back. This time Ella saw something in the beast’s eyes—a glimmer of recognition, perhaps. It snarled and took a step back. It refocused on Ella.

				It leapt.

				Ella pushed William away. She swung the knife, slashing the creature’s skin as it knocked her backward. Woman and beast pitched to the ground. Ella screamed. The creature tore at her clothes. She struggled to push it off. She felt the thing’s knees digging into her, the knots of its joints jabbing her skin. It writhed and kicked, trying to subdue her. Frantic, Ella gave it a heave, and it slipped down the mossy bank and into the water. It flailed and screeched, trying to get back to shore.

			

			
				“Let’s go!” Ella screamed.

				The boy raced down the bank. Ella jumped to her feet and ran after him. The demon splashed in the water behind them, but she dared not look back.

				Something moved in the trees.

				Two more beasts burst out of the underbrush. They’d been lying in wait all along. Ella and William kept running, but the demons dashed to cut them off.

				Ella raised the knife, wet with the first creature’s blood. Her body coursed with adrenaline, and she let out a feral cry. She pushed William behind her and slashed the air as the two approached.

				“Stay back!” she shrieked, as if the things might listen.

				The demons sprung. Their wart-covered arms pushed and pawed. She lost the knife as she fell to the ground. The cloying, moldering stink of their bodies threatened to suffocate her. They tore at her clothes with the same defiling hands as the guards who caught her back at the town wall. The beasts were bent on destroying her in ways she couldn’t imagine.

				William yelled at the beasts and stomped the ground to draw their attention.

				“Run!” she screamed. “Get—”

				One of the creatures inserted a bony finger in her mouth, cutting her off. She choked and gagged, then bit down. Bitter fluid spurted onto her tongue.

				The beast drew back, and she got another glimpse of William, flailing at the backs of the creatures. The knife was nowhere in sight. She lifted her head and tried to get her arms free, but the demons pushed her back down. All around her were hands and limbs, and for a split second, she wondered if she’d fallen into the river and was drowning in the swift current. All she could feel was pressure and weight, and all she could do was struggle until they ripped her open.

			

			
				The beasts went slack—first one, then the other.

				Ella screamed as their heads toppled from their bodies. She looked up. She saw a blade, and a man with dark hair and sharp blue eyes standing behind it.

				He held out his hand.

				She blinked, as if she were imagining things. Had she fallen unconscious? Was she dreaming as she was dying?

				“Are you okay?” the man asked.

				She nodded, though she wasn’t sure. Ignoring the offered hand, she struggled to right herself. Her body felt stiff and weak, but the adrenaline of battle still coursed through her.

				As she rose, she got a better look at him. His clothes were ragged, his face was dirt-stained, and it looked like he hadn’t had a bath in weeks. His cheeks were flecked with stubble.

				William was standing behind him.

				“What are you two doing out here?” the man asked.

				“We were just—” she fumbled for the right words.

				“Did you lose your guide?”

				She nodded, too rattled to think of a story.

				William flew to her side, putting a hand to her belly. “Mom.”

				Ella saw the distress on his face. She wasn’t hurt. At least she didn’t think so. She looked down. She was covered in so much blood that she couldn’t help but check for wounds.

				There were none.

				The blood belonged to the demons whose heads lay sightless and still on the ground at her feet.

				“I’m okay,” she said as she crept away from the monsters’ decapitated bodies. Remembering the third beast, the one that attacked her first, Ella looked back down the bank.

				“They’re dead,” the man assured her. “All three of them.”

				He sheathed his sword, knelt down, and grabbed hold of one of the heads. He pulled out his knife and began separating the scalp.

			

			
				“I’ve heard stories about them…” Ella said. “That they come back…”

				The man stopped and looked up at her, furrowing his brow. “Back from the dead?” He laughed loudly and went back to his gory business. “Not everything you hear is true. A girl your age should know that.”

				She opened her mouth to argue, but the man had stolen her thoughts and put them into words, as if she were little more than a child caught in the ruins. She kept silent, watching him separate skin from bone, cleaning his knife on the grass between cuts.

				“I’m Bray,” he said, without looking up.

				William let go of his mother. “Are you a Warden?” he asked.

				“Yes.” He went to work on the second head.

				“I want to be a Warden. But Mom says—”

				Ella shushed him and pulled him back to her. The kneeling man stopped what he was doing and grinned.

				“What does she say?”

				William looked at his mother, then back at the hunter. “She says being a Skin-Seller isn’t a noble profession.”

				Bray laughed. He wiped his face and returned to the scalp. When he finished cutting it free, he scraped off the excess skin with his blade. Ella watched with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion. In death, the creatures were just as grotesque as before, but less menacing, at least. She glanced over at the bodies. The severed necks still pumped fluid onto the riverbank, and the stench permeated the air, as if the soil had ingested the creatures’ blood.

				That same blood was all over her hands and clothing. A jab of fear coursed through her as she looked down at herself.

				“Don’t worry, you won’t get infected,” Bray said, as if reading her mind. “Lucky for you, it’s not flowering season. A couple of weeks from now—” Bray looked at the bodies. “I wouldn’t have bothered with you.”

			

			
				He opened his pack, stuffed the scalps inside, and then resealed it. He slung it over his back. “Where are you two headed?”

				“Davenport,” Ella answered.

				“Is your guide still alive?”

				“I-I think so.”

				“If you’d like, I’ll help you find him. I know the area. He can’t be far.”

				“We’ll be fine,” Ella said.

				“Where did you lose him?”

				“That way.” She pointed vaguely up the riverbank. “We should have no problem finding him. We’ll just get moving and I’m sure he’ll catch up.”

				William was still watching the Warden intently. She tugged his arm, snapping him from his trance, pulling him along. The last thing she needed was further interrogation. They’d take their chances on their own. She waited until she’d gone about twenty paces before she glanced over her shoulder.

				“Thank you, Bray,” she called back to the man.

				As nice as he seemed, she was hesitant to trust anybody right now. She’d heard stories about Wardens—stories almost as frightening as the stories about the beasts. Even in town, she did her best to stay away from them. Bray was sliding his knife back into his sheath. She eyed him warily, but he made no moves to come after them.

				She turned back around and continued walking, keeping her eyes on the trees. The forest seemed darker than before, as if conspiring to hide beasts within.

				She’d only gone a few more steps when Bray called after them.

				“You might want to get your story straight in case you run into someone else out here.” He paused and added: “Guides don’t come out of the towns this close to flowering season.”

			

			
				Ella kept walking without responding. She shuffled William along, her heart pattering at a frantic rhythm. She should’ve thought her story through as she and William were hiking through the forest. She needed something more plausible.

				What if the man turned them in?

				She picked up her pace. Footsteps squished through the soft ground behind them. She swallowed. Was the man following them?

				The footsteps grew louder. The man was jogging to catch up. Why wouldn’t he leave them alone? All she wanted was to get to Davenport and—

				“You forgot something!”

				When she looked back, Bray was standing there, her blade in his hand. He passed it to her. She’d left it at the riverbank. Dammit. What a fool I am.


				“Thanks,” she said.

				His face was calm and even, and she read no ill intent.

				“Listen, I’m heading to Davenport myself. It’d be silly for us to travel separately,” he said. “Especially with the two of you by yourselves.”

				She struggled to think of an argument, but couldn’t.

				Bray continued. “You’ll never last a night out here,” he added. “I know the wild better than anyone you’re likely to meet. I promise I won’t hurt you or the boy.”

				She studied his face, as if she’d somehow be able to peer into his thoughts and determine his motives. What if he behaved like the guards back at the wall? What if he was lying? At the same time, she knew he was right. They couldn’t go it alone. Their encounter with the demons was proof. She rolled the knife in her hands.

			

			
				Both William and Bray were watching her, waiting for a response.

				“Okay,” she said finally.

				A thin smile flitted across William’s face. She patted the boy’s head and joined the Warden.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Oliver

				Oliver placed the pot of rabbit stew next to the loaf of bread in the center of the table for the midday meal. He took the empty chair next to Father Nelson. Trying not to be rude and stare hungrily at the food—it seemed to be one of Father Winthrop’s favorite peeves—he focused his attention across the table at Franklin, who seemed to be excessively concerned about maintaining at least a small gap between himself and Winthrop’s great belly, which had a tendency to spread out and crowd whomever had the misfortune to sit next to him.

				Each of the four placed their hands on the table astride their empty bowls. Father Winthrop looked at each place setting, took a deep breath, and in a pompous tone Oliver had heard too often, started his chant. “Let no man hunger while other men eat. A man alone cannot survive unless all men survive. For no man can stand against the demon beasts alone. In the tradition of the first fifty-seven, we share this meal with whomever is within these walls.”

				“Well said,” each of the other three mumbled, as tradition required.

				Father Winthrop ladled two helpings in his bowl, and then gave the same to Father Nelson. He reached for the bread while Franklin scooted his and Oliver’s much smaller bowls over beside the stew pot. Father Winthrop gave them each a single serving.

				When the soup was poured, Winthrop tore a shred of crust off the loaf and set it next to Franklin.

				“Thank you, Father,” Franklin said softly, lowering his eyes.

				Winthrop tore a great chunk out of the loaf’s center and passed the remainder to Father Nelson.

				Nelson nodded and tore off a similar crusted end for Oliver. “It is good to see the traditions respected here,” Nelson said.

			

			
				Father Winthrop nodded smugly, but then his facial expression changed, as though he might be offended. He asked, “How do you mean, Father Nelson?”

				Nelson leaned over his bowl, and in a conspiratorial voice said, “Many in Coventry no longer share their meals. They hoard their food for themselves and their families. I fear this tradition is dying.”

				Father Winthrop slurped a big spoonful of the lumpy brown soup. “Tradition and faith are the stones and mortar upon which our society is built. Without those—” Winthrop shrugged, letting his sentence hang in the air to finish itself. He bit a chunk of bread.

				Nelson nodded pensively. Franklin copied the gesture. Oliver took a bite of his dry piece of bread crust.

				Winthrop waggled his spoon across the table at Nelson and added, “When tradition falls by the wayside, it is the fault of the clergy, is it not, Father Nelson?”

				Nelson froze mid bite, clearly not having expected his gossipy bit of news to be turned back on him. “I—”

				Winthrop shook his head and looked down at his stew, took a bite, looked back up and caught each eye at the table before focusing on Nelson. “The Word is the source of all the powerful truths by which we live, Father Nelson. I should not have to tell you this.”

				“No, Father Winthrop,” Nelson replied.

				“Respect for tradition must be taught with The Word. In Brighton, we all know the responsibility for teaching The Word to the peasants falls to one man.” Winthrop drilled Nelson with his eyes.

				“Yes, Father Winthrop. I understand that the failings of my flock are my failings as a guide and teacher of The Word.”

				“Indeed,” Winthrop agreed. “Sometimes grave actions must be taken, like the spiking General Blackthorn intends for this afternoon.”

			

			
				After that, everyone ate silently for a bit, until Oliver looked innocently across the table at Father Winthrop and asked, “Was it the original fifty-seven survivors that started the tradition of equally sharing their food?”

				Winthrop scooped another load of broth into his mouth.

				Oliver looked down at his tiny bowl, letting his gaze linger before looking back up for an answer.

				Franklin kicked Oliver under the table.

				Winthrop harrumphed and put down his spoon. “Of course, Oliver, my boy. We don’t chant our dinner prayer to whet our appetites; we do it to remind ourselves of our traditions. In this case we must remember that in the old days food was scarce. The first fifty-seven—”

				“Or,” Father Nelson interrupted, “you might say, the last fifty-seven?”

				“The last?” Franklin asked.

				“Yes,” Father Nelson answered, “the last of the Ancients to survive. The fifty-seven were the last survivors of the ancient race of men and the forefathers of all of us in the three townships.”

				“I’ve never thought of it that way,” Franklin said.

				“Yes, the last, the first, the same,” Winthrop confirmed for everyone. “The fifty-seven—the only men left on the great flat earth—knew that if men were once again to have dominion over all, they needed to endeavor together. Judging by the count of men in the three townships, I dare say the tradition has served us well.”

				“Well said,” Father Nelson nodded.

				“Well said,” Franklin and Oliver parroted.

				After eating several bites of his flavorless stew—cooked that way to meet Father Winthrop’s tastes— Oliver asked Father Nelson, “Was there really a Lady and Bruce? Were they real people?”

			

			
				Father Nelson swallowed, looked at Father Winthrop who shook his head slightly and rolled his eyes. Father Nelson said, “The story of Lady and Bruce is my favorite of all the tales. Yes, they were real.”

				Oliver laid his spoon beside his half-full bowl. He shuffled around in his seat to more comfortably face Father Nelson.

				Franklin scowled and kicked Oliver again.

				Oliver bit his tongue on the verbal skewering he was plotting for Father Nelson and thought about the orphanage.

				And no matter how many times everyone said the orphanage was a good place for children whose parents had been Cleansed or died naturally, Oliver knew it wasn’t. He’d visited that squalid building with Franklin and Father Winthrop, had seen the sunken cheeks, smelled the stink of the unwashed, felt the hopelessness of the empty-eyed children there. No, the orphanage was a rancid, evil place where the traditions about sharing never ventured.

				Father Nelson put a hand on Oliver’s shoulder. It was that comforting hand that the Fathers put on the ignorant, a gesture that said, “Listen to me, my simple brother, and I’ll shed the light of faith on you.”

				Like most people in Brighton, Oliver didn’t like it when others touched him. It made him imagine little red demon spores crawling over his skin. But the condescension in that touch was just as disgusting.

				Father Nelson asked, “Why do you question the stories of Lady and Bruce?”

				In a childish, sing-song voice, the kind that always worked to lure Father Winthrop into a trap of his own contradictions, Oliver asked, “I don’t doubt the stories are true. I simply envy your certainty. That’s all. I don’t know if I can ever possess such faith.”

				Father Nelson chuckled.

				Father Winthrop sat his bowl on the table after drinking the last of the broth and pointed at Father Nelson. “This one knows the truth, young Oliver.”

			

			
				“Knows? Not believes but knows?” Oliver asked.

				“Yes, my boy.” Father Nelson leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers and looked smugly down his nose at each of those around the table. “You know the story of the emergence, do you not?”

				“Of course, every child knows that story.” Oliver had a gift for conveying confidence and innocence in the same breath.

				“Tell me what you know.”

				Oliver looked down at his bowl. He fidgeted for a second with his bread. Oliver said, “My mother told me the story when I was a child and afraid of monsters in the dark. But my mother was just a peasant. Her version of the story was a peasant’s incomplete version.” Oliver looked across the table. “Father Winthrop has not had time in my teachings to bless me with that story. Perhaps now would be a good time.”

				“Yes,” Father Nelson agreed immediately.

				Franklin jumped in on the consensus. “I would like that as well.”

				Feigning modesty, Father Winthrop said, “Well, if you insist.”

				They did, and Father Winthrop began his tale.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Ella

				Ella, Bray, and William followed the riverbank. On Bray’s suggestion, they kept to the woods, using the water as a guide. According to the Warden, the demons often drank from its waters. The thick trunks of trees provided a natural barrier, but every so often Ella glimpsed the water through the foliage, and the rush of the current was never far from her ears.

				She surveyed the tops of the trees, expecting to see movement in the branches. She’d heard stories about the creatures of the wild—not just demons, but other predators, as well.

				The travelers remained quiet as they walked. For a long while the only sounds keeping them company were the swaying wind rifling through the tree branches, the occasional splash of a river turtle, and the snaps of twigs underfoot.

				They were startled by a crack in the underbrush. Bray held up his hand, warning them to be still. Something brown was lingering in a patch of scrub brush about fifty yards away. A nervous tremor shot through Ella’s body, and her hand blanched on the knife. Was it another demon? It didn’t look like one. She could only see pieces of the animal through the green leaves ahead—an elongated neck and nose, patches of smooth brown fur. The animal had gone as still as them. She stared until she could make out a single round eye. The animal was standing sideways.

				Both the travelers and the animal remained quiet, as if neither were willing to admit the other’s presence. After a tense moment, the animal lifted its head and sniffed the air. Then it bounded off in the opposite direction.

				Ella listened to the crinkle of underbrush as it made its departure. “What was that?” she whispered to Bray.

			

			
				“A deer.”

				She stared after it in wonder. “A deer? I thought they were extinct.”

				Bray shook his head. “There are some, but not many. The demons killed nearly all of them. To see one is rare, indeed.”

				“Have you ever hunted one?” William asked.

				“No. The meat and hide would fetch a hefty price at the butcher’s, but I’ve never killed one. Wardens believe killing one is bad luck.”

				The boy nodded. William’s brow was pursed with curiosity, and for a moment, Ella was able to forget he was infected and pretend he was as normal as any other boy.

				She peered through the wild to catch another glimpse of the deer, but there was no longer any sign of it. Ella tried to recreate the image in her head. Her hope was to hold onto it, so that she might recount the tale later.

				With the encounter over, Bray led them through a thick section of pines, one hand on his knife, the other on his sheathed sword. With each step, Ella grew more grateful that she’d chosen to follow him. Although she still didn’t trust him fully, the Warden’s protection was worth the risk, at least for now.

				The swell of the river had died down, and while they walked, Bray began to narrate some of his encounters with the beasts. The enraptured William hung on every word.

				“So it isn’t true the demons can come back to life?” William asked.

				“That’s just a tale,” answered Bray.

				“So all of them can be killed?”

				“Yes. The same as you or me.”

				Bray pointed to the pack on his shoulders. “Do you know how many scalps this pack has seen?”

				The boy shook his head.

				“One thousand, two hundred and eighty-one.”

			

			
				Wide-eyed, William asked, “You counted all of them?”

				“Yep. Every one.”

				“What about the ones you took today?”

				“Of course. They’re included.”

				William looked amazed. “What happens when the demons go extinct? What will you do then?”

				Bray paused, as if he’d never been asked the question before. “Their numbers are thin, that’s for sure. But I’ve heard rumors of many more coming in from the south.”

				“Do you believe the rumors?” William asked.

				Bray patted his stomach. “I have to, if I want to eat.”

				He grinned and continued through the trees.

				Ella watched the man. She’d seen several of Bray’s kind come to Brighton, visiting the brothel, loitering on the sidewalks and streets, spending silver on whatever distractions they could find. But she’d rarely talked to them.

				The only run-ins she’d had with them were the occasional men who purchased her wares directly. Normally she sold her roots and berries to the merchants. In those few instances when she’d spoken with a Warden, her conversations had been brief, focused on the transaction at hand. She seldom looked at the men’s faces, and rarely made eye contact.

				She wondered if Bray had been one of them. Did he recognize her? Would it make a difference if he did? He already knew they were on the run.

				If he were going to turn them in, he’d have done it by now.

				She hoped to God he didn’t discover William’s secret. She’d do anything to prevent that from happening. If Bray found out, there was no telling what he’d do. What would William be worth to him? Another five bits of silver?

				Stop it, Ella.

				The thought was so vile that she swallowed it back. Bray was several steps ahead of them, scouting the path before they walked it.

			

			
				He doesn’t know anything, and he won’t find out, she tried to convince herself.

				She reached for William’s hand and pulled him close, just in case.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Oliver

				Oliver waited for Father Winthrop to begin his story. Father Winthrop sat back in his chair and scooted away from the table. He apparently needed room for gestures and such.

				All eyes rested on him, waiting patiently for him to speak. Father Winthrop bathed his ego in the silent attention before he finally began. “The world of old was a magical, terrible place. Men constructed buildings of stone and steel that touched the clouds.”

				“Steel?” Oliver asked. He’d never heard that part. “Were they rich?”

				“Men had so much steel in those days that they could make things you can’t even imagine.”

				Father Nelson put the hand back on Oliver’s shoulder. “Let Father Winthrop tell his story.”

				“No, no,” Father Winthrop said, “It’s okay. The questions do not bother me. They are part of the boys’ education.” And, Oliver knew, they left Father Winthrop at the center of attention longer. “Men had devices that flew them through the air like birds. They had wheeled carriages that propelled them from city to city at speeds faster than any horse could dream of running, faster than any bird could hope to fly.”

				Stories of the time before God gave the world to the demons always left Oliver dubiously awed.

				“Men had weapons that blazed fire and steel and could kill a thousand demons in a moment. Men owned the lightning and the thunder.”

				“But it escaped,” Oliver blurted, unable to contain his excitement. “That’s what my mother said, before she went to the pyre.”

				“Yes, it did escape,” Winthrop confirmed. “It lives in the clouds now, tormenting farmers, sometimes blowing down houses, sometimes burning barns.” Father Winthrop took a long drink from his cup. “The Ancients had the power to kill by the thousands, nay, the millions. But God was unhappy with man for creating such wickedness.”

			

			
				“Millions?” Oliver asked. There was much to the story that his mother and father hadn’t known. “Why would they need to be so powerful?”

				“In those days, the number of men on the great flat world was beyond imagination. The people of different cities fought and killed one another and grew so powerful that they believed they were equal to God. The Ancients believed that they were gods themselves. They told themselves that they no longer needed The Word, and as forgiving and loving as God was, he could not forgive that sin. So God opened Hell and spilled the demons free.”

				“All of the twisted men came from Hell?” Oliver asked.

				“Most of them, yes.” Father Winthrop nodded. “Many men were turned to demons, themselves. The demons killed nearly all the rest. The only way for men to survive in those days was to escape the demons, and the only place left to go where there were no demons was Hell. You see, they’d all left to come live on the earth.”

				“I don’t understand that part,” Oliver said, having lost any thoughts about teasing Winthrop into a fluster.

				“If I may, Father Winthrop.” Father Nelson sat up in his seat and leaned on the table.

				Father Winthrop frowned, showing his reluctance to give up the spotlight. Nevertheless, he granted the floor to Father Nelson.

				Nelson looked at each of the boys, “They say some stories contain metaphors to simplify the concepts, to make things easier to understand in these less magical times.”

				Oliver’s brow crinkled. “I don’t understand. Are you saying the Ancients didn’t hide in Hell?”

				“Hell can be many things,” Father Nelson said.

			

			
				“Yes,” Father Winthrop confirmed, as if the words needed his blessing to be true. “In those dark times when the demons overran the great cities, there were one man and one woman in all of the great flat world who were not arrogant, were not drunk on the power of their magic.”

				“Lady and Bruce,” Oliver blurted.

				“Of course,” Father Winthrop nodded. “Lady and Bruce, among all people, were not enamored with the magic of their world, though they did know how to use it. They descended to Hell. Some say it was the real Hell. Others, as Father Nelson have suggested, believe that Hell is a metaphor. He can tell you more about that when I finish. Either way, Lady and Bruce stayed in Hell for seven years.”

				“Seven years?” Oliver asked. His mother had said seven seasons. His grandfather had told him seven days. All those numbers seemed ridiculous to Oliver. How could anyone live underground in Hell for so long? “Was the old magic that powerful?”

				“Yes,” Father Winthrop said, “Perhaps another metaphor, perhaps not. When Lady and Bruce left Hell, choosing once again to walk in the world of demons, they believed they were alone and they despaired. They believed they would be the last two humans ever to live.”

				“I never understood that part.” Oliver interrupted, “Why didn’t they just have children?”

				“Lady was barren,” said Winthrop.

				That made Oliver a little sad. Barren women were of little use, except as prostitutes.

				“Though Lady was barren,” said Winthrop, “she was strong. Together with Bruce, they built a safe place back in the world where they could defend themselves and grow crops. That place was called Brighton. Over time, other people found Lady and Bruce and settled here to live with them, seventy-seven in all.”

			

			
				“But I always thought it was fifty-seven?” Oliver said, on the hunt for a contradiction.

				Fathers Nelson and Winthrop smiled.

				Oliver looked back and forth between them, sensing their arrogance.

				Father Winthrop broke the silence. “There were many in the original seventy-seven who were jealous of Lady. It is said that it was their fault that Lady’s name was lost to history. Lady was an unusual woman. She was stronger than any man. Men with soft, weak hearts hated her for that.”

				“I never knew any of this,” Oliver muttered.

				Father Winthrop shared a knowing look with Father Nelson and said, “If only she could have had children, what a strong race of men we would be now.”

				“What happened to the soft-hearted men?” Oliver asked.

				“Arguments, hatred, and fights. The soft-hearted men hated Lady and Bruce.”

				“Fights?” Oliver asked. “The soft-hearted men fought with a woman? Fist fights?”

				“Yes.” Winthrop glanced at Nelson before answering, paused, and said, “No man could beat Lady in a fist fight.”

				Oliver gulped. “Wow. I don’t know what to say about that.”

				“It is difficult for most men to accept,” said Winthrop. “That is why we don’t tell those parts of the story in our devotional service. Most men cannot accept it.”

				Oliver understood. “So the soft-hearted men got tired of being shamed by a woman and they left?”

				“Lady and Bruce exiled them. After that, there were fifty-seven, the first of the clean ones. We are all descended from them.” Father Winthrop picked up a hunk of bread and bit off a large piece, as if needing to replenish his energy.

				Father Nelson took over the conversation, as if he and Father Winthrop had practiced the handoff several times before. “Many years ago, when I was not much older than Franklin here, I went with Father Winthrop’s predecessor and a half dozen other faithful men on a pilgrimage to find Hell.”

			

			
				Oliver shuddered. Franklin grimaced.

				“You see,” said Nelson, “Father Winthrop’s predecessor believed in the metaphorical Hell. He believed that the place where Lady and Bruce spent their seven years below the earth was a real place, and he believed that it was a place not far from here. That makes sense, right? If they were going to build the first town after the fall of the Ancients, why travel far from their refuge to do so?”

				Shaking his head, unable to hide his disbelief, Oliver asked, “Even if this place was real, how could Father Bristol hope to find it? The earth is, well…big, I guess, and demons are everywhere.”

				Father Nelson put his condescending hand back on Oliver’s shoulder. “Father Bristol said he possessed a secret knowledge. He never told me or anyone else what that was, or where he got it. He said he’d tell me after the pilgrimage.”

				“But he didn’t?” Oliver asked.

				“You’re jumping ahead,” said Nelson.

				“Sorry.”

				“We journeyed into the mountains in the east. Of the six of us, two died from demon bite on the way.”

				Oliver interrupted, “They turned to demons?”

				Nelson shook his head. “They were murdered and eaten.” Nelson looked distantly at the bowl in front of him, but shook off the memory and picked the story back up. “We searched the mountain all through the summer and into the winter. We were up on the mountain in the deep snow, thinking we’d perish, when we stumbled upon something strange.”

				“What was it? What did you stumble upon?” asked Oliver.

			

			
				Nelson leaned over the table and let the suspense build as he looked around at them. “A steel door.”

				“A door made of steel?” Franklin’s tone made it clear that he didn’t believe it.

				Nelson nodded cockily.

				“A whole door, the whole thing made of steel?” asked Oliver.

				“Yes,” said Nelson.

				“Was it a small door?” Oliver shook his head. Surely a door made of such precious metal couldn’t be large.

				Nelson leaned back and spread his hands. “No, a large door, as wide as a man can reach with outstretched arms.”

				“No,” Oliver whispered.

				“I saw it myself. Touched it myself.” Nelson looked at Franklin and then back at Oliver.

				Oliver said, “With that much steel, you could be rich.”

				“Yes, I could. But it was not riches that we sought; at least, not riches of this earth. We sought spiritual riches on our pilgrimage.”

				“Did you open the door?” Oliver asked.

				Father Winthrop said, “Let the man finish his story, boy.”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“We didn’t need to open the door,” said Nelson. “It was made of heavy, thick steel, but time had rusted it through in places, and we were each able to squeeze inside through the holes.”

				“What did you find?”

				“At first we thought it was a cave.”

				“A cave with a door?” Oliver grinned.

				Nelson shrugged and continued. “We realized that the walls were made by man, both of old, rusted steel, and Ancient Stone. There were artifacts, made by the hand of man, some for no purpose that we could discern, others that we could. We found jars and bottles with strange markings.”

			

			
				Oliver was rapt.

				“But the strangest, most wonderful thing of all, was a room that we discovered through a door in the corner of this strange place.”

				“And what was in it?” Oliver asked.

				“The door into that room was in better condition than the one that led into the shelter, being out of the weather, I suspect. When we let ourselves inside, we saw ancient and rotted artifacts on the floor, as we saw in the other room, but the most amazing thing was that the walls were painted in faded, flaking paint.” Father Nelson paused. “And everyone knows that in the legend of Lady and Bruce, Lady was a painter.”

				Father Nelson looked around at his small audience, ensuring that he had everyone’s full attention. “The murals on the wall showed two people wearing strange clothing. The garments looked to have been made of leaves, and were of multiple colors of the forest. In some places the coloring on the clothes looked so similar to the background trees and bushes, it was hard to see if the figures were people or not. Their arms and faces were the only parts not covered with the cloth. In one mural, they were fighting the monsters and killing many. There were parts of the painting that showed the two living in the magical city, and showed them hunting the animals of the forest.”

				“How did you know it was Lady and Bruce?” Oliver asked.

				“At first, we didn’t. The pictures of the two people appeared to match the descriptions of the two from the legend. But in each picture, they both appeared to be men. At least that’s what we all thought. That is, until we came across a section of one of the murals where they were both naked and holding hands in a field of beautiful flowers. Well, I guess the flowers were beautiful before they were faded by time. But that confirmed it for us. The two naked people were definitely a man and a woman, Lady and Bruce.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: Ella

				After conversation with the Warden had died down, Ella focused on her surroundings. Other than the faint rush of the river’s current, she could hear the chirps and chatter of birds, and the sound was soothing. Despite her circumstances, she felt freer than she had in a while—perhaps freer than she’d ever been.

				Gone were the confines of the guard, the commanding presence of the Elders, and the threat of Blackthorn’s men. All rules had been stripped away, leaving her alone with her decisions.

				How nice it would be to build a house in the wild, to make one’s own way.

				If it weren’t for the monsters lurking in the woods, the feeling of freedom might’ve overwhelmed her with joy. But another thought kept lingering in her mind.

				Soon William would be one of them.

				She squeezed her son’s hand tighter, savoring the minutes. She’d protect him to the end. Whatever that took, however long he had, she’d be there for him.

				The guards would be after them soon. Ella and William needed to hurry. If they were caught, all the freedom they’d gained would be stripped away.

				They followed the Warden for half of a day, until the sun transformed from yellow to orange and the tree branches started to blend with the forest. Bray broke the silence.

				“We’ll need to take shelter soon. Are you hungry?” he asked.

				“A little,” Ella admitted.

				“Do you have food?”

				She thought of the berries in her bag. Although she had enough food for three people, she was hesitant to share. Who knew how long it would need to last?

			

			
				“Not much.”

				“Don’t worry about me—I’ve already eaten.”

				At the prospect of stopping, Ella instinctively glanced behind them, half-expecting a troop of men on their heels, or a pack of demons, but the forest was empty.

				“Don’t worry. We’ll be concealed,” Bray said. “Nightfall is coming, and we won’t want to stay out past sunset. Follow me. I know a place where we can stay.”

				Bray took a turn through the trees. He wound through brush and bramble and up an incline, navigating a bed of loose stone.

				“Be quiet,” Bray warned, as William tumbled a few rocks noisily underfoot.

				Ella and William followed his lead, stepping lightly, gaining elevation with each step. Before long, they were on top of a grass-covered hill. Several ancient stones marked the perimeter, lined up in a rectangular formation. In the center of the stones was a recessed hole, about ten feet deep. The bottom was covered in tall weeds and ivy.

				“Was there a building here?” she asked.

				Bray nodded. “Yes. A long time ago.”

				Bray walked the perimeter, peering off the small hill and into the surrounding forest. After a few minutes surveillance, he proclaimed that they were safe. He pointed to a half-crumbled wall and directed them to crouch behind it.

				“Rest here and eat. Then we’ll hole up before dark.”

				He scratched his chin, and then stationed himself nearby. Ella and William followed his instruction and dipped behind the wall. She unslung her pack and dug into it, keeping a close eye on the Warden, but he wasn’t showing any interest in them. He was busy glancing over the hill.

				“I’m not hungry,” William told Ella, almost immediately.

				“You have to eat,” she stated.

				She opened the flaps and began digging for a pouch of dried berries. She found one in the bottom of the pack. Among the food pouches was another containing her silver. She buried it underneath some clothes, then scooped out a handful of fruit and reached out to William. He kept his hands at his sides.

			

			
				“William!” she snapped, giving him a stern look. It was the look she reserved for the rare occasions when he wouldn’t tidy the house, or when she had trouble rousing him in the morning.

				“It doesn’t matter anymore, Mom.”

				“Of course it matters. You need to eat.”

				“But pretty soon I’ll be—”

				Her eyes widened and she made a grab for him, and William silenced himself immediately. She snuck a peek at Bray. He was still standing ten feet away, looking out over the trees and hills. It didn’t appear he’d heard anything. Still, there was no way to be sure.

				“We’ll talk later,” she said quietly.

				She retrieved a handful of berries and popped them in her mouth, chewing out of habit rather than hunger. After a few moments of silence, Bray wandered from his post and back over to them.

				“How’re you feeling?” he asked.

				“Fine,” Ella said, keeping her eyes on her bag.

				“I was just checking. A lot of townsfolk aren’t used to the exercise.”

				She snuck a look at him, and saw that he was smirking.

				“We get plenty of it,” she retorted.

				Ella felt a tinge of annoyance. Between her time spent gathering and her daily rounds to the merchants, she was in better shape than most. Maybe even better than when she’d tended the farm with Ethan. Rather than explaining herself, she kept quiet.

				Right now, it was better to be annoyed than afraid.

				When William finished his food, he stood, dusting the dirt from his pants, and surveyed the horizon. Ella noticed he’d lost his look of resignation. She packed the remaining berries back in her bag and stood.

			

			
				Bray was pointing at a mountain in the distance.

				“Do you see that?” he asked.

				Ella and William nodded.

				“That’s what we call Wanderer’s Peak.”

				“Is that where we’re going?” William asked.

				“Not now. We’d never make it before nightfall. Tomorrow evening we’ll stay there.”

				“Why is it called Wanderer’s Peak?”

				“It’s the highest point between Brighton and Davenport. A lot of the Wardens use it for safety. It gives us a better view of the demons. Better than here.”

				“Will other Wardens be there?” Ella asked, trying to mask her concern.

				Bray shrugged. “We’ll see. I have a spot of my own up there that nobody knows about. So either way, we don’t have to worry about finding a place to sleep tomorrow.” He looked up at the sun, which was starting to descend.

				“Where are we staying tonight?”

				“Right here,” he said.

				Bray pointed down into the square hole beside where they’d eaten.

				Ella followed the line of his finger down. “What am I looking at?”

				“You can barely see it,” he said, “But down there, behind that debris is an ancient door that leads to a room.”

				Ella asked, “Do you mean a room built by the Ancients?”

				Bray looked at Ella like she had just asked him the stupidest of questions. “Of course.”

				“The demons.” Ella looked around nervously. “They live in ruins like these.”

				Bray laughed heartily. “Is that what you’ve heard? That they have their own houses?”

			

			
				Ella glared at him. This Warden was going to be hard to like.

				“Not all ruins,” said Bray. “Just in the Ancient City.”

				“Are you sure?” she asked.

				“I’m sure.” Bray turned and pointed at Wanderer’s peak. “If we try to make it to the peak we won’t get there until well after midnight. Traveling through the forest at night is not wise. If we spend the night here, we’ll be safe.”

				Ella stared into the debris. “Or you’ll murder us and leave our bodies inside the room.”

				Bray laughed loudly again. “Why would I need to murder you down there and foul a perfectly good hideout with your corpses? Wouldn’t I have been better off to let the monsters kill you by the river?”

				Ella looked down into the hole and gasped. While her and Bray were talking, William had climbed down and cracked the door. He was peeking behind the debris into a dark hole in the side of the rectangle. “William. Get back here. Now!”

				William looked back up, smiled, and slipped out of sight.

				“No.” Ella looked left and right at the walls of the big square hole, looking for an obvious way down.

				Bray jumped into the hole, rolled to the ground and bounced back up to his feet. He pointed at the thick wall of vines. “Climb down there.”

				Looking at the depth of the hole, Ella knew she’d break an ankle if she jumped. She ran around to the other side of the hole and scrambled down the wall, scratching herself and tearing her dress on the way.

				Once her feet hit solid ground, she turned to see Bray squeezing through the opened door, which was hidden behind some kind of fallen support beam. It seemed to be going into the earth. “Bray?”

				He didn’t turn around.

			

			
				She bounded across the small space and squeezed behind the support beam and through the door. “William? William?”

				Inside the dark room, she smelled smoke and ashes. Once her eyes adjusted, she saw Bray’s silhouette.

				“William’s here,” Bray said. “He’s fine.”

				She shuffled forward though she could barely make out the floor. When she reached William, she grasped his shoulder and turned him around. “What were you thinking?”

				He looked up at her with a question on his shadowed face. “What?”

				“What are you doing running off without me?”

				He shook his head. “I was exploring.”

				Calming her frantic breathing she said, “Don’t do that. You can’t explore when you’re outside the circle wall. Demons could’ve been in here. You could’ve—”

				“What?” William asked. “There are no demons in here.”

				Bray was looking around in the semi-darkness. “He’s right. They don’t come down here.”

				“You can’t know that,” Ella told William.

				“I know,” William replied.

				Ella shook her head and drew an exasperated breath as she took in the darkened room. Through the faint light from the doorway, she could make out the cracks in the walls. The room was larger then her house back in Brighton and full of debris. “How could you know demons weren’t down here?”

				William pointed out through the door they’d come through. “Nothing on the ground outside was disturbed. No tracks, no broken twigs. Even the autumn leaves weren’t crunched like they’d been stepped on.”

				“He’s right about that,” said Bray.

				Ella laughed and ran her hand through William’s hair. “A day and a half in the wild and now you’re a tracker.”

				William’s face turned serious as he shook his head. “I notice things, Mom. I’m a kid, but I notice things.”

			

			
				“You don’t even know what demon footprints look like.” Ella bent over to bring her face level with William’s. “How would you know the difference between a demon foot print and a person’s footprint? How could you know that the demons hadn’t been careful when they snuck in so they could ambush the next person who came through the door?”

				William pushed his mom’s hand off his head. “I saw their tracks in the forest yesterday and today. You didn’t notice them, but I did.”

				Ella looked worriedly up at Bray, as though he might say something to prove William’s words untrue. She said, “William, how come you didn’t say anything to me?”

				“You were already frightened,” he answered. “I didn’t want to scare you anymore. I wanted to protect you.”

				Ella engulfed the boy in a hug and sniffled. “It’s my job to protect you, honey.”

				Bray moved away from them. “I’ll start a fire. It may get cold tonight.” He shuffled through the scraps of wood and other things on the floor, collecting what looked like it might burn.

				Ella let go of William.

				William said, “I learned about the tracks as we were walking through the forest.”

				“Just by walking through the forest?” Ella wasn’t sure whether to believe William or not.

				He shrugged. “There wasn’t anything else to do so I paid attention. I learned that the twisted men don’t wear shoes. Not like us.”

				“That’s true,” Bray added.

				“Okay,” Ella conceded. She recalled the demons they’d encountered at the river. They’d all been barefoot.

				“And,” William said, “They don’t try to hide. They move like predators through the forest. They don’t need to disguise their tracks.”

			

			
				“True again,” Bray said. “They don’t fear anything in the forest.”

				Shaking her head, Ella asked William, “And you learned this all by yourself? Just from looking at their tracks?”

				“Yes, Mom,” William answered. “It’s easy. All you have to do is pay attention.”

				“Why don’t we get some sleep,” Bray interrupted them. “The demons are more active at night. Whether they come down here or not, we don’t want to alert them.”

				Ella nodded. She stared back into the darkness for William, but he had already crouched down and begun opening his pack.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Minister Beck

				The soft pale stones of Brighton’s plaza seemed to drink in the stench of ash and burned flesh. For weeks after a Cleansing, the air leached the smells back out of the rocks and tormented passersby with the memories of that day. For that reason, Beck made a habit of avoiding the square for a fortnight after a Cleansing. He didn’t even enter the square on market days, when the farmers brought their produce in from the fields to sell.

				Unfortunately, circumstances required Beck to now pass through the plaza just two days after The Cleansing. In the middle of the day with the sun heating its flat stones, it reeked of death, both burned and rotting. The smell brought to mind too many acrid, clingy memories—images and sounds Beck tried hard to forget.

				So much unnecessary suffering.

				Such dogmatic adherence to stories passed by word of mouth, stories passed from one generation of illiterate holy men to the next generation of novices. And so it went.

				Beck never understood the faith that Father Winthrop’s imbecilic lot put in a collection of unwritten stories. Perhaps they’d been true when they’d first been whispered into a zealot’s ear so many generations ago, but they’d likely morphed, whether through faded memory, translation, or malicious choice.

				Any child burned by gossip the first time knew that to be true.

				When Beck had raised the point to Winthrop, the Bishop had indignantly explained that the Holy Words of God were meant to be fluid. Winthrop said that God revealed to men only as much of his plan as men needed to hear, and that changes in the Words from one generation to the next were part of God’s mechanism for parsing out the light of his wisdom in portions that men were able to consume. How dare Beck imply that anything else might be occurring?

			

			
				The best part of it all was that Father Winthrop seemed to have been inventing the explanation on the fly, as if his mere assertion of the theory made it part of the holy verbal canon.

				How ironically imperfect religion was. The holy men were never wrong.

				Beck rolled his eyes and glanced to his right. Scholar Evan, his apprentice, had fallen behind. Evan was paying too much attention to the long row of spikes that lined the plaza. Each spike was a sharpened pole that stood several feet taller than a man. The spikes were topped with the heads of Ella Barrow’s friends and acquaintances.

				And Blackthorn wasn’t finished yet.

				According to the census, the last of Ella’s relations, her aunt and uncle, lived in Davenport, a small frontier village on the banks of a wide river.

				“Are you well, Evan?” Beck asked.

				“Yes, Minister. I am troubled. My troubles slow my feet.”

				“Fresh heads on spikes trouble you?” Beck chastised himself silently. He hadn’t meant to say it harshly. Not that Evan would notice. Evan had a blind spot for social nuance. His mind was narrowly tuned to his intellectual interests, focused on his numbers.

				Evan stopped and turned to look at the head of a spiked boy they were passing.

				Beck halted to wait.

				Evan took a step closer to the pole, entranced by the agony-twisted face, the evidence of an unclean neck cut. Cords of flesh and tendon dangled out of the throat and swayed with the breeze, and several chunks of flesh stuck to the spike.

			

			
				For a moment, Beck wondered if Evan was going to reach up and touch the boy’s face.

				Instead, Evan said, “I’m not troubled, except to think that the number of dead is unnecessarily large. Do you know how many villages lie outside the three towns?”

				“Twenty-seven,” Beck answered.

				“Yes, twenty-seven named villages.”

				“Named?” Beck asked.

				“Small, unsanctioned settlements exist on the frontier,” said Evan. “Some even exist between the villages closer in to Brighton. Sometimes they are but a single brave family living for themselves. Others are several families, a dozen or two people.” Evan gestured at the long row of heads on the spikes. It looked like he was counting them. After a pause, he said, “Fifty-three.”

				Beck didn’t need to be reminded of the number. He’d been required to be there to count the condemned. He’d watched as Blackthorn’s men severed the necks of the screaming men, women, and children. He watched as the soldiers jammed the bleeding heads on spikes, while he bit back his anger over the pointless brutality.

				It was another in a long line of episodes that reinforced Beck’s belief that the wrong men were ruling the three towns. Governance, he believed should be in the hands of learned, thinking men, not hypocritical zealots and generals.

				Evan asked, “Do you know what the average birth rate is in the three towns and the villages?”

				“Three.” Beck answered, raising a hand. “We’ve talked through the complexities of this before so spare me another walk through the details. Can we simply skip to the point you want to get at?”

				Evan waved at the line of heads. “Instead of spiking these people, they should have been banished to build a new frontier village. If they survived, in two generations, there’d be two hundred of them, and in four generations, a hundred years from now, it would be larger than any of today’s villages.”

			

			
				“If you are trying to construct an argument that would sway General Blackthorn away from spiking people, then you need to understand something. Just as babbling hokum is Father Winthrop’s faith, brute force is General Blackthorn’s. Neither will be swayed by logic garnered through mathematical methods they do not understand.”

				Evan’s frustration was written on his face. “Could it be explained to Minister Blackthorn that there will come a time when the demon horde returns?”

				Beck laughed out loud. “Every child in the three towns knows the stories of the demon hordes that used to sweep out of the ancient city. Those hordes used to come once or twice a generation. We’ve been lucky to have peace for the last forty years and our people have prospered.”

				“But Minister Beck, we have no reason to believe that the demons have gone forever.”

				“No, of course not.” Beck furrowed his brow. “Spasksy’s Blue Shirts hunt them down in the forests. I venture to guess that they kill several hundred per year.”

				Evan shook his head. “One thousand, eight hundred and thirty six, on average.”

				Surprised, Beck searched Evan for some sign of deception. “You collect counts of the number of demons killed each year?”

				Evan nodded.

				“Why?” Beck asked.

				“In death, their numbers have value.”

				“How so?” Beck asked.

				“The number of demons killed goes up nearly every year. Ten years ago, when I started the census, the number was only a few hundred. Now—” Evan raised his eyebrows.

				Beck shook his head. “I’ve seen Blackthorn’s men train. He is a tyrant, but he is a superb general. Perhaps his men excel at exterminating them, and are improving each year.”

			

			
				“I subscribe to an alternative explanation.”

				“Which is?” Beck asked.

				Evan paused. “I believe the population of demons increases each year, even though we see relatively few.”

				“And where are these demons hiding?” Beck asked.

				“Perhaps the forest.” Evan said, “Until they mass and fall on us like the grasshopper plague. The phenomena are not altogether different. Grasshoppers are always here, and we pay them little mind. But once a decade, they mass into black clouds, rolling over our fields and eating every crop to the nub.”

				“You think the demons are like grasshoppers?” Beck wondered why he tolerated Evan sometimes. He could be as irritating as he was brilliant.

				“Yes,” Evan answered. “I think a horde of demons is growing out there in the forests and in the ancient city. One day it will return and destroy our frontier villages or more.”

				Beck shrugged. It didn’t matter that Evan bolstered his demon fear with his census numbers. There were few people in the townships that didn’t nurture that same fear. “What is the point of this discussion?”

				“A little more patience, please.” Evan said. “Do you know how many people died when the last great demon army swept across the villages?”

				Beck shook his head. “I doubt anyone does.”

				“I’ve studied the question.”

				Beck laughed. “How could you study something that happened before our census even existed?”

				“I have talked to the old men and women who lived back then. I have asked them about the villages that were razed, and about how large those villages were. I asked about the attacks. I asked about the army. I spent a great deal of time on this analysis, Minister Beck, and I believe my numbers are correct.”

			

			
				Beck frowned. Evan was meticulous, even though his methods were unconventional.

				Evan said, “I believe that nearly eight thousand people died.”

				“That number seems high,” said Beck.

				“I am confident in the number. What I found more disturbing was the death toll in proportion to the population at the time.”

				“How could you know the population?” Beck asked. Surely, there were limits to what a man could deduce with numbers and questions.

				“But from the census, I have learned the birth rate,” said Evan. “Using our current population and the current birth rate, which has been stable since I started the census, I was able to work backwards through the math to calculate the population forty years ago.”

				Beck was taken aback. It made perfect sense. Perhaps Evan was a genius. “I didn’t know that could be done.”

				“I assure you, it can,” said Evan.

				“How many people were there at the time?”

				“Twenty-five thousand.”

				“One in three died?” Beck’s doubts started to rise. “On the last census, you told me there were nearly fifty thousand people in the townships and villages.”

				“I did. The math predicts the number except for a discrepancy.”

				Beck smirked. “Your math was wrong?”

				“I thought so at first.” Evan smiled.

				“Please, get to the point.”

				Evan gestured at the heads on the spike. “If you count all of the people that General Blackthorn spiked for their offenses, calculate the number of their children, and now their children, you will find the discrepancy.”

			

			
				Beck sighed. “How large of a discrepancy are we talking about?”

				“Thirteen thousand.”

				That number surprised Beck. “He put thirteen thousand people to the spike?”

				Evan shook his head. “Not directly, but that’s how many fewer humans are alive today because of Blackthorn and his spike. Spiked people can’t reproduce, and non-existent children can’t have children.”

				Beck frowned at the cost of Blackthorn’s brutality.

				“My fear is that when the horde comes again there may not be enough of us to survive the attacks and we will go the way of the Ancients.”

				Beck started to walk. They crossed half the plaza in silence when Beck said, “Perhaps General Blackthorn is worse for Brighton than even I suspected.”

				Evan stopped and slowly shook his head. “This long-term effect of spiking is bad, but—”

				Beck waited for the rest of the sentence. “Speak.”

				With reluctance, Evan said, “I have been tracking other numbers.”

				“Yes?” Beck asked.

				“The spiking is not the worst problem we face. There is another. If my data is correct, demons or not, we are all going to die.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Ella

				The sky was a tangle of crimsons and oranges when Ella, William, and Bray reached the base of Wanderer’s Peak. After a full day of hiking, the three travelers had fallen into a rhythm—Bray in the lead, Ella and William tight behind him, as if they’d practiced the formation for weeks. It’d been half an afternoon since their last stop and Ella’s legs were sore, but she knew they needed to press on.

				The dying light was like a fourth companion, keeping them on track and pushing them along.

				For most of the afternoon, they’d been unable to see the mountain through the thick forest, but now that Ella had a clear view, the sight was breathtaking. She stared up the steep slope. The side was flecked with trees, but about halfway up, the landscape gave way to stone and shrubs. The mountain’s peak seemed miles away, and she was reminded of some of the stories the townspeople told of the ruins—buildings whose tops seemed to extend into the heavens.

				It was then that she realized something.

				She’d seen this mountain before, on her way from Davenport to Brighton to become Ethan’s bride. The sight hit her with a wave of nostalgia, and her eyes watered. She looked over at William. His mouth hung open, and his eyes danced around the steep slope.

				Bray stopped them with an upturned hand, and she was wrenched from her memory. “If we run into anyone, I’ll do the talking,” he said.

				Ella and William nodded.

				Bray resumed hiking, navigating the slope with practiced ease. Ella and William struggled to keep up. As they made their ascent, Ella listened for noises from other travelers—some sign that they weren’t alone—but heard only the gleeful chirps of birds. Aside from the three demons and the deer they’d encountered the day before, their journey had been quiet, and Ella was grateful. More human contact would lead to more questions, and questions would lead to getting caught.

			

			
				Bray remained quiet. The setting sun seemed to have dampened his mood, and Ella understood his sentiment. Out in the wild, there were no barriers to separate men from monster, and loss of visibility often meant loss of life. They’d been lucky to pass the previous night safely in the Ancient room. She hoped they’d have similar luck at Wanderer’s Peak.

				They passed out of the trees as green vegetation gave way to roots and rocks. Ella mimicked the moves of the experienced man ahead of them. She saw several paths worn into the side of the mountain, but she noticed Bray was skirting around them, as if he was trying to elude some unseen enemy. The rapid ascension had her breathless, and she fought the urge to stop and rest. She could still hear Bray’s words in her head.

				A lot of townsfolk aren’t used to the exercise.

				Even a day later, the comment still bothered her, and Ella felt the need to prove her worth. She pushed harder. She glanced behind her, peering at the wall of trees that they’d left behind, thinking she’d hear shouts in the distance. But the landscape remained quiet and still.

				She’d just taken another step when William stumbled on a pile of loose gravel, and his hand slipped from hers.

				“Wait!” she hissed to Bray.

				The Warden paused and turned. His eyes were dark and piercing, and he scoured the trees behind them, his hand on his scabbard. William was breathing fiercely. Ella rubbed his back. Evidently, he was as winded as she. For a second, she had the nervous feeling that his condition was a result of his sickness.

			

			
				But that couldn’t be possible.

				She’d seen the unclean in town, and their limbs had been strong. Even when they were brought to the pyre, their muscles stretched and shook as they fought against the ropes.

				“I’m okay,” William said, as if reading her mind.

				He wriggled from her grasp and resumed the climb, as if he had something to prove to himself. Bray nodded and turned back to the mountain. Ella picked up the rear.

				As their altitude increased, Bray’s path continued to wind, and soon they were traveling sideways, battling against the rocky ground. The sun sank lower, obscuring their view, and Ella strained to see. Although she’d passed by the mountain in her journey twelve years ago, she’d never climbed it. They’d stayed in the settlement villages.

				If her trip had been planned, Ella would’ve arranged similar accommodations.

				But there was no way she could’ve known William was infected, no way she could’ve known about the guards. No way she could’ve predicted any of this, least of all planned for it.

				She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice that Bray had stopped in front of them. He halted them with a gesture, his body tense. She clung to her knife.

				What is it? She didn’t dare speak the question out loud.

				Two large outcroppings had sprung up in front of them, jutting out from the side of the slope. Bray was staring at the larger of the two. It took Ella a second to determine what he was looking at.

				There was someone underneath it.

				She caught a glimpse of clothing, then the outline of a face. A person was sitting upright, resting against one of the rocks. The three of them remained still. Waiting. After a few seconds, she heard the rhythmic sound of the person breathing. She felt Bray’s hand on her arm. He put his finger to his lips, urging silence, and the three of them continued up the slope.

			

			
				When they’d gained some distance, he leaned over and whispered in her ear.

				“That was a Warden. There’ll probably be more resting up ahead, so stay quiet.”

				She nodded, hoping that the fading light masked the fear in her eyes.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: Ella

				They passed several more Wardens on the way. Each time, Bray led Ella and William silently past them, keeping a buffer zone from the Wardens’ makeshift camps. At one point, a Warden sat upright and called out to them, but Bray quietly announced himself, defusing a confrontation.

				They were more than halfway up the mountain when Bray stopped again. The sun had disappeared, and the world was grainy and unclear. Bray was little more than an outline, his features indiscernible. He raised his hand and pointed at a jagged rock that protruded from the side of the mountain.

				“We’ll rest here,” he said.

				“Why here?” Ella asked.

				Bray didn’t answer. She furrowed her brow as Bray scurried toward the rock. She watched as he traced the side with his hands, feeling his way around the edges, and suddenly he was gone, as if the darkness had swallowed him up.

				Was it some sort of cave?

				A minute passed. Ella’s panic grew as she glanced around the mountainside. What if Bray chose to leave them? For almost an entire day, she and William had been at the Warden’s side, trusting his guidance, and he was gone. She grabbed William’s arm, keeping him close while she waited for Bray to reappear.

				Ella and William remained still. The sounds of daytime had been replaced by newer, foreign sounds—sounds Ella couldn’t identify, and she found herself glancing every which direction, trying to pinpoint the sources.

				After another minute, Ella took a step toward the rock. William followed. She reached out and touched the outcropping, running her hands along the edge, trying to decipher where Bray had gone. She followed the contour of the stone until she’d found a small opening. She quickly retracted her hand.

			

			
				“Bray?” she hissed.

				No answer.

				Had something happened to him?

				“Bray?” she repeated.

				Her words echoed and died, as if she were nothing more than a specter, and the words she whispered were those of a ghost. There was no response from the dark hole. She envisioned Bray crawling through the cave, making his way toward some hidden exit, laughing as he left them behind. Was this some sort of trick? Had he ushered them up the mountain just to abandon them? Why wouldn’t he have abandoned them at the Ancient room?

				The longer she waited, the more Ella was certain that he’d left, and her fear turned to anger. She should’ve known better than to trust him. He was just a Skin-Seller, after all. She’d been warned about his ilk. And yet she’d followed him like a child.

				What a fool she’d been.

				Ella turned around, and was ready to collect her son and find safety, when a voice sprang from the darkness.

				“Ella? It’s safe. Come on in.”

				She hesitated, still in the throes of anger. When she looked back at William, she could hardly see his face.

				“Let’s go,” she whispered.

				She and William dropped to hands and knees, their elbows and knees scraping against the floor of the cave. Ella couldn’t see anything in front of her, but every once in a while she heard Bray’s hushed voice guiding her onward. The first ten feet were narrow, but suddenly the cave opened up, and she was able to straighten her back and lift her head.

				“That’s far enough,” Bray said.

			

			
				She felt around in the black and found William’s arm. He startled as she took hold of it. She glanced back in the direction from which they’d come, but could see only a pinprick of light in the distance. The cave reeked of animal urine.

				“I can’t see, Mom.”

				“It’ll be okay.”

				Ella settled into place. She grabbed hold of her son and held him tight against her. The cave was cold. Her arms goose bumped, and she felt drafts coming from unseen places. Even though it was early autumn, it felt like the cave had preserved the last remains of the dead winter before.

				“Why didn’t you answer us?” Ella asked.

				“I’m sorry. I was checking the other side. There’s another opening letting out about ten feet further along the mountain. I had to make sure no one else had gotten in. Don’t worry—we should be safe.”

				“It’s cold in here.”

				“There’s not much I can do,” Bray explained. “It’s too confined an area to risk a fire tonight. Besides, someone might see the light shining from the cave entrance.”

				“Do the other Wardens know about this cave?” Ella asked.

				“I don’t think so. I’ve never seen anyone else here, and I’ve been careful not to share the location.”

				“How’d you find it?”

				“My father showed me.” Bray went quiet. He rubbed his hands together, and she heard him adjust his pack. A minute later, he stretched out on the floor. “We’re going to be here a while,” he said into the darkness. “So you might want to close your eyes and pretend you’re back at home.”

				Ella remained in a sitting position, her mind aflutter. Ever since she’d left Brighton, she’d been unable to relax, and she doubted she’d be able to relax now. Even her night in the ancient room had been restless. But at least there they’d had a fire. She heard the scuff of boots and hands next to her. William removed his pack, but he didn’t lay it down. It sounded like he was waiting for permission. Either that, or his mind was as preoccupied as hers.

			

			
				“Why don’t you get some rest, honey?” she urged.

				“Okay.”

				William took off his pack and dropped it to the floor. He adjusted and laid down. Ella remained upright, listening to the din of insects and animals outside the cave. Although she didn’t like their situation, it was better than being out there. She held her breath for seconds at a time, trying to convince herself that nothing was crawling in after them, that no one had seen them enter. After several minutes of silence, she finally laid down.

				Ella held her hands up in front of her eyes, but could see nothing—not a shape, not an outline. The walls and the ceiling were black. Even in her darkest dreams, there’d always been some measure of illumination. If it weren’t for the nervous breath of her son beside her, she’d have been certain she was in Hell.

				She didn’t know what Hell was like, exactly. She’d heard Father Winthrop’s stories and rhetoric, but she’d never been able to get a clear vision. Could anything be worse than a town that burned its citizens alive? A town where even the thickest of blood was betrayed? Even on her happiest days, Ella had always lived under a cloud of fear, a sobering knowledge that everything she had could be taken away in an instant.

				Losing Ethan had proven that. And now they’d want William.

				But all that is behind you now. You’ve made it out.

				She tried hard to convince herself, but found little comfort.

				Still cold, she held her arms to her chest and did her best to keep warm. She’d packed a few blankets, but she hadn’t thought she’d need them. Not this soon. Winter was still months away. She could hear the thin breathing of William beside her.

			

			
				“Do you need a blanket, William?”

				The boy paused. “Yes.”

				Ella shifted in the darkness, locating the drawstring on her bag. She loosened it by memory, untangling the knot she’d tied. She dug through her belongings and pulled out a thin blanket. The fabric felt strange in her hands. It’d been her aunt’s. She’d never envisioned using it in a place like this. She handed it to William. Bray shifted from somewhere beside them.

				“Bray?” William asked, after a pause.

				“Yeah?”

				“How’d your father find this place?”

				“My father was a wise man. He knew lots of things others didn’t.”

				“Was he a Warden?”

				“Yes. He was like me, only stronger. I have no doubt he sold two thousand scalps in his lifetime.”

				“Really?”

				“Yes. He was well revered in the wild.”

				“What was his name?”

				“Edward Atkins. But everyone called him Fuller. He was the toughest man I’ve ever known. If he hadn’t taught me the way he did, I would’ve died a long time ago.”

				“Why’d they call him Fuller and not Edward?”

				Bray cleared his throat. “According to legend, he was fighting a band of demons by himself, close to the mountains, when his sword snapped. Most men would’ve run. But not my father. Rather than flee, he fought the entire swarm with a broken blade, and he didn’t stop until he’d defeated them.”

				“How many did he kill?”

				“Eight of them.”

				“With only half a weapon?”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				“So why do they call him Fuller?”

				“The Fuller is the middle of the blade, between the point and the shoulder. That’s where his sword snapped, according to the tale.”

				“How’d he do it? How’d he defeat them?”

				“My father never spoke of it. The only way we knew was because of the blacksmith. He told the town after my father brought the sword in to be melted down. Word quickly spread. For years, my father wouldn’t respond to the nickname, but he finally gave in. Fuller was a tough man, but he was also humble.”

				“Is he still alive?”

				Bray went silent for a second. “Not anymore.”

				“Did the demons get him?”

				“William!” Ella warned. “That’s not polite.”

				“It’s okay,” Bray said, clearing his throat. “He died in combat. He was part of Blackthorn’s army during the Great War.”

				Ella’s heart thumped.

				“Blackthorn? General Blackthorn from Brighton?”

				“Yes, but not the Blackthorn you know. Blackthorn’s father. Fuller was promised a small fortune to join the man’s army, and he agreed so that he could provide a better life for us. Unfortunately, he never came home.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that,” William said, regret in his voice.

				“There’s nothing to be sorry about. My father died with honor. That’s more than I can say for a lot of people nowadays.”

				The cave went silent, filled only with the subtle chatter of insects outside. Ella heard the scuff of a boot, then the sound of her son turning over. She could tell William was getting tired.

				“My father was brave, too,” he said, after a pause.

				“Was he a soldier?” Bray asked.

			

			
				“No. He was a farmer. But he was a great man, and everyone respected him. They were all upset when he was taken to the pyre.”

				“He was infected?”

				“Yes, but he turned himself in. He was a courageous man. The only thing he cared about was that we were safe.”

				“He certainly sounds brave,” Bray agreed.

				“He was.”

				William stifled a yawn, and Ella reached over and fixed his blankets. “Why don’t you get some rest, honey?” she coaxed.

				“Okay, I’ll try,” he said.

				Within a few seconds, she heard the soft sounds of William sleeping. Ella lay awake for a while longer, contemplating the things her son had said about Ethan. William was right. Ethan had been brave, and up until the end, all he’d thought of was his family.

				She held onto that thought as she drifted off to sleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Minister Beck

				Beck sat at the ancient table, alone. According to Blackthorn family legend, it was salvaged from some ancient building when The People numbered less than five hundred. The table was intricately constructed with various wood grains and colors, and the edges were cut in beautifully pleasing curves. The feet were carved into animals’ ornate legs that curved up to support the massive table, and each side seated a dozen. Beck knew of no such piece of furniture ever having been made in Brighton. The legend had to be true.

				At the moment, it was just Beck and Evan.

				The door to the kitchen opened, and through it came a woman with a single glass of water on a tray. It was an actual glass, not a carved, wooden cup that stank of all the soaked-in soup grease and wines it had once held. Beck knew from dinners and celebrations in Blackthorn’s dining room that Blackthorn had enough glasses to set one in front of every man at a full table. Such was the opulence of Blackthorn’s home.

				Beck knew that many merchants were wealthy enough to own glass cups, and even porcelain plates, but few had matched sets, and fewer still could feed two dozen with matching pieces.

				The girl sat the glass in front of Beck. “I can bring you a snack while you wait on the others, if you’d like.”

				Beck smiled. “No. That won’t be necessary.”

				With a nod, she pointed to a little silver bell halfway across the table. “If you need anything, just ring.”

				“Of course.” Beck had been here enough times that he didn’t need that instruction. The girl must be new. He smiled at her again and she walked back to the kitchen.

			

			
				A moment later, Father Winthrop arrived with his novice, Franklin, in tow. “Good evening, Minister Beck.”

				“Hello.” Beck smirked. It was an immature game that angered Winthrop and amused Beck. Every man needed his simple indulgences.

				Franklin scooted the chair out for Winthrop, waited until Winthrop got comfortable at the table, and took his place against the wall behind him.

				Winthrop treated his novices like women, in Beck’s opinion. That was a shame.

				Another girl came out of the kitchen with a plate of berries and sliced apples. She sat the plate on the table between Winthrop and Beck. “General Blackthorn will be here in a moment.”

				“Thank you, girl,” said Winthrop.

				Beck smiled and imagined what she might look like under that dress.

				Once the girl had gone back into the kitchen, Winthrop said, “If you’d marry, you wouldn’t have to ogle every pleasant-faced woman you see, and spend your evenings touching yourself.”

				Well, it was certainly starting early this evening. “If only I had the practiced hands of a novice to touch it for me,” Beck answered with a wry smile.

				Winthrop turned red and Franklin stifled a giggle.

				Blackthorn entered the room, with two armed men following close behind. Franklin’s giggle stopped. The men took up positions against the wall behind the head of the table. Blackthorn crossed the room in silence, gave Beck and Winthrop a curt nod, and sat at the head of the table. He reached over and selected a slice of apple. “Eat, gentlemen.”

				Beck and Winthrop each took a piece of fruit.

				“Beck, you said you had urgent matters to talk about at this meeting. Why don’t you start?” Blackthorn crunched the green apple slice.

			

			
				Beck swallowed a strawberry and said, “All of you are aware of the work that Scholar Evan has been doing with the census.”

				“A waste of time,” Winthrop muttered.

				“So you say.” Beck reached out and scooted the plate of fruit closer to Winthrop. “Please, Father, have more berries.”

				Winthrop glared at Beck, but didn’t take any.

				Beck turned to Blackthorn. “What we hoped to learn from the counting, as you might recall, is how to manage our food supply. Since the times of the Fifty-Seven, ration management has been critical to the survival of The People.”

				“The farmers have always provided,” Winthrop said, with a dismissive wave of his hand.

				“In our lifetimes, yes,” Beck said, “but not always. We’ve heard stories about the famines of old.”

				The table remained silent.

				Having captured their attention, Beck continued. “Through a variety of analytical processes—”

				“Spare us your meaningless words.” Winthrop smiled wickedly. “We all know you’re smart, Beck. That’s why you’re the minister of learning.”

				Beck was unfazed. “Our population is growing faster than at any time in the past.”

				“How can you know?” Winthrop asked.

				Beck looked at Winthrop innocently, thanking the stars Evan had provided him with the fodder he could use to humiliate Winthrop. “Analytical processes.”

				Behind Winthrop, Franklin failed to completely suppress a smile. Beck would have to talk with Evan about that boy. The boy didn’t appear to be completely enthralled by Winthrop, despite the years he’d spent as the man’s novice. Maybe he could be of use to Beck.

				“Continue, please.” Blackthorn was irritated early. Usually it wasn’t until the main course arrived that he lost his patience.

			

			
				“As you all know, the winters have been longer these past few years,” said Beck.

				Winthrop huffed and leaned back in his chair with a handful of berries. “I thought we were talking about how many people your odd Scholar Evan had counted.”

				“Enough.” Blackthorn pounded the table. That was exceptionally early. Beck wondered what else might be going on that he wasn’t aware of. Perhaps Beck would have to snoop around and find out.

				Beck looked at Winthrop. “Father, seven of the last ten winters have been longer than usual. The day of the first freeze arrives sooner each year. The date of the last snow comes later. What’s more, the springs and summers have been drier in six of those years. This has been particularly pronounced in the past five years.”

				Blackthorn crunched another apple slice.

				“The People do gorge themselves when the weather is good,” Beck conceded. “But The People also preserve food. They dry fruits, vegetables, and meats. They store grains and nuts. When times are good, their stores grow. When times are bad, their stores shrink, as do the stocks in the townships’ storehouses. When winters are long, the farmers cannot feed their pigs, goats, and sheep because they don’t have enough grain. They don’t have enough to feed themselves. So they kill some of the animals to feed their families and stretch their hay, so that the remaining animals will live through the winter. But when they kill too many animals, they have fewer baby animals in the spring. Fewer baby animals means less meat and less goat’s milk during the summer and the next winter.”

				Trying his best to seem bored, Winthrop said, “When the weather is better, the farm animals do well and have more offspring. Natural cycles. That is what we’re talking about here, right?”

				“No, it is more than that,” Beck said. “Weather variations are natural, of course. The history that my weathermen keep shows that we have cycles of five to ten years in which the winters are colder and the summers are dryer. Those harsh cycles are offset by periods of five or ten years when the winters and summers are mild.”

			

			
				“Then these cold winters are past us.” Winthrop dusted his hands together to dramatize his point. “Good riddance.”

				“It may not matter,” said Beck.

				“How so?” asked Blackthorn.

				“Our people live on a diet of grains, vegetables, meats, and dairy. They need to eat all four to get enough food to stay alive. If there are no meats and no dairy, the grains and vegetables alone will not be enough to keep them fed through the summer, let alone the winter.”

				“Not a problem. We have plenty of goats, pigs, and sheep. I stepped in at least two piles of sheep dung on the way here.” Winthrop looked around, as if hoping to solicit a laugh.

				Beck shook his head at Winthrop. The loquacious dullard. “By consuming so many of the animals over the past few winters, we don’t have enough left to produce offspring.”

				“Then we grow more grains and vegetables,” Blackthorn concluded.

				“It would seem that easy,” Beck answered, “But it takes work to prepare a field, whether it be for grain or for vegetables. The farmers can only prepare after they have tended their regular crops. Under the best of conditions, it is unlikely we could prepare enough land for planting in time to avert a famine.”

				“What are you trying to say?” Blackthorn asked.

				“If we have unfavorable weather conditions, the famine will come this winter or next.”

				The door to the kitchen opened, revealing a woman with a tray of meat large enough to feed a dozen men. She was followed by two more carrying roasted potatoes and vegetables.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Bray

				Bray waited until Ella and William were asleep, then crept to his feet. He’d kept his bag packed and his sword within reach, and he collected both of them, placing them on the ground near the back entrance.

				He paused, taking in the silence.

				Outside, he heard the chirps and chatter of night animals. For years they’d been his only companions. Bray wasn’t used to sleeping with others nearby. He much preferred the company of his sword and his knife. At the same time, he knew a good opportunity when he saw one, and Ella and her boy were easy targets. He could’ve robbed them last night in the ancient room, but the firelight had swayed him. At least here it was dark.

				He crept over to Ella first. Of the two bags, he was pretty sure hers contained silver. He’d seen her hiding something when they’d stopped to rest the day before. The clink of metal might as well have been the cry of a wounded animal, and it drew him like a hungered beast. He hovered above the woman for several seconds, listening to the soft sounds of her inhaling and exhaling, then hunkered down next to her head. He grazed the side of the bag until his fingers located the drawstring. It’d be difficult getting into it—especially with Ella using it as a headrest—but he’d give it a shot.

				He loosened the knots with nimble fingers, encountering no snags, and then parted the folds. He waited. Ella was still entrenched in sleep. He doubted he’d wake her. The panic and unease of the day were better than a stomach full of snowberry. Given what the woman had been through, she’d probably sleep until morning.

				By that time, Bray would be gone.

				He snuck a breath and dug into her bag. His fingers snagged on a piece of clothing, and Ella groaned, shifting her head. To his delight, Ella’s movement had exposed more of the bag. He crept past several layers of clothing, feeling around the bottom, and found the small pouch he’d seen her hide earlier. He pulled it out and pocketed the silver.

			

			
				He searched for anything else of value. Other than garments and berries, there wasn’t much. He pulled out the food and laid it on the ground next to him. He’d take the berries. There was a chance he could sell the clothes and blankets, but he wouldn’t bother with them.

				Her knife, on the other hand—now that would sell for a few bits to a Davenport merchant.

				He reached over her sleeping body. She’d tucked the blade beneath her, and he snaked it out from under her arm. Once he’d secured his take, he retied the bag.

				That would confuse her—just for fun.

				He brought the stolen goods over to his bag and slipped them inside. Once he’d packed, he returned to the boy. William was out cold—his breath was slow and even. Bray had low expectations for the contents of the boy’s bag. Chances were he’d find only clothing. But he’d check all the same.

				He hated to leave easy pickings.

				He crouched next to the boy, tracing the ground until he’d discovered the edge of the bag. Even in the darkness, Bray knew his way around. He practically lived in this cave in the winter. He regretted showing it to the pair, but he wasn’t worried. Without him guiding them the rest of the way to Davenport, they’d probably die in the forest.

				Bray untied the boy’s bag and wormed his hand inside. The boy took a deep breath, and he waited for him to exhale.

				Clothes. Clothes. More clothes.

				Finally he hit on a few pouches of berries, and he carefully slid them out. He was about to conclude when he felt something metal. He removed the object and rolled it in his hands, furrowing his brow. It was some sort of figurine. Whatever it was, he could probably sell it to the merchants. Even if it weren’t valuable, they’d melt it down. He tucked it in his pocket.

			

			
				He was just retying the bag when a whimper escaped into the darkness. William’s head rolled to the side, knocking into Bray’s hand. He felt a hard knot against his fingertips, and he darted backward.

				Was that—?

				Bray froze. He stared into the darkness, wondering if he’d been imagining things, but the sleeping boy provided no answers. He considered creeping back over, double-checking the boy’s neck, but he knew what he’d felt.

				The mark of the monster. Evidence of the unclean.

				In an instant, everything became clear. He’d known Ella and William were fleeing from something, but he’d been certain they were debt-runners. He hadn’t suspected this. Did the woman have a lump of her own? He scampered away from the sleeping duo, bringing the boy’s belongings with him. He could turn the pair in, but there wouldn’t be any money in that. He’d be thanked for his service and sent on his way.

				He crept to his bag, packed it up with his newfound goods, and slung it on his shoulder. He snuck out into the night.

				**

				Bray was halfway down the mountain when he saw torches in the distance. He ducked down and surveyed the bobbing lights. Despite the apparent activity, the forest was quiet. It’d been a while since he’d seen a hunting party in these woods, and rarely did he see one at night.

				Had Brighton sent a search party for Ella and the boy?

				Although it was clear that the pair were on the run, he didn’t think the town would send out several of its troops at night—especially not for an infected mother and her son. The wild was hardly a place for humans in the darkness. Besides, torches were a bad idea; the light would just as easily draw the demons as it would flush out the people they were trying to catch. Idiots. Bray shrugged, resolved to continue. A minute later he stopped.

			

			
				There was a chance he could score something from the troops. At the very least, he could eavesdrop on their conversation.

				He scooted down the mountain. The light of the moon was hardly enough to illuminate the landscape, trees or not, but it was better than nothing.

				Going downhill was much easier than going up, and before long, he was creeping through the trees, his knife drawn. As he scouted forward, he strained his ears for sounds of the men. He heard voices, subtle murmurs in the distance. He kept moving toward them, doing his best to avoid detection. The relationship between soldiers and Wardens was tenuous. Neither liked each other, but each was protected by the same law. Although they often argued, they rarely got violent. Any bloodshed would come before Blackthorn.

				That was a consequence no one wanted to face.

				Bray cast aside bushes and bramble, closing the gap. In the event the soldiers heard him, he’d announce his presence to avoid being attacked, but he’d rather it not come to that. It looked like the lights in the distance had stopped.

				He drew within a hundred yards and paused next to the trunk of a large tree. He peered around, catching sight of the group. As he’d suspected, the lights belonged to soldiers. There were four of them. They loitered in a circle, conversing. They looked young and inexperienced—they’d probably volunteered for the night hunt to curry favor with Blackthorn. One of them, a man with a chiseled face, had captured the attention of the others. He was on a rant, his eyes darting from forest to fire as he spoke.

			

			
				“I swear I’m going to gut her myself,” the soldier spat.

				“Easy, Rodrigo,” said one of his companions.

				“If we weren’t bound by the laws, I’d cut off her arms and feed them to the demons while she watched.”

				“You know you can’t do that.”

				“She killed my cousins!” Rodrigo began pacing back and forth. Rather than being calmed by his comrade, he grew more irate. “When I find her and that boy, I’m going to—”

				Was he talking about Ella?

				Another soldier grabbed Rodrigo’s arm. “You’ll do nothing!” His face was bearded, and he looked slightly older than the rest. “Do you want to answer to Blackthorn? Because I don’t. If you touch her, Goddammit, I’ll have your head on a spike myself. She’s to be brought back as an example. You know that. We all know that.”

				“Did you see the goddamn bodies? Did you see what she did to them?” Rodrigo asked.

				“She’ll answer for that, rest assured.”

				Rodrigo’s eyes blazed, but he fell silent.

				“Two days and no luck,” said the third soldier. “Where do you think they went? Do you think the demons got them?”

				“I don’t know,” the bearded man said. “Even if she knew where she was going, we’d probably have run into her by now.”

				“I bet she’s holed up in one of the caves on the peak. Maybe she found her way into some Skin-Seller’s filthy den,” the fourth soldier chimed in.

				Everyone laughed, except Rodrigo.

				“Did the other group already go out?”

				“They probably passed us. They were crossing the river.”

				The soldiers fell silent. Bray waited patiently. They were eating and drinking, taking a break from the chase. After the last man had finished, they wiped their faces and picked up their torches.

			

			
				“Let’s split up,” the bearded man said. “Two of us will tackle the base of the mountain, the other two will climb the peak.”

				“I’ll take the peak,” Rodrigo growled. “Maybe I can get something out of one of those filthy Skin-Sellers.”

				Brandishing torches and swords, the soldiers forged back into the woods.

				**

				Bray skirted back into the underbrush, trying to stay ahead of the group. Branches whipped against his face and trees seemed to appear in front of him, but he held up his knife to try and ward off nature’s attack. He thought about what he’d heard.

				Although the soldiers hadn’t used Ella’s or William’s names, it was obvious who they were looking for. The possibility that there were more than one woman and child on the run was remote. By the sounds of it, Ella had killed several Brighton soldiers.

				They’d probably forced themselves on her.

				The story was a familiar one. Although the soldiers had rules to follow, they often used their power to their own ends. Rodrigo was one of the worst ones. Bray could see it in the man’s body language.

				The man would torture Ella, if he found her.

				Not my problem, Bray thought. He had wares to sell.

				His bag bounced on his shoulders as he ran, and he envisioned the items inside. He’d had a productive day. An extra skin, some silver, and some belongings he could sell. It wasn’t enough to retire into one of the finer houses in Davenport or Coventry, but it was more than what he’d woken up with.

			

			
				He skirted around the base of the mountain, intending to avoid the woman and child he’d left behind. Bray was ready to head toward Davenport. He wasn’t keen on traveling at night, but he was anxious to get his silver.

				If all went well, he’d never run into the soldiers he’d seen.

				He didn’t need the complication.

				As he ran, he counted in his mind the money he’d receive in Davenport: five each for the skins, and five for the knife. That’d be enough to survive for at least a week, if he were frugal. And if he didn’t encounter any other monsters on the way. If so, that would mean even more coin.

				Bray smiled.

				He felt a surge of excitement in his bones—the thrill of a man in the wild, providing for his own needs. It was a sensation he’d grown addicted to over the course of his life; the moment he lived for.

				His father had instilled that feeling in him, back when he’d first taken him into the wild. Bray had been only six years old then. He still remembered the first monster he killed. His father had wounded it, and he’d allowed his son to finish it off. That was how his father had taught him how to skin. It was a memory that Bray had held onto ever since, and one he looked back on when things seemed bleak, or when silver was scarce.

				The memory warmed him now. He darted between the dark outlines of trees, smiling. Out of nowhere, he remembered the figurine in his pocket.

				He’d almost forgotten about it.

				He patted his pants, ensuring it was still there. He wondered what had possessed the boy to bring it. It must’ve had sentimental value.

				Whatever it was, the boy wouldn’t need it much longer, anyway. The boy was infected. His life was a walking death sentence. Soon, his body would fill with sickness and delusion, and eventually, he’d become one of them.

			

			
				Another scalp for Bray to skin.

				But Bray would wait until the boy had turned.

				He pictured the boy’s body, littered with knots and warts, and then he pictured the boy holding the figurine. Out of nowhere, he felt a pang of guilt.

				Stop it. Bray tried to dismiss the image, but it persisted.

				He recalled the words the child had spoken before he’d gone to sleep. The fond memories he had of his father, the genuine curiosity he’d had for Bray’s endeavors. Did the boy know the end was near?

				If so, why did he go on?

				Then he thought about what Rodrigo had said about Ella.

				I’m going to gut her myself.

				The soldier would probably do the same to the boy. Bray felt a sick feeling in his stomach. Before he realized his actions, he was turning around and heading back to the cave. He shouldn’t have left them behind. Infected or not, no one deserved to die like that.

				He leapt up the base of the mountain, dashing as fast as his legs would carry him. He needed to make sure Ella and William stayed hidden.

				He just hoped he’d make it in time.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: Minister Beck

				After the meeting ended, Beck sat in his room staring into the fire, dwelling on his foul mood as the night passed. It had been another in a long series of wasted meetings. The Council of Elders was a misnomer at best, a joke at worst. There was no council of three. There was only Blackthorn and his servile fool, Winthrop. Beck was an intelligent observer whose efforts were continually thwarted on anything but the most trivial of matters.

				Some day in the future—maybe soon, maybe some years from now—the price for Brighton’s dysfunctional government would need to be paid. The empty-bellied people and the dying children would blame the Elders. That was how the peasants always reacted when hunger set in and snow covered the ground.

				They’d beg. They’d point accusing fingers at one another. They’d rob. Eventually, they’d look at one another’s gaunt faces and realize the merchants were not thin. They’d see that the soldiers had been well fed. They’d see no sallow cheeks among the Elders. And they’d point their bony fingers away from one another and at those with full bellies, those in positions of authority.

				Once the fingers started their pointing, there’d be no way to avoid the rioting. The merchants’ houses would be looted first. The soldiers would try to stop it, to preserve order. That would pit the soldiers against the peasants and solidify the two sides in the coming anarchy. On one side would be the starving, powerless nobodies, the ones who did what they were told, who lived in hovels, farmed the fields, and burned on the pyres. The other side would be the well-fed, with horses, swords, and spears, who lived in warm barracks or opulent houses and did the telling at the point of a sword.

			

			
				But peasants would lose their fear of swords when their children were starving. Though most farmers couldn’t count the toes on their feet, it wouldn’t take much mathematical aptitude to figure out that their mob would greatly outnumber the men with swords and the fat merchants and town Elders they were protecting.

				It would start in one town and spread to the others. Riot would turn to revolution. The soldiers who didn’t flee in the chaos would die, clubbed to death with farm tools. Beck would burn on the pyre, with Blackthorn and Winthrop at his side, not for having a wart or a smudge, but for the sin of having too much meat on his bones.

				When it was done, the people would eat what the wealthy had hoarded. When that food was gone, the peasants would continue starving. The children would be the first to die. And a starving man would eat anything he could get his hands on, even his neighbor’s children.

				It wouldn’t be the end of humanity, just a reset. There’d be many fewer people in the townships when spring finally arrived. The survivors would forage in the forests and grow food in the gardens and fields. There’d be no livestock by then. The slow process of domestication would have to start over.

				In the last famine revolt—an event only whispered about among the old people—it was estimated that only one in ten people lived. That had been two hundred years ago.

				One in ten. What a disaster that would be.

				The bestial demons were the wild card, though. More than a generation had passed since the last of the great hordes fell on the villages and towns. If they came back again in the numbers and frequencies told in stories, man’s reign on the great flat earth would come to its end.

				And that’s what brought Beck to contemplate the most drastic action of all. Should he take enough of his scholars and women—fifty-seven, ideally—and preemptively flee? Should he go somewhere far away from the ruined, demon-infested cities, and start a new civilization, a civilization where knowledge was placed above superstition and sword?

			

			
				Could that be done?

				Or was the solution more obvious? Was the better solution to supplant superstition and the sword right here in Brighton?

				A coup?

				A heavy knock on the door startled Beck out of his thoughts. Dread slithered through his seditious bones. Nobody pounded with such impunity on the door of a minister so late at night. Nobody but Blackthorn or his soldiers. Dread faded into despair as Beck sensed what the knocking represented. Just as he was coming to the conclusion that action needed to be taken, all choice was to be taken away from him. Beck slumped in his chair.

				The pounding came again. Louder this time.

				Weakly, he said, “Enter.”

				The door swung wide and a soldier strode in as if he were coming into his own apartment. “Minister Beck?”

				“Yes.”

				“Minister Blackthorn requires your presence.”

				Requires? “I dined with him earlier this evening. Is it possible that you are late in following your orders? Be gone and let me have my sleep.”

				“I left Minister Blackthorn’s presence and walked directly here. I am not late.” The soldier looked down at Beck and waited.

				Beck glanced at the door, spotting the outlines of several other soldiers there. Perhaps he’d argued vehemently for his view one too many times. He only hoped he’d have the choice to take the sword.

				On joints and bones that suddenly felt old and creaky, Beck stood. He looked around the room for an excuse to take him out of the soldier’s hard gaze, to buy him some time to think of a way out. But there was none. There was only the pyre.

			

			
				Beck motioned to the door, a silent request for the soldier to lead the way.

				“After you.” The words were those of courtesy, but the tone made it clear that Beck had no choice in the matter. On the way through the door, Beck took his overcoat and wrapped it over his shoulders.

				Three other soldiers were in the hall. They arranged themselves around Beck, two in front, two in back, and clomped their way down the stairs. At the bottom were a half dozen of Beck’s scholars, standing silently in the great room, watching the soldiers take their master into the night. Beck saw the fear on their faces. It was the same fear he had in his own heart.

				He shouldn’t have let his passions run away with him during dinner. He shouldn’t have berated Winthrop for his superstitions with such a vitriolic tongue. More importantly, he shouldn’t have shamed Blackthorn for his inability to grasp the obviousness of the coming crisis. Powerful men don’t accept such slights without plotting revenge.

				As the soldiers led Beck through the town, he remembered his father, his predecessor on the council. He had disappeared in the night when Beck was a young man. The next day, he’d found his father’s bones tied to a burned pole above the ashes of a smoking pyre.

				When Beck went to Blackthorn for answers, Blackthorn explained that Beck’s father had come to him in the night, distressed over a growth of wart he’d found on his head. Blackthorn begged Beck’s father to wait until the next Cleansing to come forward, but Beck’s father had insisted in dealing with the problem straight away, lest he infect some innocent farmer or barren woman.

				And so Beck’s father insisted on mounting the pyre that very evening.

			

			
				Beck still remembered Blackthorn’s telling of the story. Blackthorn looked at the ground while he spoke. He seemed genuinely sad to have lost a long-time colleague and friend. And Beck, apprehensive though he was, believed Blackthorn, because believing was so much easier than not. Not believing brought with it all kinds of moral imperatives that Beck was not willing to face. Because facing them meant prevailing or dying.

				Beck was not a fan of dying.

				The five walked across the square. Beck was sure that he’d soon be adding his burning smell to the stench of pyre ash and rotten spiked heads.

				Behind and to the left of the dais stood Blackthorn’s massive home. It was the de facto seat of government in the townships, the place where every decision was made. The guards stopped at the door and knocked. It opened immediately. Of course, they were expected.

				Beck had been sent for.

				The soldiers walked Beck through the wide door, two abreast. Beck appraised the door and decided it would be impossible to defend when the famine came. Blackthorn’s burnt stench would waft over the plaza soon enough.

				Once inside, Beck was guided back to the place at the table where he’d sat arguing through the course of most of the evening. A few minutes later, Blackthorn came in with three of his captains. “Beck,” he said as they all sat down, “explain to my officers what you explained to us earlier this evening.”

				Beck looked at the intricate designs on the table. “I understood from our conversation earlier this evening that a decision had been made.”

				“Don’t be a fool, Beck.” Blackthorn’s voice was harsh. “Winthrop needs to be humored to keep his simple ego intact. No decision was made. Tell us what you and your scholars understand about the coming famine.”

			

			
				Beck looked up suddenly. Maybe he’d live.

				Maybe there was hope for the townships, after all.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Ella

				When Ella awoke, the world was dark. Her heart was thudding from the remnants of a nightmare, but even the world of her nightmares had light and color. This place was pitch black.

				It took her a few seconds to realize she was still in the cave. She drew a breath and stared around, hoping for a glimmer of light. The details leading up to this minute came spilling back to her. She recalled the escape from Brighton, the altercation at the river, and their journeys with the Warden. Then she remembered William’s fond words about Ethan as he’d drifted to sleep.

				She must’ve joined him in sleep shortly afterward.

				She explored the ground beside her, reaching out to her son. But there was no one there. Frantic, she snapped awake and crept to her haunches, exploring the damp ground. All she found were pebbles and dirt and his blanket and bag. She kept searching, her heart beating at a nervous gallop, until she finally stumbled on a person.

				William was still there. He was asleep. He must’ve rolled out of his blanket. She sat up and expelled the thick, anxious breath she’d been holding. Her muscles ached, as if she’d spent an afternoon pulling grain in a cart race. Her head throbbed. She crouched and reached above her. She still had a foot of clearance from the ceiling. Something stirred in the darkness, and she heard the flap of wings. Ella stifled a scream as something flitted past her and out of the cave’s opening.

				Bats.

				That explained the smell of urine. She waited a moment, then stretched as far as she was able, wiggling her arms and legs to restore the circulation. Although the cave had saved them from danger, it was starting to make her feel claustrophobic, and at the moment, she felt the overwhelming urge to get out. She crept forward, feeling her way with her hands. She saw a pinprick of light at the entrance—a small cluster of stars deep in the night sky. She wanted so badly to go outside and breathe the air, if only for a minute.

			

			
				But that’d be unwise. Other Wardens might hear her, and she might give away Bray’s hiding place. Besides, she couldn’t leave William behind.

				Instead, she stopped moving and fell silent, listening to the sound of William breathing. Despite everything they’d been through, he was still alive—alive and with her. The fact that they’d made it this far was encouraging.

				Maybe there’s hope.

				She took in the stars for a few moments, then worked her way backward, retracing her steps to her bag. Her stomach was growling. For the past days, they’d hardly eaten, other than the few berries they’d consumed. She knelt to the floor and located her pack, then untied the knot, searching for food.

				But when she reached inside, past her clothing, she found nothing. What the hell? She kept searching, thinking that any second she’d feel the rough texture of a skin, or the soft leather of her silver pouch. But all she felt was fabric.

				Something wasn’t right.

				The food pouches were gone. And so was her silver.

				She must have missed them; they had to be here. She tore through her bag, removing the items and casting them aside in the dark, her panic mounting. Soon the bag was empty and her belongings were piled up next to her. But there was no sign of any food or silver. Her belongings had been stolen. And the only person who could’ve taken them was…

				“Bray?” she hissed into the dark.

				She waited for a response, already knowing she wouldn’t receive one. She felt dread creeping up her spine like a slithering snake. Receiving no answer, she called out for her son. She heard him beginning to rouse.

			

			
				She should’ve trusted her instincts. She shouldn’t have fallen asleep. Instead, she’d made the mistake of letting this man lead them up here, only to rob and abandon them.

				“Mom?”

				Her son sounded groggy—the same way she’d felt when she’d awoken several minutes earlier.

				“I’m here, honey,” she said.

				She caressed his arm, feeling vulnerable and stupid and angry. This shouldn’t have happened. Not only had Bray stripped them of their food and silver, but he’d also taken the knife. They had no way to eat. No way to protect themselves. No way to buy anything when they got to Davenport.

				She felt the rage building up inside her like water behind a dam, begging for release. Not only had Bray stolen from, stranded, and condemned her, but he’d done it to William as well. She silently vowed revenge. She gritted her teeth, wanting nothing more than to scream obscenities into the dark, to beat on the walls and hunt him down. The only thing stopping her was the threat of compromising their hideaway.

				They were trapped until morning. And even then, Ella didn’t know how they’d survive the journey to Davenport. As she’d learned at the river, legs alone wouldn’t save them from the monsters. The creatures were quick and vile. Encounters with them were inevitable. And if they weren’t prepared, Ella and William would draw their last breaths in the wild.

				Powerless and ashamed, Ella buried her head in her hands and cried quietly, doing her best to hide the sobs from William. Soon he’d ask questions, and soon she’d have to answer them. He’d want to know why Bray had betrayed them. William would want to know how someone posing as a friend could do such a thing.

			

			
				And she’d have no idea what to say.

				“Is it morning?” William asked.

				She heard him shifting on the ground, searching for a hint of light.

				“No, it’s nighttime, honey. I’m sorry I woke you. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Go back to sleep.”

				“Is Bray still here?”

				Ella fell silent. She didn’t want to do this. Not now.

				“No, honey.”

				“Where’d he go?”

				“I’m not sure.”

				“Is he coming back?”

				Ella swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t think so.”

				The boy fell silent. This time she was unable to hide her tears. Although William was young, he was perceptive, and he’d discover the truth anyway. She heard him sit upright, and a moment later, she heard him digging through his bag.

				“What are you doing?”

				“Looking for something,” he said simply.

				“What are you looking for?”

				“Zander.”

				She frowned in the dark, unsure of what he was talking about. “Who’s Zander?”

				The boy stopped digging. She could sense that he was embarrassed, though she couldn’t see his face.

				“My figurine,” he replied, after a hesitation.

				“The one from Dad?”

				“Yes. I brought him with me. He’s not here. Did Bray take him?”

				She heard him digging again, growing more frantic by the second, each nervous breath like a needle to her heart.

				“Yes. He took some of our things, honey. He took our things and then he left.” The tears were flowing now, and Ella could barely get the words out. “He’s not an honest man, William.”

			

			
				“But I thought he had a good man’s heart of stone. I thought he was like Dad.”

				William cried out and flung the bag to a distant corner of the cave. His voice cracked and quivered. She grabbed onto him and held him tight.

				“I’m sorry, honey,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry this happened.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Bray

				Bray raced back up the steep slope. Torches moved along a trail in the darkness below. He’d put some distance between himself and the men—they weren’t as familiar with the area, so they’d be moving more cautiously.

				That would give him time to get to the cave.

				He scrambled among the rocks and stone, setting a few of them rolling, and winced at the noise. The last thing he needed was to draw the men’s attention. It’d be enough trouble hiding the woman and the boy as it was.

				Before long he’d approached the jagged outcropping that marked the entrance. He saw the outline by the dim light of the sky. He ducked behind the rock, wedging himself through the entrance. All at once, he was inside, breathing hard and heavy. He heard noises from deeper in the cave, and he crawled toward them. Were Ella and William awake? Had he disturbed them?

				“It’s me,” he whispered. “It’s Bray.”

				The sounds ceased.

				All at once his cheek erupted in pain. Bray threw up his hands to defend himself, readying his knife. Ella’s voice raged through the darkness.

				“You son of a bitch!” she yelled.

				He scooted backward, trying to avoid the woman’s blows. He had to restrain himself from lunging with the knife.

				“Quiet!” he hissed.

				“You took everything we had. Why are you back? Did you forget to take our blankets?” she cried. “My food and my silver weren’t enough for you?”

				“I wasn’t—”

				Another blow stung his face, and this time he whipped his hand forward and caught Ella by the wrist. He pulled her close, until her hot breath was against his skin. She writhed against his grasp.

			

			
				“There’re soldiers out there! They’re coming for you!”

				“You son of a bitch! I hate you!”

				“Ella! Stop!”

				This time he raised his volume, imparting his concern. Ella stopped struggling, suddenly grasping the meaning of his words, and they both went silent and still. In the distance, he heard the commotion of men. It sounded like the soldiers had run into another of the Wardens, and were interrogating him somewhere down the mountainside.

				“Listen,” Bray whispered. “Do you hear those voices? Those are soldiers from Brighton. They’ve come to take you back for your crimes.”

				“My crimes?” Ella spat. “My crimes? What about yours? What about robbing us and leaving us to die?”

				The woman was nearly hysterical, and it took all Bray’s efforts to calm her down.

				“Let’s discuss this later, Ella. Right now, we need to stay quiet. I know you hate me, but if you both want to live, you need to listen.”

				He let go of the woman, hoping the gesture itself would win back her trust. There was no time to argue. He spun back to the entrance, focused on the men outside. He heard the sound of raised voices, then the clank of swords. It sounded like the other Warden had been drinking, and in his inebriated state, the man had started an argument with them. That might work to their benefit.

				Perhaps the other Warden would distract the soldiers. Maybe he’d even kill them.

				If Bray were alone, he would’ve used the cover of the commotion to leave, but with Ella and the boy at his side, he didn’t think it’d be wise. Not in the dark.

			

			
				Ella crept up next to him. Her arm brushed his, and he could feel her still shaking.

				“You have no conscience,” she hissed in his ear. “I should’ve killed you in your sleep. I should’ve done it when you came through that entrance.”

				“I’m glad you didn’t,” he whispered back.

				“You’re no kind of man.”

				Bray shook off the insult. He’d heard worse.

				“I could’ve turned you in,” he said. “Do you know that? I still might. Maybe I’ll get a reward.”

				“But I’ve done nothing wrong,” she whispered.

				“Do you think that matters?”

				“The soldiers in Brighton tried to rape me. They were going to hurt William—”

				“I don’t doubt it.”

				“I’m not like you, Bray. I haven’t killed for pleasure; I’ve killed because I had to.”

				“I know.” He grabbed her and put his mouth to her ear. “I know why you did what you did. I know about William.”

				That was enough to stifle Ella. They hung in silence for several minutes, listening to the clash of men down the mountainside. Finally, Ella spoke.

				“What do we do?” she whispered.

				“We stay put.”

				“What if they find us?”

				“They won’t.”

				“But—”

				“If they do, we’ll use the other entrance. We’ll figure it out.”

				Ella sat back on her haunches, and William crawled over to join her. The fear in the cave was thick and tangible, and all of a sudden, Bray felt the weight of three lives on his shoulders. For years, he’d wandered the wild alone, beholden to no one. And now, things felt different.

			

			
				He hadn’t created the situation, but for some reason, he felt responsible for fixing it.

				“Why don’t you two wait further back?” he whispered.

				“But—”

				“I mean it. Stay behind me.”

				“Am I going to get Zander back?” William asked.

				Bray felt a pang of remorse, and he reached into his pocket and passed back the figurine. He heard the soft scuttle of boots and dirt, and all at once he was alone, staring through the cave’s opening.

				He kept his knife in front of him, ready to make a move. The fighting from down the mountain had stopped. He heard the tramp of boots on gravel, then silence. Had the other Warden been killed?

				He listened intently, hoping for a clue as to what had happened, but heard only the background noise of animals in the forest. It was as if the night had swallowed up the men, relegating them to his memory.

				He released the breath he’d been holding.

				Ella and William remained silent. Even if the soldiers were gone, the forest wasn’t safe. They’d wait until morning, and then all three of them would head to Davenport. Bray would just need to avoid the common road.

				His eyes flitted across the stars, as if he were plotting a trip of the heavens rather than planning a trip to Davenport. If all went well, they’d reach town by midday. He’d give Ella and William their belongings back, and then they’d part ways.

				More minutes passed.

				He’d wait a little longer. If he heard nothing in that time, he’d get some sleep.

				The opening of the cave went dark.

				Bray’s pulse spiked.

				He tightened his grip on the knife. Someone was breathing heavily outside of the cave’s entrance, but he could make out nothing of the person’s appearance. A voice echoed across the walls of the cave.

			

			
				“Throw your weapons and come out of there. Don’t make us come in after you.”

				He recognized the speaker.

				It was Rodrigo.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Father Winthrop

				Father Winthrop sat in his favorite evening chair, watching the light from the fire reach across the large room and play along the wrinkles in his bed sheets.

				He was angry and he was sad.

				The image of young Jenny’s head on the spike would not leave him alone. Between the Cleansing yesterday, and Blackthorn’s putting all of Ella Barrow’s friends’ heads on spikes today, it was hard to bear so much death. The Cleansing was necessary, of course. But the spiking?

				Jenny, eyes glued to Winthrop, had begged him to spare her life in front of half the town, right in the middle of the square. She’d looked at him with those engaging brown eyes, as wisps of her wild, sandy hair blew across her face and clung to the tears on her cheeks. Her wrenching pleas seemed to have been birthed rather than cried, thrust into a ghost realm where they could haunt him over and over. And the ghost of her familiar voice keened above the crackle of the fire in his bedchamber. Imagination? He didn’t know. He couldn’t tell.

				What he did know, what he felt, as solidly real as he felt the hard wood of the chair beneath him, was hate. Not hate for simple-minded Jenny, but for Blackthorn. It was on Blackthorn’s whim that the sword came down on the back of her neck, crunching bone and tearing ligaments, squeezing one last attenuated scream from the condemned woman. Those sounds haunted Winthrop, too. They turned his grief into nausea that rose in his chest and burned his throat when he swallowed it back down. Together, it mixed with the guilt in his gut and turned his bowels to water.

				Father Winthrop grunted audibly at the cramps in his belly.

				If he’d known that cowardly Ella’s Barrow’s best friend had been a sandy-haired girl from The House of Barren Women, he would’ve prearranged for Jenny to be elsewhere before Blackthorn’s men pulled her to the platform. But Winthrop didn’t have that foresight, and for that reason he felt guilt.

			

			
				Unfortunately, once Jenny had been rounded up and corralled in the square with the rest of Ella’s friends and acquaintances, Winthrop had no choice but to ignore her. To brush away the brutal hand of Blackthorn’s justice in front of all the town’s men and women would be to sow the seeds of anarchy in the minds of the simple peasants. It would give them the false hope that they too could sidestep deserved justice. Anarchy would grow and that would be the death of them all.

				Or would it?

				That made Father Winthrop wonder. Was it the thick sword arm of a brutal dunce terrorizing the townsfolk that coerced them into obedience, or was it something else? Certainly Blackthorn was the leader of the Council of Elders—though no such position formally existed—so his brand of rigid rules and harsh justice was most visible. But no, Father Winthrop suspected that the foundation of society was not fear, but love of The Word and devotion to it.

				Our beliefs. Our god. Those are the threads that hold the fabric of our society together.

				Winthrop sat up straight and repeated that epiphany in his head.

				Surely that had to be true. Winthrop nodded, letting this conviction sink down to his core.

				That epiphany almost made Jenny’s death meaningful.

				The Council of Elders should not be a military dictator with two impotent figureheads alongside. In fact, it shouldn’t be a council at all. As the Bishop of Brighton and head of the church, Father Winthrop was the natural choice for leading the government. Who else would know what was best for the people? Who else knew the divine Word as intimately as he?

			

			
				Something needed to change. The government needed to change. And as a pillar of the government, Father Winthrop needed to change it. He let those thoughts germinate for a bit while he tried to repress the fear he felt for Blackthorn. In the meantime, he went back to staring at the bed sheets, watching Jenny’s head topple from her neck and reliving her haunting scream.

				The knock on his door came later than expected, but it was a welcome one, chasing away the memories of the day’s brutality. “Enter, boy.”

				The door latch scraped and Franklin pushed the door open. He squeezed through the small gap he’d made for himself and closed it behind him.

				“Tell me about her,” Father Winthrop asked.

				“She is from The House of Barren Women.”

				“I should hope so.” Father’s Winthrop’s emotional distress turned to vitriol. “That is where I sent you, is it not?”

				Franklin flinched back a step. “I’m sorry, Father.”

				Winthrop turned to look at the fire. In a tone that belied his words, he said, “You are forgiven. What is her age?”

				“Twenty-six at most.”

				“Did you ask her?”

				“Yes Father, but most of those women either don’t know or they lie.”

				Father Winthrop nodded slowly. That was true enough.

				“But she looks to be of that age,” Franklin added.

				“Good.” Winthrop turned on the boy. “Two years ago, when Jenny was down with the fever, you brought me a wrinkled crone to take her place. I wonder sometimes if you can tell a young woman from an old one.”

				Franklin looked at the floor, futilely hiding a smile. “I may not recall correctly, Father, but I understood that you enjoyed your morning with Beverly very much.”

			

			
				“Beverly. Was that her name?”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“I did enjoy my time with her.” Winthrop smiled weakly. “That is true.”

				“If you enjoyed her, why did you not ask me to bring her again?”

				“She was not pleasing to my eye. Still, one wonders, with her skill and imagination at bringing a man to pleasure, how she could have remained barren for all the years of her long life.”

				Franklin meekly said, “Some say the fault may lie with the man.”

				“I assure you, young Franklin, that no fault lies with me. I spent my seed just as any true man should. I do my duty every time you fetch a barren woman for me.”

				“My apologies, Father. I didn’t mean that.”

				“Of course.” Winthrop’s voice softened. “Speak no more of such heresies. Tell me about the girl you brought. If she is a girl of sandy hair and brown eyes, I’ll flog you. I have no desire to be reminded of yesterday’s atrocity. I wish to forget all my times with Jenny by drowning those memories in the arms of another.”

				“Her hair is raven black. Her eyes are blue ice. Her skin is milk white.”

				“And her breasts?”

				“Large.”

				Winthrop nodded approval as he mumbled. “Jenny had small breasts.” This woman didn’t sound like she looked anything like her. “How long has she been in The House of Barren Women?”

				“Two years.”

				“Good. I have no desire to work through a woman’s fear of men. And the woman who runs the place, Mary, what did she say of this girl?”

				“Mary assured me that Fitzgerald—”

			

			
				“Fitzgerald?” Father Winthrop didn’t like that name at all. “An odd name for a girl, don’t you think?”

				“It is the name of one of the first fifty-seven.”

				“Do you think I do not know that, Franklin?”

				“My apologies, Father. I…I don’t know why I said that. Would you like me to bring her in?”

				“In a moment.” Father Winthrop’s face turned thoughtful. He appraised Franklin as he recalled his vindictive hate for Blackthorn. A dim hope was brimming in his head, a hope that he might have the strength and cunning in him to make the change in the government that he yearned for. Winthrop asked, “You are good with numbers, is that true?”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“What is the highest number you can count?”

				Franklin giggled. “There is no theoretical limit to the numbers that can be counted. Thank you for testing my knowledge with that question, Father.”

				Father Winthrop snorted. He’d have to ask someone else to find out whether that was true. It couldn’t be true though, could it? No limit? That made no sense at all. “You spend too much time in the company of that strange bird, Scholar Evan.”

				“He has taught me much, Father.”

				“Good.” Winthrop scratched his head and thought about his nascent plans. “I have questions that I want you to find answers for.”

				“Questions with numbers?” Franklin asked.

				“Yes.”

				“What answers would you like me to find, Father?”

				“How many men take their devotion to The Word to heart?”

				“All men do, of course,” Franklin answered.

				“I don’t ask how many men sleep through the recital of The Word, young Franklin. Nearly all of the men attend our devotional service. I ask how many men sit in the pew and passionately assimilate every word, longing for the next word in the way a soft-hearted man longs to touch a woman under her skirts.”

			

			
				Franklin said, “Pardon my ignorance in these matters, Father, but may I ask why this number is important?”

				“I need to know how many men’s devotion to The Word is absolute,” said Winthrop.

				“This may not be an easy answer to find,” said Franklin. “It may not be a matter of simply counting. How soon will you need this number?”

				“I know that it may be hard to find this answer. Consult with Scholar Evan. Perhaps he has knowledge of these things through the census that he runs each year. We’ll talk more about this in a fortnight. Tell me at that time what you know.”

				“I will.” Franklin gestured to the closed door behind him. “Would you like me to let her in now?”

				“Yes. I’m tired of talking and thinking.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: Bray

				Bray sat silent in the cave, listening to the demands of the men outside. Someone must’ve heard him. Someone must’ve seen him enter. He gritted his teeth. He sensed Ella and William behind him, huddled in a corner.

				“Get the hell out here, now!” Rodrigo yelled.

				It sounded like the man’s rage was increasing by the second. Bray could probably spring from the cave and slash the man’s throat, but there was at least another soldier with him. As confident as Bray could be, he wasn’t careless, and he wasn’t stupid.

				He crept backward on hands and knees, keeping his eye on the darkened entrance. Soon, he was crouched next to Ella and William. He felt for Ella’s arm, drew her close, and hissed in her ear.

				“I’ll check the other exit. Hold still.”

				He gave one last look at the dark entrance, then turned and made his way to the other side of the cave. As he crawled, he held onto his scabbarded sword, trying to distill any noise it might make. It didn’t take long to determine that the other exit was compromised.

				The soldiers had them walled in on both ends. It looked like there were three—two at the main entrance and one at the other. He wasn’t sure where the fourth had gone. He returned to Ella and William and gave them strict, whispered instructions to hug the wall, then took out Ella’s knife and pressed it back into her hand. He made for the original entrance.

				The soldiers conversed loudly. One of them talked about coming in. Another insisted on tossing in a torch and burning them out.

			

			
				“Wait a moment!” Bray yelled. “I’m coming. Can’t a man get some sleep?”

				“Throw your sword and come out slowly!” Rodrigo yelled. By the sounds of it, he was in no mood for jesting.

				Rodrigo stepped away from the entrance, revealing the glow of several torches outside. The light permeated the cave, bouncing off the walls, and Bray had the sudden, panicked thought that Ella and William were about to be exposed. He continued crawling, trying to block the light and capture the men’s focus. When he’d reached the entrance, he unsheathed his sword—a difficult task, considering he was in the cave’s mouth—and tossed it in front of him.

				There were three soldiers at the main entrance. The one from the back had already joined the others. Bray’s eyes darted from Rodrigo to his two companions, taking them in. The fourth—the one with the beard—was missing. Bray glanced instinctively down the mountainside, as if he’d catch a glimpse of him, but saw only the dim outlines of stones and mountain shrubs. It was possible the inebriated Warden had killed him. Either that or Rodrigo had.

				Rodrigo’s face was yellow and hardened. He bent down and retrieved Bray’s sword, grinning. A second later, one of the others walked over and held a blade under Bray’s chin.

				“Is that any way to treat a protector of the settlements?” Bray asked.

				“Shut up, Skin-Seller. Come out the rest of the way. If you make any sudden movements, I’ll slit your throat,” the soldier warned.

				“Relax. I was just trying to sleep.”

				Bray climbed out of the cavern. He attempted to stand, but the soldier kept the blade at his throat and prompted him to stay on his knees. Bray’s anger rose. He envisioned thrusting a knife into the man’s neck, watching him spill blood onto the side of the mountain.

				But not yet. Not while he was outnumbered.

			

			
				Rodrigo bent down, coming to within inches of Bray’s face. His cheeks were flecked with wet blood. His breath stank of woodland squirrel.

				“Hopefully, you’ll be as uncooperative as the last one.” Rodrigo grinned wickedly.

				His eyes effused the same madness Bray had seen before, but this time the madness was amplified, fueled by confrontation and violence.

				“Aren’t you breaking the pact between Wardens and Soldiers?” Bray reminded him. “Unless you have proof of some wrongdoing, I haven’t done anything to warrant this treatment.”

				“To hell with the code,” Rodrigo spat.

				“Even out in the wild, there are rules. You know that. Aren’t you from Brighton? Blackthorn must’ve taught you that.”

				At the sound of the General’s name, Rodrigo backed up a step and lowered his sword. The soldier next to him followed his lead. The one with the knife to Bray’s neck remained in place.

				“I’ll answer your questions,” Bray said. “But I’ll do it on my feet.”

				Rodrigo gave a reluctant nod, and the third soldier lifted the blade from Bray’s neck. All at once, Bray was free. He bent down, making a show of getting to his feet.

				“Now, how can I help you?”

				“We’re looking for a woman and a boy,” Rodrigo said.

				“A woman and a boy? In the wild?”

				“Yes. They’re infected, and they killed two soldiers back in Brighton while fleeing The Cleansing.”

				“A woman and a boy wouldn’t last long out here,” Bray said, making it so obvious that even the dim-witted, angry Rodrigo might conclude the same. “Did you search for remains?”

			

			
				Rodrigo didn’t bite. “There’re no remains. We know they had help.”

				“It’s possible, but I haven’t come across them.”

				Rodrigo glared at him, and Bray noticed the two other soldiers eyeing the cave’s entrance. He held his position, doing his best to appear cooperative, but blocking their view.

				“If they passed through this area, I probably would’ve seen them. I’ve been out hunting all day.”

				“They’re infected,” Rodrigo reiterated, giving him a sideways glance. “They’re dangerous.”

				“Like I said, I haven’t laid eyes on them.”

				The other two soldiers scowled in silence.

				“What are you doing here, anyway?” one of the other ones asked.

				“Sleeping. What’s it look like? I’m on my way to Davenport.”

				“What do you have in the cave?”

				“My bag and belongings.”

				“We’ll need to check. Then we’ll be on our way.”

				Before he could protest, the soldiers moved to push him away from the entrance, torches held high. Rodrigo remained in place, locking eyes with him. He was still holding Bray’s sword. It felt like Rodrigo was daring him to make a move.

				The man’s eyes were like coals.

				Bray kept his eyes locked with Rodrigo, reaching for the knife he had tucked in the back of his pants.

				Bray sprang at Rodrigo.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Ella

				Ella listened to Bray and the soldiers talking outside the cave, her pulse climbing. She held William in her arms, waiting for the inevitable to occur—for the soldiers to find them—to be forced to fight.

				On Bray’s instructions, they’d crawled as far from the entrances as possible, doing their best to stay concealed in the cave’s darkness. Even then, she knew hiding was no guarantee of safety. If the men were to come inside, surely they’d find her and William.

				She listened to the soldiers outside speak about the escapees from Brighton. The words sounded strange, as if the events had transpired to people she’d never known, in some place far away. It was hard to believe what her life had become. In just two days, her living space, her profession, and her safety had been stripped from her, all because of a society that would rather kill than listen.

				She couldn’t go back there. Wouldn’t go back there. And neither would William.

				The soldier’s harsh young voice came to an unexpected stop. Bray had made his case, apparently hoping to convince the soldiers the cave was empty, but they’d insisted on seeing for themselves. The torches grew brighter in the cave entrance, and Ella closed her eyes, as if she could make herself invisible. They’d almost made it undetected. They’d come so far…

				Someone cried out from beyond the cave’s entrance, and all at once the torches withdrew. She heard the bustle of commotion, cries of pain, and shouts of men.

				“Come on!” she hissed to William.

				The cocoon of shadows would protect them no more. She flexed her elbows and knees as she stood, gripping her knife and clenching her jaw. The time for cowering was over. The time for bravery had arrived. She pulled at her son’s arm. Then she grabbed their bags and slung them on. Before she knew it, they were panting and crawling, heading for the second entrance. They’d have to run and evade the men, but at least they’d be moving.

			

			
				Her dress bunched up beneath her, and her knees stung from the scraping of skin on stone, but soon, they were at the opening, peering out into a star-filled night. The men had dropped their torches, and light blazed from the ground. Several illuminated figures clashed with swords. She recognized Bray’s form in the fire glow, his face hard and determined. He swung at one of the soldiers, sending the man screaming to the ground. Ella tumbled out into the open, pulled her son from the cave, and started off down the rock-covered slope.

				Gravel spit from beneath them, threatening their footing, as if the mountain itself were bent on impeding their escape. Ella held tight to William with one hand. She gripped the knife in the other, dinging it against the rocks and dirt as she rushed down the slope.

				“Over here!” one of the soldiers cried.

				She and William were out of the pool of light thrown by the torches, and she could barely make out the terrain in the darkness, but she pressed on. She dug her heels into the ground, praying she’d stay on her feet, praying the mountain wouldn’t topple her. But the loose rocks kept shifting.

				The rocks beneath her had become a mini-landslide, rolling and tumbling, the roar of stone and gravel drowning out the other sounds around her. Ella tried to find purchase, but she twisted her ankle on a stone. Suddenly, Ella was falling, pitching headfirst down the mountain. She let go of William’s hand so she wouldn’t drag him down with her. She flung her elbows in front of her face as she landed. The impact was hard and sudden, knocking the wind from her stomach and rattling her insides. The bags flew off her shoulders. She continued sliding for several feet, and all of the sudden she was at rest, loose rocks rolling around her. William skidded to a stop nearby.

			

			
				“Mom! Are you all right?”

				“I’m okay,” she managed, through a mouthful of dirt.

				“Someone’s coming!” His voice was frantic.

				She struggled to get to her feet, but she was lying headfirst on a slope. It was difficult to get traction. William grabbed her arm to help her. She could barely see him in the dark.

				“Mom! Hurry!”

				She was on one knee, still getting her balance, when a body collided with hers. William’s fingers ripped free. Ella sprawled back to the ground. A man had tackled her. She tried to scream, but her lungs were stripped of air and she could barely breathe.

				“Stay still, or I’ll cut you open! I’ll do it in front of the boy!”

				She recognized the voice as the man she’d heard outside the cave, the one who’d been interrogating Bray. She writhed and squirmed. It wasn’t until she felt the cold steel of a blade on the back of her neck that she stopped moving.

				“That’s better,” he hissed.

				She couldn’t see the man’s features, but she sensed an aura of venom around him. It was the same malice she’d felt at the hands of the soldiers in Brighton, the same hateful expectation that bled from a crowd of spectators right before someone got burned. She might’ve escaped Brighton, but she was in less of a position to do so now, in the dirt and on her stomach, weaponless and in the dark.

				“Let the boy go,” she tried, but her plea died in the dusty rocks.

				A hand grabbed her by the hair. Rather than pulling her to her feet, the soldier dug the blade deeper into her throat. She felt a sting, the wet sensation of blood trickling down her neck.

			

			
				The soldier turned to William. “Sit on the ground.”

				Ella couldn’t see her son, but she heard the crunch of boots on gravel, and assumed he’d complied. No, she wanted to scream, but the knife at her neck had paralyzed her tongue. The soldier let go of her hair, swooped it to the side, and groped with abrasively calloused hands along the back of her neck.

				“You’re not infected?” he asked, surprised.

				She remained silent. He pushed her face into the dirt, demanding an answer.

				“No,” she managed.

				“That’s a shame, then. But it won’t change what you’ve done.” His voice was hollow, soulless. He pressed the knife into her again.

				This man wasn’t taking her back to Brighton. She could feel it. She would die here on the mountainside. She needed to do something. Anything. She needed more time.

				“Do you have children?” she asked, surprised she could still speak. Her body felt useless and tired, as if she’d experienced a dozen deaths already.

				“A boy and a girl,” he answered, without hesitation.

				“What are their names?”

				“Shut up, wench! That is no business of yours!”

				“But what if they were threatened? Wouldn’t you do anything to protect them?”

				The soldier remained silent.

				“Wouldn’t you—?”

				“Enough!” the soldier shouted. “You’re a murderess! You killed my cousins!”

				The man’s words were like a punch to the stomach. Ella swallowed, certain she was on her last breath. If this was the end, she needed to warn William. She needed to make sure he ran. Before she could speak, she heard William stand up.

			

			
				“Sit!” the soldier screamed to him.

				The boy remained in place.

				“Do you hear me? Sit down, you smudged piece of shit!”

				“William, run!” Ella screamed.

				All at once, she heard the sound of footfalls on the stone, and the heavy pant of her son as he fled down the mountainside. The soldier kept the knife at her neck, but she could feel his hands shaking with rage.

				“Go ahead and run, boy! I’ll flay your mother, and then I’ll hunt you down and do the same!”

				The footsteps waned into the night. Ella swallowed, picturing her son alone and in the wild. There was no way he’d last out there. But at the moment, anything was preferable to what this man would do to him.

				The soldier released his knife and grabbed her clothes to spin her over. Ella complied, if for no other reason than to buy her son time. His hot breath dripped in her face, making her repress a gag.

				“Are you taking me to town?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

				“What do you think?”

				“They’ll want me to burn for what I’ve done.”

				“They’ll never know you were found.”

				Underneath Rodrigo, she squirmed, testing his weight, but he’d pinned her with his knees. He parted her dress, exposing her chest. Ella screamed.

				At least I can’t see his face, she told herself. At least I can’t see what’s coming.

				“They’ll have your head on a spike,” she whispered.

				“The demons will pick your bones clean, and no one will ever find you.”

				Ella bucked with everything she had, slipping her hand free, but the man was ready for her, and he grabbed hold of it, squashing her hope before it had a chance to blossom.

				With no other option, Ella began to scream. The noise was high-pitched and piercing, and she hated every second of sound that came out of her mouth. Her scream was cut short by the soldier’s hand. He pressed his dirty palm against her lips, stifling her.

			

			
				Then he keeled over, gasping for air.

				What the—?

				Ella pushed again. This time she was able to wriggle free. She heard the clank of the man’s knife as he dropped it on the rocks, and she squirmed out from beneath him, confused. She scrambled clear of his fallen body, listening to the gurgle of his death throes.

				A few seconds later, the man was still.

				A shadow emerged in the moonlight. She stared at the shaking form.

				“William?” she whispered, her lips trembling.

				“Is he dead, Mom?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Father Winthrop

				Father Winthrop looked the girl up and down as she entered his bedchamber. She closed the door behind her and walked a few paces inside. She did indeed have raven hair, milky skin, icy blue eyes, and large breasts that stirred his interest. And that threadbare dress—immodest even for a girl from The House of Barren Women—pushed her breasts up as though they might spill out.

				“You are Fitzgerald?” Winthrop asked.

				The girl nodded.

				As much as Winthrop wanted to see that dress fall away, he had specific preferences in these matters. He liked when they talked for a while before they shed their clothes. “Feel free to speak, girl.”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“In these chambers, and nowhere else, you may call me Winthrop. Or if it pleases you, you can come up with some pet name.”

				Fitzgerald asked, “Do you have just the one name?”

				Winthrop snorted. “I don’t subscribe to this fashion of labeling oneself with two names. If one name is not memorable enough than what good will two do?”

				“Yes, Winthrop.”

				“Tell me about this name of yours. It is unusual for a girl.”

				With her hands clasped lazily in front of her, the girl said, “It was my father’s. He is able to trace his line all the way back to the fifty-seven.”

				“I am aware Fitzgerald was one of the first fifty-seven.” Winthrop chastised himself for the harsh way he said it. It always irritated him when it was implied—however slightly—that there was something of The People’s history that he did not know.

			

			
				“Please forgive me, Father Winthrop.”

				“It is nothing. Have you any brothers or sisters?” asked Winthrop.

				“I am the only child. I had two older brothers, but they both died during infancy.”

				Winthrop watched the fire light dance across Fitzgerald’s pale skin, glimmering in her glossy hair. She was a beauty. “And your father, presumably also Fitzgerald, had the foresight to save the family name for his third child?”

				The girl shook her head. “He named each of the boys Fitzgerald, expecting that each would live. When I was born, my mother died of birthing. Knowing he’d have no more children, he passed his name to me.”

				“And what does your father do?”

				“He cuts wood.”

				“Did he remarry?”

				“No.” The girl smiled as though she were putting on a mask. “His heart was broken—or so he told me when I was a young girl.”

				“Demon, devotion, and seed.” Winthrop shook his head as he said it, thinking of his own grief over Jenny’s death. “The three duties.”

				“Slaughter the demons. Be true to The Word. Bring children into the world.” The chant was ingrained into every child and the girl spoke it as automatically as if she’d been sitting in the pew. But her smile passed behind a cloud of thought.

				Winthrop guessed what had taken away her smile. “Worry not over your father. He sired three children. He did his duty. Luck is not always with a man, though he’d try to make it so.”

				Fitzgerald nodded and the light of her smile shone again.

			

			
				“Come closer into the light where I can see you better.”

				“Yes.” The girl crossed the room and stood in front of Winthrop, close enough that he could reach and touch her with the tips of his fingers, close enough that he could smell her. She smelled clean. He preferred women who bathed.

				Winthrop looked at the girl’s skirt, reached out and ran a few fingers down a pleat. “That dress is in a sad state.”

				“I don’t often have it on long enough that men notice, Father.”

				Winthrop ignored her use of the word Father. “How long have you been in The House of Barren Women?”

				“Two years,” she answered.

				“Surely your dress is older than that. How could it have become so threadbare in such a short time?”

				“Neither my father, nor my husband could afford the cloth for a new dress. This was handed down to me by another.” The girl’s face turned from seductive to hopeful. “Men sometimes show their gratitude with a coin. In time, I’ll be able to buy the cloth for a dress of my own.”

				Winthrop’s eyes showed his anger over the veiled request for money and his voice rose to match. “It is the duty and privilege of the barren women to serve the unwed men of the town. The Word says it must be so. Women who cannot have children will be fed and housed. They do not work the field nor do they tend the flocks. They certainly have no children to look after.” Winthrop felt he’d been a little too sharp on that last point. Women’s primary purpose in life was to bear children.

				But he didn’t want the girl frightened of him. That would take all the pleasure out of what was going to occur. Dispassionately, he said, “Barren women contribute to social stability by putting their legs in the air. It is an easy life and it is a sin for a barren woman to ask for payment. She should keep in mind that the town has generously provided for all of her needs already.”

			

			
				Despite Winthrop’s attempt to soften the harshness of his rant, half way through, the girl was nearly in tears. “I beg your forgiveness, Father. I…I was not asking for a gift. I…”

				“Speak no more of payments or gifts.” Winthrop turned and watched the fire for a short while, ignoring the girl while his anger faded.

				The red embers and sparse yellow flames of last nights fire radiated comfortable warmth onto Winthrop’s face. The warmth reminded him of Jenny. And thoughts of Jenny hurt. He’d let himself get so attached to her through the years. There were so many good memories, but they were all tarnished with the sound of Jenny’s screams, the crunch of her bone, and the vision of her head on a spike.

				Damn that Blackthorn and his sadistic fetish for spikes. Could the man’s simple mind imagine no other punishment?

				Winthrop’s heart turned soft and it ached. He was afraid he might shame himself by shedding his tears over Jenny while Fitzgerald looked on. Winthrop closed his eyes and tried to make all the hurt go away.

				Eventually, the sound of Fitzgerald’s breathing reminded him that she still stood a pace in front of his chair, waiting to do whatever he bade, in order to cleanse Jenny and her haunting scream from his heart.

				Winthrop turned to the girl and said, “Remove your dress.”

				With a hint of hesitation, Fitzgerald reached around to her back and loosed the lace that held her garment closed. The cloth that stretched tautly over her chest loosened and her breasts fell, but not by much. And that was one of the many reasons Winthrop liked the young girls.

				Winthrop watched the girl’s chest rise and fall with each slow breath. The dress didn’t fall away, though. It seemed to drop just a little with each exhalation, letting just enough of the girl’s breasts to show that Winthrop thought he could see the edge of an areola. The girl did have a tantalizing way about her.

			

			
				He said, “You are beautiful.”

				“Thank you.”

				“How many men have you been with?”

				The girl’s face showed a moment of shame before she recaptured her hypnotic smile.

				Her shame made Winthrop feel guilty for having asked the question. “I don’t inquire in order to shame you, girl. I merely wish to know that you…ah…have sufficient experience in these matters.”

				Fitzgerald looked at the floor. “Please forgive me, Father, I don’t have my numbers.”

				“You can’t count?” Winthrop asked, watching her grow more embarrassed.

				She held up her fingers. “I can count as high as my fingers but no more. My father is a woodcutter. He has no such knowledge to teach me. I assure you, I will please you.” Feigning a loosening of her dress, the girl put a hand on her breast to keep it from falling further.

				Looking at those breasts, Winthrop’s doubts disappeared. “I am sure of it.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Ella

				Ella stared at the dead soldier William had slain. Through the moonlight, she could see the handle of her knife protruding from the back of the man’s neck. She pulled herself to her feet. Several hundred yards upslope, the faint glow of torches lit the mountain, splashing light on the fallen bodies of the others.

				Nothing up there moved.

				She approached the soldier her son had killed and grabbed the hilt of her knife. The smell of blood was overbearing, and she covered her mouth to reduce the stench. She steadied herself, then tugged, listening to the sickening sound of metal separating from flesh.

				She retrieved the dead soldier’s knife and handed it to William. He took it in silence. Since killing the soldier, he’d hardly spoken a word.

				“It’s okay, honey,” she whispered.

				William didn’t answer. She grabbed hold of him, squeezing him tight.

				“Did I really…? Is he…?”

				“It’s over now, William. It wasn’t your fault.”

				She stared back up at the flickering torches on the mountainside, trying to determine their next move. The soldiers were dead. And by the looks of it, so was Bray. For a moment, she convinced herself that she didn’t care about the Warden. He’d betrayed their trust. He’d robbed them and left them to die.

				But he’d also come back to save them. She felt a shimmer of sorrow.

				She started back up the hill, bringing William at her side. After some searching, they were able to locate the bags they’d dropped. Thankfully, the flaps were still closed and the possessions were still inside. But Bray still had her food and her silver.

			

			
				She walked up the remainder of the hill, approaching the torch-lit scene. With each step, she made out more details of the slain soldiers in the dark. Their mouths hung agape, their eyes stared into the night. Bray lay beside them on his stomach, a blood-soaked sword at his side. His pack still hung on his shoulders.

				She crept over to him. Dead or not, he had her possessions. She reached for his bag. His head was turned in the opposite direction; his hair was caked with blood. Without him, they wouldn’t have gotten this far.

				They would’ve died at the river.

				William stood several feet away, watching her. She caught a glimpse of his eyes in the torch’s glow. She could still see the fright in them, but there was something else, too. It looked like he was in shock.

				There was no time to worry over it. She turned her attention back to the bag and eased it off Bray’s shoulders, then slung it onto her arm. She’d take the whole thing. He wouldn’t need it now, anyway.

				When she’d finished, she scavenged the dead soldiers. None of them had any silver, but they had some food and water. She laid claim to all of it and stuck it in her bag. Then she picked up one of the soldier’s swords.

				She’d never used one before. She hefted it in the air, examining the sword by the firelight. If she wanted to survive, she’d better learn how. She pried a sheath from one of the dead soldiers and put it on.

				The torches flickered. After a few seconds, one of them went out, pitching the hillside into semi-darkness.

				“Where are we going to go, Mom?” William asked, breaking the silence.

				“I’m not sure.”

				Ella hadn’t thought that far ahead. With her adrenaline flowing, all she’d thought to do was to reclaim her possessions. She glanced down the mountainside. The forest was thick and menacing, as if it hosted a single mass of living things. They couldn’t go out there. Not tonight.

			

			
				“Let’s go back to the cave,” she said.

				“Okay,” William said, but she could sense his fear.

				She wasn’t keen on the idea, but at the moment, she couldn’t think of a better plan. It was still dark, after all, and the forest wasn’t safe. They walked back up the incline. They’d only taken a few steps when a groan whispered out over the rocks from behind them. Ella paused, her heart skipping a beat.

				She swiveled. The three bodies near them remained motionless. Rodrigo was out of sight, but she was sure he was dead. Her eyes flitted between the soldiers and Bray. She waited for what felt like an eternity, thinking she was imagining things, but she couldn’t be: William had heard it, too. He was stock-still, listening as intently as she was.

				Somewhere in the distance, an animal cried, but the moan didn’t repeat. She’d been certain the men were dead. She contemplated pulling the sword, but clutched her knife instead. After a minute of silence, she took a step toward the nearest dead soldier. In the absence of one of the torches, his face hung in shadow, but she could see the outline of his features. Nothing seemed to have changed.

				The groan came again. This time she pinpointed the source.

				It was coming from Bray.

				“Wait here,” she hissed at William.

				She stepped closer to the fallen man, maneuvering until she could see his face. The Warden’s eyes had opened.

				“Bray?”

				He parted his lips, letting out another moan. A stripe of blood ran from his temple to his chin. Ella remained in place for a moment, unsure of what to do, when she heard a crackle from down the mountainside.

			

			
				“What was that?” William asked, his eyes darting down the slope.

				Ella followed his gaze. Something was making its way through the forest. Not just one thing, but multiple things. The forest came alive with crunches—sticks and brush being trampled by footsteps. Demons. Ella backed up a step, glancing back at the cave.

				“Are we going to leave him?” William asked, incredulous.

				“No,” she answered. “We can’t do that. We need to move him. Help me!”

				Ella grabbed Bray under the armpit, then directed William to take his other arm. The man seemed semi-conscious. They were fifteen feet from the opening of the cave—a short distance, without a body to pull. Ella tugged and strained, but could barely move him.

				“Pull harder!” she urged William.

				William strained. The noises from down the mountain were getting closer. It sounded like they’d transitioned from the forest to the rocky part of the slope. The Warden slid a few inches, moving toward the cave, but they were fighting against the incline and the weight of his body. Bray groaned softly. Ella wasn’t sure how injured he was, but one thing was clear: if they didn’t get to the cave soon, they’d all be eaten alive.

				“Hold on,” she whispered. Ella gritted her teeth, bracing herself on the mountain, and instructed William to pull again.

				This time they were able to move the man, and they began dragging him over rocks and stone.

				The footsteps hastened. The demons were gaining ground.

				Ella tugged with all her might, ignoring the aches and pains of her battered body, sliding the Warden up the slope. Before she knew it, they’d reached the mouth of the cave. She heard inhuman grunts wafting up the mountain, the rattle of loose stones.

			

			
				Bray moaned louder, as if to spur them on. Ella and William slid him into the cave. There was barely enough room for Ella and William to fit next to each other, but somehow they managed. When they’d gotten inside, Ella stared nervously at the entrance.

				The remaining torch outside was still lit. What if the light exposed the cave’s opening? What if the demons looked inside? She had the sudden, frantic thought that she needed to douse it.

				“Wait here!” she whispered.

				She crawled on hands and knees to the entrance and burst into the open. Her dress blew behind her. When she reached the torch, she began rolling it on the rocks and stone, but the flames continued to burn. The noises on the mountainside were closer—a march of the damned coming to take her. She changed tactics, stamping the torch with her boots. If she couldn’t put the damn thing out, she’d have to leave it burning.

				The things were getting closer.

				Finally the torch went out, releasing a cloud of smoke, and Ella darted back to the cave. She scampered through the opening and toward William, positioning herself next to Bray’s motionless figure. She could hear the boy’s unsteady breath.

				She peered at the entrance. With the torch extinguished, the opening revealed little of the world outside. But she could hear noises—grunts and growls that were no more than thirty feet away. The demons had reached the dead soldiers. She clutched onto William, fear ramming her chest like a stake. Although she couldn’t see the demons, she could envision them feeling their way around, exploring the scene outside. She held her breath, as if the mere exhalation of air would alert them. After a few moments, she heard the rabid tearing of flesh, then the sounds of slurping and gorging, sounds that were worse than any nightmare she’d had.

			

			
				She covered her son’s ears and prayed. Though she wasn’t sure what God she believed in, anything was better than listening to this. No higher power could condone this savagery.

				The feasting lasted for a nearly unbearable amount of time. Each crunch of teeth against bone made her skin prickle. It was as if the soldiers’ entrails were her own, their flesh, her flesh.

				It was hard to fathom that the demons had once been human, too.

				Bray let out a quiet moan, and Ella clamped her hand over his mouth, dampening the sound. The creatures paused in their feeding. After a few seconds of listening, they resumed.

				When the last limb had been cracked and the final bones had been licked clean, the demons continued up the mountainside. She listened to their footsteps recede, her breaths still violent and uneven. Soon, the wind blew across the landscape again, as if the world itself had deemed it safe to exhale.

				**

				Ella didn’t remember falling asleep. When she awoke, there was a triangle of light on the cave floor and William was cradled in her arms. The boy was still clutching the knife she’d given him.

				She studied her surroundings. Having arrived in the dark, she’d barely noticed the color of the walls and ceiling. The cave was comprised of a deep, dark stone, and she found herself thinking it was beautiful, unlike anything she’d ever seen. Her eyes wandered. She almost jumped when she found Bray staring at her. The Warden was leaning against the far wall, his face caked with blood. His features were barely recognizable. He was sipping a flask of water, and he greeted her when she made eye contact.

			

			
				“Good morning.”

				He smiled nonchalantly, as if they’d awakened in a Brighton house instead of a dank hole in the earth. It looked like he’d been waiting for her to arise.

				“How’re you feeling?” she asked, momentarily forgetting the anger of the night before.

				“One of them did a number on my head.” He tilted his skull to prove it, displaying the gash in the side of his temple. “So I’ve been better.”

				“I thought you were dead.”

				“So did I. Considering I was up against three soldiers, I did pretty damn well,” he mused.

				She scanned the rest of his body, expecting to find him wounded, but he was surprisingly intact. “Well, I’m glad you’re alive.”

				“Are you sure? That’s not what you said last night.”

				Ella ignored the statement and looked down at William, who was starting to stir. The boy’s eyes fluttered open. After a brief pause, he sat upright, his eyes roving the room.

				“It’s all right, honey. The demons are gone,” Ella assured him.

				The boy continued looking, as if he didn’t believe her, then sat up on his haunches and stared at the entrance.

				“I wouldn’t go out there, if I were you,” Bray said. “It’s a mess. The demons are good at feeding, but they aren’t so good at cleaning up after themselves.”

				Ella grabbed William’s shoulder, as if to reinforce the Warden’s words. “Stay here, William.”

				William settled down.

				“You must’ve had a hell of a time dragging me in here,” Bray said.

			

			
				“We managed.”

				“I owe you one.”

				His eyes wandered to his bag, which was lying next to Ella. Ella recalled taking it from him the night before, and felt a surge of panic. Bray was staring at her intently. Before she could explain, he cut her off.

				“It’s okay. You can keep what’s inside,” he said. “You saved my life. You deserve it.”

				“Even the demon skins?” William asked.

				“Even the demon skins.”

				Ella unpacked Bray’s bag, taking the silver, skins and berries, and tossed the bag back to him. She started to collect her things. “Well, we’d better be on our way. I’m glad you survived.”

				She slung her bag over her shoulder. With the knowledge that Bray had lived, some of the anger of the previous night returned, and she dismissed her guilt at accepting his things. She started making for the exit, retrieving her sword.

				“Do you even know how to use that thing?” Bray asked, frowning.

				“I’ll figure it out.”

				“It’ll be heavy at first. You might want to take a few practice swings.”

				Ella ignored him and kept crawling.

				“I assume you know the way to Davenport?”

				“We’ll follow the river.”

				“That wouldn’t be wise, remember?” Bray called. “The river is the worst place to linger.”

				“We’ll stick to the woods.”

				“I know a safer way.”

				Ella sighed. “Why don’t you just tell us where it is, then?”

				Bray took a long sip from his flask. He smiled, relishing the knowledge he held over them. Ella’s anger mounted.

				“Tell us which way to go, then,” she demanded.

			

			
				“Why don’t I just take you there? I can get you there in half the time it’ll take you to find your way without me.”

				“I’d rather go alone.”

				“I have a few things to take care of in Davenport,” Bray said. “Besides, you won’t know any of the merchants, and they’ll cheat you on the scalps. Then they’ll turn a nice profit when they trade them in.”

				Ella paused, torn between the man who’d helped them and the man who’d betrayed them. If they went with Bray, how could they trust him again? At the same time, heading off alone would be a huge gamble. Besides, they could use his connections with the merchants.

				“You’ll take us to the fairest one?”

				“The fairest, and the best looking.” Bray smirked.

				Ella rolled her eyes. “Okay. Deal.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Ivory

				At first light, Ivory came to a windswept lip of rock at the top edge of a near-vertical stone face. Somewhere in the past, half the mountain had splintered and fallen away, forming a thousand-foot cliff down to the ground that sloped gently for five or ten miles, to the edge of an endless blue ocean. Breathtakingly tall towers of the old city slowly rusted and rotted on that ground, on both sides of a river, on the small islands offshore, and stretching into the distant gray haze up and down the coast. Brighton was just a speck of a bumpkin village compared to that dead metropolis.

				But just as the Ancients who used to live in the old city had disappeared, he knew eventually the remaining towers and smaller buildings would crumble into the forest until nothing remained. Whether it took months or years, decay was inevitable.

				At one time, one of the towers had stood taller than the cliff on which Ivory now stood—a vertical living forest, home to a million birds and who could guess what else. Ivory had laid eyes on that building only once, on his first visit to the ancient city. His uncle had taken him there. Some time prior to their next visit, four months later, the tower had collapsed into a mound of debris, burying many of the nearby structures in the vague grid pattern around it.

				From atop the cliff, the pile of that giant tower’s rubble seemed small, but in fact, it was enormous. Even after its inevitable destruction under the weight of its stones and steel, it stood taller than any building in any of the three towns, and its debris spread wide enough to cover a quarter of Brighton in broken stone. And that was just one of the ancient towers.

				On Ivory’s previous trip, he’d asked his friend Jingo how many buildings the Ancients had abandoned when they left the old city. Jingo had laughed and asked Ivory to guess. And so Ivory had guessed. But Jingo never answered.

			

			
				Ivory stood at the top of the cliff in the cold, clear air. It was always the cold days that gave the longest views. He sat on a big rock, close enough to the edge of the cliff that he was able to see most of the ancient city filling the land between the mountains and the shore, and started counting. He’d expected to find the task time-consuming and tedious. He’d also expected it to have an end.

				As he counted his way across the grids and odd patterns, the task grew difficult. Some square patterns in the grid contained single structures, some contained multiples, and some seemed to have no pattern at all. There were whole swaths of the city he couldn’t see, blocked from view by the ancient towers. Peculiar mounds and hills dotted the old city’s patterns—whether crumbled buildings or overgrown forest hills, he couldn’t tell. The process of counting, it turned out, wasn’t a matter of ticking off units, but a matter of making judgments at each tick.

				After several hours, he’d managed to count only a small portion of the buildings in the old city. It’d seemed like such a simple thing when he’d started. As he sat on his rock, staring into the distance, he felt defeated by the task and understood Jingo’s laughter. It was impossible to count all of the buildings and houses.

				The city had to have been magnificent in those days before the fall, alive with more people than Ivory could imagine, full of inscrutable far-talking devices, flying machines, and terrible weapons of flame, like small bits of the sun brought down from heaven to incinerate the enemy.

				Stories of Tech Magic, the secret of the Ancients. Could it have truly been that powerful? Every time Ivory looked at the old city and imagined what it had once been, he believed the old stories. But to believe those old stories was to accept despair. The Ancients had been eradicated by a brutish race of beasts and none of the Ancients’ wondrous devices and terrible weapons had saved them.

			

			
				What did that say for Brighton, with its hovels of wood and stone, its bows and swords, its horses? When would the twisted men finally come to kill them all?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Ella

				Ella, William, and Bray spilled back onto the mountain.

				“Don’t look, William,” Ella warned.

				She did her best to shield the boy from the dead soldiers, but she could sense him peering through her fingers. Even in the daylight, the bodies on the mountainside were barely recognizable—carcasses of bone and gnawed skin. Half-eaten limbs were strewn across the landscape, heads separated from spines. Ella shuddered at the knowledge that it’d almost been they who were the dismembered corpses.

				Before leaving the cave, Bray warned them to keep quiet. The demons often returned to places where they’d found humans. Not just for days, he’d said, but often for weeks. With that knowledge, they navigated the slope with knives drawn and an eye on their swords. Traveling in the daylight gave Ella some measure of comfort, but it wasn’t enough to quell her fear. The demons weren’t limited to any particular time of the sun, as she’d learned.

				They’d attack anytime.

				Soon they’d left the gruesome scene behind. The sun had crested the mountain, and its fervent rays spat upon the landscape, serving as both a guide and hindrance. Ella walked at a brisk pace, trying to keep the sound of her footsteps subdued. William scampered beside her. She noticed Bray was leading them sideways, simultaneously descending the mountain and changing course.

				William was scratching his neck. Ever since leaving the cave, he’d seemed distracted and withdrawn, and Ella had done her best to keep him on task. She could only imagine what he was thinking. They’d seen plenty of violence and bloodshed in town, but he’d never killed anyone himself. That must have had some effect on him.

			

			
				In addition, he was probably afraid of what he was turning into.

				The fact that the spores were taking hold of him must be terrifying. As a mother, it terrified her, and it shredded her heartstrings that she couldn’t help him. All Ella could do was to buy them some time. Sooner or later, William’s delusions would catch up to him, and from then on, his brain would deteriorate.

				The knots on his skin would swell and spread.

				To be fair, Ella didn’t know much about the infection. The stories the townspeople told were often vague and conflicting. Most of the infected people she’d encountered had been on their way to the pyre, ready to burn for sins they hadn’t yet committed. She knew what the beginning stages of the infection looked like, and she knew the result, but much of what happened in between was a mystery.

				She remembered how Ethan had looked at her before he’d gone to the pyre. His eyes—normally deep and blue—had been shallow and unfocused. It wasn’t the look of a man infected, but the look of a man who knew what was coming.

				Most days, she did her best to forget her husband’s final day, choosing to remember her husband as he’d lived, rather than as he’d died.

				Ethan would’ve wanted it that way.

				**

				She’d met Ethan when she was fifteen. He’d come to Davenport on a farming mission, intent on trading tips with the locals. Or so she’d been told.

				She’d been living with her aunt and uncle at the time. Several years earlier, Ella’s parents had died from Winter’s Death, a severe outbreak of the flu that had claimed fifty lives in Davenport. In addition to thinning the population, the illness had stripped the village of knowledge. Many of the deceased had been farmers or tradesman, and their absence left a gap in the economy, leading to a long season of famine.

			

			
				And so Ella struggled. In addition to mourning her parents, she had to move out of her childhood home. Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick were kind enough, but it was an adjustment, and one that didn’t come easy.

				With the arrival of Ethan, everything changed once again.

				On that particular day, her aunt and uncle called her in early from the field. Ethan was waiting in the house. Ella immediately scanned the table, certain she’d find a display of crops, but there was nothing but the boy, smiling nervously. Ella looked at him, confused. It wasn’t until she saw the expression on her uncle’s face that she understood.

				“This is Ethan,” Uncle Frederick said.

				His eyes watered, and he cleared his throat. Although Uncle Frederick was normally stoic, he was unable to contain his emotion. When she finally digested what was happening, Ella darted out of the house without a word, running into the field as fast as her legs would carry her.

				Tears sprung to her eyes as she plowed through the grass. She kept her gaze on the harvest fields, intent on gaining as much distance from the scene as possible. Although she suspected this day would arrive, she hadn’t thought it would come so soon. There were things she had to take care of here—one obligation in particular that it broke her heart to leave with her aunt and uncle.

				After several minutes of running, she collapsed into a ball in the field, crying quietly into her hands next to a row of leafy squash plants.

				Several minutes later, she heard footsteps.

				Ella hugged her knees, praying she could make herself disappear. With the exception of one happy miracle, the past few years had been some of the worst of her life, and she was still getting adjusted. When she looked up, she expected to find the stern face of her uncle, but was surprised to find Ethan. He knelt down on the dirt.

			

			
				“Are you okay?” he asked.

				The boy kept his distance, watching her from several feet away. She noticed his eyes darting around the landscape rather than looking at her, and after a while, she relaxed.

				“I think so,” she answered.

				As she looked over at him, she realized she’d barely taken him in. Ethan’s hair was brown and shaggy, his eyes a penetrating blue. He was handsome. Although he looked several years older than her, he had the appearance of someone who was just as confused as she was.

				“My parents sent me here,” he confessed. “They’re waiting for me at the market.”

				Ella nodded, drying her eyes. “I guess I won’t be picking the rest of my crops.”

				Ethan went silent for a moment, the guilt apparent on his face.

				“You can, if you want to.”

				“But they’ll need me to—”

				“Never mind. I’ll help you finish.”

				With that, Ethan got to his feet and walked down the row, locating a half-filled basket of squash she’d left behind. He brought it back to her and helped her to her feet, then gave her a smile.

				“You’ll have to show me which ones are ready,” he said.

				“You don’t already know?” Ella wrinkled her brow in disbelief.

				“Sure, but you might do things differently in Davenport. I’m from Brighton.”

				With a coy smile, he bent over the nearest plant and made a show of tugging at the green leaves. Ella watched him for a minute, and then, unable to contain her amusement, walked over and showed him. Soon they were pulling squash together, filling the basket.

			

			
				“The soil in Davenport is difficult for planting,” Ella said.

				“How so?”

				“My aunt and uncle had to work around the rocks. It’s hard to find dirt that is deep enough.”

				“That makes sense. The villages built too close to the ruins are often that way,” Ethan said.

				“What’s it like in Brighton?” she asked.

				“Mostly the same. My parents have a farm, sort of like this one. The soil is rich for vegetables. I’m getting ready to purchase my own plot. I’ve been saving for it since I was a boy.”

				“How old are you?”

				“Almost sixteen. My birthday is just after the harvest.”

				They chatted more, speaking of the yearly festival and the annual Riverwash, as well as the merchants they knew in town. Before long, they were laughing and getting along, and Ella forgot that her aunt and uncle were waiting for her. When they finished filling up the basket, Ella stopped in the field, glancing back at the house she’d called home for the past few years.

				“I guess we’ll have to head back in.”

				Ethan’s smile faded, and she saw that he was just as nervous. “Yeah. I told your aunt and uncle I’d bring you back inside.”

				“How long will you be in town?” Ella swallowed.

				“Just long enough to plan the ceremony.” Ethan paused, his eyes darting back to the field. “That is, if you agree.”

				Ella’s heart swelled with emotion, and she nodded, forcing back the tears. Although she didn’t have a choice, she was grateful he’d asked. Unlike the older men in the village—the ones who whistled and catcalled while she delivered vegetables, she sensed that Ethan was different. And even though they’d just met, she was able to envision a life with him.

			

			
				The illusion of choice was better than having no choice at all.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Ella

				As promised, Ethan secured his own plot in Brighton, and a year later, William was conceived.

				Although she was homesick at first, Ella thrust herself into her new routine, tending to the newborn baby and assisting with the crops. Ethan’s parents helped in raising William, filling in the gaps left by Ella’s aunt and uncle. Soon the memories of her past life in Davenport faded—except for one that haunted her and another she treasured—and her life transitioned into something she could describe as happiness.

				Ethan proved himself a hard worker, producing more food than was necessary to survive. Although a surplus of silver in Brighton was a rare thing, especially among The People, it was a goal Ella and Ethan both shared. As they tended the fields and delivered crops to the merchants, they dreamt of a day when they could lighten their workload.

				Because travel was dangerous and expensive, Ella lost touch with her aunt and uncle, seeing them only a handful of times over the years. She did her best to fill William’s head with tales of her uncle’s firm but pleasant face, her aunt’s talent for cooking and sewing.

				Despite the threat of demons and the periodic anxiety of The Cleansing, much of the last decade had been a pleasant one. Up until Ethan’s parents got sick.

				The plague was vicious, and by the time it ended, it claimed the lives of her in-laws. Although Ella, Ethan, and William managed to escape the illness themselves, they spent the majority of their earnings on roots and medicines, hoping to assist Ethan’s parents.

				And the worst was yet to come.

				Right before the harvest, Ethan was called into battle. The soldiers had detected a horde of demons close to the border, and they enlisted the help of the townsfolk. Many of the farmers protested, citing concerns about lost crops and unprotected families, but General Blackthorn ignored them. The General had only one priority—eradicating the demons.

			

			
				Ethan left for almost a week. During his absence, Ella and William did their best to tend to the crops, confident they could get through it.

				Ella could still remember the joy she’d felt when her husband had returned from battle. But instead of returning her affection, Ethan kept them at a distance, sharing little about what he’d been through. It wasn’t until a day later that she found out the reason.

				Ethan was infected.

				Were it not for Ethan’s confession, she wouldn’t have known. Although it was rumored that many of the unclean were overtaken by delusion, Ethan was coherent, and she begged and pleaded with him not to turn himself in. But Ethan was resolved. He’d sworn to abide by the town’s rules; he wouldn’t see his wife and son killed for his mistakes. Before she could stop him, Ethan departed to see the town officials.

				A day later, he burned.

				Even now, Ella still bore guilt from his decision. Every time she looked at her son, she saw a fatherless boy, a boy as lost and alone as she’d felt in Davenport when her own parents had died. If she could’ve done things differently, she would’ve fought harder for Ethan to stay. She should’ve broken the town’s rules; she would’ve found refuge from the unyielding brutality.

				If she had, Ethan might’ve still been alive.

				But even that wouldn’t have protected her son.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Ella

				William was still scratching his neck when they reached the base of the mountain. A few seconds later, he turned his attention to the forest. Bray was slinking along, keeping cover between the trees, and he motioned for Ella and William to do the same. They followed his instructions.

				Ella eyed the sheathed sword at her waist. She was still petrified to use it. What if she swung and missed? What if she lost her balance? She found herself wishing she’d paid more attention to the swordfights at the harvest festivals. If she had, she might’ve gained some insight on how to maneuver. For now, she was more comfortable with her knife.

				She maintained a close eye on the forest around them.

				Although they’d escaped the soldiers, there were bound to be others. Especially when the first batch didn’t return to Brighton. She could only hope that the guards would relax their search. How long would they look for a lowly woman and child? Hopefully Ella and William would be able to hide until they were forgotten. It wasn’t the greatest plan, but at the moment, she didn’t have any others.

				Although it’d been years since Ella had seen her relatives, she could still picture her aunt’s and uncle’s faces. The last time she’d seen Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick had been when William was six years old. They’d come to visit Brighton. At the time, she and Ethan had been going through a difficult harvest, and her aunt and uncle had helped them. Uncle Frederick had lent her a hundred silver. Ella envisioned the coins in her bag and felt a twinge of guilt. She didn’t have much, but when she got to Davenport, she’d find a way to pay him back.

				Ella was hit with nostalgia, and she dabbed her eyes with the back of her hand. Her sleeve was covered in blood. She looked down at her dress. The entire garment was ripped, bloodied, and dirt-stained. Ever since leaving Brighton, it’d only gotten worse. Each encounter had left a mark on her, battle scars made of filth and fluid. She needed to clean herself off before reaching Davenport. She needed to clean William. Bloodstains would lead to questions, and questions would lead to capture.

			

			
				Bray, on the other hand, could get away with his appearance. He was a Warden, after all, and they were expected to be road-weary. She’d have to make sure he knew to stop. Ella drew up alongside him.

				“Will we be traveling near the river?”

				“Not really,” he said. “Unless you want to get caught.”

				“I don’t think we should go into town looking like this.”

				He looked her up and down, as if assessing her condition for the first time. “I’ll get you new clothes when we get there. But you’ll need to pay me for them.”

				“Won’t they have already seen us by then?”

				“You can wait by the outskirts, and I’ll bring them to you.”

				Ella pursed her lips, not quite satisfied with the answer. In her flurry to leave Brighton, she realized she hardly given enough thought to what they’d do when they got there. What if the soldiers arrived first? Surely the guard knew of her relatives in Davenport. Her hope had been to get a head start, seek out her relatives, and beg them to keep her hidden.

				What other choice did she have?

				Her mind strayed to worst-case scenarios. Davenport had the same rules about the unclean. What if her aunt and uncle turned her in?

				She pictured the way her aunt and uncle had looked at William when they’d first seen him. He’d only been a few years old, then—barely old enough to toddle, and not yet old enough to talk, but they’d had taken an immediate liking to him. They’d even mentioned how nice it would be to live closer together. Ella had entertained the possibility for some time, thinking up plans to move to Davenport. But that had been before Ethan had gone to battle, and before he’d been burned.

			

			
				Neither had come to bid Ethan farewell. It wouldn’t have been proper.

				It’d been five years since they’d visited Brighton. She swallowed her misgivings. Her first priority was getting to Davenport. She fell back from Bray and rejoined William. The boy was walking a few steps behind, and his eyes roamed from one side of the forest to the next.

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

				He nodded, but she could see fear in his stare. She stopped walking and grabbed hold of him, suddenly fearful that he was losing his coherence. He stopped to look at her.

				“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again, more insistently.

				“I’m fine.”

				“You look pale.”

				“I’m fine. Nothing’s the matter.”

				She noticed he was avoiding her gaze. She gave him a motherly stare. A few seconds later, he let her in on his thoughts.

				“Am I going to eat people, Mom?”

				Ella bit back tears. She pulled him close and held him against her, listening to the steady throb of his heartbeat. How long would she be able to get this close to him? Would it be a day, a week, or a year? She opened her mouth to comfort him, but found herself choking back a sob instead.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: Ivory

				After spending most of the morning on top of the mountain, Ivory backtracked for half a mile to a broad prairie. He spent the first part of the morning hunting for rabbits. Jingo would appreciate the gift. There’d be no rabbits in the ruined city. Ivory bagged several before he headed back for the cliff and found the trail that led down the mountain.

				He zigged and zagged his way along the narrow path, careful to tread lightly and stay alert. At the slightest misplaced noise, he’d hide under a bush or behind a thick tree, far from the trail. The realm of the twisted men was not safe for anyone uninfected by the spore.

				To be discovered was to risk death.

				The trip down the mountainside was slow. But it always was. When in the demon’s realm, one often had to choose between speed and caution. Ivory’s uncle had taught him caution was always best. Keeping a cool head, thinking, and hiding were so much easier than running, and those skills had saved him countless times when he’d been unfortunate enough to come to the attention of a demon.

				Working his way through the ruins was slow. Slow time passed while he hid, watching his surroundings, listening, and dashing to the next hiding spot—always in the shadows, always in underbrush. To walk the trails worn clear by demon feet invited disaster.

				The fallen megalith was his goal. When his uncle was still alive, they worked together scavenging the enormous pile of rubble on every trip. As his uncle had explained, the most recently fallen towers had an abundance of accessible metals. The other crumbled structures had either been picked clean by past generations of scavengers, or the exposed metals were more rust than usable steel.

			

			
				It was almost midday when Ivory made his way up on the northern side of the giant mound. In the years since the building fell, he’d never scavenged this side. For whatever reason, he and his uncle had started scavenging on the southern side, and had eventually worked their way West. With all of the easily accessible metals gone from those two sides, Ivory decided to continue the pattern on the northern side.

				Up on the rubble pile, he didn’t worry too much about being spotted by demons. There were plenty of places to hide. He kept the same rules he held when working through the city—while scanning the area, he stayed out of view, and when he was sure that no eyes were on him, he stepped out and gathered the metals he’d spotted.

				He was following that procedure when he stepped quickly across a long flat piece of old wood, assuming—badly—that the wood was simply lying across other rubble. Halfway across, he realized the wood felt soft underfoot. His first thought was that it might give way. He pulled his arms close to him in preparation for a fall. Better to land on a shoulder and get a bruise rather than stick out a hand to brace himself and snap a wrist.

				Ivory’s foot continued to sink. His leg was through a hole and up to his knee. He stomped his other foot down on the wood to catch his balance, hit rot, and the whole slab fell away beneath him. He reached out to grab something… Anything. But everything in his reach was falling too.

				Ivory’s feet hit something solid and uneven. He was off balance and not coming to a stop. Wood, rocks, and other bits of debris fell with him. He tumbled over big chunks of stone and down a slope, rolling and bouncing.

				He collided with a floor of flat stone. Bruised, scraped and trying to catch his breath, he realized he’d stopped. Around him was darkness. High above him, sunlight poured in through the hole he’d created. He cursed himself for his carelessness. Stepping on that piece of wood was a mistake that could’ve killed him. It still might.

			

			
				Ivory listened for the sounds of demons in the darkness around him. He heard nothing.

				He waited and didn’t move.

				Not even small animals hid in the permanent shadows down here. Or they did and they were frightened into silence by the intruder.

				Birds twittered in the air outside.

				Ivory was sure he was alone.

				He sat up and wiggled his fingers and toes. He bent his elbows and knees. Then he took a deep breath. He touched his hand to his head. He’d gotten a good bump while tumbling. Only a tiny bit of blood came back on his fingers. He’d gotten lucky. Nothing seemed broken, and nothing was bleeding—at least not bleeding enough to worry over.

				Peering into the darkness, Ivory got to his hands and knees, then to his feet. Despite years of ancient dirt and fallen debris, the floor was well preserved, patterned in an array of colors and designs—all finer than anything he’d seen in Brighton and covering the entire space around him. When the building above had collapsed all those years ago, it must have left a cavity, a great banquet hall a hundred feet across, with sloping walls of rubble and a ceiling supported by nothing that Ivory could make out in the gloomy shadows high above.

				With his eyes following the pattern on the floor to where it disappeared beneath the rubble, he tried to make out what the pattern represented. Did the plants, animals, and curving lines represent anything? Probably not. Few things the Ancients constructed made any sense.

				If the building above hadn’t collapsed, creating barriers of debris, Ivory wondered how far he could have walked in this subterranean realm. Could he have traveled all the way through the Ancient City and to the borders of the town? Ivory laughed at himself for such a silly idea. Still, he liked to imagine what life had been like in the time of the Ancients, before the ruins, before the demons.

			

			
				He sighed as he noticed a glint of metal in the rubble that surrounded the floor.

				It was time to turn his tumble into good fortune. Confident that he could quickly make the climb back up to the surface should he come across anything dangerous, he chanced a walk lightly along the edges of the floor, perusing the wall of crushed old stone, broken glass, and pieces of metal. Some of the pieces were so large they’d be impossible for him to remove, even with the help of a dozen men.

				Along with the giant beams of steel and rusted ropes—ropes that seemed to grow right out of the broken stone—pieces of rare metal were mixed all throughout the debris mounds. Ivory saw hard steel, the kind for swords, broken into pieces small enough to load into his bag. He also found steel that didn’t hold an edge for long, but never rusted. He found pieces of aluminum, light and permanent. It was no good for making cutting weapons, but it was a prized material for making spear shafts, and it was highly prized for arrow shafts like the ones in his quiver. Those arrows flew far and true. Much better than wood.

				The blacksmiths back in Brighton eagerly bought those metals, turning them into all manner of tools and weapons. Although the metals were contraband—going to the Ancient City was forbidden, after all—the blacksmiths didn’t acknowledge their origin, and Ivory didn’t speak of it.

				Ivory contemplated exploring further, but put the thoughts out of his mind. He needed to get moving if he was to get to Jingo’s. Without delay, he collected as many pieces of metal as he could easily carry in his bag.

				Ivory took one final glance at the trove of metals in the rubble all around and made his way carefully up the pile of debris to the hole through which he’d fallen. When he climbed out, the sun was higher in the sky. Ivory took his time scanning the ruins around him, making sure he was alone. He covered the hole with pieces of large debris, ensuring they were strong enough to be walked across. He didn’t want some wandering demon discovering the cavern by accidentally falling in just as Ivory had. If that happened, his discovery would get turned into a warren full of stinking monsters. His trove would be lost.

			

			
				When his stash was hidden, Ivory worked his way back down through the rubble, heading in the direction of the tower where Jingo had made his home.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Ella

				“How far?” Ella asked.

				Bray was several steps ahead of her. They’d been trekking all morning, and it felt like they were getting close to Davenport. In spite of that, Ella’s memory was far from trustworthy; it’d been years since she’d made the journey, and distances seemed much different now than they’d seemed in her childhood.

				“Not far,” Bray affirmed. “When we get close, you’ll see the tops of the buildings over the trees. We should be there by midday.”

				Ella felt a swell of relief. Since leaving Wanderer’s Peak, she’d been expecting the worst—bands of soldiers lurking behind every cluster of trees, packs of demons springing from all directions. So far, the journey had been quiet. Ella had spent much of the time ruminating on the events that had occurred over the past few days, reliving the choices she’d made. She assumed there’d be many days like that to come. She was surprised she’d even been able to sleep in the cave.

				Her brain flashed to images of the soldiers she’d stabbed in Brighton—blood spraying from wounds she’d inflicted, groans emanating from opened mouths. She tried to recall the rousing speeches she’d heard given to soldiers before they marched off to battle. She’d never been a part of them, but she’d eavesdropped. The soldiers trained on a field several streets removed from town, and she’d passed by while making her way to the merchants. The leaders spoke of courage in battle—about giving up one’s life for the protection of the townsfolk, about making decisions fearlessly.

				Wasn’t that what she’d done?

				She didn’t believe the town’s teachings—that women were weak, and that only the hardest hearts could prevail. The noblest people she’d encountered were those that were not only able to fight, but also to feel. People like Ethan. People like her uncle. Those were the people she aspired to be like, and those were the people she wanted William to admire. For as long as he lived, she’d impress those values upon him.

			

			
				She was so caught up in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice the forest deaden. The transformation was subtle. At first, the birds stopped chirping, then the insects ceased their chatter. The wind died. Ahead of her, Bray stopped, as well, and was holding his blade at the ready. Ella scanned the forest.

				Something was close by. She could feel it.

				The air had taken on a fetid odor—a stench that permeated her surroundings and almost made her gag. She pressed a hand to her mouth, holding her breath to avoid taking it in. Beside her, William did the same. She knew the smell.

				Demons.

				Around Ella were trees and underbrush, but in the distance, she could see the light of a clearing. Bray gazed through the trees. After surveying the forest for several seconds, he put a finger to his lips and beckoned them onward.

				They snuck to his side. With each step, the smell thickened, as if the scent were a ghost and they’d walked into its embrace. As they approached the clearing, Bray sank to a crouch. Ella and William mimicked his posture.

				Several hundred feet across the clearing, shapes, hunched and lump-covered, crept through the grass. If Ella didn’t know better, she might’ve mistaken them for primitive animals grazing in an open field.

				“Stay still,” Bray said.

				Ella wanted desperately to run, but she obeyed the Warden. As much as she distrusted the man, he knew the ways of the demon. And out in the wild, that knowledge was greater than currency.

			

			
				The infected were moving in the opposite direction, surveying the knee-high grass. Although their movements were erratic, the longer Ella stared at them, the more she could pick out a pattern. Several creatures were leading the group, as if they were generals of some infected band of troops, directing their men through the terrain.

				Ella looked over at Bray, trying to swallow her fear. “What are they looking for?”

				“Us, most likely.”

				“They know we’re here?”

				“Possibly. Either that, or someone else is passing through.”

				“Can they smell us?” William asked.

				“I don’t think so. Their senses are the same as ours. They’re probably surrounded by the same stench.” Bray wrinkled his nose. “The only difference is, they probably like it.”

				The creatures swayed back and forth. Every once in a while, one of them cranked its head and stared back at the forest, and Ella ducked low and held her breath.

				“We should be fine,” Bray assured her. “We’ll just wait them out, and then we’ll adjust our path. It looks like they’re heading west.”

				Ella peered over at William, who was taking in the scene intently. It was as if he were watching his future unfold. She wondered if he envisioned himself out in the open field. She’d protect him from that. She’d rather die than let him roam the wilderness like an animal. If it came down to it, she’d even…

				She couldn’t think about that.

				Ella swallowed the lump in her throat. William had turned to Bray, and she could see the curiosity on his face. It seemed like his fear had abated.

			

			
				“How many skins do you think are out there?” He smiled.

				“Forty-two,” Bray said.

				William held up his finger and quietly counted the air. “You’re right. How’d you know that?”

				“Lucky guess.”

				Bray smiled at Ella, but she scowled and looked away. William was recounting, as if the Warden might’ve played a trick on him.

				“Have you ever fought that many at once?” William asked.

				“Not that many,” Bray said. “But close.”

				“Did you defeat all of them?”

				“Yep. I got thirty-five skins that day.”

				“How’d you manage to do it?”

				Bray smirked, unable to disguise his pride. “Do you want to know how?”

				William nodded anxiously. Ella kept her eyes on the field, but found herself listening intently. Despite her mixed feelings toward the Warden, any knowledge he could impart would be worth having. Their survival might depend on it.

				Bray gave one last look over the field, and then continued. “It happened about a year ago, right after the Brighton soldiers defeated a horde outside the walls. The demons had grown scarce, and many of the Wardens decided to head out past the frontier into the deep forests. I figured I’d head south. Most of the other Wardens were heading west, so I figured I’d have better luck in another direction. As you probably know, not many people have ventured that far away from the three towns, and I wasn’t familiar with the area. One morning, as I was coming down from my camp on a mountain, I stumbled on a pack of infected. They were trolling a field at the mountain’s base, scavenging among the trees. Because of the direction of the wind, I hadn’t smelled them, and by the time I saw them, they’d already spotted me.”

			

			
				Bray paused for breath. William stared at him, eagerness in his expression.

				“I turned, ready to flee, but I was butted up against an incline, and I knew that if I tried to run, I’d be overtaken. There was nothing I could do but fight them off. It took me a good part of the afternoon to slay all of them.”

				“How’d you do it? How’d you kill them?” William asked.

				Bray scratched his chin. “There are certain things you learn along the way—strategies that become instinct. Things you don’t know until you’re faced with a situation like that,” he said evasively.

				“But don’t you have certain methods? Like the soldiers do?”

				“I have my ways.”

				Bray stopped and reached for his pack, watching Ella and William. He pulled out a flask of water and drank from it, letting his cheeks billow with the liquid. Ella felt a swell of annoyance. Rather than say anything, she held her tongue. When Bray was finished, he inspected the field and then resumed speaking.

				“You want to know my secrets?” he asked.

				Ella and William nodded.

				“For one, never stop moving. The minute you stop moving is the minute you die. The demons have a difficult time catching a moving target. If there are a number of them, they tend to trip each other up, so you can use that to your advantage. Chase them from side to side, and attack the fiercest ones first. Never let yourselves get surrounded. In this particular instance, I had the mountain at my back, which limited the number of ways they could approach. If you get surrounded, you’re as dead as the soldiers we left on the mountain.”

			

			
				Ella nodded her head, processing the information. William’s eyes were big and round, staring at Bray in amazement.

				“You said it took an afternoon to slay them?” he asked.

				“Almost,” Bray said. “When I’d thinned their numbers, I was able to lead several of them away and dispatch them individually. By that time, I’d decided I wasn’t going to flee. The prospect of silver was too good.”

				“What happened when you defeated them all?”

				Bray wiped his lips and returned his water to his pack. “Afterwards? I headed to The House of Barren Women and took a nice, hot bath.” He grinned.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Ella

				When the demons had disappeared from the field, Bray led Ella and William in another direction, avoiding the open grass and heading deeper into the woods. Rerouting would lengthen their journey, but it’d give them a buffer zone from the creatures.

				After a few minutes of traveling, the smell started to dissipate, but Ella could still detect the odor in her mouth and nose. It was a stench she’d always equate with death. As persistent as it was, she was glad it existed—it warned them of danger, and it probably saved their lives.

				They hiked for a while longer without speaking, and she could tell William was searching for the creatures. He held his knife in hand. Several times, when he thought no one was looking, she caught him taking a practice jab. She recalled his ambitions as a child. At different points in his young life, he’d wanted to be a soldier, a merchant, and a farmer. Although she wasn’t fond of some of his phases, she’d never squashed his dreams. As Ella knew from her own childhood, one’s aspirations would change over time, and there was no use dwelling on the fleeting whims of a child. It was best to let him explore the world around him, finding his own passions and his own path.

				The realities of life would dissuade any child soon enough.

				She pretended not to see William swinging his blade, letting him have his moment. Bray wove through the trees at a rapid pace, and Ella and William fought to keep up. It was evident he knew the forest as well as anyone, and she was once again grateful to have him as a guide. Most of the journey guides she knew, though knowledgeable about the wild, weren’t skilled in battle.

				Bray possessed both attributes.

			

			
				At one point, she heard the distant roar of the river, and she envisioned the demons drinking from its banks. In just a day, she’d learned more about the wild than a year of listening to stories in taverns could’ve taught her.

				Most of the people in Brighton were isolated and removed, dependent on the teachings of the ministers. The only knowledge they had was from stories, and many of those stories were full of embellishments and mistruths. She’d always suspected this, but she’d never dared give voice to her theories.

				Now that she was seeing things firsthand, many of her suspicions had been validated. The only way to learn about the wild was to immerse oneself in it, as dangerous as it was.

				As the sun climbed higher in the sky, William began to stumble. Ella reached out for his arm to steady him.

				“Are you okay, William?”

				He stared at her with guilt in his eyes. “I’m hungry,” he confessed.

				Ella felt a shimmer in her heart—the feeling of a mother who’d been neglecting her child. They hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Regardless of their hurry, they could afford to take a moment. “Let’s stop.”

				At the sound of their conversation, Bray turned back and walked to join them. Ella shrugged the pack from her shoulders and opened it, pulling out an apple she’d taken from the soldiers. She handed it to William, watching him devour it hungrily. Then she withdrew some berries for herself. She was tired of the taste, but happy to be fed, at least.

				“If we weren’t in a hurry, I’d catch us some game,” Bray offered. “But we need to get moving.”

				Ella agreed. She finished her meal and washed it down with water. It was getting towards mid-day, and the sun bore down from overhead, splashing light through the trees. The birds and insects were as vocal as ever. It was as if the animals had forgotten the disruption of the demons, and were reclaiming the forest.

			

			
				William stared at Bray as he chewed.

				“What are the buildings like in Davenport?” he asked. “Do they look the same as the outskirts of Brighton?”

				“Some are taller. But you can’t climb inside them. They aren’t safe, and they’re covered in weeds,” Bray answered.

				“Most are forbidden,” Ella agreed.

				“Do the kids go inside them anyway? Like they do in Brighton?”

				“William!” Ella scolded. “You know better than that.”

				“I haven’t gone in, myself,” he said, turning his head to disguise the lie.

				“You better not have,” she warned. “And you won’t be exploring the ones in Davenport, either.”

				“I can’t wait to see them, that’s all.”

				“Who says you have to wait?” Bray asked.

				Ella and William turned to ask for clarification. Before they could speak, they saw what Bray was referring to. Deep in the distance, over the tops of a few trees, were the tips of several majestic buildings.

				“Welcome to Davenport,” he said with a smile.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Ivory

				The sky was bright and yellow when Ivory arrived at the base of a tower that stood twenty layers tall. Each layer was the size of a prairie, and he could walk through most of them without bumping his head on the layer above. Each was lush with plants around the edges and filled with small animals. Birds perched and nested. In the center of each layer, where the suns rays never fell, they were barren caves.

				Vertical columns cut through the layers. Some were empty shafts that fell away to the ground. Others held the rusted remains of stairs, in places sturdy, in some covered in plants and shrubs, and in still others, fallen away over time, to leave gaps that couldn’t be crossed.

				No stairs allowed for climbing from bottom to top. The tower was a maze. Ivory made his way up through a few layers on stairs that were intact. In one of the empty shafts, he climbed the rusted rungs of an old ladder. That was only good to get him past another three layers. Eventually, he had to climb on the roots and branches that grew between several floors, putting him outside the tower and in danger of falling a hundred feet to his death.

				As he navigated the building, his mind wandered. He thought about The Cleansing. He was glad he’d missed it again. He’d seen enough bloodshed during his days to scar his nights forever. His uncle had been taken from him years ago; to this day he could still hear the man screaming. If it weren’t for Ivory’s father, Ivory would consider leaving the town and its walls behind. The wonderment of the ruins and the quest for knowledge beckoned with far more vigor.

				He switched focus to the loot he’d taken, and the coins he’d make when he traded his metals in Brighton. For the millionth time, Ivory considered the possibility that he might one day come across a treasure trove of coins—ancient coins. If that happened, he’d have no need to collect metals for selling to the smiths. He’d only need to pretend to be a hunter of limited talent. He was surprised nobody had figured it out already. Anybody paying attention would know that his trips into the forest ran for way too many days and that he always returned with too little game. Anyone paying attention would know that the house where he and his father lived—where they used to live with Ivory’s mother and Ivory’s uncle—was more house than could be afforded on the income from Ivory’s and his father’s hunting.

			

			
				Eventually, Ivory reached the highest layer, which had a roof overhead. He worked his way across the building. His thoughts of Brighton faded. His focus was on the coming few days, and the knowledge he’d gain while in the ruined city. Ever since his uncle had started taking him here, he’d found purpose far greater than anything in the township could have offered. He stepped over the familiar juts and holes in the ground, working his way to a more stable area on the far side, one that would serve as his home for the next few days. He could already make out the far outer wall of the building. There, at the edge, watching over the ruined city, sat Ivory’s friend and teacher.

				Jingo turned. His silhouette against the gleaming sun showed the calcified warts on one side of his head as he said, “Hello, Ivory.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: Ella

				At the sight of Davenport, Ella and William hastily finished their meal. As she closed her pack, Ella kept her eyes glued to the treetops, as if the tips of the buildings might disappear. A part of her was convinced that the settlement was an illusion, and that she’d wake up again in the cave, listening to the sounds of demons feasting on human remains.

				But the buildings were real.

				Her eyes watered as she took them in. She recognized several already—ancient and looming, their tops crumbled, but holding. Although time had dimmed the details, the buildings looked familiar, as if she’d never left.

				“Come on, William!” she said.

				She tugged William along, keeping after Bray. Now that she’d seen Davenport, the forest seemed less menacing. It was as if the village itself was a repellent against the demons, and its mere presence would protect them. She had to remind herself that they were still in danger. The men in Davenport were just as apt to condemn them as those in Brighton, whether she reached her relatives or not. Though death would be less imminent, it would be no less severe. Their best bet was to immerse themselves in the village and find her aunt and uncle.

				The last thing they needed was to arouse suspicion.

				Ella reviewed her plan in her head. Her goal was for Bray to get them clothes, then sell her wares and seek out her relatives. If something went afoul, she’d have the silver and could seek refuge in another settlement.

				The plan was far from foolproof, but right now, it was the only plan she had.

				As she hiked after Bray, she prayed he’d be able to get them inside undetected. Showing up through the gates so soon after a Cleansing would arouse suspicion. Her memory of the village was almost twelve years old, and many things had likely changed since then, so she’d need to depend on him.

			

			
				As she strode through the forest, she pictured Davenport vividly: the streets colorful and vibrant, the sound of merchants, traders, and children punctuating the air. She remembered walking those streets with her parents, holding their hands as they strolled past the vegetable stands and parked wagons. That was before the plague, and before the troubles she’d had at her aunt’s and uncle’s. Everything seemed more prosperous then. Whether it was the innocent gloss of childhood or her own naiveté, she didn’t know, but the memory was comforting.

				William deserved to have memories like that. She’d make sure he had them.

				As the buildings in the distance loomed closer, Ella noticed Bray had sheathed his sword, and she followed suit. It was always wise to stand down while in the vicinity of a town or village. Entering one with a weapon drawn was an easy way to get oneself killed. From what she recalled, there was a wall on the east side of Davenport, but she wasn’t sure if that was where they were headed. Bray had changed course several times; her bearings were lost.

				“Which way are we going in?” she asked.

				“Normally I’d take you through the east wall, but there’ll be too many guards there. I know another way—a path between buildings that’ll bring us closer to the merchants.”

				“Won’t they see us?”

				“Not if we’re careful.”

				She refrained from further questions, content to follow Bray. William scurried closer to her. He’d never been to another settlement before. Although she’d meant to take him, he’d been too young to travel. It was a shame they’d come under these circumstances.

			

			
				Ahead of them, Ella could see the light of a clearing. In just a few feet, the thick underbrush had relented, and the outlines of buildings sprung into view a few hundred yards away. The sight of Davenport proper made her heart gallop.

				Ella listened intently, expecting to hear voices. She could already read evidence of civilization on the ground—broken underbrush, the beginnings of paths, and boot prints in the dirt.

				Bray stuck to the outskirts of the forest, keeping them out of plain view. As they crept through the trees, she tried to separate the buildings from the groping hands of nature, discerning what had once been the ruins of the Ancients. The walls of old buildings had long outgrown their function, and served as barriers to keep the village contained.

				And somewhere inside those walls were the people she’d come to see. Somewhere inside were Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick.

				She bounced between excitement and fear. How would her aunt and uncle react when they arrived? Would they agree to help? What if they cast her away? She couldn’t imagine them betraying William. Ethan had been one matter, but a child? She swallowed. Every possibility needed to be considered.

				There was a chance they’d be forced to flee. There was a chance the Brighton soldiers would catch up to them. Hell, there was even a chance her relatives would try to have her burned. If that happened, she’d fight her way out of Davenport, she’d get William to safety.

				They were approaching the back wall of a building. Bray pushed aside the overgrowth, exposing the dirt-worn exterior. The building was covered in clumps of ivy, but he cast them aside until he’d revealed a hole in the wall. Through it, she could see the crumbled interior. Beyond the building, through another hole in the far wall, she saw a dirt road.

			

			
				Bray put his finger to his lips. “Stay here,” he said.

				“Where are you going?”

				“To see one of the merchants. He should be able to help us.”

				“What’s his name?” Ella asked, as if she might remember him.

				“Elmore,” Bray said.

				She didn’t recognize the name. “He’ll pay us for the scalps?”

				“Yes, and he’ll have clothing for you, too.”

				Ella paused. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

				“No. But I won’t tell him any more than he needs. When I crawl through this hole, follow me, but stay inside the building. When I’m finished, I’ll come get you.” Bray held out his hands for her pack.

				“I don’t think so,” Ella said. “The pack stays with me.”

				“How will I sell your things?”

				“We’ll accompany you.”

				“In that condition? Not a good idea.”

				Ella looked down at her clothing, still stained in blood. She gave Bray a hard stare. Although she’d trusted him to take them this far, the memory of what he’d done to them in the cave was still fresh. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow him to take her things.

				Bray chortled. He gave Ella a long look, then turned his attention back to the hole. “How about this? Give me three bits of silver to get your clothes. When I have them, I’ll come back and get you, and we can return to the merchants together. But you’ll need to wait in the alley.”

				Ella reluctantly agreed. She tugged off her pack and removed three bits of silver, handed them to him, and watched him disappear through the hole.

				Then she sucked in a breath and followed him through. William stayed close behind.

				The building was dark, damp, and unoccupied. What was left of the floor was covered in rubble and weeds. Ivy clung to the walls and ceiling, as if the forest had slowly been working its way inside. She scanned the dark walls and the corners, ensuring no one was lurking within. Then she stared out of the hole in the far wall at the dirt road.

			

			
				She recognized the area. Although time had made subtle changes, she was able to pick out several landmarks—a short building with a cracked door, a taller one with a misshapen roof. A row of wagons waited outside the latter, probably awaiting vegetables from the harvest.

				The road was quiet. There was no one in sight. She’d expected to hear the bustle of the villagers, but the street was oddly empty.

				She looked over at Bray, who was standing next to them in the darkened room. In the time she’d been distracted, he’d quietly drawn his sword.

				“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

				He didn’t answer.

				The Warden crept through the building for a better look at the street. Ella felt a sudden sense of foreboding, one that slid through her body and wormed its way through her joints. A minute earlier, her primary concern had been encountering the guard or being apprehended by the Brighton soldiers, but now her thoughts had taken a new direction. Where was everybody?

				William grabbed hold of her arm. “Mom? What’s that smell?” he hissed.

				“I’m not sure,” she whispered.

				She knew what it was. It was the odor of death, and it clung to the air like a cool breeze, wafting over the village.

				Bray crept through an opening in the building and onto the street, beckoning for them to follow. With each step, Ella expected to hear the din of voices, the cries of children at play, but there was nothing. The village was silent. It was as if all of the residents had packed their belongings and left.

			

			
				She held her sword in her hand and kept William close by.

				They traveled the narrow road, expecting to be stopped at any moment by the guard, or a merchant, but the only greeting they received was the occasional caw of a bird. The buildings were their only companions, and the moss-covered walls seemed as ancient as they ever had. Ella’s legs felt tingly and numb, as if something had crawled inside her and taken control. She recognized more and more buildings as they walked, but each one only fueled her unease. All of them were empty. All of them were lifeless. They were approaching the center of the village.

				They took a turn, entering one of the main roads that led to the square.

				Ella immediately covered her mouth, bile threatening to spill from her stomach. The mangled remains of the townsfolk were everywhere. Women, children, and soldiers had all been torn apart with equal abandon, mouths hanging open, limbs mangled. Merchant stands—once filled with fruits and vegetables—were toppled, the hay carts overturned and shattered. The carcasses of pigs were strewn about the street, as if their entrails were the last touch in some perverted parade.

				The blood in the road was sticky and wet, and Ella sidestepped to avoid it, as if interacting with it would make the scene real. But it was real, and no amount of avoidance would make it go away.

				The entire village had been massacred.

				The dirt-covered roads, once filled with life, were now carpeted with the blood and bones of the people who’d once walked them. Ella clutched her son with a shaky hand, as much to hold herself up as him.

				“Wh-what happened, Mom?” William whispered.

				She shook her head. There were no words for the scene. The carnage on the mountain had been a mere taste of what was to come, a foreshadowing of the violence they saw now. Who could’ve done this? Was it the demons? A rogue band of soldiers? No one else would be able to reap so much suffering. She surveyed the scene for some evidence, but found herself more confused. Some of the villagers had been stabbed, but others appeared to have been torn apart and eaten.

			

			
				There was no reason to the madness.

				She took a step forward, almost tripping over the gutted body of a merchant, his entrails coiled around his neck, his tongue lolling from his mouth. A strangled woman lay next to him, her neck purple and bruised. Each spectacle was worse than that last, and each scene was something out of a nightmare.

				They needed to get out of here. They needed to leave.

				But she was unable to move. It was as if the spectacle had rooted her in place, preventing her from doing anything but taking it in.

				Bray walked several steps ahead of them, swiveling from one building to the next, as if whoever—or whatever—had attacked the village would leap out and grab them. But the village was deathly silent.

				There was no evidence of the perpetrators.

				She pictured her aunt’s and uncle’s faces, smiling as they played with William, bouncing him on their knee. They were gone. Even without seeing them, she knew. She choked on her tears. She’d check for them, of course, but she knew…

				Bray walked back to join them.

				“What happened?” she whispered, hoping he’d have an answer.

				“I’m not sure,” he said simply.

				“Who could’ve done this?”

				Her face stung with tears. The Warden didn’t answer. For the first time since she’d met him, she could tell Bray was afraid.
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Preface

				If you’re here, then hopefully you’ve already read through The Last Survivors Book 1, and there’s no need in setting this book up for you. You have a pretty good idea of what’s going on. At least that’s my hope.

				However, you might have noticed a recurring theme throughout Book 1—a theme that has not gone unnoticed by our readers—we seem to be pretty cruel to the female characters in general throughout the book. There really is a reason for that.


				Rest assured, we’re not closet misogynists. As writers, we are keen observers of the world around us. With that in mind, we used our collective knowledge of current events and the history of mankind to craft a more engaging story.

				We created a world where humanity’s accumulated knowledge has been lost and people have slowly reverted to a far less technologically advanced state. This seemed like a plausible eventuality given the set-up—only fifty-seven uninfected humans survived the apocalypse.

				In such a situation, it seemed to us that the survivors would focus on the absolute necessities: defending themselves, feeding themselves, and teaching their children to do the same. We imagined that the math and grammar books would become deprioritized and set aside so frequently that after a few generations, such knowledge would be lost. With that would also go literature and all forms of higher mathematics, leaving humanity in a ubiquitous state of ignorance not seen since the Dark Ages.

				It is an unfortunate historical recurrence that uneducated societies tend to devalue women. That was the logical basis from where we started imagining the role of women in our new society. And that is the reason they are treated so poorly in the story.

			

			
				However, one of the questions we asked ourselves when we started was how can a woman in such a repressive culture rise above the constraints that hold her down? What has to happen? What would that transformation look like? Hopefully we’ll find out.

				-Bobby Adair

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1: Ella

				They were dead. All of them.

				Ella didn’t need to count the bodies to know that all three hundred residents of Davenport—her home village—had been slaughtered. She reached out for William, but her son had already broken away, and he stepped among the gutted and the strangled, his mouth stuck open in disbelief.

				“We need to get out of here,” Bray urged.

				But Ella’s feet were frozen in place. She scanned the faces of the dead villagers, thinking she might recognize someone. A few were familiar, but it was impossible to tell for sure—their expressions were twisted in the throes of death, their features marred with blood and gore.

				“Ella!” Bray hissed, louder. His sword was out, and he spun in a slow circle, as though the perpetrators might reappear. But nothing moved. The village was empty. The smell of blood was thick and fresh enough that even scavenging birds and rodents hadn’t dared venture out yet.

				Ella imagined the cries that had filled the air, the panic that must’ve ensued before the massacre. How could this have happened?

				“We can’t leave,” Ella whispered, still in shock.

				“But we have to—”

				“I need to find my aunt and uncle. I need to find…”

				She broke from her trance and darted down the street, collecting William. She leapt over toppled pushcarts and spilled vegetables, holding onto his hand, pushing the images of gore from her mind almost as soon as she saw them. Her feet had taken over for her mind, leading her from one turn to the next, operating on muscle memory and adrenaline. William heaved thick breaths beside her. He didn’t speak, not even to question her.

			

			
				Anywhere they ran was better than here.

				She heard Bray’s footsteps behind them as he chased, but he’d ceased calling for them. The village was silent save the clap of their boots, the world as small as the butchered streets before them.

				Ella flew by building after building, barely taking in the sights. Doors hung open with no one behind them. Houses stood vacant. She’d never seen the village this quiet. Except for The Cleansing, of course. Had The Cleansing already happened? It must have. It was an unbreakable tradition.

				This must’ve happened after.

				But none of that mattered. All that mattered to Ella was following her feet and her memory, making her way to the place she’d once called home. With each street they passed, the carnage thickened. Bodies were sprawled in every direction. Not just the remains of the villagers, but the remains of animals, as well, butchered and half-eaten. They’d have to run through the square to get to her aunt and uncle’s.

				Things would get worse before they got better.

				Her stomach heaved and churned. But she wouldn’t stop until she’d reached her aunt and uncle’s. In the distance, about a hundred feet away, she saw the steeple of the worship building, the place where she’d spent many days in her childhood. The peak rose a hundred feet in the air, the walls built from the smooth gray material of the Ancients. The structure was as majestic as she remembered it.

				Davenport had been built around its remains.

				We’re almost there, she thought, as though reaching the village center would somehow erase the chaos. But her body gave away her fear. Her heart slammed against her ribs; heavy gasps burned her throat. She dodged the body of a slain merchant, catching a glimpse of his gouged eyes and the hilt of a knife protruding from his forehead. So it hadn’t been demons. Not all of it.

			

			
				Men had done this.

				She barely had time to register the thought when she’d rounded the next corner. She flew past the worship building, giving way to an open, dirt square about several hundred feet across. Bodies lined the edges, many with spears in their backs. Women and children and the elderly had been killed with equal abandon.

				Two heads were in the center on spikes.

				The ministers, she thought. As she ran, her mind conjured the images of Father Towson and Father Decker, who’d come to Brighton for visits and guest sermons. She hadn’t particularly liked them, but they didn’t deserve to die. Not like this. None of this made any sense.

				Tears spilled down her face.

				With William running behind her, she dashed across the square, approaching the slain ministers. The sticks were propped several feet above the ground, displaying the severed, ruined faces for all to see. The alley to her aunt and uncle’s was in view, just past the village center; she’d have to pass the spiked heads to get to it. As she approached, she felt William’s hand go slack in hers, and saw that he was staring at the ministers. Unwittingly, she followed his gaze.

				Only the heads didn’t belong to the ministers.

				Ella stopped running, an icy numbness working its way through her body. She hadn’t recognized any of the bodies so far. Not through the blood and gore. But she recognized these.

				She clasped her hand over her mouth, unable to contain her sickness. Staring at her from the tops of the spikes, their eyes sightless, their faces splashed with blood, were the severed heads of Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick.

				“No!” Ella wailed, collapsing to her knees. She turned her head and heaved into the street. William fell to the ground next to her, grasping her arm. He was crying, too. He would’ve remembered them. They hadn’t visited in five years, but there was no mistaking their relatives.

			

			
				She closed her eyes and reopened them, hoping to find proof that this was all a dream, but it was real. The death and the destruction of Davenport was total and irrevocable.

				Bray drew near, his face sympathetic. His eyes wandered from the spikes and then back to Ella. “Blackthorn,” he said.

				“What?” Ella dried her face and looked up at him. She furrowed her brow, as much in disbelief as in mourning.

				“Blackthorn did this to get to you. To send a message.”

				The words hit her like a punch to the stomach, and the tears were flowing again, and she was powerless to stop them. This was all her fault. She’d avoided The Cleansing; she’d skirted the will of The Word. And now others had paid.

				“No,” she managed.

				“This wasn’t because of you,” William said next to her. “It was because of me.” He dried his face and got to his feet. She watched him through a veil of tears. His face was contorted in both anguish and anger. How could she comfort him? There was no way to mend what had happened.

				To her surprise, he raised his fist in the air and began to shout. “I’ll kill you! Do you hear me?”

				“Quiet!” Bray said, grabbing the boy’s arm.

				William ignored him. “I’ll kill you, Blackthorn!”

				The boy had lost control, and he writhed in Bray’s arms. Ella leapt to her feet. She grabbed hold of William’s other arm, doing her best to hush him. His face was flush and streaked with tears. After a few seconds they were able to settle him down. She looked across the bloodied square, certain she’d find a band of soldiers, but the square was empty. Even still, they needed to get out of here. But not yet.

				“I need to check on something else,” Ella said.

				“This isn’t wise. We have to—” Bray began.

				“Please.” She gave him an insistent stare and then started for the other side of the plaza. Bray and William followed. She scoured the ground as she ran, tracing the faces of the fallen villagers again. Soon she’d reached the alley past the square. The buildings were small and close together, and her mind jumped to memories of her youth. She’d played chickenball and rattles in the streets, just like William. She’d had friends. She’d had dreams. The scenery was so familiar, and yet so wrong.

			

			
				She stepped around the bodies of several women lying facedown in the dirt, their dresses hitched above their waists, made to look indecent even in death. She glanced inside several open doorways, hoping she’d see someone inside, a survivor of the massacre, someone who could explain what had happened. She needed hope now more than ever. But the small houses were dark and empty.

				Four doorways further was the entrance to her aunt and uncle’s. She recognized the door even before she was upon it, and she picked up her pace until she’d reached it. Stomach hitching, she crossed the threshold.

				The house had been ransacked. Her aunt and uncle’s bedrolls were slashed, their storeroom raided. A sack of grain lay empty in the corner, the contents dumped across the room. The floor was wet and it reeked of urine. If there was any resemblance to the place where Ella had grown up, it was lost in the disorder.

				Her eyes flitted across the ruined room. She walked inside and picked up the blankets and bedrolls. Then she went to the storeroom and peered inside. The shelves were barren, the contents either stolen or destroyed.

				“What are you looking for?” Bray asked from the doorway, his sword at the ready.

				Ella didn’t answer. Her heart was pumping furiously.

				“Take some supplies, if you must,” Bray added. “But be quick about it. They’ll be back looking for you. We can’t stay.”

			

			
				Ella ignored him, growing nauseous again. She walked to the entrance, pushing by Bray, and scanned up and down the alley. But there was no sign of what she was looking for. She turned around to find both Bray and William watching her.

				“What are you doing?” Bray asked.

				“I was hoping she was still here,” Ella said, tears in her eyes.

				“Who?”

				“I was hoping I’d find my daughter.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Ivory

				Ivory sat beside Jingo, looking out across the peculiar beauty of the decaying city from the top of the old tower. Ivory leaned forward and peeked over the edge at the forest that had taken over the Ancient City’s streets a few hundred feet below. Demons wandered in those woods, hidden from sight by the canopy of green above them and the deep shadows below.

				“The snows will come early this year,” said Jingo, pointing at the northern sky. “When I was a boy I used to visit my grandparents on a farm far away from the city. They used to call that a blue northern.”

				Ivory peered at the sky, seeing the darker-than-normal blue color. Noncommittally, he said, “Okay.” He fidgeted though. He had things to say.

				Jingo almost smiled, but didn’t turn away from the horizon. “You’re not staying long this time.”

				“How did you know?” Ivory asked.

				“There is much to see in a man that is not said. One only needs to pay attention.”

				Ivory shook his head and huffed. “I have to leave in the morning.”

				“Because of your bag full of metals?”

				“Yes,” said Ivory. “Muldoon’s gambling again. He has debts that must be settled soon.”

				“Your father, of course,” said Jingo. He paused a moment. “Please don’t misinterpret what I am about to say. I mean no offense by it.”

				“Yes?”

				“That is usually the way with my students. Always so quick to leave.”

				Ivory felt guilty. “I’m not… Wait. What do you mean?”

			

			
				“I have never told you this before, but I have been a teacher to many from Brighton.”

				“You have?” Ivory had thought his relationship with Jingo was unique, something special passed from his uncle down to him. He felt a pang of jealousy such that, if he were older than his seventeen years, he might not have felt at all. But when Ivory was able to think past his petty desire to have Jingo all to himself, he thought of a curious question. “How is that so? I don’t doubt you. What I mean is that you’ve taught me so much about reading and mathematics, about the ancient world. All that I’ve learned in the four years I’ve been coming here is not known in Brighton.”

				Jingo nodded slowly. “Many men have used the knowledge I gave them to profit from their fellow townsfolk. Some have been burned at your pyres for sharing too much of what they know, for their heresy. Others have died en route. As you know, the journey to this place and back to Brighton is dangerous.”

				“Of course.” Ivory nodded.

				“Unfortunately, the seeds of knowledge I plant in the minds of my students doesn’t flower in Brighton. The knowledge always dies in those with whom I share it.”

				That saddened Ivory, making him contemplate his own fate. At the same time, he felt quick with his wits, fast with his feet, and remarkably skilled with a bow. How could any demon hope to sink his teeth into his flesh? Ivory asked, “Am I like the others?”

				“You are unusual.”

				“How so?”

				“You learn more quickly than they did. You understand complexities with less effort. If your uncle had been able to wrest you from Muldoon’s overbearing protection at an earlier age, who knows what you could have learned?”

				So many questions came out of nearly everything Jingo said. “Can I still learn? I’m learning now. I’m bringing more books back to Brighton to read. I always do.”

			

			
				“And you always return them when you are done. You are a fine young man, Ivory.”

				“But,” Ivory thought through his conclusion, “because I became your student at too late of an age, I’ll never reach my intellectual potential. Is that what you’re saying?”

				Jingo nodded.

				“I’ll disprove that assumption.”

				Jingo chuckled. “You may, Ivory. You just may.”

				“How do I compare to the other students you have right now?”

				“I have no other students now.”

				Ivory asked, “How many students have you had in the past?”

				“Through the years, perhaps as many as a hundred.”

				The number was much larger than Ivory would have guessed. “How many of them live in Brighton? Can you give me their names? Can I meet them?”

				“They are all dead.”

				“All one hundred? How is that possible? Did they all go to the pyre?”

				“They died as I said they died.”

				“You can’t know that for sure.”

				“I can.”

				“How?”

				“Old age.”

				“Were none of them as young as me?” Ivory asked.

				“Most of them were much younger.”

				“Then how is old age possible? Most of them must still be alive.”

				Jingo turned away from the sky and took a long, evaluative look at Ivory. “You’ve been coming to me for four years. During that time, you were my only student. Before you, I taught your uncle and he was the only one. Before him, I taught your grandfather and while I taught him, he was my only student. It was in the time of your grandfather’s father that I taught more than one student at a time.”

			

			
				“What? How is that possible? How old are you?”

				Jingo laughed. “As intelligent as you are, you sometimes lack in curiosity, Ivory. Boys typically ask that question well before their seventeenth year.”

				Ivory felt the sting of the seemingly poor measure of some part of his intellect. “Are you going to answer?”

				“I’ll warn you: you won’t believe me.”

				“Why do you say that?”

				Jingo laughed again. “Nobody ever does.”

				“The answer, please.”

				Jingo paused long enough to let the drama build and said, “I’m three hundred and forty-three years old.”

				“You’re right.” Ivory shook his head with a laugh. “I don’t believe you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: Blackthorn

				Three boxes sat on the long table in Blackthorn’s dining hall, each constructed of a rich reddish colored wood. Inlaid in the lid of each was a rectangle of a different pale yellow wood, with a grain that laid a pleasing pattern of light brown waves. The sides of the boxes were cut in a pattern of rectangles of red and yellow wood that gave the illusion of lines of cubes piled at angles. The surface of each was smooth to the touch, perfectly smooth, like a polished blade.

				The boxes were among the few of Blackthorn’s possessions that he prized, crafted by the hands of an ancient artisan with skills long since lost to time. They’d been in his family for generations. When Blackthorn was a boy, his mother had the boxes sitting on the mantle above the fireplace. Inside, she saved small treasures that were special to her, but otherwise had no value.

				Blackthorn had emptied the boxes onto the old table in the great room of his father’s house on the day she died. Of all the useless, sentimental items inside, the only one that Blackthorn had been able to put a story behind was a lock of hair, his own, taken from him by her when he was a baby. That is what his mother had told him.

				Blackthorn’s face hardened as he thought back to the night he’d learned about the other trinkets.

				He recalled Uncle Lawrence, wriggling against the ropes that tied him to a chair in front of the fireplace. At Blackthorn’s prompting, Uncle Lawrence had revealed the trivial stories that had turned each trinket into a treasure in the childhood heart of Blackthorn’s eventual mother. At the conclusion of each tale, Blackthorn tossed the cherished bauble into the hearth, watching the old man’s eyes brim with tears, proof of tiny lacerations on a liar’s heart, soon to be accompanied by the pyre’s pain on old, gray skin.

			

			
				Uncle Lawrence was a traitor. And so was Blackthorn’s mother.

				On that night, the real General Blackthorn had been dead for just a year. The boy Blackthorn was growing into the role of dominating the council, holding the people together to fight the demons, to fortify the walls, to tend the crops, and to maintain order. All the while, his silver-tongued uncle had been reaching into his fat pockets and buying favor from the merchants in town, bending the thoughts of the clergy, and licking his own mother’s lips between his lascivious kisses.

				Together, Uncle Lawrence and Blackthorn’s mother plotted to take control of the council, to rule the three townships with their weak-minded ideas. Neither of them knew war the way a soldier knows it—from the inside, with blood on his hands and an enemy’s guts spilled on his feet. Neither had put their life on war’s altar as a sacrifice to the safety of the townships. Neither knew the purity of service. Neither had earned a say in ruling anything beyond their own servants. Both were warts on the township, diseases to be burned away.

				And they were stupid for thinking they were smart enough to outwit him. It was a fatal stupidity.

				Blackthorn’s suspicions were born at his father’s memorial procession. He noticed then that Uncle Lawrence’s touch lingered too long on his mother’s tearless cheek, that the desperate look in her eyes was not grief, but longing. Blackthorn kept a vigilant eye on the two thereafter.

				Before the grass had even sprouted in the dirt over his father’s grave, his mother and uncle were sneaking through the dark nights to find moments of carnal pleasure. When they started to ask odd questions of the people they thought were their confidants, questions like, “What do you think of the justice that General Blackthorn meted to those barren women today?”, or, “Is General Blackthorn the youngest man to ever sit on the council?” Blackthorn knew. He was also astute enough to understand that those seemingly innocuous questions were saying more than they were asking. They said he was young, inexperienced, and cruel. They were bits of bait that his mother and uncle used to fish for like-minded conspirators.

			

			
				For a long time, Blackthorn let his mother play the grieving widow in the daylight and act like a barren whore at night. He let her and Uncle Lawrence build their ring of collaborators, which unfortunately for them, included more than one spy. Blackthorn believed, or hoped, they’d come around eventually to accept him as their leader.

				They didn’t.

				As the months passed, Blackthorn came to see in his mother a brutally ambitious woman, who saw herself not just an equal to men, but as some kind of fairy tale queen, above all men, and she seemed to have no scruples about how to put herself on a throne. The conspiratorial grumblings she sewed in the minds of her collaborators grew into concrete plans, and they eventually chose a day to put their plan into action, to take control of Brighton.

				As for Blackthorn, he was to be exiled. Exile had a merciful sound to it, but for most men, exile meant death.

				As Blackthorn pondered the sting of betrayal by his own mother, he thought about leaving Brighton to the loathsome political snakes. He thought about a simple, brave life, thriving in the realm of the beasts, rather than dying at their hands. He longed for the honest simplicity of it.

				It was the memory of his father that kept him in town. He couldn’t disrespect his father’s work and his father’s memory by turning governance of the city over to a conniving uncle and a slut of a mother.

				On the eve of the plot to unseat him, Blackthorn, with a half-dozen loyal men, surprised his uncle and mother in his own father’s bed, naked, entwined. While his men dragged his begging uncle downstairs to bind him to the chair before the fire, Blackthorn drew his nicked sword from its scabbard. Each blemish on the blade reminded him of a demon whose cleaving bones marred it. It reminded him of those long days of battle, when he was sure he would die riding at his father’s side. It reminded him of that final day when his father had given his life so that this naked whore of a mother could live.

			

			
				Blackthorn found in his heart a comforting cold that would be his friend for the rest of his life. It was a coldness that loved rage, one that focused anger into a clear vision of duty, free of pity or remorse.

				With his mother crying, holding a sweat-dampened bed sheet over her breasts, she pleaded, she insisted his eyes were lying to him, she begged forgiveness. All she received in exchange for her false tears was Blackthorn’s blade. He cleaved each of her arms as she screamed, then her legs, and last, as she lay there bleeding to death in that bed, he severed her head.

				Blackthorn marched down the stairs, and there, subtly tortured his uncle’s soul with the trinkets he threw into the fire. When only ash remained of those keepsakes, and a strong desire to cut out that silver tongue, Blackthorn had one last torture come to mind. He cut off his uncle’s penis and shoved it into the man’s mouth, forcing him to chew, to taste.

				Then Blackthorn cut out the tongue and ordered his men to take the broken man out into the square and put him on the pyre under the midnight moon.

				Blackthorn didn’t need to watch his uncle burn. He had his justice. He had his bloody sword, his bloody knife, and a cold, wet, dead man’s tongue in his hand. He lifted the limp, sticky slug of a thing and looked at it for a while, fascinated with its texture and color. He almost threw it in the fire, but dropped it into one of those exquisitely crafted boxes instead. There it stayed, the first in a collection of traitor tongues that, through the years, nearly filled all three boxes.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Ivory

				Ivory and Jingo sat in silence for a while as Ivory thought about what Jingo had said. Three hundred and forty-three years old. Was it possible? Ivory had never known Jingo to lie, but so many things Jingo had told him through the years, Ivory simply didn’t understand.

				Jingo finally spoke. “Do you remember that book I had you read about biology?”

				Ivory grimaced. That one had been particularly painful. It seemed like every page was written full of words he’d never seen before. Most of the pictures were abstract blots of colors. It was as if he was reading a book about a magical zoo of creatures that could never exist, doing things that made no sense. Ivory nodded.

				Jingo gestured across the horizon. “In ancient times, we had a knowledge of the world that is so far beyond your comprehension that I know it must seem all made up.”

				“Sometimes,” Ivory admitted.

				“That biology book represented a peek into a body of knowledge that your people have lost completely. That is why it all seemed so foreign to you. Do you recall what you learned about cells?”

				Nodding, and then looking down at his arm as he ran his fingers across his skin, Ivory said, “The book said a body was made up of billions and billions of cells that worked together. It called a person an organism, a community of cells.”

				“You recall the pictures?”

				“Yes,” said Ivory, remembering how he’d tried to analogize in his mind that a cell was something like a town with all of its own parts working together to make it function. “The pictures were very strange. Hard to believe, even.”

			

			
				“I assure you,” said Jingo, “Every word in that book was true. Perhaps on your next visit, I can prove some of that to you.”

				“How?”

				“I know the location of a microscope that still functions and is powerful enough to see a cell.”

				“The microscope is a device for seeing very small things?” Ivory asked.

				“Yes.”

				“What does all of this have to do with what you said earlier, that you were three hundred and forty-three years old?”

				“Your people know about the red spores that blow on the wind, like some plant pollens in the spring?”

				“Of course.” Ivory nodded. “The biannual Cleansings, perhaps the most enduring tradition in the three townships and villages, is based on the red spore. It takes place two weeks after the wind carries the red spore in the spring, and two weeks after the spore blows red in the autumn.”

				“Those spores,” said Jingo, “they infect men at the cellular level.”

				Shaking his head, Ivory said, “But cells are so small they can’t be seen. I’ve seen the red lumps on people before they’re burned. Some are as large as a man’s fist.”

				“Yes,” said Jingo, “That is one way the fungus grows in a person. One of the other ways occurs within the cells that make up a human organism. Specifically, the fungus involves itself in the process by which cells replicate. As part of the process, it modifies an enzyme called telomerase. Telomerase manages the length of telomeres and controls how a cell ages.”

				Waving his hands and shaking his head, Ivory said, “I remember some of those words, but you’re talking over my head.”

				Jingo smiled. “Let’s simply say that the fungus interferes with the way cells age. It stops them. If cells stop aging, the organism stops aging.”

			

			
				“That’s why you’ve lived so long?”

				Jingo nodded. He put his hand on one of the large red lumps on his skull. “If these don’t consume me one day, I suppose I may live forever.”

				“That is why you seem to know so much about so many ancient things,” said Ivory. “You were an Ancient?” Ivory stood and looked out over the crumbling city. “You used to live here when…when…”

				“When it was alive?” Jingo finished. “Yes. When a million people lived here, people as normal as you.”

				Ivory dropped back down to his seat. “All those stories about men flying through the air, driving on the highways, talking through devices to others far, far away,” Ivory looked up at the sky, “going to the moon. All true?”

				“Nearly so.”

				“What happened to us?” Ivory asked. Us? It was the first time Ivory had thought of himself as one with the Ancients.

				Jingo waved a hand at the fungal lumps on his head.

				“No,” said Ivory. “I don’t understand. The Ancients had so much knowledge that the people of Brighton don’t have. They had all those weapons. Guns and bombs.” Ivory made a few ambiguous hand motions. He still had only the vaguest idea of what those were and what they could do. There seemed to be so many accounts in the stories he’d read, and they all seemed to describe such things differently.

				“The answer is more complicated than you know.”

				Ivory said, “I don’t need to leave until the morning. Take the whole afternoon and explain it to me if you need that long.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Ella

				“I have a sister?” William asked Ella, furrowing his brow in disbelief.

				Ella hardly heard the boy. She scoured the open, battered doorways for a familiar face, hoping she’d see her daughter peering back at her. She wondered whether she’d recognize the girl. How long has it been, Ella? Twelve years? She’d be fifteen now.

				Bray said something, but she barely acknowledged him. Frederick and Jean were dead. Was Melora, too? She dispelled the thoughts racing through her head.

				“Ella! We have to go!” Bray gave up on his warnings, switching to orders and tugging her arm instead.

				Ella snapped out of her thoughts and stumbled after him, numb and disbelieving. William was at her heels, his questions chasing her like ghosts in the air. Ella stared at the faces of the dead villagers, each grisly death a suggestion of how her daughter might’ve met her end.

				“Hurry,” said Bray.

				Ella knew they had to leave. But how could she depart without proof?

				The guilt of leaving Melora with Jean and Frederick gnawed at her soul, each step forcing her to relive the choice yet another time.

				And now she’d never see Melora again.

				The slain stared at her with vacant eyes, offering neither comfort nor condolence.

				When they were halfway to the mouth of the alley, Ella heard voices.

				“This way!”

				Soldiers.

				Her heart jolted. She’d been so preoccupied with finding her daughter that she’d forgotten the danger they were in. William needed her. She needed to be a mother to him. She ripped free of Bray’s grasp and scoured the alley. The paved walkway extended for several hundred feet, but there were several doorways close by. Bray raised his sword, preparing to fight, but Ella knew better. Too many feet were pounding the street. Too many gruff voices were shouting and grunting. They were outnumbered.

			

			
				“Come on!” she hissed.

				She weaved into another alley and led Bray and William through one of the open doorways. The rank odor of blood filled her nose. Bodies were strewn across the floor. A dead woman clutched a bedroll in clawed hands, as if using it for protection. The villagers had been struck without warning. These people were peasants, not soldiers. They were more suited for slaughtering pigs than for slaying men.

				She surveyed the room. The house was similar to her aunt’s and uncle’s—small and sparse, with a storage room on the right-hand wall. She stepped between the bodies and led her companions to the door on the right wall. She yanked it open.

				She gasped.

				A man slouched against the wall inside, his feet in a puddle of blood, a broken spear skewered between his ribs, trying to catch a full breath over the gurgling pain in his lung. He looked up at them, red terror in his eyes. “Please don’t…”

				Ella pressed a finger to her lips. She waved Bray and William inside and closed the storage room door. Bray stationed himself next to the entrance while Ella and William hunkered next to the wounded, bleeding man. They huddled among the smashed belongings.

				Footsteps tore through the adjacent alley. Men’s voices sliced through the air, loud and bold, still in the throes of slaughter. If they found Ella and William, the bloodbath would continue.

			

			
				If not here, then back at Brighton.

				Doors slammed. Objects crashed on the floor. Ella stared at the storage room door, wondering if she’d made a mistake. Had she led Bray and William in here to die? Would it have been better to cut down the street? Skirt down another alley? Either way, it was too late.

				All they could do was stay silent.

				William trembled. His face looked confused, but his breathing was rapid and angry. He clutched his knife. She feared he might push past her and Bray and exact his revenge on the soldiers. She couldn’t let him.

				The noise outside grew as the soldiers moved down the alley, searching the small houses a door at a time. Ella stared at Bray’s hard face and narrow eyes. He’d worn the same expression when he battled Rodrigo and the soldiers on the mountain. The same expression when he’d battled the monsters at the river. He’d die before he was captured. I shouldn’t have brought him here. She’d implicated her relatives, and now she’d implicate him, too.

				“I’ll take this door!” a soldier yelled.

				“I’ll get the next!” said another.

				Doors slammed. Footsteps were inside the house. Ella’s stomach hitched as a man breathed on the other side of the storage room door. Bray inched backward and raised his sword. Ella pulled William close, her hands shaking as she stared at the storage room exit, waiting for it to fling open, waiting for discovery.

				Waiting for death.

				She pictured the room through the soldier’s eyes—the bodies, the bedrolls, the scattered grain on the floor. None of that would hold his attention. He’d head to the storage room. There weren’t many places to search in the shanty.

				Even if Bray could take care of him, the fight would likely cause a commotion that would draw the others. Soldiers would swarm the house. Ella and William would die before they could—

			

			
				Cries filled the outside alley.

				“Demons!”

				“Treadwell, get out here!”

				The soldier’s footsteps announced his retreat. Men grunted and heaved as swords clashed in the street. Ella stared at the door, afraid to believe that the soldier was gone. Still, it remained closed, leaving their hiding place safe.

				For now.

				She exhaled deeply and glanced at the speared man. He groaned, releasing the pain he’d been biting the entire time the soldier was in the house. “It hurts,” he whispered, his eyes fluttering.

				“It’s okay,” Ella said. “We’ll help you.”

				The moment the words left her mouth, she knew they were lies. The man was beyond help; the blood on his clothing was proof of that. Even if there weren’t a spear protruding from his chest, he’d been mortally wounded; even the best healers would wring their hands and surrender at the sight of him.

				Ella listened to the shriek of monsters and the clatter of swords. For as long as she remembered, Davenport had been a safe haven. Now it’d become a stomping ground for both beasts and men.

				After a few more minutes, the sounds of battle moved farther away.

				“What’s your name?” she whispered to the wounded man.

				“Samuel.”

				“What happened here, Samuel?” she whispered.

				“Blackthorn’s blue shirts…they stormed the gates…” the man spit red blood. “They butchered the Davenport guard and the townsfolk. They killed my wife…they killed Winnie and Patricia…”

			

			
				The man crinkled his eyes. He let go of the spear and wiped his face, trying to prevent tears, but only succeeded in smearing his face red. He continued.

				“I tried to stop them, but…” Samuel looked down at the spear in his chest. “The cursed blue shirt who did this left me for dead. I crawled in here when they moved to another block.” Samuel almost laughed, but a spasm of pain cut it short. “I thought I might live through another day.” He looked back down at the protruding spear.

				“It’s going to be all right.”

				Samuel shook his head sadly. He knew his time was over. Bray signaled Ella, trying to pull her attention away, attention she wasn’t willing to give. She needed information.

				“Frederick and Jean Abbot,” she whispered. “Did you know them?”

				“I saw them fleeing. I’m not sure what happened to them, though. There were so many screaming, so many cut down…”

				Ella lowered her head as she recalled her aunt and uncle’s dead, bloodstained faces. “Was Melora with them?”

				“I’m sorry, there were so many people… Everyone was panicking. All I was looking for were blue shirts.” Samuel winced.

				“Please, I need to know,” Ella said, desperate. She realized she was clutching the man’s sleeve, and she let go. Her hands were stained with blood.

				The man’s eyes fell. He was losing strength. And then his face lit with recognition. “Wait a moment, are you Frederick and Jean’s niece? Are you Ella?”

				Confused, Ella nodded. She studied the man but didn’t recognize him. He raised his eyes again, temporarily distracted from his pain.

				“Yes. Yes, that’s me,” Ella said. She grabbed hold of his clothing again, encouraged by his moment of recognition.

			

			
				“I remember when you were a little girl. I patched your boots. You were a lot smaller, then.”

				Ella studied the man’s face. Time had worn down his features, but the more intensely she looked, the more she recognized the man beneath. She remembered him now. “Samuel Merrifield? The cobbler?”

				“Yes, that’s me.”

				“You helped me when I was lost at the market once. You took me back home.”

				Samuel smiled at the memory. “That was me.” He coughed, blood dribbling down his chin. “Your aunt and uncle always said you’d come back to Davenport.”

				“They did?”

				“After your husband died. Ethan, right?”

				Ella felt a swell of emotion, and she wiped her face with her sleeve. She glanced at Bray, who was nudging the door open, peering into the house. The soldiers were moving farther away. It was time to go.

				“They talked about you often,” Samuel said. “Your aunt and uncle.”

				Ella looked back at Samuel. “We’re not leaving, Samuel. We’re going to bring back—”

				The man slouched over. His mouth hung open, the last words of life stuck on his tongue.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: Ivory

				After listening to Jingo’s explanations, Ivory sat quietly next to his teacher. They remained in silence for several moments until Jingo spoke again.

				“What did you feel when they took your mother to the pyre?” Jingo asked.

				Ivory clenched his jaw and looked away. Pain stabbed through his heart at getting ambushed by the memory of his mother, crying silently as the fire burned her skin away. She was a strong woman. He didn’t answer Jingo.

				“It hurts to see our loved ones suffer.” Jingo leaned over and rubbed a hand on Ivory’s shoulder. “There is no shame in it.”

				Ivory bit his lips.

				“If the choice had been yours,” Jingo asked. “Would you have saved her from the pyre that day?”

				Ivory snapped around with an urgency that bordered on anger. He said, “Of course.”

				“Yes,” Jingo said calmly. “Who wouldn’t?”

				Who wouldn’t? Ivory thought about that for a second, and though he was sure Jingo’s response was a simple platitude, he responded, “No one would let their loved ones burn.”

				Nodding, Jingo said, “As draconian as Brighton’s system is, had we instituted such a system when we first became aware of the spore, we might have saved some of the world. I shouldn’t say ‘we’. I should say ‘they,’ as I would have been one of those to burn.” Jingo looked sad.

				“What did the people do with the infected?”

				“You have to understand,” Jingo said, “When the spore began to infect people, it was slow and insidious. You know it often takes a long time for people to change into what they will become. Even then, not all turned into monsters. We all grew a different appearance, but many of us were unaffected in our minds. Some of us became smarter, for some odd reason.”

			

			
				“There were others like you?” Ivory asked.

				“Some,” said Jingo. “The problem, I think, was that over the year or two it took for the spore to infect a substantial portion of the population, the Ancients didn’t want to accept the inevitability of what was happening. They thought with all of their technological prowess, they could fix it, heal those infected. Another factor in their choice to effectively do nothing was the question people had to face when their loved ones turned into monsters. It’s hard to kill your wife or child until they are a real danger to you. Hope finally fades when teeth are trying to tear at your throat.”

				Ivory nodded, wondering how long he would have tried to keep his mother safe after her mind started to go.

				“Because of the interpersonal nature of the problem, all of those bombs and guns you talked about were of little use. By the time the shooting started in earnest, so many people were infected that they easily overwhelmed those who had the guns. All of our destructive technology was aimed at enemies outside of our borders. It was never meant to kill the enemies in our own families.”

				Ivory heard it all, but was stuck on one point in particular. Shaking his head as he thought of what he’d come to see as the symbol of all the evils that live in men’s hearts, he said, “The pyre is good, then?”

				Jingo shook his head. “A time existed when it was the only solution. Now, I think not.”

				“Why?” Ivory asked.

				“People who tend to be resistant or immune to the spore tend to live long enough to have more children.”

				“What does that have to do with anything?” Ivory asked.

				“In the same way that a man and a woman with red hair tend to have red-haired children and dark-haired people tend to have dark haired children, people with resistance tend to have resistant children.”

			

			
				“Is it really that simple?” Ivory asked.

				Nodding, Jingo said, “I suspect most people in your three townships and villages have immune systems that defend them from the spore. A day may come in man’s future where the spore no longer affects them at all. After more than three hundred years, it is already obvious people have changed. There was a time at the beginning when three out of four children born never saw their seventeenth year. They were all burned. Now, only a small portion burn.”

				Ivory said, “There is hope, then.”

				“The last survivors of mankind will not be killed by the spore in the wind,” said Ivory. “The dangers to man’s survival lurk in the hearts of other men and in the teeth of all the beasts here in the Ancient City.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Blackthorn

				In the middle of the afternoon, a most unusual time to be there, Captain Tenbrook drummed his fingers on the table and looked around at General Blackthorn’s dining room, one of the most immense private rooms in all of Brighton.

				“I’ll stay here and stare at these boxes all day, if that’s what you want,” he said. “Is it safe to assume you have something in mind?”

				Blackthorn looked at Tenbrook and tried to forget his hate. No, hate was too strong of a word. Dislike, perhaps. Tenbrook’s manner was irritating. When Blackthorn was feeling magnanimous, he accepted the possibility that he and Tenbrook were simply too different in personality to find one another tolerable. Blackthorn was fairly certain the other captains were in agreement with him on his irritation for the man. Tenbrook’s men, however, were addicted to his smiling charisma and decisiveness, to the point that they’d slaughter the clergy if Tenbrook asked.

				Tenbrook was smart, he was completely without remorse, and he was loyal. But that damn smug smile he always wore. That prissy, superior air.

				If Blackthorn had liked him, this would be easier.

				Tenbrook glanced down at the intricately crafted wooden antiques on the table. “If you’re going to put my tongue in one of your boxes, would you do me the courtesy of explaining the sin I’ve committed?”

				“You know about the contents of these boxes?” Blackthorn asked, concealing his surprise. Blackthorn prided himself on being aware of all the goings-on in his army.

				“Whispers.” Tenbrook nodded and half-smiled. “Tongues of traitors. Those whose sins are too egregious for the pyre alone to cleanse.”

			

			
				Blackthorn asked, “Do you believe the rumors?”

				“To believe, or not to believe.” Tenbrook shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. The rumor carries power, perhaps more power than a truth. Fear and respect can put a leader in an unassailable position.”

				“Unassailable. Interesting choice of words. Do you think these boxes are a device to evoke fear?” Blackthorn asked. “Do you fear them?”

				Tenbrook flashed his contagious grin. “If you tell me you’ll be adding my tongue to the collection, I’ll fear. Otherwise…” Tenbrook shrugged again. “You don’t need my fear. You know that. I’ve ridden a horse in your cavalry for sixteen years. I’ve followed every order without question and exceeded your expectations when I’ve been able.”

				Blackthorn nodded at one of the boxes. “Open it.”

				With no measure of hesitation, Tenbrook flipped a lid open on its ancient brass hinge.

				Blackthorn watched Tenbrook’s eyes as they fell on the desiccated tongues lying within. He saw nothing at all in those eyes—no surprise, no fear, no shock, and no abhorrence. Tenbrook didn’t have a weak stomach, not for the ghastly items inside the box and not for the odious methods that filled it, both indispensable qualities for a man who’d sit at the head of the council. As glorious as the seat looked from down there, among the dirty peasants, the townships could only be stably governed by a ruthless man, willing to do anything to succeed. Unfortunately, “anything” tended to be vile, indefensible acts that wore away the humanity.

				“True, then,” said Tenbrook.

				“Take one.”

				Tenbrook reached in and pulled a wilted tongue out of the box, measuring its weight on his hand, letting his fingers linger curiously on its texture, looking closely to read a leather tag attached by a thong through a hole in the tongue. “Beck?”

			

			
				Blackthorn nodded.

				With a chuckle, Tenbrook said, “I can’t imagine how the minister speaks without it.”

				“That tongue belonged to Minister Beck’s father.”

				“I see.” Tenbrook looked up from the tongue in his hand. “Is it safe to assume Minister Beck knows nothing of his father’s tongue’s whereabouts?”

				“That would be a safe assumption.” Blackthorn glanced over at the fire. “Toss it in.”

				Tenbrook’s face showed his surprise. “In the fire?”

				“Yes.”

				Tenbrook tossed it into the flames. “Would you like me to toss in another?”

				“No.” Blackthorn settled into his chair and sipped from his wine. “Each tongue in these boxes represents a lesson.”

				“A lesson?” Tenbrook’s face showed more curiosity. “How so?”

				“First off, Tenbrook, tell me what you think my assessment of your leadership abilities would be.”

				Tenbrook took a moment to try to read Blackthorn’s intent. He grinned again. “I’ve never known you to abide fluff in the answers you request, so I’ll tell you honestly what I think of my skills. Since I’m being honest, and have the utmost respect for your ability to understand the men in your command, I have no doubt we’ll agree. I am a superb cavalryman. My men love me as much as their own peckers. When you give me a task, I complete it without fail.”

				Blackthorn nodded. “So far, we are in perfect agreement.”

				“Men die under my command, sometimes more than I’d hope, sometimes more than the other captains expect. Sometimes the other captains scoff behind my back. Out of jealousy, they spread rumors whenever my imperfections come to the surface. I accept that I am not perfect. My men, though, believe that I am. My men accept that some of us will die in following our orders while stealing victories from the maw of the beast. The price of victory is not something we merely accept, it is a price we willingly pay.”

			

			
				“Why?” Blackthorn asked.

				“Why for me? Or why for my men?”

				“Both.”

				“My men pay the price because I ask it of them.” Tenbrook’s face showed no false confidence. “For me, I pay the price because on the day I first chose to put my foot in the stirrup, I chose to give my life to the townships. We are humanity’s last survivors. It is only through the devotion of men on the horse, men who carry the sword, that humanity lives through each year. I don’t wish for my species to be annihilated by putrid brutes. Nothing exists in this world which I will not attempt to conquer to achieve that goal.”

				Blackthorn nodded slowly. “We are of the same mind in that.”

				“Though you’ve never said those words to me, I’ve always known, and never doubted the truth of it.”

				Blackthorn nodded. “What else of your skill as a leader?”

				Tenbrook leaned back in his chair and took an unusually long moment of silence. “I dare say, I’ve read every book in Brighton that could be borrowed from a merchant or from Minister Beck’s scholars. The fact that I can read puts me in rare company. I may be the most well-read man in the three townships, outside of the academy. I understand mathematics better than all but a few of Beck’s learned men. Among peasants who can barely count the fingers on their hands, I might be one of the most educated men in the three townships. I know I’m the most academically advanced man among your officers.”

				“I don’t doubt that, and yet you have a weak spot.”

				Tenbrook nodded. “I do, but not one that is likely to cause me problems, unless I’ve miscalculated and you intend to slice off my tongue and throw me on the pyre.”

			

			
				Shaking his head, Blackthorn asked, “What is your weak spot?”

				Tenbrook paused again, having trouble admitting his shortcoming. He looked away from Blackthorn when he answered. “The complexities of navigating relationships with my peers leaves me often perplexed and angry. When I was a young officer, I chalked up my unproductive, adversarial relationships with them to their jealousy. Some of that may be true. Through the years, I have come to accept that I lack aptitude in this area.” Tenbrook captured Blackthorn’s eye and said, “Whatever in my nature is at the base of the chasm between me and the other officers, I suspect is also the basis of your dislike of me. My weak spot is a blind spot to certain subtleties of human behavior. It is not a problem that arises among my subordinates. I suspect that is because I define that relationship on my terms, as their unquestioned leader. When I am not the leader, problems arise.”

				Nodding, Blackthorn said, “It is true. I don’t like you, though I have difficulty explaining why. I can talk about your cavalier smile. Your obnoxiously consistent successes. Sometimes I secretly wish you a failure to bring your ego down to a normal man’s level. The list could go on, but taken by its parts, it doesn’t justify my dislike.”

				Tenbrook straightened in his seat and acknowledged Blackthorn with a nod.

				Blackthorn continued. “Sitting in the General’s chair, leader of the council and leader of the townships, I don’t have the luxury to ignore the complex subtleties of men who would see themselves as my equal, whether they be on the council, among the merchants, or even among my officers.”

				Tenbrook blurted, “I assure you, General. I am not one who would hold himself up as your equal. I have sworn my sword to follow you until the day I die, and I shall.”

				“I don’t doubt your loyalty, Tenbrook, not one bit.”

				“Thank you, General.” Tenbrook took a breath and ventured further. “With respect to your last statement, might I say that, from where I stand in your shadow, it appears you do more than tolerate these men that consider themselves your equal. You have a rare talent for managing those relationships. In the old days, men might have called you a politician.”

			

			
				Blackthorn’s face darkened. “You would call me a greedy buffoon in my own house?”

				“No, no,” Tenbrook pleaded. “That is the meaning attached to the word as it is used today. In the ancient books, most politicians were indeed greedy buffoons, but some rare politicians were able to navigate the spider web of relationships as though they were born to it and were able to bend it to their will with ease. That is what I say when I call you a politician, General. It is the highest compliment, given on how well you have managed the townships all these years.”

				“I understand.” Blackthorn nodded and looked vacantly at the fire, then back at his boxes of tongues. “Each of these belonged to a man who sought to bring ruin on the townships through his petty plots, his lust for power, or his seditious proselytizing on pacifism. Each of those is a story and a lesson that an intelligent man, if paying attention, might listen to, might understand, and might put to use as he manages the power seekers among his peers.”

				Tenbrook looked at the fire. “Minister Beck’s father’s tongue would represent just such a lesson?”

				“Yes.”

				“Why have we burned it?”

				“I intend to teach you the lesson I learned from the episode with minister Beck’s father.”

				Tenbrook was confused and trying hard to hide it. “Why? Is this solely for my benefit in smoothing the bumps out of my relationships with the other captains?”

				Blackthorn shook his head.

			

			
				“I don’t understand.”

				Blackthorn pulled in a deep breath and took the first step on a path that he dreaded, necessary though it was. “I intend for you to fill my shoes as General when the day comes that they must be stepped into.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Ella

				“We have to get out of here,” Bray urged. “Come on! The soldiers won’t be distracted long.”

				Ella, William, and Bray fled the storage room, sidestepping the spilled belongings, exiting the house. The alley was clear, but it reeked of demons. For the first time since Ella had smelled them in the forest, the stench was a welcome one—the demons were keeping the soldiers at bay.

				Ella stuck next to Bray and William, creeping around the bodies, heading for the end of the alley. She blotted her tears. Seeing Samuel made everything real in a way seeing her aunt and uncle hadn’t. He’d confirmed what had happened. He’d given voice to their pain. Just a few hours earlier, Frederick and Jean had been alive, walking and breathing. She’d come to Davenport too late. If only she’d saved her silver years ago and moved to join them.

				Now she’d never see them again. She’d never see Melora.

				She glanced back in the direction of the square.

				“Ella!” Bray cautioned. “We can’t go back there.”

				Ella swallowed, fighting her heartache.

				“I don’t know this area too well, Ella,” Bray tried. “I need your help. Stay with us. Stay with your son. Help us get out of here.”

				Ella wiped her tears and concentrated. “Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll lead.”

				Following her childhood memories, Ella led them through the streets, holding William’s hand. She guided them past the houses as if she’d built them herself. She dodged barrels and debris, steering clear of the main roads. Bray kept a lookout. Several times Ella heard cries from adjacent streets—soldiers battling demons, demons razing homes—but she continued moving away from the noise. Right now, distance meant safety.

			

			
				They fled through an unkempt section of town. Fewer bodies lined the road, and the wreckage around them was evidence of its age, rather than the destructive hands of men. She’d played in these areas as a child, in street games and races.

				Had Melora?

				I’ll come back. I’ll find her…

				Ella swallowed the sick feeling in her stomach. Though she might’ve saved William by fleeing Brighton, she’d condemned others to die. This is my fault. How can I live with myself? They reached the end of a row of buildings. Ella paused at the edge of one of them, leaning around to inspect an open field of dirt. A hundred feet away was one of the rear entrances to Davenport. To her relief, the gate was open and unmanned. Two soldiers lay slumped on either side, shock contorting their dead faces.

				“Let’s go!” she mouthed to William and Bray, the guilt heavy in her stomach.

				They broke out into the open, casting glances in all directions. It sounded like the soldiers were still entangled with the demons. Whether more soldiers lurked in the woods, she didn’t know, but they’d face that obstacle later. Right now Davenport village was a graveyard for the unburied, a monument to Blackthorn’s cruelty.

				A side effect of the decision she’d made.

				Ella swallowed her bile and kept running until they’d reached the gates. She fought the words that kept repeating in her head, the voices of three hundred souls echoing in her ears.

				You did this, Ella. You killed us all.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: Blackthorn

				As Tenbrook stared with his mouth open, Blackthorn wished he’d had another choice. He wished he’d had a son of his own to pass his name and title to.

				He thought about his wives, all three of them. Try as he might, none of them would bring him a child. What terrible luck he had that all were barren. Ironically, after each passed to The House of Barren Women, whatever malady had prevented his seed from finding the fertile field in their bellies had somehow cured itself. The third of them had a single child. The second went on to feed bastards into the orphanage. The first… Blackthorn didn’t want to think about the first one.

				Now, here he was, late in his life, sitting in the townships’ most powerful seat, not only without children but without the means to make one. His manhood had stopped functioning a year prior. After that, his urine began to leak at the most inopportune times. Now, he counted himself lucky on days when he had any control at all over his stream.

				To manage the problem, he’d taken to drinking nearly no liquids. He’d given up on alcohol. Still, in the mornings he woke to a wet bed. He’d taken on the services of a mute maid to wash his bedclothes daily. Each morning when he dressed, he stuffed a thick cloth in his pants to soak up anything that might leak out during the day.

				Now, his back hurt all the time and his joints were developing aches that seemed to grow worse each time he moved. Blackthorn, through his great success as a General and leader, now had the misfortune of having stayed alive long enough to get an old man’s disease. He’d wanted to die with a sword in his hand, not in a stinking, wet bed.

			

			
				Finally, Tenbrook spoke. “I am honored.”

				“I know.”

				Tenbrook looked down at the tongues. “I’ll learn all you can teach.”

				“I have no doubt.”

				“I will need every bit of insight you can provide when it comes time for me to step ahead of your captains, to sit equally, no, above, ministers Beck and Winthrop.”

				Shaking his head, Blackthorn said, “That will not happen. When you ascend to take my place, none of the old captains will remain here to be jealous. The two ministers will also not be your problem.”

				Tenbrook was taken aback. “Will you send them to the pyre?”

				“If necessary.” Blackthorn shook his head. “I don’t think it will be, though. I am developing a plan to handle all of them.”

				Nodding, Tenbrook said, “At your convenience, I’d be pleased if you could inform me of this plan.”

				“First, let me ask you, given your knowledge of numbers and your education, what do you think of Minister Beck’s theory that we will all starve unless the weather takes some very favorable turn for us?”

				Tenbrook cast a glance toward the door. “When I arrived, an early snow was starting to fall. Though I think the ground is too warm for much of it to stick.”

				“I was afraid the chill and the wind today bode badly for that eventuality. What of Beck’s other points?”

				“I would like to review the mathematics behind Scholar Evans’ analysis, but he is not one to make mistakes in either process or prediction. I fear Minister Beck is right. Famine is coming.”

				“I also believe that to be the case,” said Blackthorn. “The plan you asked about. You and I will talk many times about it over the coming weeks. I intend to activate the militia to support our cavalry. Twenty-two cohorts are at our disposal. I’ll leave it to you and Beck to tell me how many men I must take with me so that the rest of the townships survive. Fewer mouths to feed, you know. I will take this army, along with the older captains and the two ministers, to the Ancient City, under the pretense of clearing the demons from that city and ridding ourselves of demon hordes for all of our future days.”

			

			
				Shaking his head, Tenbrook said, “Stories from the Wardens who have had the misfortune to get lost and find themselves in the Ancient City say the demons are beyond number there. You may do little more than ride to your death.”

				Nodding, Blackthorn said, “Or to glory. If all of us die, the townships will avoid a famine. The transition from an old leader to a young one will proceed without skullduggery and violence. We may succeed in clearing out the Ancient City or we may not. If not, we will kill so many that we might preemptively protect the townships from hordes for another generation or two.”

				Tenbrook nodded gravely. “So this is the plan you have decided?”

				“It is what must be done.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: Ella

				Ella, William, and Bray ran until the cries of soldiers gave way to a bitter wind whistling through the trees. Pine and oak branches hid them from any eyes that might be looking. A light flurry had begun to fall, and the air had grown colder, invading the lungs of the travelers. Though their legs protested, they pushed on for miles, dodging thick strands of thorny bushes and streambeds that threatened to twist their ankles. Finally, they climbed a rocky incline to the crest of a small hill. They halted.

				Ella placed her sword on her lap, catching her breath while Bray watched the forest across the tops of the trees.

				“Winter’s coming early,” the Warden muttered, staring at the falling snow. Ella was barely listening.

				William leaned down beside his mother. His face was contorted with emotional agony. “You didn’t tell me Melora was my sister, Mom.”

				“I couldn’t.” Ella’s eyes watered, unable to contain the grief.

				“What does that mean?”

				“I just…couldn’t.”

				“You said she was my second cousin. You said she was too sick to travel when Uncle Frederick and Aunt Jean came to visit. Why did you lie?”

				“We needed to protect you.”

				“Why didn’t I ever meet her? Why didn’t they bring her to Brighton?”

				Ella paused. She’d expected the questions, and William deserved the answers. She just wasn’t ready. How could she ever be? She’d always envisioned this day, but she didn’t think it’d come until later. She brushed a lock of hair from William’s eyes, wishing the discussion could’ve come under different circumstances.

			

			
				William deserved to meet his sister. But Blackthorn had robbed him of that chance. He’d robbed them both.

				William stared at her impatiently. “How come I didn’t meet my sister?” he demanded. “Answer me, Mom!”

				The anger in William’s eyes was the same anger she’d seen when he’d found Frederick and Jean on the spikes. But unlike the anger directed at Blackthorn, this was directed at her.

				“An awful thing happened to me when I was a child, William. We had to keep it a secret. We did it so I could marry Ethan. We did it so I could move to Brighton and have you.”

				“What awful thing?”

				Ella swallowed. “You’re too young to understand.”

				“Too young to understand?” William scoffed. “Too young to understand? I’m old enough to kill a man! I’m old enough to carry a sword! But not old enough to know the truth?”

				William stomped the ground. For a second, she feared the demon spore had caught up to him, that his mind was succumbing to madness. But the tears in his eyes argued that he was human.

				Ella breathed deeply. It’d been years since she’d given voice to her secret. She hadn’t said the words since the night Frederick and Jean had confronted her, when she was scared, pregnant, and ashamed. She stared at the pale sky.

				“When I was thirteen, I was…attacked.” She paused, unable to say the words. She glanced up and noticed Bray staring at her. Her cheeks reddened with shame. She couldn’t do this. Not here, not now. “We’ll talk later, William. I promise. I need to find the best way to explain this to you.”

				William shook his head and walked across the hill. He clung to a neighboring oak and stared out across the landscape. Ella clenched her eyes shut. She felt awful for the boy. But she knew no way to rectify it.

			

			
				“Give him a minute,” Bray suggested.

				Ella nodded. She got to her feet and stood next to Bray, listening to the keen of the wind and the conversations of birds. They stared off over the hill, watching flakes of snow melt on the ground. After a few moments, Bray stuck his sword in the dirt.

				“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. “We all know about Blackthorn’s temper. But this is the worst I’ve seen it.”

				“This is because of me,” Ella whispered, lowering her head. “All of it.”

				“You can’t blame yourself. He’s a twisted man. No one can be certain of his reasons.”

				Bray bowed his head. They both knew the truth; there was no need to argue it. Jean’s and Frederick’s heads on spikes were all the proof they needed.

				“If we’d gotten to Davenport sooner…” Ella started.

				“What would you have done? Fought an army of soldiers?”

				Ella shook her head. “But how can I live with myself? All those people… My daughter…”

				“If I let all the things I’ve done haunt me, I’d never sleep,” Bray said. He spat in the dirt and peered into the forest. “We should be on our way. There’s no telling where the soldiers are. They’ve probably been searching the forest for hours. If they’ve come this far from Brighton, they’ll keep looking until they find you. Their fear of Blackthorn will spur them on.”

				“Where will we go?” Ella glanced around her, as if she’d just woken from a trance. She realized she had no idea where they were.

				“I know a few places,” Bray said. “But we need to keep on the move.”

				Ella stared at the Warden. He had no more obligations now than he had back at the river, or at the cave. What if he chose to abandon them? She pictured herself and William defiled by demons, tormented by soldiers.

			

			
				She expelled those morbid thoughts and walked over to William. The boy had left the tree and was peering down the hillside. His eyes were locked on the ground.

				“We have to get going, William,” she told him.

				William didn’t move. He didn’t look back. She clung to his shoulders, embracing him while he heaved a thick sigh. Melora would’ve been fifteen years old. William would’ve had an older sister. In another world, they could’ve grown up together, kept each other safe.

				But not in this one.

				Ella heaved a guilt-ridden breath. “I’m going to explain this to you,” she told him. “I owe you that much, at least.”

				“Why not now?” William asked, his breath fogging the air.

				Ella glanced back at Bray. “Do we have a minute?”

				Bray glanced around the forest. “Not really. If you want to talk, you’d better make it quick.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: Ella

				“Ella! Where have you been?”

				Thirteen-year-old Ella stared into Uncle Frederick’s blazing eyes. It was after dark, and she’d been expected home from the market an hour ago. Ella shrank into her clothes. She held her hands downwards and mumbled an answer, barely aware of the excuses coming from her mouth. Her only concern was concealing her ripped dress.

				“There was a line at the merchant’s. They wouldn’t let me cut ahead.”

				“Did you sell the vegetables to Bernard like I asked?”

				Her throat stung with bile at the merchant’s name.

				“I did. He was busy. He lost count.”

				“Lost count? That doesn’t sound like Bernard.”

				Ella avoided her uncle’s eyes, afraid his gaze alone would uncover her secret. Bernard had threatened to kill her if she spoke a word. The lies he forced her to tell were almost as vile as his actions.

				The truth was, Bernard had lost count. She swallowed as she recalled what had happened.

				**

				When Ella reached Bernard’s stand, she could smell the alcohol on his breath. She considered leaving, but the thought of coming home empty-handed made her persist. She didn’t want to disappoint Uncle Frederick.

				Besides, she valued her trips to the market. Her uncle had only just started letting her into town on her own. And so she started the transaction.

				Things began normally enough—Bernard took inventory, inspected the vegetables, and jotted down his totals. When he was through, he gave Ella a number. She frowned. Ella had been counting at the same time, and his number didn’t match hers. She respectfully asked for a recount.

			

			
				Bernard frowned and stared at her. Then his face changed. His eyes darkened, and he gnawed his lip.

				“I’m not sure I have enough silver,” he said, frowning.

				“You don’t?” she asked.

				“I’m not sure I can buy all of this.” He waved his hand at the full pushcart.

				Ella’s stomach dropped. Uncle Frederick entrusted her to bring back their silver. She couldn’t come back without it. She’d already gotten a late start, and though there were other merchants who might take the vegetables, Frederick and Bernard had worked out an agreement.

				“But Uncle Frederick said I had to sell all of them. He said I—”

				“Wait a moment.” Bernard scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I might have some more silver inside. Why don’t we bring your pushcart in? I’ll close the stand. It’s getting late, anyway.”

				“Okay,” Ella said, her hope returning. She decided to collect the silver, then scurry home to avoid a scolding.

				Bernard looked back and forth around the street. Then he covered his wares and helped her wheel her belongings inside. Bernard’s place was neat and well kept. A year earlier, the merchant’s wife had been taken in The Cleansing, and he’d yet to remarry. Once inside, Bernard asked her if she wanted a drink. Ella declined as politely as she could speak it.

				“I have to be getting back,” she said.

				Bernard retrieved a pouch of silver. He asked her to recount the vegetables out loud. She started tallying up the squash and eggplant, using the numbers that her uncle had taught her. Bernard stood next to her, watching. She continued on to the tomatoes. She was halfway through the vegetables in the cart when he put his hand on her shoulder. Ella didn’t think much of it. She kept counting; her only thoughts were on completing the transaction. It wasn’t until Bernard’s hands roamed that she realized something was wrong.

			

			
				Ella backed up a step, putting her hands in the air. She glanced behind her. The door was shut. She hadn’t even heard Bernard close it. She looked back at the man. The merchant’s face—round and friendly—had taken on an ugly sheen.

				“It’s all right,” Bernard told her.

				His outstretched hands said otherwise.

				**

				“Ella! Why are you so late?” Uncle Frederick barked again.

				Ella stared up at her uncle’s hardened face. She’d never seen him this upset.

				“I asked you a question,” he said. “Were you playing with the other kids at the edge of town?”

				Ella’s eyes welled up. She glanced at her uncle, barely able to meet his stare. She nodded. A trickle of blood worked its way down her leg. She prayed Frederick wouldn’t notice. “Yes,” she confirmed. “I was at the edge of town. I’m sorry, Uncle Frederick.”

				“Wash up and get ready for dinner. You won’t be going to the market alone for a while. Do you hear me?”

				Ella didn’t argue. She bowed her head and walked carefully to the wash bucket. She stooped down, praying her uncle would leave. After a few moments of silence, he did. She heard Frederick’s footsteps outside as he walked into the fields, presumably to tell Jean about her transgressions. Hastily, Ella had cleaned off, ignoring the pain between her legs, wanting nothing more than to forget what had happened.

			

			
				For the next few weeks, she immersed herself in her work, trying to move past the ugly incident. The few times she accompanied her aunt to the market, she avoided Bernard’s eyes, terrified the merchant might relinquish their secret. Thankfully, her aunt and uncle didn’t question her again, and she was able to keep the events of that day buried.

				Until a few months later, when her stomach grew too big to hide.

				Ella kept it covered as long as she could, praying each night before bed that the awful evidence would disappear. But it didn’t. Six months after the incident, Jean finally lifted her dress. She gasped at what she found. She told Frederick.

				Her aunt and uncle scolded her, demanding answers.

				They assumed it was a boy from town.

				Reluctantly, Ella confessed what had happened. Uncle Frederick’s eyes bulged when he heard the story, and he paced the house for the remainder of the evening. The next morning, he told Ella to wait outside while he and Jean spoke.

				When they called her back in, they told her what was to happen. The baby would be delivered at home, away from the eyes of others, and Ella was forbidden to set foot in town.

				Jean would claim the baby as her own.

				Jean had already had several miscarriages, but she still had her blood, and Frederick refused to give her up to The House of Barren Women.

				The child—Ella’s child—would be described as a gift from God, a blessing for their devotion to The Word. Ella would have the baby in secret; when the time came, Ella would be married.

				Frederick explained his reasoning to a distraught, tear-ridden Ella. Eligible young men wouldn’t want a woman that had been impregnated, he said, and they wouldn’t want one that had been defiled. By raising Ella’s baby as their own, Frederick and Jean would give her a chance at a normal life.

			

			
				The decision tore at her soul, but Ella heeded the words. She had no choice.

				And so Jean and Ella lived quietly for the next few months, avoiding the town’s gossip. Frederick attributed Jean’s absence to complications with her pregnancy, and he said Ella was helping her aunt. Thankfully, the spring Cleansing had already passed. When the baby was born, Aunt Jean took the lead in caring for her, but she allowed Ella to name her.

				Ella chose the name Melora. Her mother’s name.

				When Ella finally returned to town, she noticed Bernard was missing. The townsfolk said he’d snuck out past the wall. That he’d borrowed more silver than he could pay off. Or that he’d fled the Cleansing.

				But Ella knew better.

				A year later, she married Ethan and moved to Brighton.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Ella

				After explaining to William, Ella hugged him. He hugged her back, but didn’t speak. It took her a second to determine that William wasn’t ignoring her, but studying the landscape. The hill they’d run up was covered in rocks and debris. A few flurries clung to the ground.

				“What’re you looking at?” she asked, after several moments’ silence.

				William sucked in a breath and pointed. “Someone else came through here.”

				“How do you know?”

				Ella stared more intently, as if the rocky ground might give her a clue, but it seemed as common as any other patch of forest. William crouched and showed her.

				“See how the gravel was scraped away here? Someone was running uphill, and they dug their heels into the ground. You can tell by the snapped twigs and the compacted soil.” William walked sideways, examining the ground. “There are more traces this way. I think several people came through here, actually.”

				Ella glanced back at Bray.

				“What is it?” he asked. “What did you find?” He walked over to join them, analyzing the ground where William was pointing. “Those are probably just our track marks,” he explained. “This is the way we ran up.”

				“No.” William shook his head. He pointed a few feet to the right. “Those are our track marks there. These are from another group.”

				Bray hunched over and studied the ground, resting his sword in his lap. He scowled. He got to his feet and scanned the opposite side of the embankment.

			

			
				“Is he right?” Ella asked Bray. “Did others come through here?”

				“It looks like it,” Bray admitted. “But it was probably just soldiers. We’ll have to change direction.”

				“But why were the soldiers running?” William asked. “I see no fresh demon tracks. It looks like someone was fleeing the same way we are. It looks like they were headed away from Davenport.”

				William’s face flashed with triumph. Ella watched her son. She’d never seen him pick up things so fast.

				“Could there be survivors?” Ella questioned Bray. “Is he right?” Her heart filled with hope.

				Bray didn’t answer. He strolled the ground, tracing a path over the small hill and to the other side. He returned a few moments later.

				“There are more scuffs on the other side. A few of them overlap. It looks like one person was leading and two were following.”

				“What does that mean?” Ella asked.

				Bray paused. “The boy is right. Some people must have escaped the slaughter in Davenport. The tracks are fresh.”

				“Survivors?” Ella gasped.

				“It looks like it.”

				“We have to follow them!” Ella insisted. “What if it’s…? It could be—”

				She held her tongue. She didn’t want to give voice to the hope. Of the three hundred people living in Davenport village, what were the chances that the three escapees included her daughter?

				Bray stared into the distance. He held his sword at chest level. “If we follow them, we’ll be making a larger target for ourselves. There’ll be more evidence for the soldiers to follow. It wouldn’t be smart.”

				“We can’t lose track of them,” Ella said firmly. “If there are survivors, we have to find them.”

			

			
				“I agree,” William reiterated, stepping close to his mother. His eyes betrayed his hope.

				“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Bray warned. “We should go another way.”

				William puffed his chest. “If you won’t help us, we’ll go by ourselves.”

				Bray stared at them, his eyes wandering from one to the other. He lowered his sword. “If you’re intent on catching up, we better get going.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: Blackthorn

				Having finished his business with Captain Tenbrook much earlier that day, General Blackthorn watched a cohort of the militia practicing its drills in the square. Captain Swan, who’d been sent several days prior with his squadron of cavalry to deal with Davenport, climbed the steps up to the dais. He crossed the empty expanse of the stage and came to a stop next to the General.

				“Speak,” said Blackthorn without looking away from the clumsy lines of militiamen.

				“I have just returned from the village of Davenport, General. As you instructed, not a single man or woman was left alive.”

				“All were complicit,” said Blackthorn. “All were guilty.”

				“All were guilty,” Swan repeated. “We spared Fathers Decker and Towson until the end. We persuaded them to identify each of the townsfolk from a list provided by Minister Beck’s census takers. Many children were among the dead who were not on the list.”

				“As expected,” said Blackthorn. “I presume some of the younger ones were not accounted for. Were Ella and William Barrow present?”

				“No they were not.”

				“Do you have cause to believe they were present when you arrived and managed to escape?”

				Swan’s jaw clenched. “I believe they were in Davenport prior to our arrival. Whether they escaped as we cleansed the abettors, or through good fortune, stole away before we arrived, I am not certain.”

				“Besides the obvious family connection and the fact that Davenport was Ella Barrow’s home, why do you draw that conclusion?”

				“Three other villagers were missing—two young boys and a girl, a cousin of Ella Barrow’s. I don’t like the coincidence of the matter. My belief is that Ella Barrow spirited her young cousin out of Davenport before we got there.”

			

			
				“Did any of the residents of Davenport see Ella or her boy?”

				“No,” Swan said. “We went to great lengths to convince them to tell us the truth of the matter. None, not even her aunt and uncle, would admit to seeing her. Either they are all strong people, or Ella made her way into the town and out again, collecting her cousin before anyone else had knowledge of her visit.”

				Blackthorn nodded. “Your squadron is still in the field, searching for them?”

				“They are,” Swan confirmed. “I brought five riders with me to report to you. I’ll return to my men as soon as you dismiss me.”

				“Do you have any guess as to where Ella Barrow went?”

				“We have obtained the services of a Warden who claims to be a good tracker. We are searching the area now, looking for a sign of their trail. With luck, we’ll pick it up. Short of that, we are purging the unsanctioned settlements in the area. None have yet provided information about Ella Barrow, but they are all in violation of our law by being out in the forest where the spore will turn them into twisted men. All so far have been slain and burned.”

				“Good.” Blackthorn nodded again. “What of the traitorous Fathers Decker and Towson?”

				“They have been sent to meet their God.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: Ella

				Ella stuck close to William and Bray as they followed the tracks. For the past few days, she’d been running or chased, subsisting on meager meals and very few hours of sleep. Her mind was rejuvenated by the prospect of survivors.

				On the way to Davenport, she’d been driven by a destination, but now she had a new mission: to find the people who survived the ugly massacre. She prayed the people they were following were survivors, and not soldiers, Wardens, or someone else.

				She prayed one of the survivors was Melora.

				She kept a wary eye on the forest as they walked. Her mind conjured beasts in every direction, and she questioned everything she saw. She blinked away a few snowflakes that landed on her eyelashes.

				William chatted excitedly with Bray, each new piece of evidence akin to cherished treasure for the hopeful boy. Broken branches were expensive metals; disturbed rocks were pieces of silver. Their pace was slower than before, but the mood had changed to optimism. The prospect of survivors gave them something to strive for, a goal where there had previously been none. It allowed Ella to forget the home she’d left behind, and that she and William were orphans of the wild.

				Their mission kept her from dwelling on the horrors they’d seen.

				They wove through miles of thick forest, navigating between tree trunks, over hills, and through ravines. The snow continued to fall through the trees. Several times, they backtracked when William or Bray was thrown off the trail, or when they questioned the origin of the tracks they were following. When they deviated, Bray always explained his reasoning and William absorbed the words. A few times, William provided an opposing view. To Ella’s surprise, Bray listened.

			

			
				“You’re getting good at this,” Bray told William. “You might as well be a Warden.”

				The boy kept his eyes rooted to the ground, but Ella saw him smile. They’d gone a few more miles when the tracks became impressions in the grass. Bray and William halted, pointing at the bent blades.

				“Someone was hunched down, hiding in the tall grass,” Bray said, stroking his chin.

				“There are more tracks!” William hissed excitedly, pointing next to them.

				“These tracks aren’t from grown men,” Bray said. “Adolescents, maybe.”

				“Teenagers?” Ella stared at the crushed leaves and grass, trying to visualize the people crouched there. Melora? Imagining her daughter was almost as difficult as imagining demons, before she’d seen one with her own eyes. Why had the survivors stopped? The impressions deepened her anxiety.

				“Are they injured?” she asked, afraid of the answer.

				Bray shook his head. “It looks like they stopped to rest. They got a little farther than us, probably because they have more energy. They haven’t been running for as many days as we have.”

				“I don’t see any blood,” William affirmed. “I’ve been looking.”

				Ella sighed and stared at the ground. Bray and William’s words made her feel better, but she longed for proof that someone was alive.

				“Keep on the lookout for full boot prints,” Bray suggested. “That’ll give us more insight. The ground in this area was dry when they passed through it, but up ahead, there’s a stream. We might get lucky and find some clear boot impressions in the mud on the banks. I hate to say it, but if we got enough snow to cool the ground, it might collect instead of melting, making the tracking easy.”

			

			
				“I hope so,” Ella whispered.

				Her eyes grazed the ground, and she pictured her daughter resting there, hair long and black like Ella’s. The image brought tears to Ella’s eyes.

				Until they caught up with the group, everything was speculation.

				“Come on,” Bray said.

				They continued for another mile. Soon, the rush of water tickled Ella’s ears, whispering promises of clues. Her heart pounded at the noise. When she squinted, she made out the stream through the trees. The foaming water curled around rocks, dividing the land in half. William darted ahead, leaving Bray and Ella behind.

				“Get back here, William!” she called.

				Bray chuckled. When she looked over, she caught him smiling.

				“He’s adventurous,” Bray said. “Like I was, as a boy.”

				“He needs to listen,” Ella countered. “It isn’t safe out here.”

				She jogged ahead, closing the gap between her and William. Bray followed alongside her. They cleared the remaining trees, catching a glimpse of William kneeling by the bank of the stream. His neck was bent. He was staring intently at something. A second later he cried out and scooted away from the water.

				“What is it, William?”

				Ella’s heart leapt in her chest. She tore to his side and grabbed his arm, ready to protect him from whatever it was. She recoiled when she saw the source of his shock. A demon was floating in the water, caught in a cluster of rocks. Its eyes stared at the sky; its head bobbed with the current. Its lips were blue. It took her a moment to determine it was dead.

			

			
				Bray lowered his sword.

				“Is it drowned?” William asked the Warden.

				“Yes.”

				“I didn’t know they could drown,” William admitted. “I thought you had to kill them with a sword.”

				“If they swallow enough water, they’ll die, same as you or me,” Bray said.

				Ella stared at the creature, entranced by its movement on the water ripples. She kept her sword ready, as if the demon would somehow spring to life and clamber to shore. Its body was even more gruesome in death: wart-covered, bloated, and pale.

				“It came from there,” William said, motioning further up the banks.

				William scrambled to his feet. He kept walking. She noticed he was more cautious than he’d been moments earlier. She and Bray followed. They continued for a half a mile, until the trickle of the stream became a roar. The land sloped upward. Ella followed the contour of the land until she saw what was at the top.

				A surge of water cascaded over the edge of a precipice.

				Ella covered her mouth at the sight of the waterfall. The rushing water was both beautiful and dangerous. She’d heard stories of waterfalls, but she’d never seen one herself—neither in Davenport nor Brighton. Bray watched her reaction.

				After a few more steps, William cried out. “Boot prints! Full ones!”

				Bray and Ella ran alongside him and studied his findings. The prints were round and unmistakably human, but overlaid with the bare tracks of demons. Ella shuddered with fear.

			

			
				“They’re being chased,” Bray concluded. “Three survivors, judging by the prints. And several demons.”

				Ella considered the demon they’d seen in the water. Hopefully the other monsters had shared its fate. They pushed on, hiking up the bank, following the prints in the wet ground and the slippery moss. The tracks were scuffed and frantic. Midway up the incline, Bray stopped and pointed at the imprint of a hand.

				William had already forged past it. Bray shouted his name, and the boy doubled back. They stared at the wet earth. Ella traced the outline of a palm, the indent of thin fingers in the mud.

				It looked like a girl’s. Or maybe Ella just wanted to believe that. It could just as easily be a young boy’s.


				Ella took the lead. She charged up the incline, as if the survivors might be waiting for them at the top. Her boots slipped in the wet soil. She sensed Bray and William behind her, following her closely. Her sword and her bag swung wildly, but she tore on, stopping only when she’d reached level ground.

				The river’s current raged over the falls. Trees lined the bank, leaning out over the water. She scoured the shores, hoping to find survivors, demons, or any answers to her questions.

				Please don’t let us find bodies.

				But she found nothing, save more footprints to follow.

				Ella continued at a frantic pace. Her pulse quickened. Each demon footprint was a reminder of the fate that might’ve met the survivors.

				The fate that might’ve met Melora.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Blackthorn

				Blackthorn stood on the dais, looking out over rows of farmers, tailors, cobblers, and merchants too poor to buy themselves or their sons out of service to the militia. They stood in ragged rows in the square—six hundred men, drilling with axes, scythes, and swords, most weapons and tools that had been passed from father to son for generations. They followed commands with a sloppy laziness that exposed their true thoughts. They hated the drills. They believed they were a waste of time. Because of that, a day would come when the beasts would gather in tromping hordes and rush at the line of them. The militia’s petulant attitude toward their training would be paid for when that day came. It was only through training, commitment, and experience that men could be transformed from individual pig chasers into a solid, unbeatable mass. Sure, some would stand—a few warriors, brave of heart. But the rest would run. Many would even shed their weapons to lighten their load. It wouldn’t matter. They’d all die.

				That was the point, wasn’t it?

				They’d die, so that the lucky townsfolk who remained behind might live rather than starve. A sacrifice for the greater good.

				Blackthorn’s only other hope was that, in the coming slaughter, enough would remember their training that their lives would be traded for a goodly number of beasts.

				All of these men had been training since the day of their seventeenth birthday. Militia participation was compulsory. They all drilled for a solid week at least twice a year with their six-hundred-man cohort. Each cohort could be activated within half a day. That was the heart of the system that Blackthorn had instituted. After the last great demon war, he swore that the townships would never be at the mercy of a cavalry of too few men, and the wavering bravery of volunteer farmers.

			

			
				Across the three townships and the twenty-seven villages—twenty-six villages, now that Davenport had been dealt with, thanks to Ella Barrow—twenty-two cohorts could be mustered, equaling thirteen thousand men. Add to that the eighteen hundred men in the city guards, and the elite of them all, the cavalry, and Blackthorn had over fifteen thousand men to take to war on the demon hordes.

				Among thirty-five thousand women and children, that would leave a sparse two or three thousand adult men across the townships, none of whom could swing a blade. Or so they claimed. Blackthorn knew most of those were merchants, or sons of wealthy merchants who supported Blackthorn politically and financially, to avoid their military duty. The question for Blackthorn was how many of his precious cavalry, how many of the city guard, and how many of the militia he could leave behind, and still avert a famine for those who stayed.

				To answer that question, Captain Tenbrook walked beside Minister Beck along the far edge of the square, Scholar Evan in tow. They were coming to deliver Tenbrook’s assessment of Beck’s famine prediction. They were coming to deliver the dire news of how many needed to die, so that the rest could live.

				Blackthorn turned his attention back to his rows of militiamen and waited.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Beck

				Through a light flurry, under pillowy gray clouds, Beck walked into the square. Lines of militiamen stood rigidly at attention. He turned to Tenbrook. “This isn’t the time of year for drills. These men should be all in the field, harvesting what they can before the early freeze.”

				Shaking his head, Tenbrook said, “Superstition wins.”

				“They still don’t believe they can harvest until the full moon, despite the snow?” Beck asked, rhetorically. He snorted. “Ignorance will kill us all.”

				“It’s what they believe,” offered Tenbrook.

				“Will General Blackthorn do nothing to force them?”

				“Though most of us would like to believe otherwise, General Blackthorn’s power is not absolute.”

				Beck shook his head and looked back to Evan. “How pervasive is this devotion to superstition?”

				Evan’s face turned thoughtful. “Interestingly, Novice Franklin came to me with a similar question.”

				“And?” Beck asked, irritated to have to ask twice.

				“I don’t have a full answer yet. It’s not as black and white as it seems. May I provide you with some conclusions in a day or two?”

				Beck frowned and looked back at Tenbrook.

				Tenbrook took the opportunity to switch topics. “While I was sitting with Scholar Evan this morning, he spoke of his ideas about mortality rates and population levels.”

				“Oh?”

				“Yes, due to punitive measures taken to enforce our laws.”

				Beck glanced harshly at Evan. He’d have preferred not to have this discussion with any of Blackthorn’s lackeys. It was on the table, though, so it made no sense to avoid it. He stopped walking and turned to Tenbrook. “Evan told you how excess executions in one generation leads to smaller populations in subsequent generations?”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				“What about that do you question?”

				Tenbrook looked at Evan and said, “My understanding is that, if not for the excess executions, we’d have more people alive to fight off any demon horde that might come before our walls. At least, according to your scholar, here.”

				Scholar Evan stood quietly, hands at his sides.

				“Yes,” Beck said, nodding. “It follows that more people will give us all a greater chance for survival during a war.”

				“Yet, we face famine,” said Tenbrook. “We can’t feed the people we have. It seems the executions have been good for us. If not for them, famine would have come to our doorstep many years ago.”

				Beck hadn’t thought of the two contradictory problems in that light. Perhaps this Tenbrook was smarter than he’d given him credit for. He looked at Evan. “What are your thoughts?”

				“It would have made no difference,” Evan answered.

				“How is that possible?” Tenbrook scoffed.

				Evan looked at Beck, waiting for permission to speak. Beck nodded.

				“You see,” Beck began, “if a thousand more people were alive right now, some would be soldiers, some would be merchants, and some would be farmers. More farmers produce more food. It is simply a question of proportion. We would still face the problem we face, only we would have more people to face it with.”

				Shaking his head, Tenbrook said, “Why do we face this problem now, after three hundred years? What has changed?”

				Beck cut in, “As well-read as you are, you know this isn’t the first time we have faced famine.”

			

			
				“No,” answered Tenbrook, “but on the other occasions, there was some proximate cause, was there not? One time an infestation of rats ate through the grain stores. One time a demon horde came over the wall in winter and ruined our supplies. There has always been some specific event. True?”

				Beck nodded. It was true.

				“The only proximate event we have is the weather.” Tenbrook held out his hand, letting a snowflake alight his palm. “We have always had weather fluctuations. Why is this cycle so different?”

				“Proportion is the proximate cause,” Evan answered. “After the last great demon war, General Blackthorn reprioritized military service. My belief is that an unintended consequence of this was a larger clergy class to shepherd the souls of men whose consciences were not hardened for war. It also resulted in a more influential and larger merchant class as a support system for the general’s militarization.”

				“Please explain further,” Beck told him.

				“Yes,” Tenbrook agreed.

				Evan rubbed his palms together, a nervous habit that preceded something he’d rather not say.

				“You opened this line of questioning,” Beck told him, “Out with it, man.”

				Evan looked at the ground, “Let me start with a hypothetical. Suppose you have a lone village of a hundred men, women and children—twenty-five men, twenty-five women, and fifty children of various ages.”

				“Roughly the proportional mix of our population, right?” Tenbrook asked.

				“Roughly,” Evan confirmed. “The children do what they do. They help with the chores. They eat. They play. Some learn, but most don’t. The women tend to the children, prepare the meals, assist in the fields, and see to the needs of their men. The men are the farmers or soldiers or merchants.” Evan looked at each of the other two.

			

			
				“We understand so far,” Beck told him. “You are not talking to simpletons.”

				“Yes, of course.” Evan looked around nervously again. “Suppose all of those twenty-five men were farmers. In that case, they could produce more food than was necessary. They could store food away to feed them during drought or blight. They would likely never go hungry. All available resources would be allocated to food production.”

				Shaking his head, Tenbrook said, “In that hypothetical village, everyone would die.”

				“Exactly,” said Evan.

				“Why?” Beck asked, irritated he hadn’t already reached the conclusion.

				“There’d be no one to fight the demons when they came,” said Tenbrook.

				“Exactly,” Evan confirmed.

				Nodding, Beck said, “Of course.”

				“If, instead, all of those farmers were soldiers,” said Evan, “they could defend themselves from demons but they would all starve, because there’d be no one to grow the food and tend the pigs.”

				“Of course,” said Beck.

				“Indeed,” said Evan, “If they were all merchants, all scholars, or all clergymen, you get the same result. Is that as obvious to each of you as it is to me?”

				“Yes,” said Beck. “Of course. You belabor your hypotheticals. Let us move on to the meat of your argument.”

				“My argument is that a society functions—maybe not thrives, but functions—when you have a balance of farmers and soldiers, when you have enough farmers to feed and store, but also enough soldiers to defend the village.”

				“That makes sense,” said Tenbrook. He pointed at the militiamen in the square. “Farmers can be both, though.”

				“Of course,” said Evan. “But in our society, we also have men who are solely one or the other. In addition, we have merchants and clergy—people who add a benefit to our society, but don’t fill a role necessary to its survival. The point I’m trying to arrive at is this: for a given number of people, we must have a certain proportion of farmers. Farmers must support the needs of everyone and store away food for the future. If the proportion of farmers falls too low, famine will come. Farming is a long-term process. Fields must be cleared one year and planted the next. Animals must be allowed to have babies so that the herd grows with the population rather than shrinks. For too many years, the proportion of farmers has been too small and we have killed our animals too young. We have too many soldiers, too many merchants, and too many clergymen. That is the problem, Minister Beck and Captain Tenbrook.”

			

			
				Beck had never thought of the situation in that light, but now it seemed completely obvious. Tenbrook nodded, admiration for Evan’s analysis clear on his face.

				Beck said, “A sustainable proportion must be restored.”

				“Yes,” Tenbrook agreed.

				“Well,” said Evan, “As we’ve already discussed, that alone is not enough to avoid the famine. The famine is inevitable. With this early snow, it will come this winter. On that point, there is no doubt. The only question is the date of its arrival.”

				Tenbrook said, “I’m certain of the question General Blackthorn will ask. How many people can we sustain?”

				“I don’t understand,” said Evan.

				Tenbrook looked sternly at Evan. “Given our current food stores and herd counts, if you could wave a magic wand and reduce the population size to a sustainable level, what would that number be?”

				“Assuming we moved forward with an eye to maintaining the correct proportion of farmers?” Evan asked.

				“Yes,” Tenbrook answered.

				“The number would be thirty-one thousand.”

			

			
				Tenbrook’s shoulder’s sagged. “Thirty-one thousand?”

				“The situation is dire,” Beck confirmed.

				“Nineteen thousand people would effectively have to disappear or stop eating for the rest of us to avoid a famine.”

				Beck nodded. He knew this number already. “You and I both know the chaos that follows a famine. Only one in ten or twenty will survive. If we don’t find a solution at least forty-five out of fifty thousand people might die.”

				Pursing his lips and scratching his head, Tenbrook said, “That makes a loss of nineteen thousand souls seem almost palatable.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Ella

				After cresting the hill next to the waterfall, William cried out, “Over here!”

				Ella ran to her son’s side, following a path of soft ground that had been worn through the grasses next to the stream. A log had fallen from one bank to another, creating a bridge. On the side closest to them were a slew of tracks. She traced an invisible line over the worn bark and to the other side, seeing imprints on the distant shore.

				“Look over there. Blood,” Bray noticed, pointing at the middle of the log.

				Ella studied the dark stain and swallowed the sick feeling in her throat. The air was thick with demon scent. She searched the rushing current but saw no evidence of anything, human or otherwise. If someone had been injured, they’d kept going. Either that or they’d been swept away by the rapids. She pictured the demon they’d seen further downstream, its body swollen, its lips blue. She shuddered.

				She studied the turbid water. The thought of crossing made her dizzy. The river spit hungrily, ready to claim them. William was already mounting the log, prepared to make his way across.

				“Be careful,” Bray warned. “The bark’s slippery.”

				Ella sheathed her sword and leapt onto the log. She grabbed hold of her son’s shirt, steadying him. They made their way across. She kept her eyes glued to the battered, wet wood. Her legs shook at the prospect of falling, and she focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Soon, they reached the other side.

				When they were safe, Bray climbed after them. Unlike Ella, he kept his sword in hand. His pace was much faster, and within seconds, he’d leapt onto the bank with a grunt.

			

			
				He pointed to several boot prints in front of them, filling in with a light coating of snow.

				“See the way the boot prints turn? They were waiting for one another,” he noted. “It looks like they all made it.”

				“I don’t see any more blood,” William affirmed.

				They trekked on, until the roar of the river faded and the ground became hard again. They followed the faint traces in the leaves and bramble. Several times, Ella glanced over her shoulder, checking for demons scrabbling after them, but the smell of the monsters had dissipated.

				The path was broken and easy to follow—evidence of animals and earlier travelers, according to Bray. “I don’t come this way often,” he said.

				“How come?”

				“Too dangerous. Demons often choose the way of least resistance. You’re more likely to encounter them here than deeper in the forest.”

				“What about the tree bridge? Don’t you cross it to get to this side?”

				“No. I would’ve crossed where the stream thins. There’s a place where you can step over the rocks, if you tread carefully.”

				Ella nodded as she walked, asking questions between breaths. “Where do you think the survivors are going?”

				“My guess is they don’t know the area well. They’re traveling like the demons or the soldiers would; their concern is to put distance between them and Davenport.” Bray stopped to examine a scuff on the ground. “I don’t blame them, but they’ll be easier to catch that way. If they were smart, they’d veer off into the forest.”

				Ella stayed silent, contemplating the Warden’s words. The perils he described could just as easily happen to them. Blackthorn’s men would check the paths—not only for the survivors, but also for her.

				They traveled for another hour, navigating the twists and turns of the narrow path, listening to the intermittent chirps and chatter of woodland animals. A few times, critters skirted through the trees, scared up by the traveler’s footsteps or reacting to the sudden cold and snow. She thought of the deer they’d seen several days prior, wondering how many other strange animals lurked in the forest. They were days away from Brighton, miles away from Davenport, isolated from everything she knew.

			

			
				As the path narrowed, so did the group, and soon they were traveling one behind the other, holding back branches and skirting overgrown thicket. They’d just rounded a large oak tree when William ducked into the forest.

				“William! Where are you going?” Ella hissed.

				“I see something,” he said, pointing through the thick foliage.

				Ella didn’t see anything, but she followed after him. Branches snagged on her clothing and face. Bray followed. William was little more than a blur of movement, and she struggled to join him. Up ahead, past a swath of forest, several trees had uprooted and fallen between two large hills. Something jutted out from underneath them. She stared at the rusted, disintegrating object. It resembled a large box, but with rounded edges. The longer ends were as wide as several merchant stands; the shorter sides were the width of a few pushcarts. Whatever it was, it was large enough to fit several people inside.

				It wasn’t a building, but it didn’t seem to be a part of nature, either. The object was lined with green moss and weeds, as if the Earth had wrapped it in a blanket; at the same time, she could tell it was man-made. It was too curved and precise to be born from the soil. William traced his hands over the rusted edges, momentarily forgetting his quest. He raced from one end to the other, his eyes round and amazed.

				“Is it from the Ancients?” he asked Bray.

			

			
				The Warden jabbed his sword in the dirt. He scraped at the moss and weeds that covered the object’s surface. His mouth fell open. It was the first time Ella had seen him speechless in the days they’d traveled together.

				“Yes, it’s from the Ancients,” he said finally.

				“What is it?” William asked.

				Bray paused, and they waited patiently for him to answer.

				“I can’t say for sure, but I can guess,” the Warden told Ella and William. “Many believe there used to be objects that carried men from one place to another over the land, faster than any human could ever walk. These objects once covered the earth, but most have disintegrated back into the soil. I’ve only seen one other like this, but it was in worse shape. It looks like this one survived the wear of the weather. Probably because of the natural barriers.”

				He pointed to the fallen trees and the hills on either side, which created a canopy overhead. Ella noticed the snow was barely getting through. Bray scratched his chin. They studied the object for several moments, as if it would somehow come alive, carrying messages from its creators. It remained motionless and decrepit. After a minute, Bray walked and retrieved his sword from the dirt. William joined him.

				They were about to leave when branches rustled and brush crackled in the forest nearby. Ella stared down the broken path they’d walked, seeing motion through the foliage. Hands parted branches. Twigs snapped. She saw hints of blue fabric, flashes of swords and skin. Her heart plummeted.

				“Dammit!” Bray hissed. “Blue shirts!”

				Ella leapt for her son, her only concern to protect him from the bloodied blades of Blackthorn’s soldiers. But the men hadn’t spotted them yet. She heard the murmur of calm, conversational voices, as if the soldiers were on a stroll, rather than carrying out a murderous mission.

			

			
				Ella, Bray, and William skirted around the object they’d been observing. They ducked behind it, underneath the cover of the fallen trees, and sank to the ground on hands and knees. They spun so they could peer through the two-foot-wide holes on the side of the object of the Ancients.

				The men hacked at the underbrush, their attention divided between the forest and their conversation. One was older and bearded, the other younger and falling behind. Both of their outfits were stained with blood. At the moment, they were a few hundred feet away. Ella stared inside the crumpled interior of the Ancient’s machine, wishing it could do its Tech Magic, that it would whisk her and her son away. If she were one of the Ancients, she wouldn’t have to worry about these men and their cruel orders.

				The soldiers approached within a hundred feet. Ella crouched lower. She scanned over her shoulder, noting the thick tangles of underbrush. The men were too close to attempt an escape. If Ella, William and Bray fled, they’d be heard.

				Ella held her breath and waited.

				The men’s conversation filled the air. The bearded man dragged his sword next to him, kicking up leaves as he walked.

				“They won’t get far,” he told his comrade.

				“How do you know?”

				“Villagers don’t survive in the wild. If they don’t die at the hands of the demons, they die of starvation.”

				The younger soldier scratched his neck. “How many hunts have you been on?”

				“Enough to know the outcome.”

				“I’ve heard there are people who live outside the towns and villages. Is that true?”

				The bearded man laughed. “Traitors. If we find them, we have orders to kill them on sight. Most end up turning into demons, anyway.”

			

			
				The soldiers halted next to a cluster of trees, staring at the ground. They were far enough away from the moss-covered object that they hadn’t noticed it yet.

				“What else have you heard from the other soldiers in town?” the bearded man asked, clearly amused.

				“I’ve heard…things,” the younger soldier said, inspecting a broken branch.

				“Like what?”

				“I’ve heard there are men in the wild—men who feast on the flesh of demons. They say that men who eat demon flesh can live forever.”

				The bearded man laughed. “Where’d you hear that?”

				“It was rumored by the younger soldiers in town.”

				“Nonsense.” The bearded man shook his head, still smirking. “Those are tales told by naïve boys. Anything out here can be killed.”

				The soldiers grew closer—close enough that Ella could make out their dirt-stained faces and the whites of their eyes. The younger soldier speared the ground.

				“Go that way,” the bearded soldier said. “I’ll head this way. I thought I saw a few broken branches off the main path. If we don’t find anything, we’ll circle back.” The bearded man waved the younger one toward Ella’s hiding place, then traipsed off in the other direction.

				The younger soldier proceeded onward, casting nervous glances around him. Without his comrade, his little confidence seemed to have disappeared. He approached the gulley where they were hiding. Ella ducked lower, pressing her arms against the ground. The side of the ancient object was riddled with holes. She peered through a crack, positioning herself so she could see through one side and out the other.

			

			
				Although she was terrified of being spotted, she was even more afraid to lose sight of what was coming.

				The soldier advanced. After several feet, he stopped and stared at the ancient object. His mouth hung open. No. Keep going. But it was too late. The soldier’s curiosity had been piqued by the spectacle, much as theirs had been some moments before.

				Beside her, Bray tensed.

				The soldier’s sword hung at his side as he surveyed the wreckage. His brow furrowed. In the distance, Ella heard the crackle of foliage—the bearded man and others who were further away. She silently repositioned, readying her sword, waiting for the shout that would signal the others.

				A realization hit her.

				She recognized this young man. Although his face was stained with grime, although he looked older than she remembered, she knew him. The soldier was Theodore Marks, a son of one of the farmer’s in town. She’d sold him roots at the market. She’d watched him join Blackthorn’s ranks last spring. He’d grown up a lot since then. He’d been spending time with a girl in Coventry, and he hadn’t been back to Brighton in a while. It’d been months since she’d seen him.

				She recalled Theodore running through town as a child, wreaking harmless havoc in the back alleys of New Town. He’d been a precocious child, much like William, but he’d always been kind.

				He looked much different now.

				His face was specked with blood, his eyes reflective of the things he’d seen. His hands were stained with the blood of Davenport’s residents. He’d killed them.

				Maybe he even killed Aunt Jean and Uncle Frederick.

				Ella’s breath caught in her throat. Theodore moved closer to the ancient object, sticking one arm in front of him. It looked as though he was walking toward a ledge, trying to maintain balance. When he got a few feet closer, he stopped and peered through one of the large openings in the object.

			

			
				His eyes met Ella’s.

				Ella’s heart rammed so loudly she was convinced the world could hear it. She prepared for Theodore’s shout. The soldiers would come running. He’d give them up, kill them, or do worse. Past ties meant nothing when one was guided by Blackthorn’s hand.

				Theodore remained frozen, as if the sight of her was as surprising to him as it was to her.

				Before she could speak, Bray leapt to his feet and raised his sword.

				Theodore backed up. “Wait,” he whispered. He looked confused.

				“Bray, stop!” Ella said.

				Theodore’s face was twisted with emotion, his sword raised. He glanced from Ella and Bray to the woods behind him. Somewhere in the distance, a soldier hollered his name.

				“Marks? Where are you?”

				The forest crackled with the weight of someone approaching. Theodore looked back, beads of sweat dotting his brow. He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t formulate any words.

				Ella saw he was shaking. She felt a tinge of sympathy, but then she saw the blood on his shirt and got angry once again. She took a threatening step toward him.

				“Don’t you dare say a word!” she hissed. “Don’t you dare turn us in!”

				“Marks?” the voice called again. “Where are you?”

				Theodore glanced from Ella to Bray, his eyes wide and fearful. After a second, he answered.

				“I’m coming!” Theodore shouted. “There’s nothing here!”

				Theodore gave Ella one last glance, then skirted off into the forest.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: Blackthorn

				Blackthorn watched Father Winthrop, Minister Beck, and Tenbrook approach the dais. Winthrop and Beck traded barbs out of earshot. While they were distracted, Tenbrook came forward.

				“Do you have the number?” Blackthorn asked, keeping his voice low enough that the other minister’s couldn’t hear.

				Tenbrook looked back and forth, then nodded. “Nineteen thousand.”

				Blackthorn stiffened. “A third of our population.”

				“Yes. Every adult male and more.”

				“I had hoped for a smaller number.”

				“I spent hours this morning reviewing the counts with Scholar Evan,” said Tenbrook. “I don’t doubt their accuracy.”

				Blackthorn nodded. “That is the assurance I need to hear.” Blackthorn looked away from the militia and sized Tenbrook up. “With luck, the lesson you learn today will be harsher than any you’ll need after you take my seat at the head of the council.” Blackthorn slowly shook his head. “To condemn nineteen thousand to die is a difficult decision.” He looked Tenbrook in the eye. “See that history does not remember me as a monster.”

				“Our history will remember you as the greatest of our heroes.”

				Blackthorn looked back across the square. The snow was coming down hard, enough that it was difficult to see the ranks of men at the rear. He motioned to the other ministers.

				Minister Beck walked across the dais with Scholar Evan at his heels. Winthrop waddled pompously with Franklin in tow.

				“Good morning, General Blackthorn,” said Beck.

				Blackthorn nodded.

				“We are blessed to have beautiful snow cover our lands.” Winthrop waved his hands at the white powder covering the square. “I do love the winters.”

			

			
				Beck glared at Winthrop. “Most of our crops are still in the field.”

				Winthrop puffed himself up and looked down his nose at Beck. “The Word provides us a path to all the blessings we require regardless of the weather.”

				Blackthorn cut a quick glance at the two ministers, silencing them both. Then he spoke to Franklin and Scholar Evan. “This shall be a brief meeting with just the ministers.”

				Scholar Evan immediately turned and headed for the far side of the dais. Franklin followed.

				Winthrop made a show of staring at Tenbrook as if to ask why he was staying. Tenbrook made no effort to move away. Instead, Blackthorn drilled Winthrop with a harsh look and Winthrop turned his head away, choosing instead to watch the snow fall on the heads of the militiamen.

				Beck simply accepted Tenbrook’s presence.

				“Before I tell you the important news of the morning, you need to be aware that I have received word from Davenport.”

				“Please,” Winthrop said eagerly, “tell us the worthless whore Ella Barrow has been apprehended.”

				Ignoring Winthrop, Blackthorn said, “The people of Davenport demonstrated a belligerence to Captain Swan’s squadron.”

				“Oh dear,” said Winthrop. “Did they turn violent protecting the heretic?”

				Blackthorn nodded his answer to Winthrop.

				“And the townsfolk?” Beck asked. “What of them?”

				“Davenport was a den of sedition,” said Blackthorn. “They were put to the sword as an example.”

				Winthrop gasped.

				“How many of them?” Beck asked.

				Blackthorn answered with a stony silence, making it clear to both ministers that all Davenport residents were dead.

			

			
				“And the whore?” Winthrop asked, his eyes twitching as his thoughts seemed to wander to other things.

				“We do not yet have her in our custody,” answered Blackthorn.

				“What of the town’s stores?” Beck asked. “That village produces a decent volume of crops.”

				“Oh dear,” Winthrop scoffed. “Not this famine talk again. Blasphemous numerals and shuddering fear. You allow your scholars to feed you too many of their nightmares, Beck.”

				Blackthorn said, “The stores will be confiscated to feed the army.”

				“The army?” Winthrop asked, turning toward the militia drilling behind him. “We are calling up the militia to deal with one worthless whore?”

				“No,” Blackthorn told Winthrop in a tone that put enough fright into Winthrop to keep him silent for a moment. “A horde is massing near the Ancient City.” Blackthorn looked at both ministers for a moment. “The largest horde counted by the eyes of men in three centuries, larger than any seen since the ancient times when Lady and Bruce founded Brighton.”

				“Our walls will stand against any horde,” Winthrop said with confidence.

				“The army will go to meet this horde in the Ancient City. We will annihilate it and we will enter the city and kill every last one of them. We will end this demon problem once and for all.”

				Winthrop looked back at the militia, then at Blackthorn. “With one cohort?”

				“No.” Blackthorn pointed at the drilling soldiers. “These are the first. All the cohorts will be called up, as well.”

				“All?” Winthrop gasped. “Who will protect the city?”

			

			
				“Two squadrons of cavalry will remain. The Brighton city guard will remain. Two cohorts will remain in Brighton. All other squadrons, city guards, and cohorts will go.” General Blackthorn looked down his nose at Winthrop and explained in parental tones, “If need be, the other cavalry squadrons can return quickly. The horses are fast.”

				Beck said, “The other two towns and the smaller villages will be unprotected.”

				“All will be called into Brighton to remain protected behind the circle wall while we are gone.”

				“There aren’t enough roofs in Brighton to put over so many heads,” Winthrop protested. Then he turned rebellious. “I’ll not stand by while our temple is turned into a boarding house.”

				“You will not have to stand by,” Blackthorn told him. “You will be coming on the expedition.”

				Winthrop nearly choked. “Outside the walls?”

				“Exactly,” Blackthorn leaned forward as though to threaten Winthrop with his fists. Winthrop shrank back. “This will be the largest army ever to go into the field. For that reason, it will not be just soldiers. We ministers must stand together on this. We must take our leadership out beyond the walls. Our brave soldiers and cavalry deserve no less.”

				“How many soldiers?” Winthrop mumbled.

				“Fourteen thousand. We’ll also bring girls from The House of Barren Women, and women to cook for the men and tend to their gear. Herders must come to handle the livestock. All manner of people in the trades must come to support this army.”

				“You’re creating a mobile city?” Winthrop said as much to himself as anyone.

				“It must be so when taking so many soldiers afield. Altogether, some nineteen thousand will come.”

				Beck’s shoulder’s sagged.

			

			
				Blackthorn looked at Beck and said, “Tell your Scholar, Evan, to provide a list of counts for the various people we will need to support this army. Have him draw up a list of names. For the cohorts that stay in Brighton, I prefer mostly young, healthy men with a good mix of older, experienced soldiers. For the support personnel, I insist that older women come along. They are more apt to understand the hardships and are less likely to complain.”

				Winthrop found his courage and said, “It is not necessary that I go. I shall stay in Brighton.”

				Blackthorn’s voice turned vitriolic. “You will go or your replacement will.”

				“You have no right to—”

				Blackthorn turned his gaze very deliberately toward the row of pyres, now cold ash under a layer of snow.

				Winthrop’s face showed stark fear.

				Blackthorn said, “Each of you will designate a deputy to handle your part of council affairs during our absence. The integrity of the government must be maintained. Father Winthrop, bring enough of your clergy that the men and women of our expedition will have the solace of The Word to keep their hearts soothed when the road grows difficult.” Blackthorn looked at Tenbrook. “Tenbrook will be deputy in my stead while we are away. Are there any questions?”

				Beck simply said, “Nineteen thousand. That is a curious number.”

				Blackthorn aimed his withering gaze at Beck. “It is the number the solution requires.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Ella

				“Let’s go,” Bray whispered, charging through the underbrush and away from the gulley. The soldiers’ sounds faded into the distance.

				Ella and William followed him over gnarled, uprooted trees, sidestepping patches of leaves to avoid extra noise. They cleared the ravine and continued deeper into the woods. The snow was falling harder, coating the forest floor with a thin layer of white. Packs of young ferns lined the ground. Clusters of weeds grabbed at Ella’s dress, like arms trying to prevent her from passing. But they’d made it safely away.

				Ella’s mind flew to the encounter with Theodore Marks. What would he do? Would he alert the others? She pondered the thought nervously as she ran, but decided he wouldn’t. For him to say anything now would be an admission of conspiracy. And that crime—much like Ella’s—was punishable by death.

				For once, the laws might work for her, rather than against her.

				After several miles of travel, they paused for breath next to a large, rectangular rock that looked like it had been implanted in the dirt. Moss covered the sides; the bottom jutted firmly into the ground. William leaned against it, arching his back and brandishing his sword.

				“I wish we’d killed him,” William said.

				“Theodore?”

				“Yes.”

				Ella looked over instinctively to scold him, but realized she had the same feelings. The Theodore Marks she and William had known—the young man from Brighton—didn’t exist anymore. He might’ve let them go, but his clothing bore the evidence of the people he’d killed.

			

			
				“We should’ve rushed him while he was surprised,” William said, pursing his lips and looking at Bray. “We could’ve taken him down. We could’ve paid him back for what he did to the people in Davenport.”

				“If we’d done that, we would’ve alerted the others,” Bray said. “Bravery is admirable, but stupidity is stupidity.”

				William turned his eyes to the ground. “But we’ve lost the tracks we were following. How are we going to pick them up? And with the snow?”

				“We’ll circle back later,” Bray said. “It will be more difficult, but we’ll find a way. Either that or we’ll cut ahead of the soldiers.”

				Ella’s heart leapt in her chest. As relieved as she was to be out of immediate danger, she feared for the Davenport survivors.

				“What if the soldiers catch up to them first?”

				“I don’t think they will.” Bray peered at the sky. “If they know what’s good for them, the soldiers will set up camp soon. It’s almost dusk. The tracks will be harder to follow.”

				“But what if they search through the night, like the other soldiers?”

				“The other soldiers weren’t following tracks, I don’t think. It looked like they were just searching. Tracks are hard to follow by torch light.”

				“And what about us? What will we do?” William asked.

				Bray scoured the thick, untrodden forest, as if searching for something. His gaze roamed from the ground to the sky. “We’ve gone farther west than I planned. But I know of a place we can stay.” He grunted. “It’s not ideal.”

				Bray walked off. Ella didn’t ask for further information, and Bray didn’t offer any. Any place was better than bedding down on the ground between the trees.

				They followed him, leaving the rock behind. Ella’s legs were sore from sprinting; her boots were stretched and worn. If she’d had more time, she would’ve grabbed more supplies in Davenport. But that plan, like many of her others, had been wrecked by the soldiers.

			

			
				Ella, Bray, and William crossed miles of untouched wilderness, elms and oaks presiding over smaller plants below. Rag and pigweed gave way to patches of small ferns, which tickled their legs as they passed. Eventually they reached higher ground. Bray pointed through the trees. Ella squinted and followed his finger. It took her a second to determine what he was pointing out.

				Standing in the distance, tucked between several trees, was a rectangular, overgrown structure. It looked like it was constructed from pieces leftover from the Ancients. The walls were overlaid with tree limbs and leaves, masking its presence. An animal skin hung on a nearby tree. Someone had been here recently.

				Had it not been called to her attention, she would’ve missed it.

				“Is that a…a house?” she asked.

				Bray nodded.

				They walked closer, surveying the building. The foundation was constructed of flat rocks, elevating the dwelling several feet above the ground. The door hung open on a broken hinge. It looked like the place had been ransacked. It wasn’t until Ella got within ten yards that she saw the damage that had been done inside. The walls were blackened and charred; several decomposed skeletons lay against the far wall.

				“What happened here?” she whispered, dreading the answer.

				“The people inside were burned,” Bray answered.

				Ella swallowed.

				The Warden led them to the doorway. When he reached it, he wielded his sword toward the entrance, as if he expected someone to spring out from inside. Once he decided it was safe, he leapt through the opening. Ella boosted William up and then stepped through, herself.

			

			
				Other than the three bodies, the dwelling was empty. No furniture. No possessions. Anything the occupants had was gone—looted by humans, animals, or both. One of the skeletons was wearing the remains of a dress. It appeared to be a child. The others were adults. Tattered strips of burnt clothing hung on their bones, bearing the teeth marks of scavenging rodents. The building smelled stale, abandoned. William retreated to one of the walls, his eyes wide.

				“I don’t want to sleep here, Mom,” he said.

				Ella couldn’t take her eyes off the bodies. She didn’t want to sleep in the abandoned house either. The charred, half-dressed skeletons reminded her of those she’d seen at The Cleansing. Friends and acquaintances she’d said goodbye to, people who’d been condemned to die.

				Ethan.

				“Who would do this?” she whispered.

				Bray gestured to the remains. “Two of Blackthorn’s blue shirts. They killed these people and set fire to their bodies.”

				Ella’s anger roiled. “For breaking what law? What could a child have done?”

				“They were traitors. They lived outside the rule of the townships.”

				“Were they demon-eaters?” William asked.

				“No. That is a tale believed only by young soldiers, as you heard the blue shirts say. They were normal settlers—a mother, father, and child. People like you or I.”

				“I don’t want to sleep among them.”

				“We don’t have a choice,” Bray said. He pointed through the doorway. The light was fading behind the tips of the trees. “I don’t know of any other suitable shelter. Not close by, anyway.”

				“Won’t their spirits haunt us while we sleep?” William asked.

			

			
				“William—” Ella started, ready to dismiss his childish beliefs. At the same time, she herself was uncertain.

				“These people lived in the forest,” William said. “That means they lived without the protection of the townships, or the protection of The Word. That means they were condemned to hell.”

				“They won’t haunt us,” Bray said. “They were good people.”

				“How do you know that?”

				“Because I knew them.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Beck

				“He said he would put you on the pyre if you didn’t accompany him to the Ancient City?” Evan asked as he walked beside Beck in the waning hours of the day. “Right there, when you were talking to General Blackthorn on the dais with Father Winthrop?”

				Beck took a long, audible breath through his nose, letting the noise of it convey his frustration over the question. He kicked through the snow that had built up in the fallow field where he and Evan were walking. “Blackthorn is complex. He doesn’t have to explicitly speak his mind to convey a thought, especially in the area of threats.”

				“He can be a menacing man,” Evan agreed. “Are you sure you didn’t misunderstand?”

				“No doubt.”

				“He’s taking you on the military expedition, then?”

				Beck nodded.

				“Do you think you have cause to worry, with the entire militia there to protect you? In fact, it sounds like you’ll be safer out there than we will be here.”

				“It seems that way,” Beck said. “Doesn’t it seem odd to you in the least that the size of the expedition is exactly the number that you provided to Captain Tenbrook as the number of people that needed to be eliminated from current population levels in order for the rest to survive the coming famine?”

				“Odd.” Evan nodded vigorously. “Yes, very much. Do you think General Blackthorn is lying about the demon horde in the Ancient City?”

				Beck nodded. “Exactly what I think.”

				“Then you’ll be in no danger at all.”

				Beck shook his head. “I have no doubt that something is out there. I also believe that something is capable of killing nineteen thousand of our people.”

			

			
				“People that are going to die anyway,” Evan said as he dragged his feet through the thin layer of muddy snow. “We can’t feed them.”

				Beck let his attention linger a moment on the furrows left by Evan’s feet in the snow. “With winter coming, perhaps he intends only to lead them far enough into the wilderness that he can abandon them to starvation and cold.”

				“It would be an expeditious, ruthless solution to the problem,” said Evan. “If nothing else, General Blackthorn is pragmatic. From what I know of him, I would not be surprised if that were his plan.”

				“And that would explain why he wants all three ministers along. The people would follow the three of us with no doubt in their hearts.” Beck kicked a small pile of snow, sending a puff of white into the wind. He watched the flakes sparkle as they drifted.

				“Yet you still believe there is more to this than meets the eye?”

				“Of course,” Beck nodded again. “If not, then why lie?”

				“Minister Winthrop would not approve,” Evan suggested. “He’d protest too vociferously, I think. Perhaps General Blackthorn merely wishes to avoid having a disgruntled Winthrop spread inadvertent, seditious rumors as he bemoans the situation to his novices.”

				“General Blackthorn is an astute player of the political game. Sometimes I believe he knows what a man will do before the man even knows himself.” Beck tucked his hands into his pockets and sighed. “That may be the truth of it. I just don’t believe that is all of it.”

				“Do you believe you are in danger?” Evan asked. “It doesn’t make sense that General Blackthorn would be a danger to you in the wilderness. If he wanted you dead, there is nothing to stop him from putting you on the pyre right now. Is that true?”

			

			
				“Yes,” Beck nodded. “Blackthorn’s power of the pyre is absolute. He needs only command it and his blue shirts see that it is done. Still, I am suspicious.”

				“What then?”

				Beck didn’t answer. He walked into the wind instead, thinking through his options. Was a coup the best choice? Could Blackthorn be toppled? Even if he could oust Blackthorn, what of the coming famine and the unsolvable problem of feeding those extra nineteen thousand mouths?

				Perhaps Beck could plan an escape, taking a band of loyal, intelligent scholars and riding off the edge of the map, leaving Blackthorn and his throngs of ignorant followers to their fate.

				Any solution was likely to cost more coin than he had available to him. Everything always did.

				Of one thing he was increasingly sure: he didn’t want to ride out with Blackthorn and his army. That was a dangerous folly clearly meant to be the end of nineteen thousand hungry farmers and tradesmen. Even if Blackthorn meant him and Winthrop no harm, what would a mob of armed men, nineteen thousand strong, do once they realized they were stranded far from home in the winter, with no walls and roof to shelter them and no food in their bellies? It wouldn’t be good to be the warm, fur-wrapped minister, sitting atop a stallion, looking down on them when they came to that realization.

				Beck understood in that moment that he needed to find a way to come up with a pile of coin in a hurry.

				“Evan, tell me of this question that Winthrop’s novice Franklin brought to you.”

				Evan’s face showed his frustration. “It’s not a simple question of historical counts and extrapolations.”

				Beck sighed. “What is the question?”

			

			
				“He wants to know what portion of all men in the three townships takes their faith to heart.”

				“Would you not simply ask them?”

				“No,” Evan said, flabbergasted. “Of course not.”

				“Why?” asked Beck, offended at Evan’s response.

				“First, I have not the time, nor the scholars, to assign to the task of asking every man in the three towns that question. Even if I could, how would a man answer it? Our culture burdens us with the expectation that we attend and listen when our clergymen deem that we should. Nearly all do so. Those who don’t are often spoken about behind their backs or publicly derided. Yet, as you well know, when you sit in the pews and daydream about things you’d rather be doing, you see others nod off to sleep. Some whisper rumors. Only a few seem to pay much attention. My belief is that, if I asked the question of a dozen men, nearly all would say they are devoted to The Word to one degree or another. My intuition tells me that result would be very wrong. I believe only a minority of our townsfolk are fervently devoted to The Word. I think by asking the question of faith, the answer we’d actually be receiving is some measure of social pressure. And that doesn’t even account for the ambiguity of the question being asked. How does one define a fervent devotion to The Word?”

				To his surprise, Beck found Evan’s minutiae much more interesting than he ever would have guessed. “Let me ask you another question.”

				“Yes?”

				“Why do you believe Father Winthrop wants this information?”

				“I…well…um.” Evan looked around at the snowy field as he searched his imagination for the answer. “I don’t know.”

				“If he wishes to take a count of attendees, that would be a simple matter, would it not?”

			

			
				Evan put on a sour face. “Father Winthrop can’t read and barely knows a number past ten.” He clearly had no respect for Father Winthrop’s choice to shun any learning outside of The Word.

				“But his novice Franklin, or that clever scamp of his, Oliver, could do it for him, correct?”

				“Yes, yes,” Evan agreed. “Some members of the clergy are more than capable. Not all share Father Winthrop’s disdain for education.”

				“We can deduce, then, that his question stems from some other purpose than simple curiosity about his flock.”

				“Okay.” Evan was reluctant to agree.

				“I wonder,” said Beck, “if Winthrop, zealous dimwit that he is, has finally found his spine. How many times can a man kowtow and snivel before his thorny little crumb of pride pokes him into action? I wonder if he, like me, has grated under Blackthorn’s dominance long enough that he has finally chosen to do something about it.”

				“I don’t understand,” said Evan.

				“If Father Winthrop did somehow come to the conclusion that he needed to do something to change the balance of power on the council, would it not make sense that he first assess his own power base? He has no control over the cavalry, the militia, or the city guard, but what if he has the hearts and the ears of the people? Could he not construe The Word to his purpose, to put himself in charge via a coup?”

				“Yes,” said Evan. “This would be a logical first step.”

				“Then let us mislead him into a false confidence,” said Beck. “Tell Novice Franklin that you have concluded your study and that you have found that nine of ten men are devoted to The Word, devoted beyond question. When you find yourself pressed for what that means, you tell them that nine of ten would do anything—and emphasize that part—that Father Winthrop, through The Word, instructs them to do.”

			

			
				“I don’t feel comfortable with the lie, but I will do as you instruct.”

				“Of course you will,” said Beck. “You’ll also take this one step further. We have many tasks to perform. Tell me what you know of that clever boy, Oliver. I think he may be of use to us.”

				“How so?” Evan asked.

				“For now, I’ll keep that to myself. Let’s walk back to the square and watch the militia finish up their drills. I believe we may find some curiosities there.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: Ella

				“What do you mean you knew them?” Ella asked Bray. She looked back and forth over the bodies of the settlers. She focused on the smallest one. “You let a child die, and you did nothing to help?”

				Bray was silent for a moment. All of the sudden, he jabbed his sword into the floor and his eyes lit with anger. “They chose to break Blackthorn’s laws. It’s not my fault they were killed.”

				“You said two soldiers did this. That means you saw this happen.”

				Bray hefted his sword and took a step toward Ella, as if to threaten her. He turned in the other direction. He walked to the barren doorway and pounded the wall, then stared out into the forest, his shoulders heaving.

				He remained silent for several minutes, staring vacantly into the wilderness while snow fell past the doorway. Ella inched over to William and drew him close. She clung to the boy’s arm, suddenly fearful and protective. The Warden had scared her.

				“It’s okay, William,” she whispered. “It’ll be okay.”

				After a moment of silence, Bray spoke.

				“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do that. It’s not often that I—”

				“It’s all right,” Ella said. He’d been through a lot. They all had. “You said you knew them?”

				Bray drew a deep breath. “Yes. The mother and father were named Henry and Tabatha. I met their daughter by the river about a year ago. Her name was Harriet. When I came upon her, Harriet was collecting water for her mother, but her mother had lost track of her. When Harriet saw me, she tried running, but I convinced her I meant her no harm. I brought her back to her mother and helped them carry their things. When we got to their dwelling, they took me in and gave me a meal. I repaid them with weapons and protection.”

			

			
				“Every so often, I stopped and checked in on the family, trading belongings from the townships that they couldn’t get on their own. In return, they gave me food and a place to sleep when I needed it. The last time I saw them was a few months ago.”

				Bray paused, heaving a thick sigh.

				“I’d just returned from a trip to Coventry. I warned them that Blackthorn’s blue shirts were sweeping the area, searching for settlers. I’d seen them on the way. Henry promised me they were heading east. He said they were going to build a new home, farther away from the townships. I wished them well and bid them goodbye. I didn’t think I’d see them again.”

				“A few days later, after a trip to Coventry, I saw smoke in the distance. By the time I got to the house, all three of them were dead, their bodies burned. I saw two soldiers leaving the vicinity. I tracked them, but by the time I caught up, they’d already rejoined a larger group of blue shirts.” Bray looked over his shoulder at them. His eyes were red and ringed; his normally hardened face seemed soft. “There was nothing I could do.”

				Ella huddled in the corner with William. “Should we bury them?”

				The Warden shook his head. “The bodies need to remain untouched. Other settlers live out here. Touching them will prove more people live in the area, and that’ll bring even more soldiers.”

				“Won’t the soldiers check here for us?”

				“The soldiers were heading in the opposite direction. I don’t think they’ll find us. Besides, I think we’ve covered enough ground to spend the night safely. We’ll leave first thing in the morning. We’ll be okay.”

			

			
				Ella nodded. She relaxed, but only slightly. Her mind was still focused on the bodies. She wasn’t sure how she’d sleep. She let go of William and pulled her pack from her shoulders. She set down her sword.

				“Do you know who the soldiers were that killed them? Were they from Brighton?”

				“I believe so.”

				“What were their names?”

				“I didn’t ask. When I saw them the next time, I killed them.”

				Bray’s face hardened again. He set his pack down on the floor, opposite the bodies, and brought out his drinking flask. He took a long gulp. Following his lead, Ella dug in her own bag for a drink. She was thirsty, but she wasn’t hungry. She doubted she’d sleep, with the bodies in the room.

				William slid to the floor beside her, tentatively unstrapping his bag. He dug through the contents and pulled out Zander. Then he looked across the room at the smallest skeleton.

				“How old was Harriet?” he asked the Warden.

				“About your age. Maybe a little younger,” Bray answered.

				“What did she look like?”

				“She had blonde hair and blue eyes, fair skin.”

				“What did she like to do?”

				“The same things the rest of the kids in the townships do. She played games with her mother, collected food and water, climbed the trees.”

				“She did that even with the demons in the forest?”

				“Yes, even with the demons around. Her parents taught her to keep safe; they protected her. I just wish they could’ve protected her from this.” He waved his hand despondently.

				William crept across the floor and placed Zander next to the little girl’s body. Then he scooted back to Ella. “I want Harriet to have it,” he told her. “I won’t be needing it much longer, anyway.”

			

			
				William’s face was strangely composed. Ella’s eyes welled up. She looked at her son, then at Bray, thinking the Warden would warn them to take the figurine, but the Warden didn’t say a word.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Beck

				By the time Beck and Evan got back to the square, the snow was coming in big, misshapen flakes, floating down through a condensing fog of exhalations from the unenthusiastic men counting and turning and marching in the square. It was late. Bonfires along the perimeter provided light for the men, who clearly wanted to be home eating dinner, rather than drilling and shivering.

				Seeing that Blackthorn had gone, Beck led Evan up to the dais, from which they could see across the undisciplined throng.

				The cohort had broken up into platoons of thirty or forty men, each group getting barked at by a sergeant under the lazy supervision of several officers, who seemed primarily interested in a conversation they were having as they huddled out of the wind between two bonfires along the edge of the square.

				“When you look at these men, do you see anything unusual?” Beck asked.

				Evan rose immediately to the challenge. Of all the things that motivated Evan to action, finding an answer to a new question was foremost. Evan scanned across the rows. He listened to the orders being hollered at the men. The scolding by a sergeant—at least one of them always seemed to be yelling somewhere—piqued Evan’s interest. He soon realized it was just the animation and noise that interested him, nothing important.

				Keeping his hands tucked in his pockets, Beck hinted, “Don’t point, but look over there, down along the left side.”

				Evan looked over. “Are you referring to the two militiamen near the end of that line? The two with the thick, expensive fur cloaks? Based on their manner of dress, they don’t belong.”

			

			
				“That is exactly it.” Beck smiled. “Do you know the merchant Dunlow?”

				“The furrier?”

				“Those are his sons.”

				Surprised, Evan turned to face Beck. “Dunlow is among the wealthiest of Brighton’s merchants. Surely, he has enough spare coin to keep his sons out of the militia. At worst, Dunlow could purchase horses for his sons and have them ride in the cavalry. The footmen of the militia are at the lowest level in the military hierarchy.”

				“So it would seem,” said Beck.

				“Obviously there is something about this situation that you aren’t sharing with me,” said Evan.

				“It is a long story. It is also an important one, important enough that of all six hundred shivering soldiers in this cohort, the only two keeping warm in their coats belong to Dunlow the Furrier. You know, of course, that General Blackthorn has no children.”

				“Of course,” said Evan. “He had the misfortune to marry three barren women. They say after the third, his heart was so hardened by the sorrow of sending them to The House of Barren Women that he turned bitter toward the idea of companionship.”

				Beck took a long breath and then exhaled a big puff of condensation. It was a simple indulgence that never failed to fascinate him when the weather was cold enough for it. “That is one story.”

				“And the other?” asked Evan.

				“Did you know that the first of General Blackthorn’s wives went to the pyre?”

				“I wasn’t aware of that,” said Evan. “Rumors about General Blackthorn’s past abound. One is never sure what to believe.”

				“Have you seen a girl at The House of Barren Women name Fitzgerald?”

			

			
				Evan blushed.

				Beck patted Evan on the back. “Don’t be ashamed. All of us visit, though most do so discreetly. I never understood the shame of it.”

				Evan nodded and half smiled.

				“You know the girl I speak of?”

				“Yes,” Evan croaked out. “Maybe the prettiest girl there.”

				Nodding, Beck said, “General Blackthorn’s first wife looked like Fitzgerald. The two were married on a glorious spring afternoon and I think every man in Brighton fell in love with her that day. I was young, barely old enough to know the difference between boys and girls, and I think I fell in love with her, too.” Beck looked off into the gray sky as he thought of her. “She was enchanting. They were like the king and queen in one of the old fairy tales. Rumors spread from almost the next day that she was with child. The whole town seemed to think of little else that year. Everywhere you went, people talked about a prince to carry on for Blackthorn. Back in those days, he was still the hero that saved the townships. People don’t talk about it much now. Too many people have been born since that last great demon war. You know how people are about things that happened before they were alive.”

				“Yes,” Evan nodded with solemn determination. “Some days I feel that thinking is at the root of all the problems I face when answering questions about our history as a means to try to understand our future.”

				“Yes,” Beck said, hiding his irritation at Evan’s seeming desire to sidetrack the story. “Sadly, General Blackthorn’s wife, instead of getting a big belly with a baby in it, grew gaunt. Her smile seemed to have a more difficult time finding its way to her face. No child came that winter when everyone expected one to arrive. Neither did one arrive that next spring or summer. That autumn, when Cleansing day came, General Blackthorn arrived late. The other two ministers were already in their chairs. The square was full of nervous women and frightened children. General Blackthorn all but dragged his crying young wife into the square.”

			

			
				“Oh, no,” said Evan.

				“It was most unusual. Nothing like it had happened in anyone’s memory. General Blackthorn dragged the girl up the steps of the Cleansing platform, ordered her stripped, and with the angriest face I’ve ever seen on a man, he pointed at the smudges on her back.” Beck shook his head at the memory. “I was in the crowd, near the front and I saw that sad woman, and I almost cried. It was so hard to see that beautiful face without a smile.”

				“But she was smudged, right?” Evan asked.

				Beck shrugged. “To me, her smudges looked like old bruises. In the months after, it was whispered that the inspectors believed them to be bruises, as well, but no one dared stand against General Blackthorn’s wrath, not in the mood he was in that day. He might have sent us all to the pyre. As it was, his wife and three others burned that afternoon, and the town cried for a week. It was the blackest of times in Brighton. It was if our souls had died that day.”

				Beck took a deep breath as the memory of seeing the beautiful woman burn nearly stole away his composure. “Rumors spread through the market after that. Many said the woman was barren, and General Blackthorn, because he loved her so jealously, couldn’t bear to send her to The House to be slobbered on and kissed by stinking pig chasers and filthy dirt scratchers.”

				“That’s not love,” said Evan, shaking his head.

				Beck simply stared across the square.

				Evan asked, “What happened to the others?”

				“The second went on to The House of Barren Women and seemed intent on filling the orphanage with bastards all on her own. But the interesting one is the last. She bore a child not eight months after Blackthorn left her on Mary’s doorstep.”

			

			
				“Eight months?” Evan asked. “Are you saying that he divorced her while she was pregnant?”

				“The timing suggests that General Blackthorn’s temper may have been too short on this occasion. However, with the girl in The House of Barren Women, Blackthorn could never know for sure that the bastard she bore was actually his, or the unlucky seed of one of the first men to partake of her services.”

				“Unlucky?”

				Nodding, Beck said, “The poor girl died of birthing.”

				Evan looked toward Blackthorn’s house, dominating one corner of the great square. “The tragedy of it all almost makes you feel pity for him.”

				“Almost,” said Beck. “And then you remember what a brute he is.”

				“What of the child?” asked Evan. “Did it live?”

				“This all happened a long time ago, mind you, but yes, it did live. It grew into a healthy teenager and people said that he bore a strong resemblance to Blackthorn as a boy. As it was, Blackthorn never accepted the child as his own. How could he? The boy was a bastard. But Blackthorn took a special interest in the child. He saw that the boy never set foot in an orphanage. He received the best tutoring, wore the best clothes, and lived in a good home.”

				“A good home?” Evan asked. “A merchant’s home? Dunlow the Furrier’s?”

				“That would be correct,” said Beck. “Dunlow was having problems with a barren woman of his own, and General Blackthorn convinced him to raise the boy.”

				“But?” Evan asked.

				“Dunlow found a solution. He remarried, and within a year, his second wife bore him those two twin sons.” Beck pointed at the two well-dressed militiamen.

			

			
				Evan looked back at the twin young men, swinging their swords in some kind of attack exercise.

				“General Blackthorn’s illegitimate child, nearly seven years old when the twins were born, fell into disfavor in the Dunlow house. He was ignored by the man he had come to think of as his own father. He grew troubled. By the time the boy was fourteen, Dunlow had had enough and he pushed for the boy to go into cavalry training early. Blackthorn himself went into training early, did you know that?”

				Evan shook his head.

				Beck nodded, “That is perhaps why Blackthorn allowed the boy to join the cavalry. He saw himself in the boy. Sadly, it was a mistake. Not a month into his training, the boy was thrown from his horse and broke his neck.”

				“He died.”

				“Yes,” said Beck. “And General Blackthorn blamed Dunlow. Blackthorn has carried the grudge to this day.” He glanced at the Dunlow twins. “Apparently.”

				“That is a fascinating story, Minister Beck, but now that we’ve reached the end, I’m failing to make the next connection. Why did you bring me here to show me these twins? Why did you tell me this story?”

				Beck took a slow look around to ensure that no one was close enough to hear what he and Evan were talking about. “Those two will become part of our two-pronged plan. One could safely assume that they despise Blackthorn as much as anyone. One could further assume that grumblers tend to fall in with other grumblers. In other words, if they hate Blackthorn, it is likely they know many others that share this feeling. Those two will provide us access to all of those disgruntled men. And those disgruntled men will raise their swords and axes for us against Blackthorn, if we handle the situation correctly.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Bray

				Bray lay awake in the dwelling, unable to sleep. It wasn’t the threat of demons or soldiers that kept him up. Memories haunted him.

				It wasn’t my fault, he told himself. Bray closed his eyes and fought back the guilt. The settlers had done it to themselves.

				They’d told him they were going to leave.

				It wasn’t his fault they’d stayed.

				The pale light of the sky was fading, pitching the small house into darkness, but Bray could still make out the jagged outlines of the skeletons, their presence a constant reminder of how he’d failed them. He listened to the sounds of Ella and William across from him, their sleep-filled breaths overshadowed by the sounds of the forest. Somewhere outside, a night owl hooted; a small creature scurried through the underbrush. He was used to the noise. He’d made his bed in the wild on more nights than he’d ever slept in a town or village.

				He let the sounds soothe him as he dipped into the realm of sleep.

				Bray rested in intervals. Rarely did he sleep a full night. Most evenings, he went to bed with sword in hand, prepared to spring from unconsciousness if needed.

				He thought of the journey to come, the stash of silver he had hidden in the Ancient City. If the Davenport survivors were headed there, he’d check on it. At the same time, he hoped the survivors hadn’t gained too much ground. The Ancient City was hardly a place for townsfolk, especially peasants who weren’t indoctrinated in the ways of demons.

				He pictured the crumbled walls of the Ancient buildings. The intersecting roads between them were fused with weeds and stone. Sharp metal of all sizes lay scattered among the wreckage, providing danger to unsuspecting travelers. Tall layers of Ancient stone curved around the buildings, arching high into the air. It was rumored that the Ancients used those floating roads for travel. Some of them went over the water, while others hung over flat, disintegrating roads. Many of the suspended stone layers were cracked and broken at points. Without proper precaution, a traveler could easily fall and break a limb, or worse. And that wasn’t even counting the danger of demons.

			

			
				Bray was leery of the place himself.

				He was just fading into unconsciousness when he heard a noise.

				Bray startled.

				A scratching arose from the back of the dwelling. He sat up and clenched his sword, heart pounding. Thin, sharp nails raked across the dwelling walls. An animal.


				Either that or a demon.

				Bray drew to a crouch. Whatever the thing was, he’d kill it. Whether it was a predator or a night critter. He stared into the darkness, trying to pinpoint the creature’s location. Once he got a bead on it, he’d rush outside and attack.

				The scratching stopped. Bray padded to the dwelling entrance and peered out into the forest, using the last light of the snowy sky to guide him. The glow provided a thin layer of visibility, but not enough. He saw nothing suspicious. He looked at the weed-covered walls of the dwelling, but observed nothing climbing them. He stepped out and inspected further. The back of the dwelling was dark and looming, but he saw nothing dangerous lurking there. His first instinct was correct. It was probably a night animal carousing through the forest. Whatever it was had left.

				He considered lighting a torch, but didn’t want to draw the demons.

				Relieved, he ducked back inside the dwelling and lay down. He kept his eyes open, just in case. His thoughts drifted back to his collection of silver and metals. He’d stashed it inside one of the more intact buildings in the Ancient City, covered with rubble and debris. Over the past few years, he’d been adding to his stash, growing it, hoarding it, filling it with the money he was paid by the townships. That, and the money he’d scavenged from other Wardens like Jeremiah.

			

			
				If he lived long enough, he’d need something to fall back on when his arms and legs grew weak from age.

				Thoughts of his belongings lulled him to sleep.

				He’d just closed his eyes when he heard a whimper. The noise was soft and high-pitched, but this time, it didn’t sound like a squirrel or raccoon.

				This cry was human.

				It was coming from the back of the dwelling. Was there a child outside?

				Bray arose and crept outside, heading around the small house. After a few seconds, the noise abated. The sounds of the forest resumed, as if the animals were playing some trick on him. Bray stared through the darkness, waiting for the noise to repeat, but the dwelling remained silent. The whimper repeated in his head long after it stopped. The more he thought about it, the more it grew familiar. It sounded like someone he knew.

				Harriet.


				But that couldn’t be.

				The name hit him like a punch to the stomach. He pictured the little settler girl at the river, the bucket he’d helped her carry. The nights he’d spent at the settlers’ dwelling, his grief at finding them dead. But that wasn’t possible. Her body was on the floor next to him, her bones scavenged by animals.

				Their burnt bodies had been riddled with slash marks.

				But what if she survived? What if… Bray wrinkled his nose, the smell of charred ash reminding him that Harriet was gone—not just gone, but brutally murdered. Darkness encircled the dwelling, and for a second, Bray was certain the building had been transported to some nether region; a place where the living had no control and the spirits reigned. But he couldn’t believe that.

			

			
				Those were settler’s myths. He’d never bowed to superstition, and he wouldn’t give in to it now.

				“Who’s there?” he whispered, waving his sword.

				He scrutinized the darkness, but no one answered. He swiveled in all directions, trying to pick out a figure in the blackness. Someone was here. Though he couldn’t see them, he sensed them. Someone was watching him. Waiting. He got to his feet, certain he’d been snuck up on, and that someone was waiting for the right moment to strike. He backed against the wall in an effort to defend himself.

				“Who’s there?” he called again, louder. “Show yourself.”

				No one answered.

				And then a little girl whispered his name.

				“Bray….”

				“Where are you? What do you want?” he demanded.

				He groped around the darkness, trying to find the source of the noise. If a child— Harriet—had found her way inside, he’d locate her. He lowered his sword and stepped forward. His feet stumbled over his bedding, his bag. He fought for balance. He kept moving, thinking he’d run into his companions, someone, but the room was empty. He found no sign of Ella and William. Even the bodies of the settlers seemed to have disappeared. He’d just reached the wall when a cold hand grabbed his wrist.

				Bray screamed and swung his sword. The blade struck the wall; the child blared his name. Someone pushed him to the ground. Bray tried scrambling to his feet, but a flurry of hands were pinning him down, forcing him to—

				He awoke in a sweat. Bray shot up and swiveled around.

				“Bray?” a voice called through the darkness.

			

			
				“Who’s there?” he asked, shaking.

				It wasn’t a child this time. It was Ella, checking on him. He exhaled deeply. It’d been a nightmare. Nothing more.

				“Are you okay?” Ella asked.

				“I’m fine,” he said, regaining his composure.

				“I heard you talking in your sleep.”

				Bray grunted. “You must’ve been mistaken.”

				He didn’t ask what she’d heard. He didn’t want to know. He lay back down for several seconds, trying to control his heartbeat, and stared at the ceiling. The dwelling was pitch black. The scratches and whimpers he’d heard before had melded into the sounds of the forest. But he still felt the clammy grip of a child’s fingers wrapped around his wrist.

				He pictured Harriet’s charred face, luring him into the land of the dead.

				“Bray…”

				Bray gritted his teeth and cursed at himself. He’d never had nightmares. Not since he was a boy and his father was showing him the forest, not since he’d killed his first demon. The nightmares had long faded, leaving him to face real dangers. He had no time for imagined ones.

				Still, he couldn’t wait to get out of this place. It had him rattled.

				He set his sword down and listened to Ella fall back asleep. Once she’d quieted, he listened to the animals filling the forest with chatter, calming him.

				He lay awake on his bedding until the first rays of morning gleamed through the cracks in the walls.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: Beck

				With an ancient book deep in his pocket, bound in old cloth, wrapped in sheepskin to protect it, Beck walked past the stinking skinners’ plots. He thought, as he always thought when he had the misfortune to find himself walking down this particular street, that if the skinners would exercise the good sense to bury or burn the byproduct of their work, rather than piling the rotting bits of flesh behind their houses in open pits, the smell wouldn’t be a problem.

				It was morning, and the snow had stopped falling, but it was still cold. At the moment, that was a good thing. The swarm of black flies that usually cast a shadow over this part of town was gone.

				Beck recalled how there had only been a few houses and proprietorships in this area when he was a boy, constructed to incorporate large pieces of ancient stone. The stones, made up of every shape and size, stood on edge or lay flat. Some were crumbled into uselessness. Some single stones made solid walls for houses that were built against them. Many bled rust and crumbled away to expose the remnants of metal skeletons inside.

				Grandpa Beck, the oldest man Beck had ever known, told him the stones had been made by the hands of the Ancients. The Ancients had learned the secrets of forming stone into liquid, a liquid that they’d pour into molds, like enormous cakes. In the absence of further explanation, Beck guessed there had to have been ovens even larger than the mold in which to bake the giant cakes into stone. But how could such stones be moved? He shook his head in frustration. Every one of the Ancient stories ended that way, in questions that led to more questions. In the end, they could only be answered with an exasperated surrender to the simple demoralizing truth—that the Ancients had some kind of magic, some special knowledge that made it all possible.

			

			
				He hated to acknowledge that he and his contemporaries were so profoundly ignorant of the Ancients’ processes. Every fantastical device the Ancients possessed, every marvelous power they wielded, was so far beyond present knowledge that its workings could only be guessed at. All of it might as well have been magic. Tech Magic. At least, that’s what the commoners called it.

				The only other alternative was the simple one, that Grandpa Beck and those like him were storytellers with vivid imaginations, shirkers looking for ways to avoid working the field or patrolling the frontier for the monsters.

				Some whispers went so far as to claim Grandpa Beck had turned crazy from reading over shreds of ancient books and papers. Beck was a skinny kid back in those days, smaller than most boys, and ignored the jabs when he was able. When he wasn’t, he raised his fists and fueled his strength with thin-worn patience and a growing temper.

				Now that Beck was a grown man, sometimes when he was staring at the ceiling in his dark bedchamber, suffering the weight of his failure to unearth any profound ancient secrets, he feared those whispers from his childhood might be true. If so, his life had been and would be a waste of time.

				To combat the despair that lay always under the surface of his thoughts, Beck put his hand in his pocket and touched the firm book through its wrapper of animal skin. He looked at the tumbledown walls of ancient stone along Skinner’s Row. The book and the walls were made by the hands of men—men who lived in the same magical age. If Ancient hands could make such things, then so could the hands of future men. It was only the men of the present day who’d misplaced their knowledge of the world’s magical secrets. Finding those secrets was Beck’s goal. That, and ferreting out which of the legends were wrapped around a kernel of truth and worth pursuing, and which were wrapped around a rabbit pellet, exaggerated and not worth anything.

			

			
				Skinner’s Row ended where it intersected The Hay Road. Beck walked past modest wooden houses owned by farmers and hunters. Not many of those people were around. They were either in the fields trying to gather up what the snow hadn’t destroyed, or they were in the square, pointlessly repeating militia drills. Beck shook his head. Whatever Blackthorn was up to, the drills were only serving to make the matter worse.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Ivory

				Ivory opened the door to his father’s house, stepped in, and was surprised to a halt. Minister Beck was sitting at his father’s table. His father was not in the room. Ivory glanced back and forth, searching for Muldoon, but the room appeared otherwise empty.

				“Don’t be alarmed, boy.” Minister Beck waved Ivory in and then laid his hand on a stack of three books on the table, Ivory’s books.

				Crap.

				Tentatively, Ivory moved forward, the weight of a backpack full of exotic, smuggled metals enough to set his pulse racing. Which would be worse to explain? The metals or the books? He glanced out into the street as he pulled the door closed behind him. Like every other resident of Brighton, Ivory was apprehensive—terrified—of the ministers. They wielded absolute power, and from what Ivory had seen, no good ever came of the ministers’ use of that power.

				Thankfully, Ivory had taken the time to kill three rabbits on his way back to Brighton. He laid them on the table in front of Beck and slowly removed his backpack, trying to hide the awkward weight of it. With his bow and quiver in hand, Ivory contorted and slipped the bag off his shoulder. The strap hit his forearm as he was leaning over, and the bag hit the floor with the obvious clunk and jingle of metal.

				Ivory sucked in a pained breath.

				He turned around to see Minister Beck still watching him, waiting patiently, saying nothing, holding an innocuous expression. Ivory forced a smile and laid his bow across the table. He placed his quiver beside it.

				Minister Beck pointed at the bow. “Please, put it away. It is not necessary to leave it on the table.”

			

			
				Ivory put a hand on the bow and hesitated, reluctant to have the bow out of his reach. Nevertheless, he turned toward the wall above where he’d dropped his backpack on the floor and laid the bow across two pegs at shoulder level on the wall. He hung the quiver from one of the pegs and turned back to Beck.

				“Those are good-looking rabbits.” Beck smiled.

				Ivory nodded.

				“Why not move those as well?”

				Ivory took the three skinny rabbits and laid them across his bag on the floor.

				“Not many to bring back. How many days were you on the hunt?”

				“I lost count,” Ivory lied.

				Beck shrugged. “Would you guess the number of rabbits in the forest has dwindled?”

				“Possibly,” Ivory answered, hoping that Beck’s ignorance of life outside the wall had inadvertently gifted him a plausible explanation.

				“Please, sit.” Beck motioned Ivory toward a chair across the table.

				Ivory scooted the chair out and seated himself. “Are you here to see my father?”

				Beck’s face seemed suddenly distressed; it turned immediately back to placid calm. “You’ve been outside since before The Cleansing.”

				“I left the day before,” Ivory answered.

				“The day before,” Beck repeated. “Some might call that suspicious.”

				“I…” Ivory was caught without an exact answer to the implied question. “It was the first Cleansing for which I was of age to Cleanse myself. I…”

				“You wanted to feel your freedom?” Beck asked.

				“Yes.” Ivory nodded. “That’s it.”

			

			
				“You’re not infected?” Beck asked. “No lumps. No red skin?”

				Shaking his head perhaps a little too vigorously, Ivory said, “No. I’m in perfect health.”

				“You knew about your father, Muldoon, no?”

				Of course Ivory knew. If Ivory hadn’t seen his father’s skin, Muldoon’s mood gave it away. Also, of course, Ivory lied about it. “No. What about my father?”

				“You don’t know?”

				“Know?”

				“Your father was unclean.”

				“He…” Ivory couldn’t finish the sentence. He’d tried to convince Muldoon to leave town, to go into the woods with him and hunt, to keep his infection secret until…well, until he couldn’t. Heck, maybe for the rest of his life. Ivory had heard rumors of men who’d hidden the secret for years, some even into their old age. In those cases, the bumps came, but never progressed beyond a point. People lived normal lives.

				But Muldoon wouldn’t listen to Ivory. The two had argued over it at least a dozen times, as they had argued over many things. Ivory believed Muldoon had never broken a rule in his life—outside of his gambling problems. Ivory’s uncle, the man who’d taken Ivory to the Ancient City to meet Jingo, the one who’d taught him how to smuggle metals, was Muldoon’s opposite. He didn’t believe in rules. Rules, in his uncle’s opinion, were simply the way the ministers provided regular men with the hints they needed to use to avoid the ministers’ wrath. It was an attitude about avoiding the rules rather than obeying them.

				Beck said, “He was taken in The Cleansing.”

				Ivory heaved a sigh and his eyes fell to the table.

				“He died bravely. He took the pyre, though I advised him to take the sword. He was a strong man.”

				Ivory nodded and did his best to blink away unexpected, though sparse, tears. Still, the situation with Beck sitting in his father’s house didn’t make sense. “Did you come here to tell me?”

			

			
				Beck patted the pile of books. All three had been borrowed at different times from Jingo’s collection through the years, but because Ivory liked those particular books so much, Jingo had given them as a gift.

				Beck asked, “Do you know the value of these books?”

				“In what way?” Ivory asked, knowing they were of immense value if sold to the right merchant. He couldn’t help but think of them in the same way that Jingo thought of them, as the secret path to the knowledge of the ancients and knowledge of the world that still existed around them.

				“That’s an odd question.”

				“How so?” Ivory asked.

				Beck tapped the books. “If you sold these, you likely wouldn’t have to waste your time on rabbit hunts anymore.”

				“I like hunting rabbits. I’m good at it.”

				Beck looked over at the three carcasses. “It would seem the evidence does not agree.”

				Ivory couldn’t help but look at the three scrawny rabbits while he cursed himself for having said such a thing. It would have been so much better to appear incompetent. Nobody worried over what stupid people were up to, especially stupid people with backpacks full of contraband metals from the Ancient City that could get them tied to a pyre pole.

				Beck dragged his fingers back and forth across the rough cloth cover of the book on top of the pile, looking at the book as he did so, as though he might learn something from it just by staring long enough. “Your father asked me a favor before he went to the pyre.”

				Ivory said nothing. He realized that the fewer words he spoke, the more likely he was to live through the day.

				“He told me you can read,” Beck said.

				Ivory’s heart galloped. He envisioned the fate—the punishment—that might meet someone who had secretly learned to read.

			

			
				Beck said, “He asked me to take you on as a scholar.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Bray

				Despite his broken sleep, Bray charged through the forest with renewed vigor, driven by a need to get away from the dwelling. He made it seem as though he was pushing hard to reach the Davenport survivors, but he was glad to be rid of the place. The snow had stopped falling, leaving only a thin coat of evidence. Much of it had melted in the early morning hours.

				Ella and William trekked the forest alongside him. Neither complained about the pace. The importance of gaining ground was unspoken, driving the three of them onward. Bray wove a diagonal path, hoping to cut back in front of the soldiers and pick up the survivor’s tracks. If they were lucky, maybe the blue-shirted bastards had gone home.

				Maybe they’d given up.

				As calloused as the soldiers acted, Bray doubted they were equipped for a long journey. They’d probably planned on massacring the townsfolk, finding Ella, and returning quickly. Supplies were hard to come by deep in the forest. He knew that as well as anyone.

				If we can get to the survivors in time…

				Bray was surprised to find himself immersed in Ella’s quest. Since leaving Davenport, he’d assumed it as his own. The actions of the soldiers had stoked his anger. What they’d done to the residents of Davenport—and to the settlers—was cowardly. Only weak men killed on the basis of orders alone.

				Besides, the soldiers had cut off some of his trading resources. Bray would like nothing more than to thwart their efforts, to rub their inefficiencies in Blackthorn’s face. Whether or not the General was his employer, Bray’s loyalty was to silver, not to the man or his townships.

				He forged through the trees. Thick foliage hung at the tree line, blocking off the sun overhead. They’d entered swampland, and the muck clung to Bray’s boots, dragging him closer to the ground. He heard the slick pull of wet earth on Ella’s and William’s feet, as well. They breathed heavily as they fought for each step. The rains had been heavy the week before, and the melted snow added to the already-moist ground. Shadows abounded. If Bray hadn’t been in a rush, he would’ve skirted the area; given their situation, they needed to plow through it.

			

			
				“We should be on the other side soon,” he told Ella and William.

				“I assume this is the quickest way?” Ella asked.

				Bray nodded and kept going. He heaved his sword into the ground, using it for leverage. William did the same, looking for Bray’s approval. Bray recalled his own childhood, walking next to his father. The similarities weren’t lost on him. But this situation was different. William wasn’t here to learn; he was here because he was infected.

				Soon the demon seed would take him over.

				Bray recalled one of the other Wardens, Everett, who had fallen victim to the spores a year ago. Everett had been hunting the demons in the southern forests, far outside of the realm of the townships, when the symptoms had taken him over. Unlike Bray, Everett had been married; he’d had a wife and son in Coventry.

				For some reason, Everett had hiked the many miles home, battling both demons and delusion to see his wife and child. He’d finally ended up in the woods outside of the township, just a few miles from his house. When Bray had encountered him, he’d been sitting by a campfire, yelling into the night. Bray had approached cautiously, fearing the worst. The man had been huddled over a stick, roasting something over the fire. It wasn’t until Bray had gotten closer that he’d determined what it was. Everett was feasting on one of the demons, stuffing bulbous chunks of flesh into his mouth.

			

			
				Out of respect, Bray had killed the man. He’d never told the man’s wife. She thought he was still out in the wild, that one day he’d come home. Sometimes it was better to have hope than to learn the truth.

				The settlers don’t feast on the blood of demons. But the infected… There’s no telling what they might do.

				Bray shook the image from his mind. The muck had thickened, and the stench of wet soil reminded him of the musky scent of demons. It wasn’t until he’d gone another few steps that he realized the threat was real.

				Several monsters sloshed through the wet ground and toward them.

				“Ella! William!” he hissed.

				He grabbed for his companions, but they were already prepared, readying their swords. He had the brief thought that they shouldn’t have come here. It was too late; it was time to survive.

				The things were closing fast. They covered the ground between them, as if they’d been lying in wait. Despite the drenched ground, the demons came at the travelers with remarkable speed. Their naked bodies were slicked with mud, as if they’d fallen several times. The closest creature charged at Bray.

				Bray swung his sword, severing its arm from its body. The creature fell, splashing face-first into the sodden ground. It writhed and wiggled, pushing itself up on one good hand, snapping at Bray. Bray raised his boot and squashed its head into the muck. He stabbed it in the back with his sword, finishing it off.

				“Look out!” he yelled at Ella and William.

				Two more demons were hurtling toward them, their bare feet kicking up mud from the swamp. Ella and William stepped backwards. Ella was farthest from Bray; the things were homing in on her. They reached her and she swung her sword, slicing the first one’s chest open. It toppled to the side. The next bashed into her before she recovered, sending her sideways. She cried out. Bray sprung.

			

			
				“I’ve got it!”

				But Ella had already brought her sword back, goring it in the neck. The creature pitched to the ground. Blood spewed from its wound. It didn’t move.

				She grimaced.

				“Keep alert!” Bray yelled.

				Others were close. The monsters had been hunting in larger and larger packs lately. Two more creatures slithered from behind two nearby tree trunks, mouths agape. Their heads sagged from the weight of unwieldy spores, their arms cocked at odd angles.

				It appeared they’d been watching.

				They were smart demons. Bray could tell by their cunning looks. They’d been waiting for the others to take the survivors down so they could reap the rewards. The creatures’ eyes strayed between Bray and Ella. Their gazes stopped on William.

				Bray roared and took a step forward as the first one bounded at him. Bray swung his sword, cutting the thing’s stomach, fending it off.

				The other went for Ella.

				Dammit. He couldn’t help her—not until he’d slayed the thing in front of him. The creature snarled and bit the air. It swung. In his peripheral vision, Bray saw the other creature slam into Ella, knocking her into the mud.

				“William! Help your mother!”

				Bray sliced at the creature attacking him, keeping a panicked eye on the situation a few feet away. But William didn’t move. The boy watched the battle as if it was happening across the forest instead of next to him. His mouth hung open in awe as the creature hovered over Ella, screeching and pawing.

			

			
				“William!”

				Bray gritted his teeth and slashed the beast he was fighting, cutting sideways through the upper half of its head. Blood and brain matter spewed from the gap above its mouth, where the rest of its face had once been. Ella shrieked for help.

				Bray moved for her. The thing striking Ella was still on its feet. Bray speared the creature, the momentum of his body carrying the two of them backward, and planted both his sword and the creature into a nearby tree. He let go of his weapon, watching the pinned creature squirm its death throes.

				“Are you all right, Ella?” He ran back to help. Ella was on the ground several feet behind him, her dress wet with mud. Her face was speckled brown. He reached for her arm to pull her free, fearing she’d been wounded.

				Thankfully, she hadn’t.

				She clutched her sword as if it were attached to her hands. Bray glared at the fallen creatures around him—the ones he’d killed and the ones Ella had taken care of. She’d surprised him. Despite her inexperience, she’d done well.

				“William,” she managed, pointing to her son.

				Bray followed her finger. While he was helping up the boy’s mother, the boy had wandered close to the squirming, pinned demon. William stared at it with his head cocked sideways, as if he were admiring a wildflower instead of a vicious predator.

				“Keep away from it!” Bray yelled. He darted the few steps to William’s side and pushed him backward. “What do you think you’re doing?”

				William ignored him. William’s eyes were focused and thoughtful. The creature gnashed its teeth, flailing its arms. It stopped and locked eyes with William.

			

			
				“What are you doing?” Bray asked.

				“I can understand them,” William said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“I know what they’re trying to say.”

				The creature sputtered unintelligibly. Ella splashed through the mud. “That’s ridiculous!” She grabbed hold of her son and shook him. “You stay away from them. You hear me?”

				The boy didn’t answer. He continued staring at the creature, even as his mother pulled him away. When they were at a safe distance, Bray removed a knife from his belt and held it in front of the creature. Sensing death, the creature snarled, making half-hearted lunges with its hands.

				Bray listened to its meaningless rambling for several seconds, trying to decipher a sound, then stabbed it in the head.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Ivory

				Ivory was taken aback. Through all the arguing between him and Muldoon, he never guessed his father would one day divulge the secret that he could read. What else had Muldoon said? In his apparent desperation prior to stepping up to the pyre pole, he might’ve said anything. Ivory’s grief turned to anger, but he couldn’t show any of it to Minister Beck. He wrestled silently with what questions to ask the Minister, deciding that asking served no purpose. If Muldoon had said too much, Ivory would learn of it when he got dragged off to the pyre at sundown.

				Beck picked up the book on top of the stack. He opened it to a random page in the middle, reached across the table, and laid it in front of Ivory. “Could you read that, please?”

				Ivory looked down at the words on the page as he tried to figure out what to do.

				“Did your father read?” Beck asked.

				Ivory shook his head slowly.

				“Yes, he said as much to me. Which leaves the mystery. How did you learn?”

				Ivory said, “I mostly just look at them.”

				“Look at the books?” Beck stood up and paced down the length of the room, making a point of looking down at Ivory’s backpack as he went. “Why?”

				“They interest me.”

				“Some of the ancient books have pictures. The expensive ones.”

				Ivory shrugged. “I’ve heard of such books.”

				“Yet those three of yours have no pictures, just words.”

				Ivory nodded. Things were going badly. He cut a glance over at his bow. Could he neutralize Beck quickly, get his bow and a few supplies, and get out of town? If he could make it back over the wall, they’d never find him in the woods. He could go back to the Ancient City and live with Jingo. Ivory clenched his jaw and started sizing Beck up. The Minister was a half a head taller than Ivory. He looked strong through the shoulders, stronger than he should have looked for an academic. He looked like he could take care of himself in a scrape. Still, Ivory had surprise on his side, and that counted for a lot. Sometimes surprise was everything when words came to blows.

			

			
				Beck stopped at the table and leaned over Ivory, still nothing malicious in his gaze. “What is it you get out of looking at the books?”

				Ivory ventured a lie. “It makes me feel smart, I guess.” He thought about it and decided his lie was working. “Especially when my father thought I was reading.”

				“Yes.” Beck nodded and rubbed at his bare chin. “It worked on your father. He believed you were smart. He loved you very much, you know.”

				Ivory nodded, though he wasn’t sure he agreed.

				“Even in death, he only thought of you.”

				“Thank you for telling me,” said Ivory. Then, looking for a way to draw the meeting to a close, he said, “Thank you for coming here to tell me about my father. Thank you for considering his last request. I wish I really was what he hoped I was. I’m just a rabbit hunter, though.”

				Nodding, Beck leaned over, closed the book, and put it back on top of the others. He scooted the stack to his side of the table. “Given that you possess these books that you cannot read and that you clearly cannot afford, I’ll be required to confiscate them for the academic library.”

				Ivory gasped, but tried his best to hide it.

				“Is there a problem?”

				Weakly, Ivory said, “Those are my books.”

				“So you say. How did you come to own them?”

				Oddly, in all the time that Ivory had possessed those books, it never occurred to him to construct a lie good enough to explain where they came from. “They were gifts from my uncle.”

			

			
				“Your uncle is rich?”

				Of course not. Ivory couldn’t lie that he was. Beck only had to ask questions of the passersby outside Ivory’s door, and within a few minutes, he’d have confirmation of what Ivory’s uncle was. “He was a rabbit hunter, like me.”

				“I see,” said Beck. “Where did he get the books?”

				“He found them.”

				“Found them?” Beck flipped another of the books open and ran a finger across the pages. “In the woods? They’re in remarkably good condition for books that your uncle found lying in the woods.”

				“I don’t know where he found them.”

				“Indeed.” Beck sighed. “A liar who stole these books would have come up with a better story. Are you a bad liar, Ivory?”

				Ivory shook his head then said, “Yes. I don’t lie.”

				Beck said, “When you came in, did you notice several of the city guardsmen standing across the street?”

				“No,” said Ivory. Though he suspected they had to be out there the minute he saw Minister Beck sitting at his father’s table, he wondered now whether Minister Beck was bluffing. Ivory had looked. Had he missed them?

				“They came along to protect me, should I need it in this part of town.”

				Ivory understood the threat.

				Beck pointed at the backpack on the floor. “Why don’t you bring that over here and let’s take a look?”

				Ivory looked at the backpack, but didn’t move.

				“I can ask the guards to come in here and open it up for me, but if that happens, your choices about your future disappear. The guards are not intelligent men like us—you are an intelligent man, are you not, Ivory?”

				“Yes.” Ivory added a nod.

			

			
				“The guards only obey the law, or disobey it for their own benefit. For you, though, they’ll obey it, I’m sure. You don’t have a pocket full of coin to encourage them otherwise, do you?”

				“No, sir.”

				Beck’s gaze returned to the backpack. “Bring your bag over here.”

				Sagging under the weight of a guilt that was about to be revealed, Ivory wondered if he could escape, given the guards outside the door—if they were there at all. He picked up the bag and pinned his thin hope to Beck’s odd talk of intelligent men. He took his seat back at the table, reached over and selected the book on top of the pile in front of Beck, flipped it open to somewhere in the middle, and started to read.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: Bray

				Bray kept an eye on William long after they’d left the creatures behind. The boy walked at a distance, ignoring his mother’s direction to stay close. He stared vacantly at trees. He dragged his sword along the ground.

				Worry creased Ella’s forehead and deepened the lines around her mouth. Though still attractive, she reminded Bray of the women he’d seen on Cleansing day, those who’d seen too many such days pass. The faces of those women bore the pain of all those screams and the worry over the children clinging to their skirts. It aged them in a way that growing old didn’t.

				Bray furrowed his brow as his concerns turned back to William. Bray had encountered plenty of the infected, in various stages of sickness, but the boy was progressing faster than any he’d seen. For the past few days, William had been alert and cognizant; now he was in a daze. The stupor was too often the final stage before delirium came for the last time. At the same time, the spores matured at different rates in different people. There was no telling how long they’d been incubating in William.

				Bray would have to watch him closely. At some point soon he’d have to take care of him.

				They left the swamp behind and entered a dense cluster of evergreens. Thankfully, the ground hardened and the snow had all but disappeared. Bray kicked the thick mud off his boots as he walked. He shook it from his pants. They were heading southeast, veering away from Davenport, running a rapid course for the Ancient City. By Bray’s estimation, they’d meet back up with the survivor’s tracks in several miles.

			

			
				Provided the survivors had kept a consistent pace and direction.

				If they’d veered off, that was another matter. Bray, William, and Ella would have to double back, risking encounters with the soldiers. If that was the case, The Warden might consider abandoning the journey. Each day he didn’t hunt meant a day without earning silver. The few scalps he’d managed to procure from the demons they’d killed in the swamp were a pittance compared to what he usually collected.

				A man had to eat, after all.

				He glanced over at Ella. Her dress was soaked. Despite her condition, she seemed more concerned about her son than her appearance, her eyes focused on the wandering boy. Her sword hung dejectedly at her side.

				Bray asked, “How long has he been showing symptoms?”

				“I just noticed the other day, when we were in the forests inside the circle wall. He’d been acting a little strange all week, but I didn’t think much of it. He’s been so busy; we both have. What with collecting roots for the harvest festival, tidying the house… I thought he was just tired.”

				Ella’s head hung.

				“It must be hard doing things alone,” Bray offered.

				“It is, but we manage.” Ella straightened her head and looked away. She cleared her throat. It was obvious she didn’t want his pity.

				Most of the women he met were resigned to their roles, unwilling to break rules or traditions. And yet Ella had thrown herself into the wild for an unclean boy. Bold and stupid at the same time. She was unusual, in Bray’s experience.

				He gave Ella her space while he focused on the limbs and leaves around them. The trees were shedding early, as if they were ready to get the winter months over and done with. Bray couldn’t blame them. He enjoyed the cooler weather, but the early snow and the nip in the air reminded him of the long season to follow—all the more reason to save his silver. The demons were slower in the cold months, but cutting scalps in the winter was a loathsome job.

			

			
				He’d much rather spend his winter hours in a warm pub drinking ale, or in a warm bed with a barren woman.

				He scrutinized the scenery, certain they were nearing the tracks. They’d traveled several miles quickly, and were approaching what he thought was the survivors’ path. A bird rustled in the trees, startling him. He steadied his sword and watched it break from the boughs. It cawed menacingly and fluttered out of sight. If he believed in omens, he might’ve been worried.

				Bray and Ella stopped walking, and were studying the woods. William walked to a nearby tree. He scraped his fingernails against the bark and examined the flaky residue, as if he’d never seen it before. Bray sniffed the air.

				“Do you smell that?” Bray asked Ella.

				She nodded. The stale odor of demons lingered in the air—not an immediate threat, but evidence of their passing. Bray took a few steps forward and followed the scent. As despicable as it was, he’d be lost without it. He veered off course while Ella went to collect William.

				“Be careful,” he warned her.

				His boots pressed against newly fallen leaves; his sword swung at his side. He treaded lightly to avoid making tracks. In the distance, he saw several ferns bent all the way to the ground. He got closer, squinting as he studied the broken foliage. It looked like it’d been trampled. Something had been through here recently.

				Not just demons, but people.

				He made out boot marks in the ground—three sets, widely spaced and fleeing. Among them were the bare feet of the demons. He glanced back at Ella and William, a cold fear taking root in his gut. He stalked forward. He studied the area around the tracks, but found no sign of the soldiers. The lack of Blackthorn’s men was hardly relieving.

			

			
				The plentiful demons were enough to slay the survivors on their own.

				After walking twenty feet, he noticed a pair of palm prints, then several broken twigs. One of the survivors had fallen. He saw where someone had pushed off the ground and gotten up. The crunch of a footstep startled him, and he looked back to find Ella and William jogging to join him. Unlike before, the boy’s eyes were focused; Ella carried an expression of worry.

				Twenty feet later they found a scrap of clothing. Then blood.

				A quarter mile later, they found a body.

				The boy was facedown, hugging the base of a tree, as if he’d tried frantically to climb it. His torso was gnawed, unrecognizable. Bray sucked in a breath, then rolled the body over. The boy’s face was missing, chewed by demons. The only visible sign of his age was the beginnings of facial hair, still attached to what was left of his mangled chin.

				Ella stifled a cry and buried William’s face in her chest. She closed her eyes. Bray examined the body. There was no sign of the boy’s belongings. His weapons and bags, if he had them, were gone. Occasionally, the demons had been known to abscond with their victim’s belongings, driven by memory or instinct.

				The Warden often found such items scattered in the woods, discarded when the demons lost interest.

				After a few moments, Ella opened her eyes. She studied Bray. He pointed at the ground, showing her the continuing boot prints of the others. It was possible they’d made it, he wanted to say, but he kept silent. Ella’s face remained clouded. Doubt hung in the air like the stench of the demons. If the dead survivor was any indication, things weren’t looking good for the others.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Beck

				Beck listened as Ivory read aloud through five pages. At first, he didn’t believe what his eyes and ears were telling him. Disbelief turned to surprise and then to curiosity.

				Ivory came to the end of a chapter and Beck said, “Stop there.” He leaned back and settled in his chair, keeping his eyes fixed on Ivory, watching the boy grow uncomfortable. He said, “You are an enigma.”

				Ivory didn’t respond.

				“Do you know this word?”

				“Yes,” Ivory answered.

				Nodding, Beck asked, “What about your numbers? Do you know them?”

				Ivory nodded again.

				“You can count?”

				“Of course.”

				“Mathematics?” Beck asked. “Addition? Subtraction?”

				Ivory nodded.

				“Surely not multiplication and division.”

				Ivory glanced at the bag.

				Beck saw Ivory’s hope written all over his face—the hope that by answering questions, the bag would remain closed. Beck said, “Where did this talent for reading and mathematics come from? Who taught you?”

				“I…” Ivory got stuck and the longer he hung on the empty sound in his mouth, the more they both knew he was going to utter a lie.

				Nodding, and putting disappointment on his face, Beck threatened, “If you say you taught yourself, I’ll have you put on a pyre pole.”

				Shaking his head, Ivory said, “My uncle taught me.”

				“The dead rabbit hunter?”

			

			
				“He used to live here with us.” Ivory pointed up the stairs where the house’s bedrooms were located.

				“How did he learn?” Beck asked. “Who taught him?”

				“He never said. I assumed he learned as a boy.”

				Beck didn’t believe that answer. It was a terrible lie. Reading was such a rare skill; of course the first thing one might ask a reader was how the skill was learned.

				Ivory pointed at the books. “Those books were his. He told me I could have them when he died.” Ivory gulped and risked an assertion. “Now they are mine.”

				Beck stood up and started pacing again. “I’m disappointed. Rabbit hunters with books. Hmm.” He walked slowly around the room on the main floor. It was simple, but far from squalid. In fact, it was luxurious compared to the houses most hunters owned. It was nothing compared to the value of the books, though. Any one of them could be traded for enough coin to purchase a larger, much nicer house. Another book could buy the services of a woman to cook and clean for a few years. A young pretty one might even do a bit more. Yet, the boy seemed to have no interest in the monetary value of the books.

				Something much bigger than a few ancient books was under the surface, and Beck wasn’t seeing it. That frustrated him. He stopped at the table. It was time to escalate the game. “Bring your bag over here and empty it.”

				Ivory reached across the table and laid a hand on his three books. “You’ve already confiscated these. We both know you could walk to the other side of town and sell them to any merchant who could afford them and you’d do very well.”

				“I already do very well,” said Beck. “I’m the minister of learning. I don’t need to steal your books to do well. Empty your bag.”

				Ivory put his hand on the ties at the top of his bag, but his fingers didn’t move. All of his thoughts were racing for ways to get him out of a predicament that was only going to worsen.

			

			
				“As I said,” Beck menaced, “I can have the guards come in and compel you to comply.”

				Like a child having a tantrum, Ivory tore at the knots. Or it could have been savage anger. Beck took a step back in a casual fashion, just in case.

				With the ties loosened, Beck said, “Dump it.”

				Ivory sagged as though his bones were softening to jelly. He upturned the bag. Down onto the table tumbled pieces of metal, leather pouches, presumably with some food, and three more books, all in apparently better condition than those already sitting on the table. Ivory’s head hung as though the damming evidence jumbled on the table had hold of his face and wouldn’t let go.

				Beck was speechless as he looked at the treasure. He’d expected the metals. That was a guess easily made from the sound when the heavy bag first hit the floor. And though he hadn’t expected Ivory to be a metal smuggler when he’d been sitting at the table and waiting for him to arrive, he, like everyone else in town, was well aware that most of Brighton’s metals, claimed found in the forest, were actually smuggled by the brave from the Ancient City.

				Beck paced again, around and around the room, staying close to the wall, eyeing the items on the table. He tried to piece together how best to proceed. A simple confiscation of all of it was in order. It was an easy path to… Beck stopped and rethought his goal. Upon entering the house earlier that day and finding those three books, he figured his goal was simply to confiscate the books, and intimidate the boy into keeping silent about it. After all, Ivory was right—what Beck was effectively doing was stealing. Likely not a problem for a minister, considering the victim was just a rabbit hunter.

				Beck seated himself across the table from Ivory, picked up a piece of metal and looked at it. It was extraordinarily light, and completely free of rust. “Aluminum?”

			

			
				Ivory nodded.

				“It’s clear to me,” said Beck, “that you’ve been venturing into the Ancient City to smuggle metals.”

				Ivory started to speak. Beck raised a hand to silence him.

				“It’s clear to me you’ve stumbled upon some cache of ancient books. You’re a smart boy, educated even. You know the value of these books, yet you don’t sell them.” Beck put his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “It is possible that you see in these books the same value that I see in them.”

				“That is?” Ivory asked.

				“Knowledge.” Beck leaned back and smiled. “Perhaps I have underestimated you.”

				Ivory said nothing.

				Beck gestured at the metals. “You know you could go to the pyre for this.”

				Ivory cast a glance at the door.

				“Sure, you might escape if it came to that, but I don’t see why it should.” Beck flipped open one of the new books. “You flout rules that I accept only with the greatest disdain because my position requires that I don’t openly speak out against them.”

				“What do you want?” Ivory asked, finding some new source of inner strength.

				Beck made another stack of the three books that had been in the backpack. He pushed the two stacks of confiscated books together. “I have no desire to take these from you. You may see it as theft. I assure you it is not. Reasons exist of which you have no understanding. I can only say that at this time next winter, barring circumstances that neither of us can control, I’ll return them to you. I would also offer you a proposition.”

			

			
				“That is?” Ivory asked, anger putting an edge on his voice as he stared at the books he was about to lose.

				“First, I don’t wish to know why you have a satchel of contraband metals. That shall remain your business. I have a great interest in the knowledge in these books, and others you might find. I don’t know what you do with the books you bring back from the Ancient City, and I don’t care whether you sell them to the merchants. My proposition is that I’ll accept you among my scholars. You’ll have to hunt rabbits no more. Instead, you’ll be free to learn among us. You can travel to wherever you travel to obtain books, and I’ll let you sell most of them if that is your desire. However, I would like to choose some of them that you bring back to include in the academic library, so that we may further our knowledge of ancient secrets.”

				Ivory said, “You want me to bribe you with books so you’ll look the other way.”

				Shaking his head, Beck said, “If it were only about the monetary value of the books, you’d be exactly right. The bribes, as you call them, will keep you out of the pyre, not just today, but for the rest of your days. But my offer is sincere. I do wish for you to join the academy. I do wish for you to bring books to help us gain knowledge.” Beck stood up and made a show of straightening his jacket. He picked up all six books and stuffed them into the bag. He walked over toward the door, stopped and looked back. “Think about it. As for your business here, I’ll speak of it to no one. If you get yourself caught by other means, however, expect no help from me. If you decide to join me, come to the academy. You know where it is. If you don’t show up, I’ll have your empty bag returned to you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Ella

				Ella plowed through the forest. Her stomach felt empty and starved. But she couldn’t eat. Not after what the demons had done to that boy. She pictured his mangled, half-eaten body and shuddered. She called out to William, preemptively keeping him close, determined to keep her own child safe.

				The survivors’ tracks were thick and obvious enough that she could see them. Brush was broken to the ground, drops of blood sprinkled on the fresh-fallen leaves. She prayed they wouldn’t find another body. The prospect of locating the survivors alive had been slim before.

				The chances were even worse now.

				“How long ago was that boy killed?” she asked Bray.

				“Hours ago, judging by the condition of the body,” he replied.

				They continued through the forest until daylight waned. The tracks grew harder to follow. She pictured the survivors barreling through the forest, shuddering with fear. Were they armed? If not, they were as doomed as the slain boy. If the survivors had barely escaped Davenport, they might have nothing other than the clothes on their backs.

				She envisioned herself in the forest a few days ago, before she’d been suitably armed. Before she’d understood the danger. She’d known what had lurked in these woods, of course, but to see it was a different thing.

				She couldn’t fathom fighting the demons with bare hands.

				She stared at her sword. The edges were stained with blood. She’d barely thought before she killed the demons earlier. She was learning. The only way to survive was to react quickly. William traipsed next to her. Despite his earlier strangeness, he seemed focused and attentive, keeping up with her and Bray.

			

			
				They kept moving, long after the sun had sunk on the horizon. Chirps of birds gave way to the chatter of night insects and the hoots of owls. Ella refused to stop moving, afraid they’d lose the survivors for certain if she did. She forged ahead, passing Bray and taking the lead. After a while, she could barely see her companions’ features.

				Finally Bray stopped her. “Ella. We’re going to need to rest.”

				“But if we lose them—” she started.

				“If we go the wrong way, we’ll be farther off course. Then we’ll never find them.”

				“Can’t we use a torch?”

				“If we do, we’ll draw the demons. During the daytime, we have a chance at defending ourselves, but out here in the dark…” Bray trailed off. “The survivors would’ve stopped somewhere, too, if they know what’s good for them.”

				Ella’s breath was ragged and determined. She stared past Bray and into the gloom, still considering the journey. It wasn’t until she thought of William that she came to her senses. She desperately wanted to find the survivors, but if she continued, she’d put her son at greater risk. And so she stuck her sword in the dirt, fighting the nagging feeling that the survivors might already be dead.

				“Where will we stay?”

				“I saw a hill a half mile back. It’s not ideal, but it’ll give us a position from which to defend ourselves in case anyone or anything stumbles on us. I’ll take first watch.”

				Ella exhaled but didn’t argue. She was stiff and sore; sweat glued her skirt to her body. Her hair was stiff and knotted. She reclaimed her sword and followed Bray through the forest, exhaustion overtaking her. William seemed equally tired. He dragged his feet when he walked.

				“It’ll be good to get some rest before we continue,” she told William, as much to convince her son as to convince herself.

			

			
				“Okay, Mom.”

				“We’ll pick up the trail in the morning.”

				He nodded but didn’t answer. They followed Bray until they’d reached the hill, then set up camp. Her last thought was how much she wanted to clean off. She didn’t even remember falling asleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald stared at the drawings hanging on the wall of her bedroom. In the pictures, men bowed and prayed, offering their hearts and minds to The Word. Robed figures presided over enlightened crowds. Peasants toiled in the fields. Women cradled babies. The depictions were supposed to strengthen Fitz’s resolve, to alleviate any doubts she might have about her role in The House of Barren Women.

				She hated those pictures.

				Fitzgerald would rather be outdoors, breathing in the fresh air, exploring the world around her—anything other than being stuck in these hellish chambers.

				She sighed and looked at her bedroll. The cloth was clean and unwrinkled. It was a gift from the Housemother, Mary. Fitz refused to use it. She saw enough beds during her course of work that she preferred to sleep on the floor. Mary had scolded her several times, telling Fitzgerald she needed proper rest, but Fitzgerald never listened. She always pleased her men when she was in the bedchambers. She always did her share of chores around the house.

				What crime could she be charged with?

				Besides, she didn’t want the nosy Housemother in her small room any more than necessary. Mary tidied up when the girls were out of The House. Fitzgerald’s fear was that the woman would find her hiding place in the wall. Deep in a crevice, tucked behind some broken stones, Fitzgerald had hidden a small collection of silver, tokens of appreciation from young, unmarried men or men whose wives had aged undesirably. She needed to keep it safe.

				Her plans were close to fruition.

				Their plans were close to fruition.

				Fitzgerald sighed and buttoned her dress. A few minutes ago, she’d heard a knock at the door. She was supposed to be getting prepared; one of the men had requested her presence. Instead she’d been biding her time in her room, wishing she had a window she could climb out of. She listened for the sounds of the other girls, most of who were in their rooms with the doors closed, working. A few had left for men’s quarters in town.

			

			
				When they weren’t accompanying men, most of the girls spent their days ingratiating themselves to Mary, hoping they might be next in line for her position. Although Mary’s life wasn’t glamorous, she was spared nights in dim, defiling bedchambers. The girls sought every opportunity to please the Housemother, in the hopes they would receive preferential treatment.

				Not Fitzgerald.

				Fitzgerald felt no loyalty or gratitude to Mary. Mary simply did her work, subjecting her girls to the whims of anyone with silver. And yet, Mary was exempt from the same practice.

				It wasn’t fair.

				Voices rose from the other room. Footsteps padded across the floor. Fitzgerald took a moment to get composed. She fiddled with the buttons on her dress, ensuring that she looked sultry enough.

				It could be worse, she told herself. She could be out in the wild with the demons. She could be back at her home, thrust into the arms of a man she didn’t love, a man who beat her each time he became angry with her for not conceiving a child. That wasn’t a good life, either.

				“Fitzgerald?” a familiar voice called.

				“Yes, Mary?”

				“Are you ready?”

				“I am.”

				“Time to get going.”

				Fitzgerald sighed and stepped toward the door. Before exiting, she glanced back at her room, checking one last time that her belongings were neat, arranged, and inconspicuous. They were. She opened the door and walked through the threshold.

			

			
				She was surprised to find Franklin waiting. She’d seen Father Winthrop the past few nights; she didn’t think the Bishop would call her again so soon.

				“Hello, Franklin,” she said.

				She averted her eyes and faced Mary.

				“You’re going to see Father Winthrop tonight,” Mary said, as if it were a surprise. The Housemother’s smile was wide and empty. Mary’s long, raven-dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail; she was prepared for her nightly ritual of cleaning.

				Fitz nodded. She looked behind her at the other doorways, expecting to hear the other girls giggling, but they were otherwise engaged.

				“Is something the matter, Fitzgerald?” Mary asked.

				“Not at all.”

				“Then get a move on.”

				“We should get going,” Franklin agreed. “The Bishop’s waiting.”

				Fitzgerald conjured a smile and strode past Mary, bidding her goodnight. Then she fell in line behind Franklin. He opened the door and led her outside. Her heart leapt as soon as the door closed.

				She was free, if only for a few minutes.

				Out in the open, Fitzgerald sucked in the cold, crisp air. Much of the day’s snow had melted, leaving damp, spongy ground in its wake. It was dusk, and the smell of oil from the men’s torches carried with the wind, reminding her of her childhood in the streets. Her mother had died in childbirth, leaving her in her father’s care. Because Emil was so busy with woodcutting, she saw little of him, and spent more time in the streets than at home. Fitz longed to see more outside the walls of Brighton. She’d get there, someday.

			

			
				The faint glow of the merchants’ lights beckoned from the town center. The House of Barren Women was built on the edge of town—close enough to keep guarded, but far enough away to avoid a disruption, according to the Elders.

				She walked several steps behind Franklin, keeping an acceptable distance from the man who had come to fetch her. While in public, the Women were expected to act holy and demure. It wasn’t until they reached the bedchambers that they were expected to act libidinous.

				“You look beautiful,” he said, sneaking a glance over his shoulder.

				She blushed. “Thanks.”

				“If we were alone, I’d kiss you underneath your dress.”

				“Be quiet,” she scolded, flashing a smile. “Don’t let anyone hear you. What have you been up to today, novice?”

				“Working on my recitations.”

				“Is that all you’ve been working on?” Fitzgerald grinned. She looked left and right down the empty, boot-printed street. Then she reached over and pinched Franklin’s arm. He looked away. This time it was his turn to blush.

				“What about you?” he asked.

				“Do you really want to know?”

				“I’m sorry; don’t answer that.” Franklin muttered an apology, but Fitzgerald wasn’t offended.

				“No need to apologize. In between visitors, I’ve been thinking up ways we can leave,” she said. “I have almost fifty silver saved. That should be enough to get supplies. All we need is to find some generous people in one of the outside settlements, and we can finally be rid of this place. We’ll have to work to earn our keep, but—”

				Franklin turned in all directions, suddenly nervous. “You mustn’t speak like that.”

				Fitz frowned. “What do you mean?”

			

			
				“I shouldn’t have said those things the other night, Fitz. We can’t leave. I’m a devoted disciple of The Word.”

				Fitzgerald stopped and stared at him. Her face flushed with anger. “But I thought you lov—”

				“I do, Fitz, but I was upset. I was worried about the famine. I thought we were in immediate danger. I’ve had time to think on it, though, and I don’t believe the situation is as dire as Beck and Evan say it is. It doesn’t make sense. There hasn’t been a famine since before I was born. I think we’ll be safe for a while longer.”

				Fitzgerald avoided his eyes, trying to conceal the sting of rejection on her face.

				“Don’t worry, I have another plan,” he assured her. “It’ll just take a while. We’ll have to keep waiting. But we’ve already waited a year, right?”

				After a stubborn pause, she allowed him to lead her. They’d already covered half the distance to the square. Most of the merchants had packed up and gone home. The few that remained were covering pushcarts and tucking away their wares.

				Even so, the town was full of gossip and watchful eyes. The exhilaration of freedom was waning. Ever since Franklin had started seeing Fitzgerald a year ago, Franklin had been careful to hide his attachment to her. Neither of them wanted to raise Winthrop’s suspicion or his ire. A few nights ago, the Bishop had requested a new girl to keep him company. To Franklin’s and Fitz’s dismay, Mary had offered up Fitzgerald.

				“It’ll all work out. You’ll see,” Franklin added.

				“Can’t we stop somewhere and talk?” she asked, trying to hold back her frustration.

				“I wish we could, but the Bishop said to bring you right away. Keep your head down and keep moving. We mustn’t appear to be conspiring.” Franklin kept his voice low as they walked. “Listen, Fitz, I’ve been thinking. If I keep learning and studying, I’m sure to become the Bishop. It only makes sense. There are few others that are as qualified as me. And once Father Winthrop dies, I can take over his position.”

			

			
				“What will that change?”

				“We can finally be together.”

				Fitzgerald stared at the dirt. “Even if you were Bishop, you wouldn’t be able to save me from The House, and you certainly wouldn’t be able to save me from Blackthorn. Look at what happened to Jenny.”

				Saying the girl’s name made them both tense up. Fitzgerald had only known the girl a short time, but Jenny had been nicer than the others in The House. And Jenny had been spiked just the same, for the simple crime of being one of Ella Barrow’s friends. Fitzgerald stared into the distance, trying to make out the dark building past the square—the one where Father Winthrop was waiting. Jenny spent many nights there.

				The irony wasn’t lost on Fitzgerald. If it weren’t for Mary’s suggesting that Fitzgerald replace the dead girl, she’d be back at The House, doing much safer work.

				“You won’t be able to protect me. If someone wants me dead…If Blackthorn goes on another of his rages…”

				“I’ll protect you,” Franklin responded, but his words lacked confidence.

				“What can you do, Franklin?” Fitzgerald sniffled. “Nobody will step in to save a barren woman. No one ever does.”

				Franklin sighed but didn’t answer. What could he say?

				He knew she was right.

				What security was there in a world of sickness, spiking, and demons? In the year she and Franklin had been together, he hadn’t been able to save her from The House. They fell silent as they walked into the town center. Fitzgerald waved hello to the few, remaining merchants as she walked through the streets. They sneered at Franklin when he wasn’t looking.

			

			
				Soon Fitzgerald and Franklin were crossing the square, following the walkway to the church. When they reached the back entrance, Franklin grabbed a torch from beside the door and led her inside.

				“Right this way,” Franklin said, as if he were leading a stranger, instead of a bedmate.

				She remained quiet.

				Fitzgerald followed him through the dark hallway. Their footsteps echoed ominously off the stone. Each time she came to this place, it felt like she was walking the steps to The Cleansing, doomed to death. She hated coming here. Her anger turned to dread. When they reached the chamber door, Franklin held up the torch and fumbled with the doorknob.

				“Franklin, is that you?” a voice called from inside. Father Winthrop.


				“Yes, Father.”

				“Do you have the girl?”

				“Yes, Fitzgerald is with me.”

				“No need to come inside, then. Send her in.”

				Franklin paused. He squeezed Fitz’s arm, but she didn’t look at him. She stared straight ahead, refusing to face him. Their breathing filled the hallway, as if they’d been running the alley races rather than walking through town.

				Finally, Franklin pushed open the door. Fitzgerald smiled grimly and entered the room. The Bishop was perched on the edge of the bed, his garments half-removed. He smiled lasciviously.

				Franklin hovered at the door.

				“That’ll be all, Franklin,” Father Winthrop said. “You can leave us now.”

				She heard Franklin swallow. As the door swung closed, she snuck a glance over her shoulder and met the novice’s eyes. His face burned with jealousy; his lips quivered. Fitzgerald mouthed goodbye.

			

			
				And then the door clicked shut.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Beck

				With two of his brawniest young scholars to accompany him through the darkness on Tiffany’s Row, Beck carried three of Ivory’s books, double-wrapped in sheepskin. Where Tiffany’s Row got its name, he had little idea, but the grandmothers told a tale of a princess named Tiffany, who had so many jewels and other fineries that she sold them just to make room in her vast house. To Beck, it was the street where all the wealthy merchants sold their wares. Unlike the market where the farmers, birders, and hunters sold their products from temporary stalls erected on the day when they had something to sell, the merchants on Tiffany’s Row had permanent shops.

				Kreuz’s smoked meat market commanded one of the largest spaces on Tiffany’s Row, at a corner with double doors opening onto the intersection. If that wasn’t opulent enough, each of the doors had set in it three glass panes. Three! It was the talk of the town when old Kreuz had them installed eleven years ago. How much he paid for the matching set of six pieces of ancient glass, he never told. People often speculated as to how deep old Kreuz’s pockets went as they paid for the smoked meats with his addictive blend of spices, like nothing else in any of the three towns.

				It was rumored that Kreuz kept two of his sons on a secret farm in the forest, growing special spice plants that had been husbanded through a dozen generations since the time of the Ancients. Two more of his sons kept the fires smoldering in a smokehouse out on the southern edge of Brighton. There, they purchased wood from a family of woodcutters who chopped only certain types of trees, and in special proportions. Old Man Kreuz held many secrets for the preparation of his meats, secrets that made the meat so delicious and tender that no other smoked meat market existed in Brighton, though it was the largest of the three towns. The other two towns had five such markets between them, but nothing coming close to the flavor of a Kreuz smoked meat.

			

			
				Such were the things on Beck’s mind when he selected Old Man Kreuz. Kreuz had a desire to possess as many ancient artifacts as he could afford with his substantial wealth, and books were high on his list, though as far as Beck knew, neither Kreuz nor his sons could read. That was another reason Beck thought these particular books would interest Kreuz.

				They were the three that had fallen out of Ivory’s backpack. They were full of images, some, of such clarity as to be a mirror of an ancient reality. Beck couldn’t even imagine how small the brush was that painted them or how expansive the palette. He couldn’t imagine how many years an artist had worked on each picture. And they were all perfect, save the magical, inexplicable devices and surroundings.

				Stepping up to Kreuz’s double door, each of the two brawny young men opened one, and as the pungent, oily smell of smoked meats flowed out to embrace him, Beck motioned for his two men to wait outside as he walked in.

				Inside, a dozen oil lamps kept the shop in a glow. Shelves and bins of dried meats, near to overflowing the last time Beck had been inside a year ago, were now only half full. A few other customers were inside with their market baskets in hand, examining and selecting pieces of meat for their families.

				“Minister Beck,” Kreuz’s gravelly voice greeted from behind his counter.

				“Hello Kreuz,” Beck said as he crossed the floor. Beck pointed to the walls with the bins and the shelves. “You must be selling everything. I’ve never seen the shelves so sparse.”

			

			
				“Bah.” Kreuz waved a hand. “Not getting much from my hunters and farmers lately. I had to raise prices just to keep customers from buying out all my inventory.” Kreuz shrugged. “As it is, I make as much coin as I did, but now I work half as hard.” He cackled as he swayed back and forth on his stool. “What brings you here today?”

				Beck laid his bundle on the counter in front of Kreuz and paused before unwrapping the books.

				He knew the smell of the meats, which seemed to have permeated every bit of exposed wood in the shop, was sinking into his clothing and hair and would stay there for days. That same wonderful, pungent smell would taint the pages of these books to such a degree that days, weeks, maybe even years in the future, whenever anyone opened them, they’d smell Kreuz’s smoked meat market.

				Still, Beck had come with a purpose in mind. “I have something special that will interest you greatly.”

				Kreuz’s face turned curious and he scooted up to the counter to look at the bundle.

				Beck untied the twine holding the skins in place. With a reverent flourish he folded back each flap of skin until the books were exposed. Then, using the open skins as a place on which to display the books, he spread them out in front of Kreuz.

				Kreuz’s jaw fell open and his voice ran away. He mouthed and pointed at the books as his hand reached down to touch.

				“Careful, please,” said Beck. “From your reaction, I know you appreciate the remarkable condition.”

				“The covers are indeed remarkable,” said Kreuz. “Are they the same inside?”

				Grinning, Beck said, “Better.”

				“May I?” Kreuz asked.

			

			
				Beck nodded.

				Kreuz wiped his hand up and down on his pants and then on his shirt. He reached for a book then stopped himself. He looked up at Beck, “Just a moment.” He hurried into a room in the back of the store.

				Beck heard a bit of a commotion, then the sound of a pail banging something. A minute later, Kreuz came out of the back room carrying a bucket of water and a couple of cloths. Beck nodded approvingly. Kreuz understood as well as Beck did that soil on the fingers would transfer to the porous old pages, and eventually ruin the artifacts.

				Kreuz took his time scrubbing and drying his hands, all the while eyeing the books with the impatience of a child looking at a new toy. When he finished, he positioned himself in front of the books and reverently reached out to open the cover of the first. He gasped.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald let her mind wander, ignoring the grunts and thrusts of the man below her. She thought back to the words Franklin had spoken on the way over, about his devotion to The Word. What about his devotion to her? She gritted her teeth, quelling her anger.

				She fixed her eyes on the fireplace across the room, watching the flames flicker and dance. She occupied herself with a new plan. She needed to leave Brighton. The only hope for a used, barren woman was to become a servant to the Elders, or worse, to be sold to one of the wealthy merchants. Most of the merchants who were interested in owning a barren woman were abusive and cruel. She’d seen several of the former House women around town, their heads hung low as they carried their masters’ dung pails. Often, they were charged with tending the children, who would rather throw stones at them than listen. Their lives were only as good as the moods of their owners.

				The future was bleak.

				If Franklin wouldn’t leave Brighton with her, she’d go by herself. She’d continue collecting silver until she had enough to hire a guide, and then she’d bribe him to keep quiet. She needed to be especially careful. Women who fled The House faced the worst punishments of all—she’d seen women stoned, even dragged behind horses. Brighton was protective of those it considered property. According to one rumor, a woman had had her limbs removed before being tossed outside the wall for the demons.

				Winthrop paused below her to catch his breath. She looked down at him. His body glistened with sweat; his stomach overlapped his midsection.

				She cringed.

				That was another problem. With Winthrop consuming the past few of her nights, she was unable to collect additional coin. Her best gifts came in the evening, when inebriated men turned generous and forgetful. In order to move forward with her plan, she’d need to be rid of Winthrop, and the only way for that to happen was for him to grow tired of her.

			

			
				“What’s wrong?” Winthrop asked, frowning. It wasn’t so much a question as an accusation of insufficient attention to his needs.

				“Nothing. I’m just hoping you’re happy with me.”

				The Bishop’s jowls flowed down onto the pillow and stretched a smile across his old, yellow teeth.

				Her carefully chosen words disgusted her. But they always did. The Bishop furrowed his brow and nodded. For a brief second, it seemed like he might sympathize with her. Then he relaxed his face and went about his business.

				When they were through, Fitzgerald rolled off Winthrop and sat at the edge of the bed, waiting to be dismissed.

				“Stay a moment, if you’d like,” Winthrop said.

				She looked longingly at the door, wishing she had a choice. “Thank you, Father,” she said. She cursed herself internally for addressing him formally, rather than the way he liked. But he didn’t seem to notice. She looked around for her dress and retrieved it from the edge of the bed. She began putting it on.

				“No need to rush,” Winthrop said. “Lie down for a moment. Keep me company.”

				She reluctantly put down her garment and lay next to him. She held her breath. Neither the incense nor the fireplace smoke completely masked his odor—he smelled like the unwashed feet of a pig farmer, or a soldier who had marched for too many weeks without taking off his boots.

				After a few moments, Winthrop spoke.

				“There’s nothing wrong with a moment’s rest after a hard day’s worship,” he said aloud, as if convincing himself. “A man’s mind is only as strong as the body that carries it.”

			

			
				“Yes, Winthrop.”

				“So how are things at The House?”

				“They’re well.”

				“Mary does a commendable job, given the hardships she has to endure.”

				“Yes, Winthrop.”

				“Have you thought of another name for me?”

				“Not yet.”

				“I’ve been calling on you a lot lately, if you’ve noticed.”

				“I have.”

				“Consider it a compliment. You perform your service very well.”

				Winthrop reached over and caressed her face. Fitzgerald shuddered, but didn’t speak. The last thing she wanted was to provoke him. She stared at the ceiling, her mind drifting to Franklin. Was he lingering by the door? Was he waiting? She’d tried listening for him, but she’d lost track. Winthrop had been particularly loud.

				Normally Franklin escorted her home, and if time permitted, he snuck her back to some isolated part of the temple where they could be together. As angry as Fitzgerald was with him, she’d prefer his company to Winthrop’s.

				She held her breath for a second, listening. The bedchamber—moments ago filled with sound—had gone quiet. The only noise was the crackle of the fire. Winthrop let go of her hair and put his hands behind his head. He closed his eyes, dozing.

				The hallway outside the room was silent.

				After a few minutes, a low rumble sounded from her left.

				When she looked over at Winthrop, he was asleep. Relief washed over her. Normally, she’d have to wait to be dismissed, but now she could slip out on her own. She’d have to be sure not to wake him.

			

			
				She sat up, masking the creak of the bed, and reached for her dress. Clutching it against her chest, she rose and padded away from the bed. She kept an eye on Winthrop as she slipped on the garment, afraid he might awaken and bid her to stay, but he was fast asleep. Thankfully, he’d tired himself out, the old lard.

				Fitz’s boots were by the door. She walked over to them and then stopped, admiring the paintings on the wall.

				She was suddenly hit with a thought.

				She’d been in the room several times, but always under Winthrop’s scrutiny. She’d never been free to snoop.

				The night before, she’d seen him tucking a box underneath his bed as she arrived. Certainly the Elders had riches beyond what The People could imagine, she thought. She’d heard whispers of precious metals being found in the wild, gifts given to the leaders and squirreled away. Jenny had once told her that Winthrop collected relics from an ancient religion.

				Could she get to the box without waking him?

				The thought was both thrilling and wrong.

				Leaving her boots at the door, Fitzgerald crept across the room on bare feet, her heart pounding furiously in her chest. Winthrop’s mouth hung open; his tongue lolled over his lips, and sleepy drool was already running over his cheek. She deserved at least a peek into the box for keeping his company. Right?

				She kept going until she was at the end of the bed, then stooped and peered underneath. The flickering fire threw shadows across the room, making it difficult for her to see. Her pulse knocked violently. She considered turning away from her despair-induced scheme and stealing back into the hallway.

			

			
				But the box was there. Beckoning. It was pushed halfway underneath, just far enough to be within reach.

				Fitz swallowed.

				She glanced back up at Winthrop, confirming that he was still asleep. The steady throb of his snoring was a signal that she was safe. She crouched lower, pressing her palms against the floor. Then she reached for the box, snagging it and pulling it toward her and into the light. The box was made of wood, about six inches wide and three inches long. Whatever was inside was probably valuable.

				She opened the lid.

				Her eyes widened.

				Inside the box was an array of small, metal relics. Most of them looked the same—two pieces of metal laid across each other. Fitzgerald picked one up and twisted it in her fingers, admiring its smooth contour. She set it back, her attention grabbed by another, then a third. Each was beautiful. Entrancing. Unique. She was so enthralled that for a moment she forgot where she was. The crackle of the fire reminded her. She startled and looked up, holding one of the objects. Its silver sheen was magnificent, especially in the fire’s glow.

				Winthrop hadn’t budged.

				She couldn’t chance looking any longer—she had to put it back.

				She twirled the relic one last time, committing it to memory. And then, without realizing what she was doing, she closed the box, the relic still clenched in her fist. She pushed the box back under the bed. Fitzgerald’s mind screamed at her to put the beautiful object back, but she ignored her inner voice, getting to her feet and padding to the door.

				What am I doing?

				Her feet kept moving. It’s owed to me.


				She’d spent several nights with Winthrop—nights she could’ve spent with other, more generous men. She held the relic as she stole to the door, retrieved her boots, and slipped them on. The object felt foreign and unnatural in her hand, like an ember she’d stolen from the fire rather than a precious piece of metal.

			

			
				She gave one last look at Winthrop, terrified he’d be awake and staring at her, but he was still asleep. The man’s mouth hung open like a cavern; his bare legs dangled off the bed.

				It serves him right, she thought.

				Fitzgerald sucked in a breath as she crept out into the hallway.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Fitzgerald

				What have I done?

				The hallway felt smaller and darker than it had before. Fitzgerald clung to the walls for support, staving off panic. Without the light of Franklin’s torch, she was left to make her own way.

				She kept her ears perked, not only for Franklin, but also for anyone else who might be roaming the halls. She’d stolen from the Bishop. What was she doing? A part of her wanted to run back into the room and sneak the possession back into the box, to pretend this hadn’t happened. But if he caught her, she’d be instantly condemned. It was too late to turn back.

				Her best option was to keep going, in the hopes that he wouldn’t notice it missing.

				She envisioned the ancient objects in the box—there’d been a lot of them, too many to count. Perhaps Winthrop wouldn’t realize the relic was gone. If he did, it might take him a few days. In that time, there’d be others to blame—one of the servants, or one of the other clergymen. She’d have to hide it; that was all. She’d find a better spot in her room, or better yet, somewhere outside The House altogether.

				Her guilt made the hallway feel like a trap from which she needed to escape. She found the door at the end, fumbled for the handle, and pushed it open.

				All at once, she was in the night air. Free again. Fitzgerald suppressed the urge to run. She kept a steady pace, glancing furtively over her shoulder several times to ensure she wasn’t being followed. If Franklin had been waiting, there was no sign of him. Perhaps he’d given up.

				She’d been in Winthrop’s chambers for a while.

				She traced the same path she’d walked with Franklin, glancing at the burned out torches on the street. Several men lurked in the shadows, their breath pluming into the cold night air. It was impossible to tell whether they were looking at her. As she stole past the buildings, she envisioned Winthrop waiting to spring out at her from each one, ready to accuse.

			

			
				Soon, she was on the dirt road leading to The House. The familiar path—a path where she’d felt so free with Franklin—felt like a pit full of writhing snakes, a canyon she had to cross. She saw The House in the distance, but this time, instead of dread, she found herself filled with longing.

				Her bedroom suddenly felt much safer than being outside.

				As usual, Mary had left a torch burning at the entrance, a beacon for the girls and the men who escorted them home. Fitzgerald strove for it. She tucked the relic into her boot as she reached the entrance. She glanced behind her. The street was lifeless. Empty. She opened the door and snuck inside, doing her best not to disturb anyone. Mary was a light sleeper, but Fitzgerald had learned to tread softly, avoiding unneeded interaction with the woman she secretly despised. She walked through the main room in the dark, using her memory to guide her.

				When she reached her bedroom door, she nudged it open and stepped inside.

				Her mouth fell open. Mary was waiting, a candle propped on the ground next to her. In her hands was Fitz’s stash of silver.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Beck

				Kreuz slowly turned page after page, muttering “remarkable” over and over again.

				Beck said, “I’ve never seen three books in the same place before in this condition.”

				“And the colors,” Kreuz mused. “The images. May The Word be blessed. Images on every page. And the clarity. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

				“May The Word be blessed,” Beck repeated, as though he were on the pew in one of Winthrop’s services.

				“What I don’t understand,” said Kreuz, after spending a good while looking over the books with a desire that bordered on lust, “is why you brought these here.” He looked Beck in the eye. “Do you want me to feel shame for a collection of books that, until you walked in here today, I thought was the envy of everyone?”

				“No,” said Beck. “I’m ashamed to say, the academy has run short of funds.”

				Kreuz cackled again. “Don’t lie to me, Minister. We’ve been friends too long for that. I know old Blackthorn is as tight as a chicken’s…” Kreuz took a quick glance. “I know old Blackthorn keeps the budget like it’s his own money, but why not just have him give the academy a larger share of the tax?”

				With the best look of disappointment Beck could put on his face, he slowly shook his head. “The council refuses to provide coin for some projects that I feel we absolutely must fund.”

				“For what?” Kreuz asked, puzzlement in his voice.

				In a near whisper, Beck said, “I can’t tell you. I can only say we’re on the verge of unlocking some ancient secrets that might make a better life for us all.”

				“By The Word,” muttered Kreuz. “Are you serious?”

			

			
				Beck nodded.

				Kreuz shook his head. “Blackthorn’s cheapness and Winthrop’s blowhard sermons will ruin this city some day. Men can be shortsighted.”

				Beck nodded. “They can. Not all men are wise enough to peek into the future, even when the future is aglow in wisdom of the present day.”

				Nodding, Kreuz said, “I’ll agree with that.” He looked down at the books. “Are you showing these around, then, to those of us who collect, so you can get the best price?”

				“I’m afraid I don’t have time,” said Beck. “I brought them to you because I know you have an appreciation for the best. Do you agree these are the best you’ve seen?”

				Kreuz grimaced and grunted as he started to shake his head. “I’ve already given myself away. It never occurred to me that you’d be selling academy books, or I never would have revealed my true feelings about these. You’ve gotten the best of me.”

				“My apologies,” said Beck. “That wasn’t my intention. I don’t intend to gouge you on the price, and I don’t intend to auction these books. I’ve already said time is a factor for me. If I can sell these books right now for a fair price, fair for both of us, I would do so.”

				“Would you?”

				Nodding, Beck said, “Make me an offer.” With a big smile, he added, “An offer that won’t leave your family hungry, and I’ll leave these books with you and I’ll come to you first the next time I come across something very special from the past. Deal?”

				Minutes later, Beck’s strong men were following him back toward the academy, each with hefty bags of coins in hand.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: Fitzgerald

				“What do you think you’re doing?” Mary asked, her hands shaking as she held up the silver in front of Fitzgerald. “Haven’t I been clear about the rules?”

				Fitzgerald lowered her head. “Yes, ma’am. You have.”

				“Any money you receive for doing God’s work must be turned over to The House.”

				Fitzgerald remained silent. Of course she knew the rules. The others did, too, but it was common practice among the women to hoard the money they earned. In fact, the others probably had more than she did.

				Mary’s lips quivered. “What are you saving for, anyway? What does a girl of The House need with coin?”

				“I—I…” Fitz couldn’t think of an explanation.

				Mary screamed, “Haven’t we provided you with everything you need?”

				Each passing second seemed to enrage the Housemother further. After a few seconds, she rose to her feet and flung the money at Fitzgerald. The coins clattered to the ground, rolling in all directions.

				Fitzgerald stood in place, hands at her sides. Defeated. She pictured the whip the woman had hanging on the wall in her bedroom, promising a lashing. It’d been a while since one of the girls had been caught. Mary’s temper had evidently been building.

				“Don’t just stand there! Pick it up!” Mary shrieked.

				Shaking, Fitzgerald stooped and fumbled with the scattered coins. She crawled across the floor on hands and knees, trying to locate them in the semi-darkness. She repressed the thought of what might come after, trying to immerse herself in the task. Her hope was to look up and find Mary gone.

			

			
				But Mary wasn’t leaving. She watched Fitzgerald with a paralyzing stare.

				When Fitzgerald was finished, she scrambled to her feet and stared at The Housemother, awaiting her punishment.

				“Do you really think I was going to let you keep them?”

				“No, ma’am,” Fitzgerald said, her eyes wet with tears.

				“Hand them over. They’ll go toward feeding your sisters.”

				Mary snatched the coins and stuffed them in the pocket of her dress. Fitz tried to quell the nauseous feeling in her stomach. Not only had she been stripped of her earnings, but she’d also been stripped of her plans. She’d never see the money again. And neither would the girls.

				Mary would keep it. She usually did.

				They stood in silence for several seconds, the house pin-drop quiet. Fitzgerald wondered if her housemates were in their bedrooms, snickering. Fitzgerald recalled the relic she’d stolen from Winthrop.

				Thank God she’d had the foresight to hide it in her boot. As fearful as she was about her punishment for stashing the silver, the stolen object would send her to the pyre. She pictured herself hanging from the wooden pole, the flames turning her flesh into liquid. Her fright made her swallow.

				“Do you think you’re better than this?” Mary snarled, pointing at the walls and the neat bedroll on the ground.

				“No, ma’am. I’m not.”

				“You’re nothing but a barren woman. A childless whore.”

				Fitzgerald recoiled as if she’d been struck. For a moment, she considered lunging at the woman, defending her name.

				Instead Fitzgerald remained quiet. She hated herself for it.

				Mary jangled the coins, taunting her. “For two years, I’ve put up with your stubbornness. You refuse to sleep in the bed I’ve given you; you refuse to get along with the other girls. I should toss you out in the street to the drunkards. Better yet, I should have you put outside the wall to feed the demons.”

			

			
				Fitzgerald swallowed. Perhaps she hadn’t hidden her disdain for The House as well as she thought. Her anger morphed to fear. She pictured the stories she’d heard about the limbless woman, squealing in fright as the soldiers cast her outside of Brighton’s walls.

				She’d rather be put on the pyre than face that. She needed to fix this. She needed to quell the woman’s anger.

				Fitzgerald kept painfully still. Her room no longer felt like her room; Mary’s presence had tainted it. After a pause, Fitzgerald apologized.

				“I’m sorry to put you through the hardship, ma’am.”

				“You’re lucky the other girls aren’t listening.”

				“I’d be ashamed if they were.”

				In truth, the other girls were probably half-naked, bent by their doors and straining to hear every word.

				After staring at Fitzgerald for some length of time, Mary retrieved the candle and strode past Fitzgerald. The coins jangled in the woman’s pocket, as if to remind her of what she’d lost. Fitzgerald closed her eyes, relieved that the encounter was over. She was back to her original, impoverished self: a place to live, and meals to eat. At least she had Winthrop’s relic.

				That was better than nothing.

				She turned to watch Mary exit. She was prepared to close the door and retire, but when she looked over her shoulder, Mary was still there.

				“Is there something else, ma’am?”

				Mary frowned and cocked her head. She studied Fitzgerald. “Who were you with tonight?”

				“Father Winthrop.”

				“No one else?”

				“No, ma’am. Just the Bishop.”

			

			
				“And you came straight home?”

				“I did.”

				Mary pointed to Fitzgerald’s dress, then to her boots. “I don’t believe you. Get undressed. I need to make sure you haven’t stashed anything else.”

				Fitzgerald’s pulse galloped. A few minutes ago, her biggest concern had been the stashed coins, a missed meal, avoiding a beating. But now her life was at stake. If Mary found the relic, if she turned her in…

				Fitzgerald held her breath and unbuttoned her dress, pulling it over her head. Her face grew flush. Modesty meant nothing in The House of Barren Women.

				“The boots, too.”

				Fitzgerald paused. For a second time, she considered lunging at the woman. Taking her chances. But thoughts of her father stopped her. What if he was killed? She recalled Ella Barrow’s friends, spiked for the woman’s indiscretions.

				She couldn’t see her father punished for what she’d done.

				Fighting back tears, Fitzgerald reached down. Then she slid off her boots.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Fitzgerald

				They made the walk to Father Winthrop’s in silence. Fitzgerald trailed behind the Housemother, her shoulders slumped, her heart beating out of her chest. After finding the relic, Mary’s entire demeanor had changed. She’d gone silent, reserved. She’d refused to speak or look at Fitzgerald.

				It was as if Fitzgerald were already dead.

				Fitzgerald had tried to cover for herself. She’d said the relic was a gift. But Mary hadn’t believed her. She’d dragged Fitzgerald by the arm, pulled her from The House, and led her in the direction of the square.

				I’ll ask Father Winthrop myself, she’d said.

				The silence was almost worse than the yelling. Fitzgerald had stopped protesting. Once the truth was discovered, no explanation would alter her fate. The truth lingered menacingly in the air, whispering promises of a spiking, a hanging—a woman with her limbs chopped off. Each fate was worse than the last. Her only hope was that Winthrop was still sleeping, that he wouldn’t answer.

				Prolonging her sentence was her last resort.

				The town lay dark. Only a few torches still burned. Fitzgerald heard the distant wail of a drunken man, the screech of a night animal. There’d be few witnesses to her capture, but there’d be a wider audience when she burned. The Elders seldom passed up opportunities to strike fear into the hearts of The People.

				They were on the edge of town when Fitzgerald noticed two shadows coming toward them. The figures spoke quietly in the distance, but muted when they saw Mary and Fitzgerald.

				Fitzgerald recognized the voices. It was Kayla, another girl from the house, along with the merchant with whom she’d left.

			

			
				As they got closer, Fitzgerald noticed Kayla was swaying as she walked. Her head was propped up on the man’s shoulder. She’d broken another of Mary’s rules—excessive drink. Alcohol made the girls slovenly, less apt to do their jobs.

				Mary detested it.

				Kayla straightened, trying to cover her behavior. Normally her condition was subject to reprimand, but not tonight. Mary charged past her.

				“Where are you going?” Kayla called out as she passed, unable to control her inebriated tongue.

				Mary answered tersely. “To see Father Winthrop.”

				“Is everything all right?”

				Mary didn’t answer. Mary and Fitzgerald continued on, leaving the couple behind. Fitzgerald looked over her shoulder. She wasn’t fond of Kayla, but at that moment, she’d give anything to stop and talk to the girl.

				Anything to delay her terrifying consequences.

				With each step, Fitzgerald felt like her body was unraveling, leaving pieces behind on the street. Memories of her youth blended with memories of what she’d done. She’d always been fiercely independent. She’d spent more time on the streets than in her father’s home. But her father had been proud of her; despite her situation, he’d always loved her. What would he say about what she’d done? Would he disown her? He’d have to. They’d force him to.

				The knowledge tore her up inside.

				It was bad enough that she’d been born barren. She was his only child. His family. He’d named her after one of the first fifty-seven.

				By stealing, she’d dishonored not only her name, but also the heritage of the three towns. Shame overrode her fear, making her wish she could curl up and disappear.

			

			
				But it was too late for that. They were already passing the square, approaching the church and the door she’d entered earlier. The entrance was large and looming. Mary held up the torch, steadying herself as she raised her hand to knock. For the first time all night, the Housemother looked afraid.

				The rap echoed endlessly.

				After a few agonizing moments, the door swung open. Franklin stared at them, his mouth agape.

				“Mary? Fitzgerald? What’s the matter?”

				“We need to see Father Winthrop,” Mary said.

				“He’s asleep in his chambers.”

				“I’m aware of that,” Mary said. She cleared her throat, then held up the relic. “I think he’d want to hear about this.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Beck

				Just as Blackthorn did at his house, Beck conducted business in his dining hall. He lived in the academy building, as did all the scholars, but the extent of his private residence was a large bedchamber. Therefore he used the dining hall shared by all at the academy.

				Beck sat at one end of the hall’s three tables, in the most private corner. Across the table from him sat a Skin-Seller and apparent mercenary, Jeremiah. He was a foul man, with a stink that bespoke day-long binge drinking and a disdain for the bath.

				Beck said, “I am told you will provide services for money.”

				Jeremiah combed his thick fingers through his beard as he thought about his answer. His eyes cut nervously from right to left. “I’m an honest Warden, though I can’t say that for others.”

				“I don’t question your integrity,” Beck said, though his impression of Jeremiah didn’t lead him to trust the man at all.

				“This business with my debts going unpaid is not my fault. I was robbed in my sleep by a brother Warden who—”

				“In your sleep? If you were sleeping, how do you know who robbed you?” Beck furrowed his brow at the obvious inconsistency.

				“I woke as he was taking the last of eleven scalps from my bag.”

				“Eleven?” Beck didn’t know much about the Wardens’ business, but he knew enough to recognize exaggeration.

				“It may have been fewer.” Jeremiah looked away. “I lost count as I was putting them in. This sheep turd of a Warden, Bray, he should take responsibility for my debts. Blackthorn should put him to the pyre for his thievery.”

			

			
				Reaching the end of his curiosity and shaking his head, Beck said, “This meeting has nothing to do with that.”

				“Why have you brought me here, then?”

				“As I said, I’ve been told you’ll perform certain tasks for decent prices.”

				Jeremiah picked at something in his hair, then pushed a finger down through to the scalp and scratched.

				Beck waited, trying his best to hold his patience.

				Jeremiah drew his finger back out and carefully examined something under the nail. “Who?”

				“Who?” Beck asked.

				“Who told you I’d perform services?”

				“Does it matter?” Beck asked.

				“It could.”

				“As I’m sure that you would like your services to be confidential,” Beck said, “I assume you know that your clients would like to remain confidential as well.”

				Jeremiah slowly nodded as he went back to scratching at whatever parasite was crawling across his scalp. “What did this confidential client say I’d do?”

				Beck said, “Let’s skip the dancing.” He reached into a pocket and put a handful of coins on the table between them.

				Jeremiah’s eyes went wide.

				“I’ll not pretend to be coy, and you can stop pretending to be honest.”

				Jeremiah started to protest.

				Beck raised a hand to quiet him. “I don’t doubt you do honest work. You also perform necessary duties that might fall outside the letter of the law. I have no intention of bringing you trouble for your choice to earn money in that fashion. Contrarily, I applaud you. A town needs men like you about, men who are brave enough to expedite matters when the narrow constraints of ill-conceived laws would otherwise hinder them.”

				“Yes,” Jeremiah nodded, grunting as he crammed the intelligent-sounding phrase into his memory. “Narrow constraints.”

			

			
				“Those coins are yours for taking this job. I assure you, it will pay your debts, buy you a roof for the night, and leave you enough to show some generosity to a barren woman. Another handful awaits when you successfully complete your work for me.”

				Jeremiah poked at the coins with a fat finger. The coins jingled. “For this much money, what is it you want me to do?”

				“I require that you follow a boy.”

				Jeremiah poked at the coins again. “Out in the wild, I suspect.”

				Beck nodded. “Is that a problem?”

				“I ain’t afraid of nuthin’ in the wild.”

				“So it won’t be a problem then?”

				“How long?”

				“How many weeks will that buy me?” Beck asked, pointing at the coins.

				Jeremiah snorted some snot up into his nose. “Three weeks.”

				“Okay.”

				Surprised that his offer had been accepted, he asked, “When the three weeks are over?”

				“I’ll continue to pay for as long as it takes.”

				“For what will I be waiting to happen?”

				“I require the utmost discretion in this matter.”

				“Understood.”

				“Give me your word,” said Beck. “Not a breath of this to any living soul.”

				“You have my word, such as it is.”

				“I’ll accept that.” Beck looked across the dining hall’s empty tables, searching for any movement that might be lingering in the shadowy doorways. “The boy’s name is Ivory, the rabbit hunter, son of Muldoon, the rabbit hunter.”

			

			
				“I know of Muldoon. He knows of me, though we’re not friends.”

				“Nor shall you be,” said Beck. “He went to the pyre at the last Cleansing.”

				“So it goes.”

				Beck said, “The boy may have stumbled onto a cache of ancient books out in the wild. I wish to know for certain whether he has. And if he has, I wish to know exactly where this cache is.”

				“Cache?” Jeremiah asked.

				“A lot of books. That’s what it means.”

				“A lot?” Jeremiah leaned back in his chair. “A lot of books could be worth a fortune.”

				Beck pointed at the coins. “Yes. That’s why I’m paying you handsomely.”

				Jeremiah combed his fingers through his thick beard again. “Them coins ain’t nuthin’ next to the value of an ancient book.”

				“If you find the cache, you’ll be rewarded sufficiently.”

				“How much is sufficiently?”

				Exasperated, Beck asked, “How many coins do you require?”

				“Enough that I don’t feel like I’m being robbed, begging your pardon. I’m not saying you’re robbing me. I just don’t want to feel like it.”

				Beck nodded. “Would a thousand coins on top of that be enough to make the deal fair? Assuming you find the source of the boy’s books?”

				Jeremiah grinned widely. “You have that kind of money?”

				“Is it enough?”

				Jeremiah nodded.

				“But you must find the books and tell me how many there are.”

				Jeremiah’s face went slack.

			

			
				“What’s the matter?” Beck asked.

				“I can imagine the wealth of more than ten books, but I can’t count much past ten.”

				“How much past that can you count?”

				“Twelve.”

				“I’ll provide you with a piece of paper and a pencil. When you find the place where these books are hidden, draw one mark on the paper for each book you find there. Bring that paper back to me, then be my guide to return to collect them. When we return to Brighton, you’ll be rewarded as we’ve agreed.”

				Jeremiah extended a hand across the table.

				Beck put his hand in Jeremiah’s giant grasp and shook.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald stared at Franklin, her shame deepening. For some reason, the sight of the novice’s worried face was even worse than the thought of what Father Winthrop might do to her. It signified the end of everything.


				Mary held up the relic triumphantly.

				Franklin looked from Mary to Fitzgerald and back again. His concern turned to confusion. “Perhaps a gift given by Father Winthrop?” he tried.

				“That’s what I came to ask,” Mary said. “You know I take stealing as seriously as the Elders do.”

				“Naturally. It’s good that you came so we can clear this up,” Franklin said.

				“I wouldn’t want any ill will toward The House,” Mary said.

				“Of course.” Franklin glanced behind him, as if looking for an escape. Then he motioned them in. “Come on.”

				Fitzgerald hung behind Franklin and Mary. The flickering of Franklin’s torch might as well have been the first fingers of hell, waiting to consume her. Mary walked at a brisk pace, moving the group along, as if she was anxious to get the accusation over and done with. When they reached the bedchamber door, Fitzgerald watched Franklin, hoping for an inkling of an idea, some way to stall her fate.

				Her heart sank when he knocked.

				The rap was light, barely audible.

				They paused in silence, listening for a stir in the chamber. From underneath the door, Fitzgerald saw the flicker of firelight. The fireplace was burning low at this hour. Winthrop’s chamber remained silent. Franklin waited a full minute before turning away.

				“I don’t think he’s in there,” he said.

			

			
				“Did he hear you?” Mary whispered. “We should try again.”

				Franklin swallowed and rapped louder. The knock reverberated off the walls and died. They hung in silence, waiting. Fitzgerald clasped her hands in front of her, saying a silent prayer that the man was either deep in slumber, or had woken up and wandered off. Each second Winthrop didn’t answer compounded her hope.

				The room was quiet.

				And then it wasn’t.

				A faint groan escaped from the other side of the door; the bed sheets rustled. Fitzgerald heard the sound of feet finding the floor, then the creak of the bed as someone got up. Her heart beat faster. She heard the person on the other side getting dressed, and then, after another pause, a voice arose from the other side of the door.

				“Franklin, is that you? Why are you disturbing me at this hour?”

				“Someone’s here to see you, Father.”

				“Tell them to come back in the morning.”

				“I don’t think it can wait.”

				“Who is it?”

				“Mary, from The House, Father. She has an urgent question.”

				Winthrop groaned as he took the remaining steps to the door. He cleared phlegm from his throat, rattled the doorknob, and swung open the door. All at once Fitzgerald was face-to-face with the man with whom she’d spent the night.

				The man she’d robbed.

				Fitzgerald glanced quickly at him, taking in his bloodshot eyes and his withered, yellow skin. She cast her eyes to the floor. They stood in silence for several seconds, no one wanting to speak first. And then Mary piped up.

				“Sorry to bother you, Father. But the matter is urgent.”

			

			
				“Out with it,” Winthrop grunted. “I’m trying to sleep.”

				Mary dangled the relic in the air, allowing everyone to see. “Fitzgerald came home with this tucked in her boot. Did you give it to her?”

				Fitzgerald’s eyes roamed to the piece she’d stolen. The relic was as enticing now as when she’d taken it. She kept her gaze locked on the object, deathly afraid to meet Winthrop’s eyes. Winthrop harrumphed in confusion. After a few seconds, anger overtook him.

				“Where’d you get this?” he demanded, turning toward her.

				Fitzgerald felt his burning stare, but she refused to look over. To meet his eyes was to acknowledge what she’d done. He asked again with no response. Frustrated, he turned his fury on Franklin.

				“What do you know about this, Franklin?” he asked.

				“I—I know nothing, Father. I let her in, and then I left to work on my studies.”

				“She must’ve taken it after I fell asleep,” Winthrop said, piecing the story together. “And then she must’ve slipped off in the night.” Without looking at him, she felt his gaze, boring into her like a demon seed. “Like a common pig chaser. A godless peasant.”

				Winthrop slapped Fitzgerald.

				Fitzgerald was so shocked she barely cried out. Her cheek stung in pain. She crouched to the ground, shielding her face.

				“You have the gall to steal from a Minister?” he roared, his voice trembling. “After everything I’ve provided for you? After everything I’ve provided to Brighton?”

				Fitzgerald was unable to stop the tears. She peered through splayed fingers, staring at the boots of Mary, Franklin, and Winthrop. Mary’s rage had been frightening enough. But Winthrop had the power to have her killed.

				Mary grunted in satisfaction.

			

			
				“I just wanted to make sure you knew about this, because—” Mary began.

				“Shut up, wench!” Winthrop hollered. “You’re as much to blame as she is. Your teachings of these women have failed. Give me back my relic!”

				“But… What is to be done, Father?” Mary asked, handing it over. Her demeanor—righteous just moments before—had cracked.

				“We’ll have words later. Trust me on that. Franklin, please lead Mary out.”

				“What of Fitzgerald?”

				“I’ll handle her.”

				Two pairs of boots disappeared, leaving Fitzgerald alone with the Bishop. She kept her head bowed, praying for a miracle. Heavy breathing filled the air above her. She remained on the ground for several seconds, studying the floor, as if hell might open up and swallow her whole.

				Suddenly, hands grabbed her dress, tugging her to her feet and pulling her into the man’s bedchambers. Fitzgerald stood silent, her hair draped over her face. She sucked in her tears, certain that sound was her enemy. Her voice would worsen Winthrop’s rage. She sensed it.

				She waited for another blow to land, but instead Winthrop padded across the room. He bent down and removed the box from underneath the bed. He opened it. She heard him lining the relics up on his bed, sorting through them. Then she heard the clink of the relics as they found their way home.

				“I could’ve killed you,” he said. “And I would’ve been within my rights. But then I wouldn’t have been able to set an example for the others.”

				Fitzgerald shifted her eyes toward the doorway. The door was open; noises rang from the far end of the hallway. Franklin was seeing Mary out. For a split second, Fitz contemplated running and taking her chances, but she knew she wouldn’t get far. The Bishop, old as he was, would light after her, and his screams would rouse anyone nearby.

			

			
				Besides, fleeing would only make the Bishop angrier. That would make her punishment more severe. Death came in many forms. She’d seen enough suffering to know that. Maybe her compliance would lessen the brutality of her sentence.

				“What do you think should happen now?” Winthrop asked from across the room.

				“I—I’m not sure, Father.”

				“A hanging? The pyre? Perhaps I should turn you over to Blackthorn and let him decide. I’m sure he has lots of creative ways to punish House women who have stolen.”

				“Please, Father.”

				“Begging is against the will of The Word. You should know this.”

				“I do, Father.”

				“You said your father is a woodcutter, isn’t he? Surely he is a faithful man. What’s his name?”

				At the mention of her father, Fitzgerald broke down. Winthrop didn’t have to speak the threat. It was understood.

				“I asked for your father’s name,” Winthrop said again.

				“Emil,” she managed, between sobs.

				“Maybe we should bring Emil here, so we can question him about your upbringing.”

				Footsteps distracted them. Fitzgerald looked behind her, relieved to see Franklin walking into the room.

				“Father, may I have a moment?” he asked.

				“Not now. I need you to fetch someone for me.”

				“Who?”

				“The girl’s father, Emil. And two soldiers. We’re going to see this girl punished.”

				“But, Father—”

				“Fetch them for me, Franklin. Do as I say!”

				To Fitzgerald’s surprise, Franklin refused the order. He stepped inside and closed the door. Then he advanced several paces into the room and stood next to Fitzgerald. Winthrop stared at him, confused.

			

			
				“Father, I must insist. Surely there are better uses for this girl than a mere example. Brighton has lost too many between The Cleansing and the spikings. The People’s spirits are beginning to wilt. The People must be happy if they are to work.” He paused for breath. “Besides, The House has already lost Jenny.”

				At the sound of Jenny’s name, Winthrop’s face fell. He stared at both of them, grief diluting his anger. “What am I to do with a common thief?” he asked. “Cut off her hands? What use can there be for someone who has gone against the will of The Word?”

				“Surely the church can use another servant.”

				“But not a thieving one.” Winthrop furrowed his brow in anger. Despite his condemnation, he fell silent.

				Sensing an opportunity, Fitzgerald piped in. “I’m sorry, Father. I found the relic on the floor. I knew it was yours; I knew I shouldn’t have taken it. But it was so beautiful that all I wanted to do was to see it in the daylight. I was going to return it.”

				Winthrop pursed his lips. “It is a beautiful piece. It is inspiring to everyone who sees it.” He paused to stare at her. “I must’ve dropped it on the floor before you arrived.”

				She nodded.

				“Not that it excuses what you’ve done,” Winthrop muttered.

				“Of course not,” she agreed.

				“I’ll watch over her, Father. I’ll ensure nothing like this happens again. She can be a servant to the novices,” Franklin offered.

				Father Winthrop looked Fitzgerald up and down, studying the front of her dress. “That’s quite all right, Franklin. I could use another pair of hands in my chambers directly.”

			

			
				“But, Father—”

				“The decision is made. Go let Mary know. And never speak of this again.”

				“Yes, Father.” Franklin gave one last, lingering look at Fitzgerald. His shoulders slouched as he headed for the door.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah pushed past the men standing in the aisle, laughing at their own wit and paying no attention to others waiting to get by. He bumped a man sitting at a table with his chair scooted out a little too far for Jeremiah’s taste. Jeremiah was a big man. He needed big spaces.

				Ignoring the protests of the man whose beer he’d just spilled, Jeremiah pulled a chair out from under another table and dropped his weight into it.

				A solitary man on the other side of the table looked up from his plate, just long enough to acknowledge Jeremiah’s presence. “You bathed. Is that why you’ve come here at this late hour? It took all day?”

				Jeremiah grinned through the thick whiskers on his face. “The Barren Women are nicer to me when I bathe.”

				“Is that all it takes?” asked the other man. “I’d have guessed a pocket full of coins was necessary to convince one to join you in a bed.”

				Jeremiah leaned over the small table, exhaling slowly through his nose. He clenched his jaw. Men as big as him didn’t need to do much more to silence twerpy, loud-mouthed little men.

				The other man scooted his plate to the side. “If you get your snot on my food, you’ll wear what’s left of it.”

				Jeremiah glared at the man for another moment before leaning back and grinning. He turned toward a serving girl halfway across the tavern. “Girl.” He pointed to the plate on the table. “Bring me some of that. And I have a thirst. You know what I like.”

				“Only if you have coin,” she said. “No more credit for you. Henry says so.”

				“I paid Henry this afternoon,” Jeremiah yelled back. “I’m a man with no debts. Now do what you’re told.”

			

			
				“No debts?” The man across from Jeremiah laughed. “You’re a liar.”

				Jeremiah took some coins out of his coat and laid them on the table in front of the other man’s plate. “There you are, Mendoza. All that I owe.”

				Mendoza laughed bitterly. “All? Are you sure? It’s been so long since I made you that sword I’ve forgotten what you agreed to pay for it. Perhaps I could ask my son what the amount was. No, wait. My son was not born then. I should ask my wife. No wait, I wasn’t married yet. I should—”

				Jeremiah banged the table with his elbows as he leaned forward again. “You should stop there if you want to keep your teeth. You have your money.”

				Mendoza scooped up the coins and leaned away from Jeremiah. He did a cursory count and pushed them into his own pocket. “Do we have any other business?”

				“Yes.” Jeremiah sat up straight. He reached out and picked up Mendoza’s cup, swirled what little ale remained in it, and raised it high as he turned back toward the serving girl. He yelled, “Another for my friend. On my coin.”

				“You’re buying me a drink?” Mendoza stifled a laugh. “You want me to make you another sword? A knife? A hatchet?”

				Shaking his head, Jeremiah said, “I have questions to ask.”

				“If you’re buying the liquor,” said Mendoza, “I’ll answer your questions.”

				“Good.” Jeremiah reached up and combed his fingers through his big wiry beard, once, then twice. “Do you know of a rabbit hunter boy named Ivory?”

				“I do,” said Mendoza.

				“How well do you know him?”

				“Does it matter?” asked Mendoza.

				“Perhaps so, perhaps not.”

				“What do you want to know?” Mendoza asked.

			

			
				“I’ve been told he smuggles metals.”

				Mendoza put his fork down and looked around the room, wary. “Your questions already make me uncomfortable. They say the smugglers who bring metals from the Ancient City also bring the disease. That is why General Blackthorn puts them on the pyre.”

				Jeremiah’s laugh rumbled. “The disease floats on the wind. Only the superstitious believe otherwise.”

				Ignoring the laugh, Mendoza said, “You know that anyone who buys smuggled metals will accompany the smuggler to the pyre.”

				Turning serious, Jeremiah said, “Everyone knows the law.”

				“Yet you ply me with the promise of a cup of ale to answer questions that might put a man into the fire. What business is this of yours?”

				“No man will burn on my word.” Jeremiah reached into his coat and took out more coins. He sat them carefully on the table. “Do I look like one of Blackthorn’s blue shirt cornholers?”

				Mendoza looked at Jeremiah for a moment, then looked back down at the coins.

				Jeremiah said, “If you answer to my satisfaction, the coins are yours.”

				“I’ll say nothing,” said Mendoza. “You’ll pay for your answers before I give them. If you don’t like the answers I provide, then don’t buy more of them.”

				With a nod, Jeremiah said, “Take the coins.”

				Mendoza added the coins to those in his pocket.

				The serving girl arrived and put a plate of steaming food in front of Jeremiah. She sat a full flagon in front of each man. Jeremiah paid her and fished his fork out of a pocket in his coat. He held it up and looked at it. He noticed some flecks of dried food from his last meal and picked at them until most of them flaked off. He wiped both sides in two quick swipes across his trousers and forked a piece of meat on his plate. Before he put it in his mouth, he said, “This Ivory boy, then?”

			

			
				“Yes,” said Mendoza. “I know him. Yes, he smuggles metals.”

				“Do you buy his metals?”

				Snorting, Mendoza said, “You know as well as I that every smith in town buys metals from smugglers. Where do you think your swords and your forks come from?”

				Nodding, Jeremiah said, “Do you know where in the Ancient City he finds his metals? Each of those smugglers has a special place, don’t they?”

				Mendoza shrugged. “Some do. I’ve heard tell that often a great deal of metal can be found at one location. Once a smuggler finds such a place, he needn’t wander through the Ancient City anymore to search. He goes back and forth to that one location. He finds a safe way to get in and out. He has little risk of discovery by demons when he arrives and little risk he’ll be followed by a demon when he leaves.”

				“And this Ivory, he has such a place?”

				“He doesn’t say.”

				“No idea at all?” Jeremiah asked as he put a big forkful into his mouth.

				“You understand why they wouldn’t want to share their secrets, don’t you?” asked Mendoza. “They don’t want other smugglers going to their favorite spots and taking all the metals they’ve found.”

				“But?”

				“But Ivory had an uncle who also smuggled metals. He taught Ivory how to do it. He introduced him to the smiths in town.”

				“What do you know of the uncle?”

				“He was a good man,” said Mendoza. “He and I did business for many years. He frequently came to my home to eat with my family.”

			

			
				“So he told you things?” Jeremiah asked.

				Mendoza drew a circle in the air around his ear. “He told crazy stories from time to time, but he was a good man. He did mention a particularly tall tower in the Ancient City that collapsed. It was the only place he went to scavenge. And he scavenged well. Whatever type of metal I asked for, he provided, in whatever quantities I requested. Within reason, of course. A man can only carry so much in a bag on his back.”

				“Do you think Ivory goes to this same place?”

				“I don’t know. If the place still has metal, then I suspect, yes. Just like his uncle, he provides whatever metals are requested.”

				“So he must have a source,” Jeremiah mused. “Has he ever made mention of books?”

				“Books?” Mendoza laughed. “He’s a rabbit hunter and a smuggler. I doubt he even knows what a book is.”

				Nodding, Jeremiah smiled and ate some more. “Do you know where this collapsed tower is?”

				“I’ve only been outside the walls when Blackthorn calls up the militia and takes my cohort out on one of his demon hunts. I’ve never seen the Ancient City.”

				“Did he give you any idea at all?”

				“He said a few things.” Mendoza rubbed his chin. “I can give you the details. Perhaps if you go to the Ancient City, they’ll make sense to you.”

				Jeremiah swallowed a mouthful of food. “Tell me what you know.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41: Bray

				Bray awoke early. He sat up, but didn’t wake the others. Ella and William were exhausted. In order to make decent headway today, they’d need their strength. Resolving to let them sleep for a few minutes, he quietly slid his pack onto his lap and opened it, sifting through the skins and silver inside. In the midst of the chaos in Davenport, he’d managed to slip several coins into his bag, money he’d found scattered in the doorways of ransacked houses.

				Ella and William hadn’t noticed.

				He counted coins, adding them to his mental tally. He’d leave them with the rest of his stash at the Ancient City, once they got there. Hopefully, Ella had forgotten about the skins and money he’d promised her. He’d keep that loot, as well.

				Bray was about to close his bag when he spotted the special pouch sewn in the side. He glanced at Ella and William, verifying that they were still asleep, and then unfastened the string that held the pouch tight against the side of the bag. He opened it and pulled out a flat, yellowed piece of paper. He stared at the map in his hand.


				Bray glanced over the words and drawings, drawings that were almost thirty years old. He knew the map as well as he knew his own name. Over the years, he’d pieced together words he didn’t know with the locations they represented, memorizing the way the letters looked for each of the townships. Fuller, his father, had promised to teach him to read and write.

				Instead, Fuller had died in one of General Blackthorn’s wars.

				Bray felt a sting of anger. The money owed to Bray’s father—money for fighting in the war—had never been given to his grieving widow after his death. According to Bray’s mother, now long dead, she’d asked for the payment, but had been unsuccessful.

			

			
				One day Bray would collect that debt from Blackthorn.

				Before putting away the map, Bray perused the familiar layout of the townships and settlements. He’d been to all of them many times over. None were particularly interesting anymore. He much preferred the wild to any settlement. What did interest him were the great swaths of land outside the named areas, areas that his father had labeled with a question mark. Bray knew the ancient, curved symbol because of his father’s teaching. The half-circular line and the small dot underneath had long been a source of fascination.

				It represented things Bray had never seen, things he could only imagine.

				Things he and his father had planned on seeing, before Fuller died.

				Bray had set foot beyond the known areas a few times, but he’d never strayed far enough to see anything besides more trees, forests, creeks, and hills. Sooner or later, the need for silver and women had driven him back. But he’d see what lay past those areas, one day. Whether it was south of the Ancient City, or to the West of Davenport, he’d continue his father’s work. Bray’s ambition—one that had always come secondary to survival—was to learn to read and write, so that he could complete the map with markings of his own. He’d make that a reality someday. Whether it was soon, or in his final years, he didn’t know.

				With a reflective grunt, Bray carefully tucked the map into the special pouch in his bag. He retied it. He stared at his sleeping companions.

				In the time Bray had been looking at the map, William had stirred. The boy cracked his eyes open and looked at Bray with the confused curiosity of someone who had woken up in the wild for the first time. Bray smiled, recalling how potent those feelings could be for a child.

			

			
				Bray knew what it was like to wake up in a foreign place, the urge to explore driving his every action. He felt that way every day he woke up in the wild, to some extent, but the feeling had dulled over time. Over the years, the landscape around him had become more and more familiar. Nothing equaled the liberating freedom of stepping into new territory, with only the will of the gods and the luck of the hunt to guide him.

				One day, Bray would have that feeling again.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42: Franklin

				Without any breakfast in his stomach—Winthrop’s anger had many manifestations—Franklin dipped his rag in the bucket and wiped it over the wooden pew, cursing under his breath. The bench was stained with dirt, sweat, and other things he couldn’t identify. The unspoken rule for townspeople who could afford it was to wear their best clothing to Winthrop’s services. But outside of winter coats, most peasants only had one outfit. Many of the farmers broke from work only long enough to attend the services, returning to the fields immediately after.

				At one time, farming had been outlawed on Sundays. But like so many other things, the rule had been cast aside. With each new wave of rulers came a new set of interpretations. At least, that’s how Franklin understood it. The Word wasn’t as clear as the Elders made it seem.

				Oliver whistled in the pew across from him, making a game of cleaning the bench. Franklin rolled his eyes. Sensing he was being watched, Oliver turned to his older accomplice and hissed across the aisle.

				“I’m not sure why we have to clean these.” Oliver’s stomach growled audibly. He tossed the rag in the air and caught it.

				“You know why,” Franklin said, unable to hide his irritation. “The servants are busy preparing the holy meal.”

				“We’ve never had to do this before.”

				Normally, the cleaning of the church was reserved for the help. Not today.

				Franklin looked away. He continued scrubbing the bench, trying to eliminate a particularly stubborn stain. Oliver whistled another few bars of whatever tune he was working at. Normally Franklin was amused by his companion, but not today. Ever since the incident with Fitzgerald the night before, Father Winthrop had been particularly stern with Franklin, and though Franklin hadn’t been punished outright, he sensed the Father was teaching him a lesson.

			

			
				In hindsight, he was surprised he hadn’t been flailed for insubordination.

				“Maybe we should skip the benches in the middle. That would save us some time.” Oliver looked at his pruned fingertips. “And some skin.”

				“You know we can’t do that. Winthrop—the Bishop—will check.”

				Oliver stood up and protested. “He never checks when the girls do it.”

				Bobbing his head from side to side, the most he dared to express his frustration, Franklin said, “He wants to make sure the pews are clean.”

				Oliver sighed audibly. “We still have the altar to do…and the chairs up front. And Winthrop said—”

				“—I know what he said, Oliver. I don’t need it repeated.” Franklin’s words echoed off the large, vaulted ceiling and bounced back to him. He stared up at the smooth, rounded supporting beams made of Ancient stone. Normally, he was awed by the construction of the church—it was the most well preserved ancient building in all of Brighton. Today his thoughts were elsewhere.

				Oliver went quiet for a few minutes, finished the pew he was on, and then walked over to join Franklin. “Is something wrong?” he asked. “You don’t seem yourself.”

				Franklin laid down his rag. “I didn’t sleep much last night,” he admitted.

				“Problems with Winthrop?” Oliver looked around the church as he said it.

				“Yes.” Franklin forgot how perceptive Oliver could be.

			

			
				“I heard you tossing and turning. You didn’t get in until late.”

				Franklin studied the younger novice, wondering if he’d heard any of the raised voices in the hallways. Oliver looked concerned, but not suspicious. The room Franklin and Oliver shared was on the other side of the church from Father Winthrop; the Bishop liked his privacy.

				“You didn’t get whipped, did you?” Oliver glanced at Franklin’s back, as if he’d see bruises through his shirt.

				“No, nothing like that,” Franklin said. “We just had trouble with one of the House women.”

				“What happened? Did she anger the Bishop?”

				“Yes. No. Well, sort of,” Franklin said.

				“I notice Winthrop has a new servant. Is she the one?”

				“Yes. Fitzgerald. He’s making her do his personal work. Washing his clothes, tidying his buckets.”

				“What happened to Gertrude?”

				“He sent her out to the fields.”

				Oliver winced. “Ouch. She’s much too old for that.”

				“He doesn’t understand that kind of thing.”

				“Either that, or he doesn’t care,” Oliver muttered, plopping his rag on the bench. “Well, at least the new girl will have better meals here than in The House.”

				“That’s not the point, Oliver.” Franklin sighed again. “He’s punishing her by making her be here. He’s making her do all the worst things.”

				Oliver rolled his eyes. “I don’t like scraping out his bucket, that’s for sure.”

				“That’s exactly the point. And you think what we’re doing is bad.”

				Franklin had just finished his pew when a door groaned from the back of the church. Both he and Oliver sprang to attention, focusing on the bench in front of them. Footsteps echoed across the floor. Franklin kept his head low. A few seconds later, a voice boomed across the cavernous space.

			

			
				“How’s the cleaning coming?” Father Winthrop asked. “Will our parishioners be pleased?”

				Franklin looked up, feigning surprise at the Bishop’s entrance. The question wasn’t whether the parishioners would be pleased, but whether the Bishop would. Franklin stared at the pew, then the water bucket, wishing he had the courage to fling it at the man.

				“It’s coming along fine, Father,” he said. He gave Oliver a sideways glance.

				“I’ll inspect your work after you’re done,” Winthrop called across the room. “Or I’ll have one of the servants come in and do it when they’re finished serving lunch.”

				Franklin bit his lip and nodded. Without being told, he knew he’d only be getting the scraps of that meal. And only after he’d finished cleaning to the Bishop’s satisfaction. He watched the rotund man trudge back the way he came, his robes spilling out behind him. The door opened and closed, and Winthrop was gone. He stared back at Oliver, wiping a trickle of sweat from his forehead. The boy blew a relieved breath.

				“Thank God he’s gone.”

				“Remember what you told me in the market the other day?” Franklin asked. “About Father Winthrop?”

				Oliver nodded. “I think so. You told me never to say that again.”

				“Well, I’ve been thinking about that a lot,” Franklin said, anger furrowing his brow.

				“What do you mean?”

				“I think I agree with you, Oliver. I hate him. I hate Father Winthrop.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43: Oliver

				An hour later, sitting in the pews he’d just helped Franklin clean in Father Winthrop’s big, empty temple, Oliver listened as Scholar Evan gave Franklin his report. The short version of all the words and hand waving was that nine out of ten men were true to The Word. Franklin scolded Oliver twice during the conversation for expressing his incredulity, and for making no effort to mask it with a little tact.

				Oliver had sat through too many of Father Winthrop’s sermons, had seen the men sleeping and scratching, or trying to catch the eye of pretty young girls approaching the age to marry. Those men, most men, weren’t true believers in The Word. They barely listened when Father Winthrop droned on about the miraculous and blessed nature of The Word’s lessons. They showed up at the sermons because everybody showed up at the sermons. Oliver was young; he knew that, but he was also old enough to understand the realities of social pressure.

				Nine out of ten? Rubbish.

				As Evan was standing up to leave, he surprised Oliver by saying, “Franklin, may I ask a favor of you?”

				“Of course,” Franklin answered. Scholar Evan had just done a favor for him.

				“I need to go to visit a merchant and pick up a parcel for Minister Beck, but I’m afraid I injured my back when I slipped on a patch of ice on the way over here.” Scholar Evan pointed at Oliver without looking at him. “Would you be kind enough to let me borrow him for a short while, to carry the parcel back to the academy for me?”

				“Of course,” Franklin said, casting a stern glance at Oliver just as Oliver was opening his mouth to protest.

				Franklin and Evan said their goodbyes. Franklin quietly admonished Oliver, to prevent him from doing something stupid while he was out. Oliver accepted the curt words as part of his daily routine. He knew Franklin was only trying to keep him out of trouble.

			

			
				Once outside, bundled up in their cloaks, Oliver found himself almost immediately falling behind Scholar Evan’s quick pace. Oliver protested by saying, “You don’t walk like you hurt your back.”

				“I must apologize,” said Evan.

				Oliver laughed. “Apologize? To me?” He laughed some more. “I’m nobody. You’re in line to be the Minister, should something happen to Minister Beck.”

				Nodding, Evan said, “Most boys your age barely know enough to wipe their fingers on their pants after picking their noses. You seem to have a good understanding of the abstractions that underpin our culture.”

				Oliver nodded, pretending to understand another word he hadn’t heard before. “Things aren’t complicated if you pay attention. What about this apology, then?”

				“In the academy. We don’t treat our students like chattel. Do you know this word?”

				“I know it rhymes with cattle, but I’ve never heard it before. You use lots of words I’m not familiar with.”

				Scholar Evan chuckled in his odd high-pitched way. “Maybe cattle and chattel rhyme for a reason. Chattel is property. It’s something you own, but not land or a house. It mostly means people.”

				“Own?” Oliver asked. “People don’t own people.”

				“No,” Evan agreed. “But sometimes people treat others as though they do.”

				“That’s for certain,” Oliver agreed. “Father Winthrop…” He looked away. He gulped. He wasn’t a hundred steps out of the temple doors, and already, he’d forgotten Franklin’s warning. Already, he was letting his mouth say things that would lead to trouble.

			

			
				“It’s okay,” said Evan. “No need to hide your thoughts from me. At least, not while we’re alone. I think the more you pay attention, the more you’ll find that most men grate at pompous authority the same way you do. They resent it, in fact. You resent it, don’t you?”

				Oliver stopped walking and eyed Evan suspiciously, wondering if Evan was setting a trap with his questions.

				Scholar Evan turned and looked down at Oliver with no expression on his face.

				“Franklin was very specific with me when he told me not to speak of certain things,” said Oliver.

				“Oliver, I assure you, I am not going to share what we speak of with anyone else. May I have the same assurance from you?”

				Oliver was confused. “You’re asking me to keep a secret?”

				“I’m asking you to keep everything about you and me secret.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				“That’s okay,” said Evan. “Let’s start here. We’ve each seen one another many times. We move in the same circles. Like you, I watch other people to understand them. You can learn a lot by watching people behave as themselves when they don’t think you’re paying attention.”

				Oliver nodded.

				Evan said, “I’ll promise you that from this day forward, every word that passes privately between us will remain private. Every time we see one another privately, that also will remain in just between us.”

				Oliver took a wary step back as he looked Evan up and down. “Men like you should leave boys alone.” He took another step.

				Evan straightened up and laughed out loud. “No, no, Oliver. That’s not what this is about. I assure you.”

				Oliver wasn’t convinced.

			

			
				“You decide,” said Evan. “I have favors to ask of you. In turn, I can grant you favors. I assure you, I indulge my carnal pleasures at The House of Barren Women, as do most single men. Boys don’t interest me that way.” Evan leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Novice Franklin has seen me there many times when he fetches barren women for Father Winthrop. You may ask him, if you wish. Run along and perhaps we’ll speak another day.” Evan turned and started to walk away. Without looking back, he repeated, “Perhaps.”

				Oliver was intrigued, cautious, and even flattered. Scholar Evan had talked to him. Had in fact sought him out, and was now intimating that the two could share conspiratorial secrets. Evan was a few house widths up the street when Oliver came to his decision and ran after, telling himself he could check with Franklin later about Scholar Evan’s story about regular visits to The House of Barren Women.

				“I promise,” said Oliver as he came up beside Evan. “You have my word. All that passes between us shall remain secret.”

				Smiling, Evan said, “You have my word as well.”

				“Will we also be truthful with one another?” Oliver asked.

				Evan laughed again. “I think you are much brighter than I suspected. You have a keen instinct for the nuances of social interaction. Yes. I will be truthful with you. Can I expect the same from you?”

				“Yes,” said Oliver. “You told Franklin that you hurt your back.”

				“Novice Franklin and I have no promise between us to speak truthfully,” said Evan. “Nevertheless, he and I are peers of a sort. We like one another. We interact well. We might even be friends. I am honest with him in a general sense. I lied to him about my back, so that I could get some time alone with you. It was a harmless lie, so I don’t have any remorse over it.”

			

			
				“And what you told him about the number of men devoted to The Word?”

				Evan stopped and took a moment to scrutinize Oliver. He pursed his lips and furrowed his brow, making an effort to keep his face free of anything that might give his thoughts away. “Already, we are at a place where we must test my promise. Oliver, may I say again, as a substantial compliment, this time, you do surprise me. You may be one of the brightest boys I’ve come across. I don’t know that I can make this happen, but I’ll ask you: if I could arrange for you to enter the academy with the possibility of one day becoming a scholar like myself, would that interest you?”

				Oliver looked back toward Father Winthrop’s temple. “To use your word, I am chattel to Father Winthrop. He beats me. He talks down to me. He doesn’t feed me enough, and I have to empty his chamber pot and wash his clothes as punishment. To him, I am nothing but a servant. Is that what I’d be in the academy?”

				“No, no.” Evan laughed. “If we can make it happen, you’d find life there much more to your liking. We have girls that handle such duties as you describe. In the academy, your primary responsibility would be to learn.”

				Oliver nodded and smiled. That sounded attractive, indeed. “I do like the idea of becoming a student, but you’ve avoided the question.”

				“Only in the sense that something more important occurred to me as I considered sharing the answer.”

				“You were going to lie?” Oliver asked.

				“No.” Evan shook his head decisively. “I was not. If I had chosen not to give you that answer, I would have simply said that. We made a promise to one another. I won’t lie, but there will come times when I am unable to share with you something you ask. I will tell you that when the time comes. On this question of the proportion of men who are wholly devoted to The Word, I had to choose whether to answer your question, or to tell you that I have to withhold that answer. I honestly must tell you that I prefer to withhold it.”

			

			
				Oliver frowned.

				“That is only my preference,” said Evan, “I will, however, answer. You see, to give you the answer might cause some risk to me, others at the academy, and my relationship with your friend, Franklin. All of those things are valuable to me. Any damage caused, should you choose to break your promise of discretion, would take a very long time to repair. So, you see, I am risking a great deal by choosing to believe in our new relationship. Please respect that.” Evan took a deep breath before proceeding. “The numbers I provided to Franklin are incorrect. With the help of another, I made them up.”

				“Why?” asked Oliver.

				“To start with, the numbers Franklin requested are nearly unknowable without spending a great deal of time—perhaps years—studying the problem. Secondly, it is not Franklin who wishes to know these numbers. It is Father Winthrop. Let’s just say that Father Winthrop doesn’t deserve accurate numbers. The ones we provided will help his simple mind sleep better at night. And I’m sure you’d agree he’s an easier man to deal with when he’s had his sleep.”

				Oliver laughed and rubbed some welts on his backside. “Yes, he is.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 44: Melora

				The snarl of demons laced the air.

				Melora broke through the weeds and thicket, pulling her friend along with her. Her heart slammed against her ribcage, each thud a reminder of the danger that followed.

				“Rowan! Stay with me!” she hissed.

				Her best friend groaned, but didn’t reply. She couldn’t stop to check on him. She didn’t have time. She knew he was in bad shape. Rowan’s foot had been mangled, his clothes shredded. She’d barely been able to pull him to his feet before the demons tried to drag him away.

				They’d already taken Cooley. That was heartache enough. But she had no time to process her friend’s death, just as she’d had no time to process the slaughter of Davenport.

				Run. Run.


				The three beasts broke from a copse of trees a few hundred feet behind them. Melora glanced over her shoulder, just long enough to see where they were. Branches clawed at her face and arms, trying to restrain her. She pushed them away and clung to her friend. Rowan was the closest thing she had to a brother. He was as much a part of her household as her parents had been. A slew of emotions and memories ran through her mind, colored by the frightful red of the massacre.

				She couldn’t lose him, too.

				The demons grunted and screeched, closing the gap. Their stench was as terrifying as their appearance. The horrific tales of the townsfolk—stories that’d given her nightmares as a child—were true. The odor of the monsters was always in her nostrils now, refusing to fade, growing stronger when the demons were near.

			

			
				“It’ll be all right, Rowan,” she said, trying to convince herself as much as her friend.

				“How will we get away?” he asked, his voice filled with quiet terror.

				“I don’t know.”

				Melora had never been this far from home. Frederick and Jean had only begun letting her hunt a few months ago, and only under the strict orders that Rowan and Cooley would watch over her.

				She’d never imagined watching over them.

				Rowan stumbled, and she lost her hold. He screamed in pain as his full weight went onto his foot. Frantic, she threw his arm over her shoulder, catching a glimpse of his tear-stricken face as she took hold of him. Rowan had always been the leader, the one kids turned to for courage and advice. That strong boy was gone. The new boy looked at her with panic-soaked eyes.

				“Don’t leave me,” he said.

				She wouldn’t. The demons were getting closer. To let Rowan go would be the same as killing him herself. And so Melora muscled him along, her shoulders and back aching from the weight of supporting someone twice her size. Her hair was caught in the crook of his arm; the pain tore at her scalp. There was no time to readjust. She scanned the area ahead for somewhere—anywhere—they could go. The forest looked the same as the one behind—dense and tangled, devoid of refuge.

				The cries behind them grew louder.

				She glanced over her shoulder to find a screaming, bulbous-headed monster careening toward them. It’d broken from the pack.

				Perhaps it sensed an opportunity.

				Its knobby, wart-covered arms swung at its side as it narrowed the gap. Melora couldn’t even tell if it was male or female. Tattered long hair hung over its face, obscuring its features, making it even more frightening.

			

			
				“Come on, Rowan!” Melora cried in desperation. But the boy was running as fast as he was able. Their pace wouldn’t save them from the sprinting monster. Rowan slipped from her arms. Terrified, she let him go.

				Melora spun and raised her knife.

				The creature kept charging, unfazed by the weapon, and suddenly it was on top of her, bowling her over in a tangle of limbs. Melora stabbed as she fell, wet fluid spraying her eyes and clothing. She didn’t even know what she was cutting. She couldn’t see. She choked and gagged, but kept jabbing. The creature reeked of blood and dirt, years of unwashed sweat. It fell on top of her, writhing.

				And then, miraculously, it went limp.

				She cried out and pushed it off of her. She stared at it for a second, but it remained still. She’d killed it.

				I killed it.

				All at once she was on her feet and staring at Rowan. She blinked the blood from her eyes, her body shaking, barely keeping hold of the knife.

				“Are you all right?” Rowan asked.

				“Yes. But more are coming. We have to go!”

				Two remaining creatures burst through the trees. Rowan struggled to stand, but collapsed on his injured foot, wincing. He’d lost his bow and bags. So had she. The only weapon they had was her knife.

				She’d have to fend the things off by herself.

				She smeared the blood from her face and tried to harden her heart. This is it. This is what the soldiers must feel as they face the hordes. She’d heard stories, but until this journey, she’d never witnessed an attack, much less fought in one. She screamed and raised her knife, her voice high-pitched and hardly her own. In her peripheral vision, she saw Rowan waving his arms. This is it, Melora. It’s over.


			

			
				It took her a second to realize Rowan was shouting. “Over there!”

				She followed his finger. A hundred feet away, tucked between two oaks, was a house covered in a layer of weeds. Melora hadn’t even noticed it. The demons shrieked, closing in. Maybe there was a way out.

				Maybe there was hope.

				“Get up, Rowan!” she cried.

				They clung to each other and made for the house, their heavy breaths spurring them on. Rowan hopped on his good foot. The house wouldn’t provide permanent refuge, but it’d give them time to regroup. She couldn’t fathom facing two of the creatures at once. Not with her small hunting knife. She couldn’t believe she’d been able to fend off one as it was. She kept her eyes on the house, afraid to look away. Her body felt like it was moving through mud.

				They’d made it halfway to the structure when underbrush crackled to their right. Melora spun, sighting movement through the trees. More demons?


				But it wasn’t demons.

				It was people.

				A gaunt, bearded man sprang from the trees, carrying a sword. His clothes were so dirty they were almost black. Behind him were two children carrying sharp sticks. Instead of charging at Melora and Rowan, they blew right past them, darting for the demons. She spun and watched them in awe. The man sliced the beasts’ heads from their bodies with a practiced hand, and the children, a boy and a girl, stabbed at their carcasses, weaving the sticks in and out of their bodies long after they were dead.

				When they were finished, the ragged people scanned the forest for several seconds, holding their weapons, watching for signs of danger. Then they cleaned their swords and sticks on the grass, watching Melora and Rowan. Without the shrieks of demons, the forest resumed its silence, quiet save the occasional flap of wings overhead.

			

			
				Melora and Rowan stared. Stunned.

				The two parties eyed each other for several moments before anyone spoke. Melora held up her knife, making a show of bravery.

				“Thanks,” she said, keeping a wary eye on their rescuers.

				“Where are you from?” the man asked.

				“Davenport,” Melora answered.

				The man scrutinized her face, as if she might be lying. “What are you doing this far into the wild?”

				She swallowed. Her instincts told her to lie, but a larger part of her was afraid he might discover the truth. She drew a deep breath before answering.

				“Our village was slaughtered,” Melora said, the words making her eyes water. “My friend is injured. We’ve been running for over a day; we need help.”

				The man stared at them in silence while the children whispered. Melora caught bits and pieces of what they were saying.

				“Do you think they’re telling the truth?”

				“They’re too young to be Wardens. And one of them is a girl.”

				The man drew his children behind him as he studied Melora and Rowan. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “Are you alone?”

				“Yes,” Melora said.

				“No soldiers followed you?”

				“We aren’t sure,” Rowan admitted.

				The man frowned at her, then motioned them toward the house. “Follow us inside. Be quick about it, before you bring any more trouble.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 45: Oliver

				Evan led Oliver down some alleyways and generally away from any well-traveled street. They came to a row of small buildings, all ancient, all on the verge of collapsing. They went through a doorway of a squat building that had three walls and nothing else—no roof, no windows, no floor, just dirt and grass. Evan leaned himself against a wall near a corner and asked, “Do you know where we are?”

				“Of course.” Oliver pointed off to his right. “The orphanage is a good bit that way. The market is a block that way.”

				“Yes,” said Evan, “And the communal latrines that serve the market are just past this row of ancient houses.”

				Oliver nodded. He knew that.

				“It is important that no one see us together. We will need to meet many times.” Evan pointed at the ground where he stood. “This is where.”

				Nodding, Oliver asked, “When?”

				“You and Franklin visit the market nearly every day at around the same time?”

				“Yes,” Oliver said, looking around the remains of the house.

				“When I need to speak with you, I’ll have one of my students watch the temple to let me know when you leave. Each day, when you are in the market with Franklin, you’ll need to excuse yourself to use the latrine and come here instead. We’ll have a few minutes to talk.”

				“Easy enough. Is there something you need of me now, or are we simply making friends today?” Oliver grinned to show how easily he navigated these mature waters.

				“Yes,” said Evan. “There is something that I would ask of you now.”

			

			
				Oliver put on a serious face and listened.

				“Do you know who the Dunlow twins are?”

				“The rich furrier’s sons?”

				“Yes.”

				“I don’t know them,” said Oliver. “To people like them, people like me are invisible. But I do know who they are.”

				“You underestimate yourself, Oliver. Everyone in town knows who you are. At the very least, they know your face. They’ve all seen you on the dais on Cleansing Day. They’ve seen you sitting in your seat at the edge of the temple’s stage when Father Winthrop preaches. All people know you. Many of them even fear you.”

				Oliver giggled at that thought—not at the power he could wield with such fear, but at the idea that anyone would fear his short, scrawny self.

				Evan reached into a pocket and withdrew a folded piece of paper and a small bag of fine leather that a wealthy man might use for his purse. The bag looked to contain exactly what one would expect. Coins. Evan extended both items to Oliver and said, “I would like you to find a discreet way to give this note to the Dunlow twins.”

				Oliver looked at the folded paper in his hand as though it were some kind of ancient treasure.

				Evan said, “They will ask very insistently where the note came from. It is very important you make them understand that the source of the note must remain secret. They must accept that. You must convince them.”

				Oliver frowned at the note. “Should I worry about the contents of this note?”

				“Only if it falls into the hands of someone besides the Dunlow twins. It might cause you harm, in that case.”

				“And the silver?” Oliver asked. “Is that for me?”

				Evan’s face saddened a bit. “Do you require payment?”

				Oliver thought about that for a moment. “No, I don’t. You and I are friends. I’ll do you this favor, but why should I give them the silver? They’re rich. Surely, they don’t need it.”

			

			
				“You’ll tell them the coins are an assurance of sincerity from the note’s author,” said Evan. “The coins will give the words much more import than they carry alone. Do you understand?”

				“Yes,” said Oliver. “How soon would you like me to take care of this?”

				“As soon as possible,” said Evan. “But your first priority is to protect yourself and to protect our secret. Do you understand?”

				“Yes.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 46: Melora

				When Melora and Rowan were through the threshold of the house, the man instructed Rowan to lie on a small bed, then he retrieved a bucket of water.

				Melora studied the interlocking branches holding the walls together. The house was small and compact, lending to its camouflage. The walls were pieced together by scrap metal; dirty sheets ferreted from the forest or someplace else. Melora eyed the ancient material in awe, wondering what price it would fetch in the townships. No two pieces matched, and no two pieces were the same material. The walls were imperfect and porous, allowing natural light to seep into the dwelling. Melora saw a small pile of supplies in the corner: sharp sticks, kindling, and blankets. A pile of animal skins was stacked next to them.

				The children clutched their sticks, their eyes straying from their father to their new guests. Melora studied them, but tried not to stare. Their faces were round and dirt-stained. Their dark hair was matted in clumps. Melora had never seen children in the wild before. Davenport had plenty of young ones—strolling with parents through the streets, playing with the animals—but these were different. Their expressions were hard, calloused. She pictured the way they’d stabbed the demons outside the dwelling, as if they were preparing a meal, rather than exterminating monsters.

				Rowan let out a stifled scream, and their gazes shot to his mangled foot. The bearded man was tending it with a cloth, wiping away the dirt and grass. It looked like he was trying to stop the bleeding. Rowan bit his lip in agony. His boot lay on the floor next to him; his toes were chewed and exposed. It looked like the creature had gotten a few mouthfuls.

			

			
				Melora gagged at the sight. The memory was almost as bad as the injury. She couldn’t imagine what Rowan was feeling. Thank God he was alive.

				They’d outlived the others.

				Their hunting trip outside the Davenport walls had been cut short by screams, their efforts to return thwarted by the massacring soldiers they’d seen through the village gates. They’d had no choice but to flee. No choice but to leave behind friends and family.

				They’d been running ever since. They’d spent the previous two nights at the tops of trees, clinging to the branches for comfort. Before they’d fled, Melora had wondered if the demons were real.

				She knew better now, and Rowan’s gnawed foot was proof of their viciousness.

				Seeing him in pain, she turned to the bearded man. “Do you have any medicines?”

				The man gave her a look, as if to quiet her, and nodded to his daughter. The little girl walked quietly to the corner and rummaged through one of the piles. She pulled out a pouch hidden beneath the blankets and walked it over to her father. He opened it, grabbed a small flask, and shook it. He offered it to the pained boy. Rowan took a long gulp.

				When he was finished, the man held the container upside down, dumping it on Rowan’s exposed foot.

				“What the—” Rowan screamed in anguish, unprepared for the sting of alcohol. He reached for his injury, as if to somehow stop the pain, but the man knocked his hand away.

				“What are you doing?” Melora asked frantically.

				“Cleaning the wound. It will help with the healing.”

				“How could you know that?”

				“It’s what we’ve always done,” the bearded man said, barely paying attention. “Bernadette, get me the needle.”

				The little girl scooted back over to the corner, swapping the empty flask for a small bag, as if she’d been drilled on the procedure. She brought it to her father. Then he went to work, sewing together the loose flesh on Rowan’s toes. Rowan kicked and bucked.

			

			
				“Hold him down!” the bearded man barked. Melora hurried over and complied. “Keep him quiet so he doesn’t lure the demons!” he said to his children.

				The kids jumped in and covered the injured boy’s mouth.

				The bearded man explained while he worked. “Surely, you must have seen the healers work on wounds in your village?” he asked Melora. “You have to sew the skin back together. And after that, you need to keep it dry and clean.”

				“I’ve never heard that last part.”

				“It’s what we do in the wild. The settlers taught each other.”

				The man’s methods were unconventional, but he seemed to know what he was doing. She watched him work without interrupting again.

				“I’m sorry,” Melora whispered to Rowan. Rowan nodded, his eyes ringed and tear-stricken. He looked like he’d been in the wild for weeks instead of days. She imagined she looked much the same—bruised and bloodied, her clothing scarred with the remains of the demon she’d killed.

				The procedure was unbearably long. Each stitch produced howls of pain from the wounded boy. Several times, Melora cast wary glances at the door, fearful they’d draw demons. But nothing came. After a while, Rowan’s screams changed to whimpers. He fell into a stupor, delirious from pain. The bearded man finished his work and set down his tools. He panted for breath, as if the ordeal had drained him.

				Melora wiped a trickle of perspiration from her forehead. The house felt stiflingly hot. She gazed at the door, desperate for air, but she wouldn’t leave Rowan.

				The bearded man wrapped Rowan’s foot with a piece of cloth and propped him on the bed. Rowan’s eyelids fluttered. Melora kept a vigil next to him. She watched him carefully, verifying that he was still breathing. She was terrified she’d lose another friend. She pictured Cooley collapsing in the forest, too exhausted to run any further. The demons had swallowed him in a scrum of limbs, biting and clawing. Eating. Rowan had made a grab for him, and that’s when he’d fallen, exposing himself to attack. Melora had barely dragged Rowan away in time. That had been yesterday.

			

			
				She shook away the memory as she watched the bearded man tuck away his instruments. He crouched to the floor, cleaning his hands in the bucket.

				“What are you doing?” she asked.

				“Cleaning my hands of the sickness.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Sometimes wounds can pass sickness from one person to the next, if you don’t wash thoroughly. We’ll need more water now,” he grumbled. He stared at the soiled basin, as if the container might refill itself.

				“Thanks for helping us,” Melora began. “If you hadn’t, we’d have been dead.” She patted her pockets, feeling guilty. “If I had any silver, I’d repay you…”

				The bearded man laughed. “Silver? What good would that do me?”

				Melora frowned. She’d never heard of anyone speak of silver that way. The entire world she’d known revolved around coin. Her village was run on it. But it made sense, maybe. It didn’t take a scholar to determine these people lived in the wild.

				“If I went back where I could spend it, I’d be killed,” the bearded man added. “Someone might recognize me. Either that, or a suspicious local might alert one of the soldiers. I have children to look after.”

				She stared at the dirty, unkempt man. The children were guarding the door. The family’s existence gave credence to the stories she’d heard whispered in the streets—tales of people fleeing towns, living outside Blackthorn’s rule.

			

			
				The villagers wouldn’t believe her tale even if she told it.

				Of course, there was no one left to tell.

				Melora held back tears. She looked at the children, trying to find comfort, but they stared at her with hard, unsympathetic faces. They’d probably seen worse.

				“When was the last time you saw soldiers?” the man asked again, his eyes filled with suspicion.

				“Not since we left the village.”

				“You said you’re from Davenport?”

				Hearing the name of her dead, ruined village spoken aloud, Melora’s emotions won out. She leaned forward and tucked her face to her knees, sobbing into her tattered pants. The family across from her went silent. Rowan reached for her arm, his eyes half-closed.

				She wept for several minutes, crying for the villagers, for Cooley and Rowan. The only thing worse than being massacred was surviving one. Melora knew everyone was dead. The screams of Davenport’s residents were dying nightmares she couldn’t erase. Even if someone had survived, they’d be discovered and finished off. Blackthorn’s blue shirts had been ruthless. She’d seen them through the open gates, stabbing, spearing, shedding blood.

				If Frederick and Jean hadn’t allowed her to hunt—a practice usually forbidden to women—Melora would’ve been as dead as the rest of them. And now Frederick and Jean were gone. Melora cried until there was nothing left. She covered her head in embarrassment. Mourning was a secret, shameful thing, to be done among friends and relatives, never to be done among strangers.

				Melora dried her eyes and looked up, surveying the small, dirt-covered room. The man and children watched her with somber faces.

			

			
				“They killed them all,” Melora said, trying to keep her voice even. “They killed the whole village.”

				The man nodded with as much sympathy as his hard face could project. “Was it Blackthorn’s soldiers?”

				She nodded and chewed her lip, afraid that the tears would continue.

				“We saw them in the woods a day ago,” the little girl said, her blue eyes peering out through a mask of dirt. “We knew they were up to something.”

				The little boy added, “We hid in a ravine. They almost caught us.”

				The bearded man said, “I used to travel through Davenport all the time, back when I lived in Coventry. It is a small village, but the trade is good there. That was a long time ago.”

				Melora furrowed her brow, but he didn’t look familiar. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

				“I traveled through there years before you were born.”

				“Did you know my parents? Did you know Frederick and Jean Abbot?”

				“The names sound familiar, but I can’t say for certain.”

				Melora’s head sank. She glanced at the door, as if her parents might come walking through it. She couldn’t comprehend they were dead. But those screams…

				“You did the right thing in leaving,” the bearded man said, scratching his face. “If you hadn’t, you would’ve died.”

				“I…I guess so.”

				“My name’s Roger. These are my children, Bernadette and Ashton.”

				Melora brushed her hair from her face, attempting a smile. “I’m Melora and this is Rowan.”

				She glanced at her friend, but Rowan had closed his eyes. The steady hiss of his breath told her he was asleep. He was exhausted, sapped from the pain he’d endured.

				She turned her attention back to the family. Bernadette and Ashton had round, soft faces, while Roger’s features were sharp and gaunt. The children didn’t resemble their father.

			

			
				Roger explained, “Their parents died when they were young, and I took them as my own.”

				The kids nodded, faces unmoving.

				“What happened?” Melora asked.

				“We were living with a large group of settlers. Our camp was attacked by demons, and only half of us made it out. Their parents were some of the unlucky ones. A few families decided to take their chances and head for the Ancient City, but I refused. I’d already been there once, and once was enough. The Ancient City is no place for children or any man for that matter.”

				“You’ve been to the Ancient City?” Melora asked, her surprise overshadowing her grief.

				“Once, when I first fled Coventry.”

				A slew of questions filled her mind. “What’s it like? How did you get there?”

				“To tell you that, it’d make more sense to tell you how I left Coventry.” Roger stared at the ground, smoothing the wrinkles from his dirt-ridden pants. He looked at the door and listened, as if someone might come through it. “And I’m not sure I can trust you.” He slid his knife from his pants and made a show of spinning it.

				“Who would I tell? Everyone I know is gone.” Melora shook her head wearily.

				Roger looked her up and down, as if still deciding. After a pause, he cleared his throat and spoke.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 47: Oliver

				Oliver lay in his bed looking at the folded piece of paper that Scholar Evan had given him. He could feel the lump of the coin-filled purse under his pillow. It was starting to get dark out, but not yet late. He lay in bed not because he was tired, but because he was bored. Father Winthrop was in his chamber doing whatever he did with his private time. Franklin had been sent on some fool’s errand for the Bishop.

				All that meant to Oliver was that he was alone in the room he shared with Franklin, with nothing to do. He had his message to deliver, of course, but to leave the temple without permission was an offense he’d been beaten for so many times that he’d finally stopped sneaking out.

				Still, Father Winthrop and Franklin were likely to be busy for a good part of the evening.

				Oliver had wanted to deliver the note earlier that day after Scholar Evan had given it to him, but the Dunlow twins were drilling with the militia in the square. At no other time during the afternoon or the early evening did Oliver have a chance to excuse himself and get away on his own.

				Now, he lay, looking at his note, deciding whether to unfold and read it.

				He’d made no promise to Scholar Evan that he wouldn’t read the message, though he’d understood the implication that the note was private. Oliver’s curiosity was eating away at him. He’d already counted the coins, and as tempting as it was to keep a few for himself, he’d put them all back into the purse. He even gave thought to taking the whole purse and running away to one of the villages, changing his name, finding himself a kind tradesman or merchant, and buying himself an apprenticeship. He’d have to be careful for a few years, but in time, he’d grow tall enough and different enough that no one would recognize him. Then, if he wanted, he could bring the balance of his money back to Brighton and put himself up in business. He’d have to figure out a way to dupe the census takers to make all that work. Or maybe he’d meet a pretty girl and settle down somewhere far from here. After all, was there any reason to return to Brighton? He had no family here, and Franklin was his only friend.

			

			
				In fact, he hated Brighton most of the time. Sure, he knew he was lucky. He could be one of the futureless waifs in the orphanage. He was fed regularly, but never quite enough. Father Winthrop always ate most of what was on the table, and in Oliver’s mind, that was exactly the state of Brighton and the three townships. A fat few took most of everything, and the peasants scraped by on the crumbs, always in fear of Blackthorn’s blue shirts or Winthrop’s pyre. And it was Winthrop’s pyre. It was The Word that deemed that all men who were warty, smudged, bruised, or just disliked were burned. Blackthorn, apparent leader though he was, flexed the muscle that hauled the wailing doomed to the pyre pole. But Winthrop’s Word put the fear in every heart of the thousands of peasants, so that when Blackthorn pointed at the pyre, none raised a hand to stop it.

				Oliver understood that he was… What did Scholar Evan call it? Chattel. But so was nearly everyone else in town. Perhaps the only free people were those in the small villages or in the tiny outlaw settlements that he’d heard about. Perhaps that was where Oliver should go; find himself a small settlement far from the repression of the towns, and there he could live out his days doing as he wished. Perhaps there, a future might look like something besides dread and hunger.

				Tired of wrestling with thoughts and temptations, Oliver stared at the carefully folded note in his hand.

				He unfolded the paper.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 48: Melora

				“Years ago, I was a merchant in Coventry. My trade was animal skins,” Roger said, beginning his story. “I’d buy them from the hunters and turn them into rugs, coats, and hats. It wasn’t the most prosperous living, but it was enough. One day, one of Blackthorn’s captains came into town. He was drunk, and he didn’t have enough money to buy the skin he wanted. He started knocking over my wares. He cursed at me. I told him to leave. And so he went to Father Woodrow of Coventry, telling him lies about me.”

				“What did he say?” Melora asked.

				“He said I’d been spreading falsehoods about The Word. The Father must’ve seen through his drunkenness, and he dismissed him. But the captain’s ego was large enough that he wouldn’t let it die. The next day, when he was sober again, he went back and told the Father I’d been hiding my profits, that I’d been avoiding the town’s tithes. The accusation was untrue, but it was a serious one. I was to plead my case in front of the town at The Cleansing.” Roger’s voice trembled with anger, as if the events had occurred just yesterday, instead of some time ago. “I knew I wouldn’t survive. Nobody would believe a merchant over a soldier.”

				“So what did you do?”

				“All my friends and family abandoned me, knowing The Cleansing was the next day. They were afraid they’d be implicated. And so I did the only thing I could do—I fled that corrupt, shit-ridden town and the lying people in it.” Roger’s face hardened. “I used the rest of my silver to pay off one of the guards at the gate. Then I ran as fast as I could. From what I heard, they looked for me for months. I’m sure Blackthorn and the Captain have placed me on one of the census-taker’s lists.”

			

			
				“And that’s when you went to the Ancient City?”

				“Yes. I lived there for several weeks.”

				“What’s it like?”

				At the mention of the ruins, the lines in Roger’s forehead disappeared. His gravelly voice grew soft. “It’s beautiful—the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. But it’s also dangerous. The ruins extend higher than any of the buildings in the townships. There are all types of metals there—metals of different sizes, shapes, and colors. Sometimes the settlers bring back pieces to the wild.” He gestured at the walls. “Some of the scraps you see here were brought from the ruins, handed down from one settler to another.”

				“Did you find any treasures?”

				“Yes, there are treasures. Things you couldn’t imagine. But there are demons, too—more than I can count. I spent several weeks hiding in buildings and sifting through the rubble. I stumbled on valuable, beautiful things, but most were too heavy to carry. Sometimes, when I lie awake at night, I recall the things I saw, and I wish I’d brought them back.” Roger’s eyes grew distant, enamored by the memory.

				“Why’d you leave the Ancient City?” Melora asked.

				“A lot of the food had been picked over, either by the demons or others. I was able to survive off of berries and small rodents, but never without worry of starvation. As I told you, it’s a dangerous place. I didn’t know the terrain. Several times, the monsters cornered me. I finally left after I got trapped inside a building. The demons chased me in, and I found myself on the highest level. I barely fended them off. The only way I survived was by knocking several off the side of the building. I remember their shrieks as they fell.” Roger winced.

				“Did you have a sword?”

			

			
				“No, but I had a long piece of metal I’d found in the wild. It wasn’t enough to keep me safe.” He hiked up his sleeve, exposing a four-inch scar on his sinewy bicep. “One of them threw me into a sharp stone during the battle, and I dropped my bag over the edge of the building. My possessions scattered at the bottom, but the area was infested by demons, and I couldn’t collect my things. I knew I’d be risking my life if I went down there. So I stayed on top of that building for several days, with no food or water, drinking rain from puddles.”

				Melora stared at him, enthralled. “How’d you finally get down?”

				“After a few days, the demons wandered off. I was still injured and weak, so I snuck carefully from building to building, avoiding detection, and finally made it back into the forest. After that trip, I vowed never to go back. It’s too dangerous.”

				“When did you meet Bernadette and Ashton?”

				“Shortly after I left the Ancient City. Another band of deserters took me in—folks who’d fled the townships or villages, or whose parents had.”

				“There are people who have lived out here that long?”

				“Yes. People have been out here for generations.”

				“I can’t believe that. How long have you been out here?” Melora asked, trying to find the answer in the man’s dirt-stained face.

				Roger shrugged. “Twenty years. Bernadette and Ashton have never been to the townships. They were born in the wild.”

				“They’ve never been?”

				“No. And I wouldn’t risk taking them there.”

				“Not even for supplies? You could always say you were from another settlement. People have moved from some of the farthest places, I think. You could probably even settle somewhere.”

			

			
				“Eventually the lie would catch up to us. The census-takers would see to that.”

				“Yes. They’re very strict with the census in Davenport village,” Melora agreed. “They have to be, for The Cleansing. The three townships are even stricter, I bet. And besides, after what I’ve seen at Davenport, I’m not sure anyone would want to live there…” She lowered her eyes.

				At the talk of the village, the children’s faces perked.

				“What’s it like in Davenport?” Ashton inquired.

				Bernadette waved her hands excitedly. “I hear there’s so much food you never have to worry about going hungry.”

				“We always have enough to eat,” Melora said. Feeling a wave of guilt, she padded her answer. “We have scarce times, as well.”

				“How many people live there?” Bernadette asked.

				“Three hundred. At least, they did, before yesterday.” Melora glanced at Rowan’s sleeping figure, her eyes welling up. “I—we—need to go back. We need to check on our families. Someone might be alive.”

				Roger studied her intently. His face was solemn. “The soldiers will be in these woods for some time. It won’t be safe. And as you say, the census will give you away. They’re probably looking for you already.”

				“I don’t understand why they did this. It makes no sense.” Melora wiped her face, got to her feet, and walked over to the door. She pushed it open, revealing the dense forest they’d just traveled. Talk of the Ancient City and the settlers only served to distract her from her grief.

				Roger walked over and joined her. He stared out into the wild.

				“How have you survived out here so long?” Melora asked. “To think you’ve never been back…”

				“The townships and the people who live under them are driven by three things, Melora: fear, power, and silver. That’s why I prefer to live in the wild. As dangerous as the demons are, they’re predictable.” Roger sighed. “They’ll never take your dignity without allowing you to fight for it. Out here, we have a chance.”

			

			
				They stood next to each other for a moment, drawing breaths of fresh air. After a pause, Roger pointed to the grotesque, fallen bodies of the demons.

				“We need to clear them from the area so others don’t come. Can you help?”

				Melora hesitated. She glanced back at her friend. “I don’t want to leave him.”

				Roger paused, looking her up and down. He waved to his children. “Ashton, Bernadette, will you assist me?” The children sprang to his attention. “Wait here, Melora. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

				“Okay,” she replied.

				Before exiting, Roger glanced over his shoulder. His face was hard. “If you take anything from our home, we’ll kill you, Melora. I need you to know that.”

				Melora opened her mouth to answer, but the man and his children had already left. She closed the door. Melora glanced at the settlers’ meager belongings. She couldn’t imagine living in the wild, rationing every scrap of food and clothing, no village wall for protection. Demons could run right in the front door. Times had been difficult in town, but they were probably tame compared to what the settlers had to endure. She swallowed.

				She’d experience the same scarcity soon enough.

				Despite her situation, she found herself eyeing the metal on the walls, imagining its value. She shook her head, dismissing thoughts of taking it. She had no intention of robbing these people. She walked back over to Rowan, kneeling at his side. The fresh rags on his foot were already bloodied. His mouth hung open; his eyes rolled back and forth behind closed lids.

				Was he reliving the nightmares they’d witnessed in Davenport? Was he still in pain? Melora closed her eyes and shook her head, wishing the last few days had been a nightmare from which she could awaken.

			

			
				Settlers or not, she and Rowan were truly alone.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 49: Melora

				When Roger and his children reentered the house, Melora was on the floor next to Rowan, watching him sleep. She noticed Roger staring at his pile of belongings in the corner. She hadn’t touched them. He roamed the house for a bit, shuffling through his belongings, then checked on Rowan. For a moment, Melora wondered if his short trip outside had been a test to determine whether she—they—could be trusted. She hoped they’d passed.

				The children cleaned their hands in the bucket, then carried it over by the door.

				“We’ll need food and water. It’s already dusk,” Roger said.

				Melora’s stomach rumbled. Amidst the brutality of the past few days, they’d barely eaten or drank. The bags they’d lost the day before had contained the last of their possessions. She glanced at Rowan. His eyes fluttered, as if he’d heard their conversation. A moment later, he opened them.

				“How’re you feeling?” Roger asked.

				Rowan smiled weakly. He stared at his bandaged foot. “Not great.”

				“We’re going to get some water. We’ll be back in a while.”

				“Are you going to the river we passed?” Melora asked. “The one to the west of here?”

				“No. That river has been overrun with demons lately, but there’s a stream nearby. It shouldn’t take us long to reach it.”

				“Don’t the demons ever bother you here?”

				“Not often. We build our homes far enough away from the water to avoid some of the danger. You’ll need to keep aware, that’s all. Are you familiar with the demon smell?”

			

			
				Melora nodded. She still smelled it faintly in her nose and on her clothing—it was seeping into her memory so deeply she doubted it would ever leave. “Yes, I’m familiar with it. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.”

				“Keep watch out the door, but don’t go outside. If you stay put you shouldn’t have any trouble. We’ll get water and check the traps. With any luck, we’ll catch a few rabbits.”

				Without further conversation, Roger departed, Bernadette and Ashton on his heels. Melora marveled at the children’s devotion. In town, children their age might be yearning for freedom, aching to play games and roam free. But these children were content to survive as a unit. They had no choice.

				She glanced over at Rowan. He was breathing steadily. He was clearly in pain, but no longer whimpering, at least.

				“I appreciate what you did for me,” he said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“You could’ve run. Instead, you waited with me. You fought the demons.”

				“Do you really think I would’ve left you?” Melora furrowed her brow, confused.

				“Others might’ve.” Rowan lowered his eyes in shame. “I should’ve been the one to save you.”

				Melora felt a wrinkle of anger. She often forgot what was expected of her gender. The three of them—Rowan, Cooley, and she—had grown up on neighboring farms. Their families had tended the fields together, harvested and sown crops at the same times, and shared meals. When it came time for the teenaged boys to hunt, there’d been no question as to whether Melora would accompany them, at least between her and the boys.

				Even Frederick and Jean hadn’t put up much of a fight. Their only warning was to avoid the gossiping eyes of the other villagers.

			

			
				Sensing her anger, Rowan said, “I’m sorry, Melora. I just wish we could’ve saved Cooley. I feel awful for what happened to him.”

				“Me too.” Melora bit her lip, trying to quell the tears.

				“Do you think we’re safe here?” Rowan asked.

				“I think so—for now. But we can’t stay forever. These people can barely provide for themselves. It wouldn’t be right to burden them.”

				“How will we manage on our own?”

				“We’ll figure it out, like we did before. We know how to hunt. We can catch rabbits. Maybe we can go to the Ancient City.”

				“How would we find our way?”

				“The man we’re staying with went there. His name is Roger. He told me about it when you were asleep.”

				Rowan succeeded in sitting up. He pulled himself to the edge of the bed and stared at Melora. “What about our families? What about going back to Davenport?”

				“Roger thinks the soldiers will be after us. If they really wanted to kill the whole village, they’ll check the bodies against the census. They might already know we’re missing.”

				“None of this makes any sense…” Rowan shook his head.

				“You’re right, Rowan, it doesn’t. But if we’re going to survive this thing, we’ll need to hide for a while. Once you get better, we’ll head out on our own.”

				They studied the walls, watching the sunlight retreat through the cracks. Outside, the animals chittered and darted through the woods. Melora fought the pit in her stomach. At least we have the walls to protect us, she thought.

				It was much better than spending another night in the trees.

				Melora impatiently fiddled with her knife while she awaited the settler’s return. Every so often, she snuck to the entrance and peered out into the forest, expecting to see a legion of demons. But each time she found only the treed setting she’d walked through on the way in.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 50: Oliver

				Oliver muttered his way through all the curses he’d picked up through his short life. Some he learned listening to his father; others he learned from random people in the market, when they thought little ears weren’t listening. When he got to the end of his list, he muttered through them again, joining them together in imaginative ways that made him giggle a few times. It felt good to get away with uttering the wicked little words without the risk of punishment.

				Unfortunately, none of Oliver’s curses helped him read what was written on the page. Were there truly so many words in the world that a message could contain nothing but words he couldn’t read? Sure, he knew his simple words—the one-, two-, and three-letter words that glued the bigger ones together. Until the moment he opened the paper, he’d felt confident in his ability. The message, though, rubbed his face in the depth of his ignorance, and that made him sad. Would Scholar Evan truly accept him into the academy if he couldn’t read a simple message?

				What if the message wasn’t even for the Dunlow twins? What if it was a test? What if it said something like, “Come to the academy after you read this, Oliver. You’ve passed the test.”

				But Oliver knew what his name looked like in print, and it wasn’t on the page.

				He refolded the message and stuffed it into his pocket. He sat up on the edge of his bed. He decided what he had to do.

				With the decision taken, Oliver didn’t dawdle. He put on his shoes, wrapped his coat over his shoulders, and opened the bedroom door. He peeked out into the hall. He saw nothing but darkness. From somewhere in a distant chamber, he heard Father Winthrop’s voice harrumphing between his impassioned whispers.

			

			
				Oliver hurried down the hall, through a door that led out of the private temple residences and then out to the front entrance. There, standing on the steps, with a brisk wind cutting through his threadbare coat, he grinned. He was free from Father Winthrop’s service, at least for a little while.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 51: Melora

				When Roger returned he was carrying a bucket of water. Bernadette and Ashton carried rabbits. Melora sighed with relief, greeting them with a wave. She glanced over her shoulder at Rowan, who gave her a half-hearted smile. She assisted the settlers in getting the food and water into the house.

				“We found two rabbits in one of the closest traps,” Bernadette said, beaming. It was the happiest Melora had seen the little girl.

				The settlers set down their belongings.

				“I’m going to start a fire outside, so we can cook before it gets too late,” Roger said. “We’ll need to make sure it’s doused before we sleep.”

				“I can skin the rabbits, if you want,” Melora offered.

				“That’d be great,” Roger agreed.

				Melora followed the settlers outside and assisted them in finding kindling. Once they’d gathered enough brush, they started a small fire and waited for it to burn down. The setting sun had already turned the furthest trees into shadows. The upper boughs provided a dark, looming canopy over the campsite. Melora was reminded of the dread she’d felt the past few nights, staying in the trees.

				The lack of a surrounding wall filled her with uneasiness. But the snow was gone, at least.

				Bernadette handed her one of the rabbits, taking the other for herself. Without hesitation, the little girl peeled the skin from the dead animal, baring the meat on its hind legs and working toward its torso. Melora watched her for several seconds, enraptured by the girl’s skill. She’d seen plenty of young ones doing the same thing, but rarely as proficiently. When the little girl had finished, Melora started on her own rabbit, filleting it with a practiced hand.

			

			
				After they’d prepared the rabbits, they skewered them on sticks and dangled them over the fire, watching the meat sizzle. The settlers were surprisingly calm, despite the danger of the forest. Every so often, Roger tensed and studied the trees, but for the most part, he focused on his meal. Melora recalled how the settlers had sprung from the trees to dispose of the demons. She imagined them doing the same thing now, if the need arose.

				“Are there other settlers close by?” Melora asked, keeping her voice low.

				“A few, but not many. There used to be more.”

				“What happened to them?”

				“Most of our people have been driven away by Blackthorn’s soldiers. There was a time when the blue shirts didn’t venture this far out into the woods, but they’ve been roaming further lately.”

				“Have you ever fought them?”

				“A few times. But if you kill them, you have to bury the bodies. Otherwise more will return. Most times, it’s easiest to flee.”

				“Have you ever tried banding together?” Melora asked, growing angry. “Surely with enough settlers you could drive them off.”

				“We’ve tried, but as I mentioned, there aren’t many of us left. Besides, if we kill too many soldiers, the missing bodies will draw attention.” Roger sighed. “With the children, I’d rather not fight unless I have to. I can build another home, but I can’t bring back the dead.”

				“Earlier, you said a group of settlers had gone to the Ancient City. What happened to them?”

				“We never heard from them again. There are others that ventured farther, hoping to find the edge of the earth, but they haven’t returned, either.” Roger paused to pull his rabbit from the fire. He plucked off a piece of meat, popped it in his mouth, and licked his fingers. “Our hope is that they’ve found a better place than here, though I doubt it.”

			

			
				Once the rabbits were finished, Melora brought a piece in to Rowan, and then assisted the settlers in cleaning up and dousing the fire. They disposed of the remnants in the woods, scattering them to avoid leaving evidence. Then they returned to the house.

				Melora’s stomach was full, but she was empty inside. The death of the townspeople was like a sickness that had taken root. Roger gathered up several animal skins from the corner and laid them on the ground for Melora to sleep on. She thanked him and settled on the floor.

				She watched the settlers finish cleaning. Her eyelids were heavy. She couldn’t fathom sleeping, but her body ached with exhaustion. The light had dimmed into darkness, making the settlers look like outlines in the room. Roger propped his doused torch against the wall, then laid his sword next to his bedding. She watched him descend to the floor, laying his head on a pile of skins. The children nestled against the wall, sleeping so that they faced the door. She could tell they always slept that way.

				They lay awake in silence, listening to the keen of the wind through the trees. Rowan shifted beside her. In her old home, Melora might’ve said a silent prayer, drifting off to thoughts of the coming day, making plans to meet friends in the farming fields.

				Tonight, she did neither. Her mind was preoccupied with thoughts of food, survival, and the haunting faces of her slain friends and relatives.

				Before she knew it, she’d fallen asleep. She didn’t awaken, not even when the first fingers of fire licked the branches on the outside of the house.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 52: Oliver

				Walking among the merchant’s houses, all nestled in their own section of town, Oliver envied the merchants, their wives, and their children. The smell of cooked meats and fruit pies floated up out of their chimneys. Yellow, warm light flowed out through glass windows and into the darkness. Rarely did Oliver see glass windows when he was away from the temple. From inside the houses he heard laughter. He even heard singing in a few. Wealthy, happy people, all fat, all warm.

				The closest thing to singing Oliver ever heard from his parents were the sounds they wailed when they each went to the pyre. It was the same song sung by every peasant on his way to the fire. And though the verse each sang was a little different, they all became the same when the song reached its crescendo, just as the flame first caressed the skin.

				It was the only song that Oliver really knew and it lurked in his nightmares, making itself known and frightful for the eventual day when he’d have to sing it himself.

				Oliver no longer wanted his life.

				Without thinking, he stopped in the street, and stared in through a window at a family sitting down to a table with some large roasted bird in the center.

				Oliver wanted to be warm and smiling, with a full belly and a happy tune on his lips. Would an appointment to the academy lead to a life like the one he saw through the frosted glass? Or would he forever live in the academy dorms, hunched over a desk, unearthing ancient secrets from old books recently found, for the benefit of…

				…Of whom?

				The merchants? Would they be the beneficiaries of any uncovered secrets? Or would all the people of Brighton share in the new knowledge?

			

			
				Oliver spat a word that was turning into his favorite frustrated curse. Grown-up thoughts were sometimes too big, too vexing for a young boy’s mind. Even he knew that boys his age should be starting to take an interest in the pretty girls, which he was, but from the conversations he eavesdropped on while in the market with Franklin, that was the only thing boys his age talked about. Well, that and the unrealistic dream that they’d one day ride a big black stallion in Blackthorn’s cavalry, with chests puffed out and blue shirts crisp and clean.

				Those boys were all fools.

				Oliver often indulged the same fantasy, but he accepted his foolishness for what it was. A game to take a child’s mind off the inevitable drudgery of long, hungry years of toil in the field, never having enough to feed himself or his family, never having the power to do anything about it. Oliver wondered in that moment if that was the reason people allowed themselves to be so sheepishly led to the pyre, seldom raising their fists to fight off the blue shirts, seldom running away with fear in their feet. Maybe they simply wanted the hopelessness to end.

				“You, there.”

				Oliver’s head snapped around as he involuntarily stepped away from the voice. Oh, no.


				Two men of the city guard were just a handful of paces up the road. “What are you doing?” one said.

				“Another orphan needs a beatin’,” said the other.

				Oliver took another frightened step backward.

				“Be still there, boy,” said the first one. “If I have to chase you, I swear by The Word, you’ll regret it.”

				“What’s that in your hand there, you little thief?” the second guard asked, pointing at the purse of coins in Oliver’s fingers. Worse yet, Oliver had the incriminating, neatly folded note from Evan in the other hand.

			

			
				Before Oliver could think what to do with his fear, before he could make the choice to run away from these two sods in the city guard uniform, a big, calloused hand locked onto his wrist and jerked his arm so hard that the coin purse fell away and hit the stones on the street. The sound of coins was unmistakable. For a moment, all froze, and all eyes locked on the fine leather purse.

				One of the guards spoke first. “A thief.”

				Before the second guard could confirm the first guard’s suspicions, Oliver found his strength, or more exactly, he found his defiance. He used a word he’d overheard spoken by Minister Beck when he was speaking quiet words to Evan once a few months ago. “Unhand me, dunce.”

				The first guard’s eyes went wide.

				The second guard asked, “What’s a dunce?”

				“You are,” Oliver told him. “Let go of me. I’m on official business for Father Winthrop.”

				The guard with the grip spat back, “You’re a thief.” He pointed at the purse. “Where did you steal that?”

				Oliver took a risk. He raised his note and waved it in the guard’s face. “You see this, you ignorant imbecile? Do you know what this is?”

				The guard’s grip slackened, but didn’t let go as he looked at the note.

				The other guard snatched the note from Oliver’s hand and Oliver gulped, fearing that his gambit might have just cost him more than he could afford to pay. The guard looked at the paper. “What is it?”

				“Father Winthrop’s private business,” Oliver told them. “If you don’t wish to find yourself standing on the pyre by midnight, you’ll let go of my hand and return that note to me.”

			

			
				The hand on Oliver’s arm let go and the guard bent down to pick up the purse.

				“That’s not yours,” Oliver protested, lunging for the bag, only to be pushed away. He fell onto his butt.

				The guard picked up the purse and his eyes lit up as he looked inside.

				“You’ll regret this,” Oliver sneered. Then, he puffed up his chest as he stood and filled his voice with all the pompous authority he could imitate from Father Winthrop. “I am Novice Oliver. Are you two such slow-witted men that you’ve not seen me standing at Father Winthrop’s side in the temple, at The Cleansing?”

				“My eyes are bad,” said the man looking into the coin purse. “I thought he had two girls by his side.”

				The other guard laughed and said, “Franklin is Father Winthrop’s novice.”

				“You can’t even count to two?” Oliver chided. “Are you that stupid?” He stepped back, more than half expecting that those bitter words would earn him a slap across the face.

				Instead, the guard with the note furrowed his brow, trying to figure out whether he had to listen to a mouthy little boy. He said to the other guard, “Bring the purse and the boy over into the light.” He pointed at a lantern hanging from a pole at an intersection of two streets.

				The unbreakable grip locked around Oliver’s wrist again, and the guard half-dragged, half-carried him in the direction of the lantern.

				Halfway along, Oliver stopped struggling and took on his best haughty, offended air.

				When they reached the light, Oliver said, “Look at me now, dunce guard. Look at me as thoroughly as you need. Do you recognize me now?”

				The guard’s face started to change as recognition set in. He told the other guard, “Let go of him.”

				“Let go?” the other guard asked, looking greedily at the coins as he cut a fearful glance at Oliver. “You recognize him? Is he Father Winthrop’s novice?”

			

			
				“It would seem,” said the first guard.

				The hand fell away from Oliver’s wrist and the guard’s voice quaked when he said, “My apologies. I didn’t… I have bad eyes, as I said.” Still, he looked at the silver in his other hand, caught between two of his own decisions.

				Oliver suspected that one of those decisions might end up with him dead and his body tossed over the circle wall. He knew enough about men to know that they often did much worse for a chance at much less silver. “I am expected,” he said. “They’ll come looking for me momentarily if I do not arrive.”

				Shaking his head, the guard with the note, said, “This doesn’t make sense to me.” He fumbled with the note for a moment. “If this was honest business, why send a boy into the night with so much silver?”

				“Because the city guard is here to protect me,” Oliver told him. “Are you telling me that you’re not competent to do your jobs? What are your names, so that I may tell Father Winthrop, and he may pass them along to General Blackthorn?”

				Pushing the bag of coins back into Oliver’s hand, the guard with the strong grip backed away a few steps. “That won’t be necessary. No, it won’t.”

				Oliver gave the guard a dismissive nod. “You men should go back to your rounds and allow me to proceed without further delay.”

				“What does the note say?” The first guard asked, apparently not frightened enough.

				“It is a list of names,” said Oliver. “Men in General Blackthorn’s service that Father Winthrop believes need to be disciplined.”

				The guard with the note looked at the folded paper and said, “That’s what I’ll see when I unfold this.”

			

			
				The other guard was still backing away. “Come on. Let Novice Oliver go. We’ve got plenty to watch without causing him more trouble.”

				The first guard unfolded the paper, defiance on his face. When he saw the words, though, Oliver saw the spark of fear and he knew the guard couldn’t read. That wasn’t unexpected; very few people could. A man walking the town on cold, windy nights surely wouldn’t be able to. Oliver said, “Do you see your name on the list?”

				Slowly shaking his head, the guard said, “No. I do not.”

				“Then please return it to me,” Oliver told him.

				Finally reaching a decision, the guard folded the paper, handed it back to Oliver and said, “My apologies, Novice Oliver. Sorry for the delay.”

				Oliver stuffed the coin purse into his small pocket, having learned very quickly to keep it out of sight. He trod off into the night.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 53: William

				William closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but all he heard was the whispering. He quietly stretched his legs. They’d bedded down at the base of a tree, and though his body was tired, his mind wouldn’t leave him alone.

				For days, the forest had been spilling its secrets to him in barely perceptible words and nonsense phrases. At first, he’d thought he was mistaken, that it had been the rustle of the wind, or the animals skittering through the forest. It had to be something other than voices.

				But the voices only seemed to clarify themselves with words that grew bold and distinct, interrupting his thoughts and making it hard for him to concentrate. They spoke to him at all hours of the day—while he walked, while he ate, and while he slept. The voices wouldn’t leave him alone.

				William knew he was sick. He knew he was turning.

				But that wasn’t what was happening now.

				He didn’t feel like he was turning mad. He felt like he was getting smarter.

				He understood how to follow the tracks in the wild, and he understood the ways in which the forest worked. He no longer viewed trees as trees, or bushes as bushes. The forest was a single, breathing entity, begging to be understood. All around him were the conversations of animals, the creaks of the earth, and the groans of the trees. He understood everything. Stories of pain, hunger, and sorrow spilled from the earth, as if they were meant for his ears only.

				At first, he hadn’t been sure why they were communicating with him, and why he couldn’t answer back. William had tried whispering into the forest when Mom and Bray weren’t listening, but hadn’t gotten a response. He’d even tried talking to the trees when no one appeared to be watching. Neither had produced a result.

			

			
				It wasn’t until he came face to face with the demon that he understood.

				He recalled the creature that had been pinned against the tree the day before. When it’d opened its mouth, it had released the same guttural sounds he’d heard back at the river, but this time, the sounds made sense to him. These weren’t the incoherent babblings of a crazed animal, but the competent words of a superior being. The demons were trying to be understood, just like the forest or the animals. Their message was clear.

				They wanted to cure William.

				They wanted to cure them all.

				With his eyes still closed, William smiled, thinking about the things the demon had told him. The demon’s words gave him hope. He wasn’t infected. The others were. The people slaying the demons—his “kind”—were doing so out of fear, a need to destroy that which they didn’t understand. He didn’t know that when he lived in the townships, but William knew now.

				He pictured the smoldering pyres he’d witnessed at The Cleansing, the scalping of demons at the river, the angry eyes of the soldiers. Mankind had perpetrated evil. Not the demons.

				It wasn’t demons that had stabbed and burned the settlers in their home, killing Harriet and her family. It wasn’t demons that had slaughtered Davenport. Demons weren’t tracking them through the forest, intent on dragging them back to behead them, spike them, or worse.

				That was all man’s doing.

				All these things were obvious to William now, but he couldn’t dare voice this knowledge to his mother or to Bray. They’d fear him if they knew what he knew, just like men always feared the demons. And so William kept quiet, listening to the subtle voices in the wind, knowing he was destined to join the beings that spoke to him.

			

			
				He was a part of them. Not a part of Brighton, but a part of the wild.

				A part of the demons.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 54: Oliver

				Oliver stopped in front of Dunlow’s house and found a touch of fright. Uninvited knocking on doors after the sun went down was a social taboo; for what reason, Oliver didn’t know. Nevertheless, he’d come this far. He clenched his jaw tight, stepped up to the thick old wooden planks, puffed his chest out, and steeled his confidence with the memory of his triumph over the simple-minded guards. He knocked.

				Immediately, the voices inside the house fell silent. No other sounds followed. Oliver wondered what that meant.

				He waited a moment. He heard no footsteps from inside.

				He knocked a second time. Three raps. He waited.

				Soft footsteps grew a little louder as they came up to the other side of the door. A tiny wooden cover on the peephole opened, and Oliver saw half of an old man’s face through the opening.

				“What are you doing on my porch at this hour, boy?”

				Oliver’s instinct was to step back from the man’s anger, but he caught himself before he did so. “He held up his folded paper. I have a message—”

				“A message?” Dunlow’s temper flared. “At night? From who?”

				Feeling his confidence grow as he stood there, Oliver said, “I am Oliver, Father Winthrop’s novice and—”

				Dunlow gulped and his tone changed. “Father Winthrop.” Dunlow sucked in an audible breath and said in a more civil tone. “Yes, I recognize you.”

				“Yes,” Oliver said, copying Father Winthrop’s officious tone. “I have a message for your twin sons, Mister Dunlow.”

				“From Father Winthrop?” Dunlow asked.

				“I cannot say,” said Oliver, maintaining his tone. “I have been instructed to say nothing of the message’s source.”

			

			
				“I see.” Dunlow’s face moved away from the tiny peep window. Oliver heard the sound of a wooden brace being taken off the other side of the door. A moment later, the door swung open and Dunlow waved Oliver in. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to be rude. I didn’t recognize you at first.”

				That surprised Oliver so much that he couldn’t think of a response. Instead he walked past Dunlow and into a semicircle of his two sons, his daughters, and his wife, all looking at Oliver with some mixture of curiosity and trepidation.

				Dunlow gently closed the door behind Oliver and pointed at his twin sons. “There they are.”

				Oliver stepped up to the twins as they stood side by side. He said, “Is there a place where we can speak in private?”

				“In private?” Timothy Dunlow asked.

				Tommy Dunlow pointed at a room to their right. “In there.”

				“What is this?” their mother asked.

				Oliver looked at her, coming to the understanding that, for the moment, all of these adults were deferring to him as if Father Winthrop himself were standing there. “I apologize, Mrs. Dunlow. I am permitted to discuss this message in private with your two sons. That is all I can say on the matter.”

				“Well, well,” said old Dunlow, leading Oliver and his sons toward the room to the right, a room that had no table to dine on, no beds to sleep in, only chairs for sitting and shelves for displaying more ancient artifacts than Oliver had ever seen in a private home. He tried to keep his awe to himself as he struggled to maintain his diminutive imitation of Father Winthrop.

				Once Oliver and the two twins were inside, Old Dunlow closed the door behind them.

				Tommy Dunlow motioned Oliver toward a chair covered with leather over some kind of cushion, and Oliver sat, going to great effort to hide his nervousness. The only padded chair he’d ever sat in was Father Winthrop’s when no one was around to catch him doing it. He’d heard stories of how the wealthy would sometimes sit in their comfortable padded chairs for hours, doing nothing but talking, or maybe watching the clouds through their windows.

			

			
				What would it be like to have time to do simply nothing? No chores? No punishments? No one telling you what to do?

				Both Tommy and Timmy took seats in identical chairs across from Oliver.

				Tommy said, “May we have the message now?”

				“Of course.” Oliver held it out toward them.

				Timmy took it. “Can you tell us who it is from?”

				Shaking his head, Oliver said, “No, I cannot. I apologize for that, but my instructions were explicit on this point.” Oliver wondered if he’d used that word, explicit, correctly. He’d only heard it used twice before, both times when Minister Beck was talking down to Father Winthrop.

				Tommy unfolded the message and started to read. He grew very uncomfortable. When he finished, he nudged his brother and silently passed the note over. Timmy read it, and a similarly uncomfortable expression came over his silent face.

				Oliver took a gamble to learn the message’s content. “Do you have any questions?”

				“Yes,” Tommy said, irritation rising in his voice. “Who sent this?”

				Trying to keep his confidence, Oliver said sternly, “I told you I can’t answer that question.”

				Timmy turned to Tommy, shaking his head, “This is one of General Blackthorn’s machinations. He wants to have our tongues for his box.”

				That confused Oliver. What Timmy Dunlow had just said made no sense. He reached into his overstuffed pocket and worked the fat coin purse out. The muted jingle of coins in the leather purse caught the twins’ attention. The noticeable sum in the heavy little pouch was enough to catch anyone’s eye.

			

			
				Silently, Oliver held the purse out.

				Both Timmy and Tommy stared at it.

				“Take it,” said Oliver. “The sender offered it as a token of his sincerity. It is yours, whether you toss that message into the fire and take no further action, or if you send a return message. If you burn that one and tell me to go, this is the last we will communicate on this subject. The sender also told me to say exactly this: He understands your antipathy for the person to whom the message refers. He trusts that your antipathy, plus these coins, will be sufficient to earn your silence on this matter, should you choose not to pursue it further.”

				“The coins are ours?” asked Timmy.

				Nodding, Oliver said, “Those are my instructions.”

				Tommy asked, “Does the sender understand what will happen to all of us if Blackthorn finds out about this little conspiracy?”

				Conspiracy? That was a clue to Oliver about what the message said. “The sender understands more than you can imagine.” That wasn’t a lie, not at all. Oliver had no doubt that Scholar Evan was one of the smartest people in the three towns.

				Tommy said, “We need time to think this over.”

				“The sender told me there is urgency in this matter. When can I expect your answer?”

				Tommy looked at his brother for some kind of consensus. He looked back at Oliver. “Can you come here again tomorrow night?”

				Oliver nodded but said, “The sender would like an answer sooner. I can come here early in the morning before you leave for your drill. I will only be here for a moment. At that time, give me a written message to return to my sender, or ask me to leave you alone.”

			

			
				Timmy said, “That is enough time.”

				Tommy stood up. “Oliver, you should go.” He looked at the paper, took it back from Timmy and walked over to the fire. He tossed the paper in. “This is not our answer, but just the same, it is not good to have such messages lying about. We’ll see you in the morning.”

			

			
				
					



			

			

	



Chapter 55: Jeremiah

					The sun wasn’t quite up yet, but the glow in the east provided plenty of light for Jeremiah to see Ivory heading out through the east gate, leaving fresh tracks on the wet ground.

					Jeremiah hunkered down in the shrubs behind which he’d chosen to hide and stopped cursing Beck, as he’d been doing for the past few hours. Beck had insisted that Ivory would leave town the next morning. That didn’t make any sense to Jeremiah, given that Beck also said Ivory had just arrived in Brighton. But there Ivory was, cloaked against the cold, bow in his hand, pack on his back. He wasn’t going out for a morning hunt. Ivory was going somewhere else. And thanks to the conversation Jeremiah had had with Mendoza, Jeremiah had a general idea of where.

					Jeremiah stepped out from the shrubs and began to follow, grumbling at the cold that had made his knees feel stiff.

					Before he’d taken a dozen steps, he noticed that Ivory had passed through a pasture and into the trees. Jeremiah realized that Ivory’s legs were already warm and he’d already found a comfortable traveling pace. Jeremiah blew a gob of snot out of his nose and cursed. “Fast boys on young legs.”

					At least Jeremiah had the wet ground and patches of snow in his favor. Ivory’s trail would be easy enough to follow that staying close wouldn’t be necessary at all.

				

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 56: Bray

				The acrid smell of smoke licked Bray’s nostrils as he stared into the gray morning. The smell of fire was never a good thing, unless it was warming your bones or cooking your meal. He knew that better than anyone. He stared at the sleeping forms on the ground. Ella and William hadn’t moved.

				He needed to wake them.

				He knelt down beside Ella, shaking her arm until she sprang upright. She reached for her sword, her eyes frantic and alert.

				“Demons?” she asked, panic rising in her voice.

				“Fire,” he said. “Wake William. We have to go.”

				Bray stared in all directions while Ella roused William. He tried to pinpoint the source of the smell. Judging by the wind, the fire was burning somewhere to the east. His first thought was that they’d camped near the soldiers. If that were the case, they’d need to get away, and fast.

				“No talking,” he whispered. “Follow me and stay close.”

				They snuck down the hill, Bray steadying his sword. It was barely dawn, and neither the sun nor the moon had reached up to claim the day. A smoky fog crept through the forest, encircling the trees and obscuring Bray’s view beyond twenty feet. He headed in the opposite direction of the smoke, weaving through thick tree trunks on the bottom of the hill, listening for sounds of danger. He expected the chatter of men or the ghastly shrieks of demons, but encountered neither.

				Maybe it was a forest fire.

				He’d seen several over the years. Occasionally, the soldiers would snuff out their fires poorly, leaving behind burning embers. If they were small and no one was nearby, Bray would put the fires out. If they were larger, he’d flee. Later on, he’d survey the damage, looking for fresh animal carcasses he could salvage.

			

			
				Not today. Not with blue shirts in the area.

				Bray moved in the opposite direction, deftly avoiding branches and leaves, anything that’d make noise. Ella and William ran behind him. The fog thickened the farther they went. Tendrils wove their way around the tree trunks, enveloping the forest like a low-hanging cloud. His heart skipped beats in his chest, propelling him faster. Bray wasn’t afraid of bad weather. But the lack of visibility was unnerving.

				Abruptly, the footfalls behind him stopped. He spun around to see empty forest.

				“Ella! William!” he hissed.

				Where had they gone?

				He heard a thin voice in the distance, but couldn’t pinpoint the location.

				He scanned the forest, his heart galloping, but all he made out were the vapor-encircled tree trunks. Ella and William had vanished. He had the sudden, sinking thought that someone had snatched them and slit their throats. He’d seen it happen before. Some of the settlers could be ruthless, especially when they were desperate and hungry. He’d gone a few more feet when he noticed a figure standing on the opposite side of a tree.

				He crept around the bark and raised his sword, prepared to lash out at whoever lurked there. It was Ella.

				Her eyes were wide and frantic; her lips quivered in fear.

				“William’s run off!” she hissed.

				“Where did you last see him?” Bray asked.

				She pointed. “That way.”

				Bray scanned the forest, but couldn’t see more than ten feet. The fog was so thick it felt like nature was pulling them into the wild. They hurried in the direction William had disappeared, whispering urgently for him. The smell of fire intensified. Bray scoured in all directions. If the boy had wandered too close to the fire, if the people who’d made it were still there…

			

			
				Shouts erupted in the distance. Shit. They’d found William.

				Ella burst forward, taking the lead. “William!” she shouted in panic.

				Bray tried to silence her, but he was too late. He heard an answer in the distance, but he couldn’t decipher the words. He cursed under his breath and ran faster. There was a chance they would’ve traveled undetected, but not now.

				What if William is dead already?

				Bray cut through the trees, tempering haste with caution. He kept his sword raised, ready to strike anything that might spring out at them. He’d been in enough situations to suspect a trap. What if someone was using William as bait?

				“Stay behind me!” he told Ella.

				She complied, following closely. Their footfalls felt obnoxiously loud, despite their trying to quiet them. Given the lack of visibility, Bray might as well have been in some unexplored region, making his way for the first time.

				The only thing he knew for certain was that they were heading for the fire.

				The shouts grew louder. Bray didn’t recognize the voices, but he recognized the tone. Soldiers. Bray thundered on, using the cover of men’s voices to increase his speed. He rounded one tree, then another, barely avoiding the probing hands of nature. The forest revealed itself in pieces.

				It wasn’t until he saw fire that he slowed down. He hid behind the fog, watching yellow and orange flames spit into the sky.

				Three soldiers shouted and laughed as they circled a burning house. They poked their swords through the thin branches that formed its walls, searching for occupants. Two others mingled near the nearby trees. Their blue shirts were backlit by raging flames.

			

			
				“Are they still in there?”

				“I think so!”

				“Wait! There’s one of them, running!” one of the soldiers cried.

				A boy darted off into the woods. Was it William? The soldier dashed off in pursuit.

				Bray’s anger boiled. He pictured Harriet, Henry, and Tabatha; the burnt dwelling they’d stayed in, the charred skeletons that the soldiers had left behind. Then he pictured William, running for his life. Even if the boy had to die eventually, he didn’t have to die now.

				Cowards. That’s what these men were.

				With a roar, Bray leapt from the fog.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 57: Oliver

				“Franklin,” said Oliver. “I need to use the latrine.”

				“You went before we left,” said Franklin.

				Oliver handed him the basket with the day’s groceries in it. “I can’t wait.”

				Franklin took the basket and Oliver took off at a run through the market, making a show of his urgent need. When he turned off Market Street, his run was no longer for show but to buy him more time. He rounded another corner, passing by a few ruined, ancient houses, and then leapt through the door of the third. Sure enough, Scholar Evan stood in the corner, just as promised, half a smile on his lips. He said, “Good morning, Oliver.”

				“Morning,” Oliver replied, as he gasped for his breath.

				Oliver reached into his pocket, but Evan halted him with a raised palm. Evan stepped over to the rectangular hole in the wall where a door had been some hundreds of years prior. Evan looked up and down the street before coming back in. “They gave you a reply?”

				“A message,” said Oliver. He pulled the folded paper out and handed it to Evan. “I snuck out of the temple early this morning.”

				“Were you seen?” Evan asked, his voice full of concern.

				Oliver shook his head. “Father Winthrop had a barren woman late last night. Both he and Franklin slept later than usual.”

				Evan nodded, showing his understanding. “Discretion is paramount.”

				“No one saw me go or come back in,” said Oliver. “I ran all the way to Dunlow’s house. Tommy was outside, waiting with that message. I took it and ran back.”

				Evan unfolded the paper and read it quickly. “You’ve done a good job. An excellent job. Find a way to come back here this afternoon. I know it will be difficult, but I’ll have more messages for you.”

			

			
				“This would be much easier if I were allowed to tell Franklin.”

				“No,” Evan said, firmly, but not unkindly. “Novice Franklin is a good young man. I have no doubt he is our friend, but the fewer people who know about this for now, the better it is for all of us. You must promise me not to tell him.”

				Reluctantly nodding, Oliver said, “Okay.”

				“This afternoon?” Evan asked.

				“I’ll find a way.”

				Evan gave Oliver a nod and a smile, and then slipped out into the road.

				Oliver went back to the market and found Franklin.

				“Are you feeling okay?” Franklin asked, concerned. “With the early snow this year, people will start to get sick.”

				Oliver rubbed his belly to keep up the pretense. “Something I ate, I think.”

				Franklin handed him the shopping basket and led Oliver out of the market.

				“What do you have in here?” Oliver asked, moving a loaf of bread to the side to see what was in the bottom of the basket.

				“Honey.” Franklin grinned. “A whole jar of it.”

				Oliver spotted the large jar tucked among some half-wilted vegetables. He shook his head, “Father Winthrop doesn’t like honey. Even I know that.”

				Franklin said nothing but strode on ahead.

				Oliver caught up and said again, “Father Winthrop doesn’t like honey. You know what happened last time we put it on the table.”

				“I forgot.” Franklin looked down at Oliver with fake innocence. Oliver almost laughed. Franklin said, “I suppose we’ll have to do something else with it.”

			

			
				“I love honey,” said Oliver, thinking of his empty stomach, though they’d eaten a meager breakfast just before leaving for the market.

				“I know,” said Franklin. “Maybe if you eat enough of it, we can fatten you up a little. With winter here, you need something besides that threadbare coat to keep you warm. Maybe a little fat on you would do it.”

				Oliver smiled, thinking Franklin was the best friend he’d ever had. He carried that feeling with him out of the market, down past the merchants’ district, and over near the plaza, when they passed in front of two of the city guard, leaning against a wall, looking surly. Oliver turned away at first, then realized they were the pair he’d run into the night before.

				One of them coughed loudly and Oliver looked up to see the man turn away. The other looked at the ground, and Oliver realized the impression he’d made on the two the night before had stuck. They weren’t fearful, but they were wary. Oliver took a deep breath, steeled his confidence, picked one of the two guards and glared, hoping to seal his reputation with them, should he happen to come across them on another late-night errand.

				After glaring at the guard for a moment, Oliver finally caught the man’s attention. Oliver held his stern gaze. The guard immediately turned away and pretended to be looking at something else.

				Oliver kept walking, his confidence growing with each step. Maybe he really was somebody.

				Once back at the temple, Franklin stored the morning’s shopping in the kitchen and found some left over bread in a cupboard from the morning meal. He said, “Father Winthrop won’t be here for the midday meal.”

				“We won’t need to cook, then?” Oliver asked.

			

			
				“No,” said Franklin. “He didn’t leave any instructions for us, either.” Franklin opened the jar of honey and sat it on a small table. He placed the bread beside it. “Eat up.”

				“Really?” Oliver asked. He looked over his shoulder, a habit beaten into him by Father Winthrop. Every time Oliver had a thought about doing something he thought he ought not to do, he looked.

				“He’s not here,” said Franklin. “Eat what you want. We’ll cook later.”

				Oliver gorged himself on bread and honey until he felt like he could stuff no more into his mouth. After cleaning up the kitchen and hiding the remainder of the honey in a cupboard, he went back to the room he shared with Franklin. With no chores to do, he lay on his bed, and though he hadn’t intended to, he quickly fell asleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 58: Ivory

				The air had grown still and left a blanket of clouds across the sky. With no wind to chill him, Ivory sat on an enormous slab of flat stone. He often stopped in this spot on the first day during his journey to the Ancient City. He sometimes imagined the slab of stone was a tabletop that belonged to a giant who lived at the top of the mountain, in a time so long ago that even the ancient men didn’t know of him.

				The slab of flat stone lay among a field of stones and boulders that covered a bowl-shaped formation at the head of the valley. To Ivory’s left and right rose tall mountains, shrouded today by the low clouds. Behind him, maybe a half-mile up the slope, lay a crest that he had to cross over before making his way down into the forest on the other side.

				Ivory had spent a good part of the afternoon hiking up through snow on the valley floor that seemed to get deeper with each step. In the mountains the snow always came earlier in the winter and melted later in the spring. But it wasn’t quite winter yet, and he was only in the foothills. Up over the passes, it was likely to be very cold. He hoped the snow wasn’t so deep so as to make the trails impassable.

				As he rested, he thought a lot about his short visit in Brighton. It bothered him that he wasn’t sad over Muldoon’s death. Ivory had cried when his mother died on the pyre. He’d cried when his uncle died. His uncle was more a father to him than Muldoon, though. Ivory and his uncle were two of a kind. Muldoon was, if anything, quite the opposite: a simple man who spoke in curt phrases and had a weakness for gambling and a propensity for losing. He was a hard man to like.

				Ivory mulled over the opportunity that Minister Beck laid out for him. Should he join the academy? That was a dream come true for so many. To spend the rest of his life without the worry of digging in the dirt to plant seeds, hauling in loads of heavy grain at the harvest, or shoveling smelly dung out of pigpens. Now that was a life. He’d never have to pretend to hunt rabbits again. He’d never have to risk his life smuggling metals into Brighton to pay Muldoon’s gambling debts. Of course, Muldoon wouldn’t be incurring any more debts now.

			

			
				What worried Ivory, though, was that he’d lose his freedom, and that the academy could turn into a prison from which he’d never escape. Sure, he wouldn’t be locked in, but it’d be a prison just the same. He’d slowly get saddled with responsibilities and guilt. He’d marry and have children, and then his choices would disappear entirely. He’d be a scholar, but he’d have to stand on the perimeter of the square twice a year and watch his beloved wife peel off her clothes and pray that she didn’t get sent to the fire. He’d suffer the anguish that his children might burn and he’d hear their screams and see their tears.

				How do parents bear it? He wondered.

				Concentrating on his thoughts, he ate the bread and jam he’d planned for his first day of the journey. Eventually, bored with going over the same thoughts again and again, he stared at the beauty of the dusted white forest. Up the mountain slopes, the boughs of tall evergreens sagged under wet snow. The valley floor was layered in white so smooth he imagined a single slip might send him sliding over its crunchy surface and halfway back to Brighton. Only his single line of tracks marred the pristine white. Only…

				Ivory stopped chewing. He sat up straight and stared down into the valley.

				What’s that? A bear?

				Way down the valley, far enough away that it would be invisible except for the contrast of brown bulk against white snow, something was coming, following his tracks through the snow. It was walking on its hind legs. That ruled out the possibility of its being a bear, and left only one creature—a man, a very large man.

			

			
				None of the smugglers Ivory knew were large. They were all of average size. One of them was tall, but that man was too thin to be the man following the tracks. Still, if the man was bundled in layers of thick fur…

				Ivory shook his head. He was telling himself stories. He didn’t know who that man was coming up from the valley. He didn’t know why he was following in the tracks Ivory had left. He only knew one thing for sure—the follower might be dangerous, and Ivory would have to lose him. The snow would make evasion difficult.

				The rock Ivory was sitting on had very little snow on it. The wind had whipped it clean. The stone was a light color, not much darker than the snow. Ivory looked down at his cloak and realized it was as dark brown as the one worn by the bear-sized man. Would the man mistake him for a shadow or a bush? Ivory wasn’t sure. He did know that once he started to move, if the hiker was looking his way, he’d spot Ivory with the same ease with which Ivory had spotted him.

				There was nothing to be done about that. Ivory only had one choice.

				He had to move.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 59: Bray

				Bray sliced into the first soldier before the men knew he was there. The soldier, an older man with gray hair, shrieked as his hand fell from his wrist. He dropped his sword to the dirt, grabbing at the wounded stump. Bray booted him in the chest, knocking him backward and into the fire. Then he leapt at another.

				He sliced a second soldier’s throat, watching blood spurt from the man’s opened neck. The man gurgled. Another soldier came at Bray. This one was farther back and more prepared. His eyes narrowed into slits as he prepared to strike. One of his comrades ran from the edge of the forest to join him.

				“It’s one of the Wardens!”

				“Who cares? Kill him!”

				The two soldiers took preparatory jabs at Bray, snarling in anger, circling. Bray heard a crackle behind him. In his peripheral vision, he saw Ella burst from the trees.

				“Forget about me! Go find William!” he shouted. “They went that way!”

				He heard the crackle of brush as she darted into the woods and followed the disappearing soldier. The two soldiers glared after her, considering pursuit, but Bray swung his sword, interrupting their decision. He clashed blades with the first man, his muscles heaving as he tried to push the man backward. But the man was heavier than Bray and he pushed back with equal force. They struggled and fought for several seconds before the other leapt in, swinging his sword at Bray. Bray leapt back, narrowly avoiding the slice.

				“You’ll be spiked for this!” the larger man growled. “I’ll see it done myself!”

				The second man swung again. He was tall and lean, his shirt bloodied from whatever carnage he’d been involved in. Bray evaded the swing and countered with a strike of his own. The blow struck the man’s sword, knocking it from his grasp. Bray felt a stroke of satisfaction. But it didn’t last.

			

			
				The larger man charged Bray. He knocked into the Warden and toppled him backward, heaving him into a thick tree. Bray grunted from the impact, the breath exploding from his lungs. The soldier stepped back, raised his sword, and aimed for his head. Bray dodged, but not in time to avoid the tip of the blade. Pain seared through his ear. Wet blood ran down his face.

				Bray gritted his teeth.

				Channeling the pain into anger, the Warden ripped himself from the tree and circled the men. The soldier he’d disarmed had reclaimed his weapon, and the large man stared at him with sadistic eyes. They pushed him backward, edging him toward the burning house. Flames filled the air with an oppressive combination of smoke and heat. Bray gagged and his eyes watered. In the distance, he heard sounds of commotion. Ella? William?


				There was no time to speculate.

				The large soldier ran at him. Bray sidestepped. At the same time, the tall soldier jabbed at the Warden’s midsection, catching him in the leg. Another jolt of pain tore through Bray’s body as his calf was cut open. He cried out in frustration and anger. Had it not been for the disorientation of the fog, he would’ve bested these men already.

				He refused to die.

				He shouted and swung again.

				This time he caught the tall soldier in the upper arm. The man cried out as his skin tore open. Bray wrenched the blade back and forth, deepening the wound. Then he retracted his sword. Before the man could recover, Bray kicked him into the fire. The soldier roared in agony as the flames grabbed hold of him.

			

			
				Bray stepped back, his face dripping sweat. He wiped his face on his sleeve, nearly forgetting his nicked ear. Blood soiled his shirt. Adrenaline flowed through his body.

				The large man stood silent, his mouth agape. He gritted his teeth, trying to summon his courage, but Bray could sense he was scared. Without his comrades, the man was as weak-hearted as the rest of the townsfolk. He wasn’t suited for battle, not without the swinging swords of his fellow men.

				Bray ran at the man, holding his sword at chest-level. Instead of fighting, the man turned and ran into the trees. The Warden ran after him, limping on his wounded leg, his anger as strong now as it had been minutes earlier. The torched house spit and crackled behind him. Bray chased the man until the heat on his back had dissipated. The large man huffed and panted, dashing with all his energy, but his legs were shorter, and Bray easily caught up.

				When he reached the man, he stabbed without aiming, goring the man in the back. The man fell flat on his face, grunting in pain. Blood ringed the back of his blue shirt.

				“Please…” he spit into the dirt.

				Bray looked down at the man, hatred filling his insides. The image of the burnt settlers was still stuck in his mind. “I can have you made Captain,” the soldier pleaded.

				Bray paused.

				The offer was alluring. As dispassionate as he was about fighting for someone else, Bray would be paid handsomely.

				“A minute ago you said I’d be spiked,” Bray said through gritted teeth.

				“I just… I didn’t mean…” the soldier trailed off.

				Bray cocked his head for a moment. The man would die before he could make good on his word. With a shrug, he sliced off the man’s head.

				“Bray!” A frantic voice called his name.

				Ella. Bray darted from the bloody scene, making his way toward the commotion. He ignored the pain in his face and his leg, repressing the anger that had consumed him before. The fog was still thick and unyielding. He needed to focus if he wanted to defeat whatever was out there. Demons. Soldiers. Whatever it was.

			

			
				The sounds of struggle seeped through the forest. Bray evaded branches and bramble, finally making his way to a clearing between the trees. Ella was screaming, watching in horror as one figure stabbed another. It was William, and he was hovering over a soldier, plunging his sword repeatedly into the man’s chest.

				“I can’t stop him!” Ella cried.

				Bray approached William. The boy continued stabbing the lifeless body. Only when Bray was closer did he recognize the soldier’s marred, bloodied face. It was Theodore Marks.

				“William!” Ella said again, her voice wavering. It looked like she was afraid to go near him.

				Bray stamped the dirt. “William!” he shouted with authority.

				This time the boy looked up. William’s eyes were wide and rabid; his face was covered in blood. Bray held up his sword, prepared to use it if necessary. William stared at the Warden for a long moment, as if trying to formulate a sentence, but not quite conjuring the words. Then William dropped his sword.

				The weapon clanked to the ground.

				“It’s over,” Bray said, watching him intently.

				The boy looked between Ella and Bray. Then he walked over to his mother. He breathed heavily, as if he’d forgotten how, then opened his arms and hugged her.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 60: Ivory

				Hiking up the sloping side of the bowl directly toward the crest was hard going. Usually when Ivory made his way up to the end of the valley, he zigzagged back and forth across the slope, stepping carefully over the rocks, some the size of a man’s head, some the size of a pig. It made for difficult walking and every step had to be taken with care. So far removed from town, a slip and a twist of an ankle could be a life-ending mistake.

				With the bear-man coming up his path, though, Ivory didn’t have the luxury of zigzags; he needed to be over the crest, down the long rocky slopes on the other side, and into the forest before his pursuer crested the slope behind him and spotted where he went in. If the bear-sized man had to search for his path into the forest, it would delay him and increase the chance that Ivory could escape. With any luck, more snow would come, covering Ivory’s tracks, and making him safe.

				Snow filled every crevice, and unfortunately, many of the rocks wore a thin glaze of frost from where the first of the snow had melted on the last of their summer warmth. The air was cold enough to refreeze it, making some of the rocks dangerous.

				By the time Ivory neared the crest, he wondered if his choice to come straight up had been wise at all. He was much more tired than when he zigzagged, and he wasn’t sure that he’d saved any time, with having to stop for frequent breaks to catch his breath. He turned to gauge the bear-man’s progress and was astonished. Somehow, the bear-man had crossed half the length of the snowy valley while Ivory was negotiating the rock field.

				Ivory grimaced and pushed on. He needed to make it to the crest.

			

			
				Why would somebody follow him? In all the times Ivory had taken this trail over the years, both with his uncle and on his own, he’d only seen another person a handful of times, and he’d never seen someone so close behind, following the same path. A new thought occurred to him. Was it possible the other traveller was someone who’d come across his path in the snow, and had already been traveling in roughly the same direction? Was it possible it was someone seeking the company and safety of a traveling companion? Given the early snow, was that such a stretch?

				Ivory shook his head and grumbled to himself. He hated not knowing. He hated being fearful. Still, one of the most important lessons his uncle had taught him was to be careful.

				Given the mystery of the man behind him, Ivory pushed onward. Evasion was the most cautious path.

				When Ivory finally reached the crest, he looked down over the long, sloping rock field on the other side. His heart sank. It was covered in snow from the rocks along the crest all the way down to the trees far below. Ivory cursed the sun and he cursed the wind that would leave one side of the crest relatively clear and the other snowy. Worst of all, he saw the tips of some of the rocks peaking out through the snow, meaning that not only would the snow show every step of his escape path to the bear-man, but it wasn’t deep enough that he could avoid the risk of twisting an ankle on the rocks underneath. In fact, he wasn’t even sure it was safe to cross.

				Paralyzed by indecision, Ivory looked back again at his pursuer. He looked along the crest as it rose up to the mountain on the right and the one on the left. All paths were hard. All were dangerous.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 61: Bray

				Bray, Ella, and William made their way back to the burned house. Flames still licked at the structure, eating at the sticks and metal that had once comprised it.

				“Did anyone survive?” Ella asked, peering into the collapsed structure.

				“I don’t think so,” Bray answered, his voice somber. “They wouldn’t have lived through the smoke or the fire.”

				They stood in silence, staring at the yellow and orange flames. The dead bodies of the soldiers lay around the area like funeral decorations. One of them—a soldier Bray had kicked into the fire—was blackened, stuck to a piece of Ancient metal. His skin was melted. Bray felt no pity.

				The soldiers had gotten what they deserved.

				He cocked his head, listening to the sounds of the forest. The fire crackled. After a moment, he searched the grounds for the dead soldiers’ provisions. He rounded up several flasks of water and pouches of dried meats and berries. He opened his pack, made room, and dropped them inside. He hid the soldiers’ swords where he could find them later, if needed.

				Despite killing the soldiers, the forest was far from safe. There were bound to be others—and demons, too, with the scent of burnt flesh ripe in the air.

				“We should get going,” he said to Ella and William.

				He watched the boy as he said it, still suspicious of the boy’s demeanor. Whether William had acted in defense or retribution—or something else—was impossible to ascertain. Ella wore a grave expression.

				“I wish this fog would clear,” she said.

				“We’ll find our way. It’s not ideal, but it’ll give us cover from the soldiers.” Bray gave a last glance at the house. Something glinted from the side of the building, catching his eye. “Hold on,” he said.

			

			
				He walked over next to the house in search of the object. The area was scattered with remnants of the dwelling. Wood, limbs, and scraps of Ancient metal lined the forest floor. He walked to where he’d seen the object, pushing aside errant foliage until he found what he was looking for.

				It was a knife.

				Bray reached for the weapon, testing to see if it was hot. It wasn’t. He picked it up. The handle was short, as if it’d been smelted for a youth. A pit formed in his stomach. He turned it in his hands and put it in his pocket.

				He was about to leave when something moved in the trees.

				Bray’s senses heightened. A moment ago, he’d been certain they were alone. Now he wasn’t so sure. He raised his sword and crept into the woods. Ella and William stared after him. He padded around the smoldering ruins, measuring his steps, watching something slip out of view. He increased his pace to a brisk walk. The figure in the distance looked behind them, then dipped behind a distant tree. The person was crouched so low he couldn’t make out specifics. Was it a wounded soldier? Bray increased his speed, intending to confront the person, whoever it was. He raised his sword.

				He wouldn’t leave witnesses.

				He approached the place where the person had disappeared. Ella and William trailed nervously behind him, swords high. When he’d reached the tree, Bray took a wide berth around it, then raised his blade and prepared to strike.

				A gaunt, bloodied girl stared back at him. She clutched her chest in fear. Her face was covered in soot, her dark hair ratty and tangled. At her feet was the body of a mangled, dead boy.

			

			
				“Bray?” Ella called from behind him. “Who is it?”

				Bray didn’t answer. He lowered his sword, his eyes locked on the frightened girl. Despite her disheveled appearance, her face was hauntingly familiar. He looked over his shoulder at Ella.

				“Ella?” said Bray. “I think we found your daughter.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 62: Oliver

				Oliver woke to Franklin’s jostling him and whispering harsh words. Franklin shook his head.

				“What did you do, Oliver? What did you do?”

				Oliver was confused, waking up in the middle of the day. “Nothing,” he mumbled, out of defensive habit. “It wasn’t me.”

				“Get up. Hurry.” Franklin stood up, pointing vaguely toward the temple’s sanctuary, where Father Winthrop typically took visitors. “Father Winthrop is grouchy and blaming you.”

				Oliver sat up and rubbed at his bleary eyes. “What’s going on?”

				Franklin ceased his near frantic motions and looked down at Oliver. “Did you sneak out last night?”

				“No,” Oliver lied. “I was here. This is where you left me when you went to fetch a woman for Father Winthrop, and here I am now.”

				“Don’t you lie to me,” Franklin told him shaking his head. “Don’t you lie.”

				Oliver looked down at his hands. “Who’s here?”

				“The city guard.”

				Oliver felt a lump in his throat and had an urge to run out the door, out of the temple, and across the fields to the circle wall. He didn’t want another beating.

				“Get your shoes on,” Franklin told him. “How many times do you have to be told? How many times does Father Winthrop need to—”

				“—beat me?” Oliver asked defiantly, finding some strength as he stood, at the same time, reaching up to the welts on his back. He had them all up and down his back, buttocks, and legs. The last time Father Winthrop went after him was for sneaking half a loaf of bread. Winthrop had seemed to be past the limits of his short temper, and had found some kind of determination in his black maggot soul, a determination that if he only hit Oliver hard enough, often enough, he’d eventually win, turning Oliver obedient.

			

			
				It had taken a full week before Oliver was able to sit without pain after that. Some of the welts were still crusted in scabs where Father Winthrop’s leather strap had torn the skin.

				Franklin helped Oliver to get his shoes tied.

				Oliver said, “I need to go to the latrine.”

				Shaking his head, Franklin said, “You’ll have to hold it. Father Winthrop wants you now.”

				“But…”

				Franklin shook his head again and half-dragged Oliver out into the hall. In a whisper he said, “You better start thinking up something.”

				“What are they saying?” Oliver asked in a quiet voice.

				“I don’t know all of it,” he said. “Two of the guards came to the temple. They made me get Father Winthrop.”

				Unfortunately, the hallway wasn’t long enough for more to be said. Franklin and Oliver entered the sanctuary.

				Father Winthrop sat in his big, puffy chair up on the stage where the pulpit usually stood during worship. After the last of the peasants left the temple after each sermon, Franklin and Oliver’s first job was to move the pulpit aside and put the chair at the center of the stage. From there, Winthrop could sit like some kind of ancient king on his throne and accept his supplicants.

				The supplicants in the sanctuary standing below Father Winthrop in front of the stage at that moment were two of the city guards. Oliver’s heart sank. It was the pair that had stopped him on the way to the Dunlow’s house.

				One of them looked over, pointed at Oliver and said, “That novice, right there.”

				“He’s no novice,” Winthrop thundered at the guard. He turned his dark gaze on Oliver and in a seething voice said, “And he may never live to be one.”
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Map of The Last Survivors World

				Want to know what the world of The Last Survivors looks like? You can find a copy of Bray’s Map, which includes the townships, major villages, and other hidden dangers at the website link below. Thanks to Ren for the great job on rendering the world (and helping us keep our shit straight).

				 

				LINK: http://www.bobbyadair.com/tlsmap
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Preface

				Before you read Book 3, we wanted to say thanks for continuing on this journey with us. THE LAST SURVIVORS has been a very different and rewarding experience. Bobby and I agree that writing together has created a unique story that neither of us would’ve come up with on our own. Right, Bobby? (This is where he agrees, or starts ignoring my calls. One or the other.)

				Anyway, if you’ve enjoyed the series this far, you’ll know that Bobby and I like surprises. What we didn’t anticipate was that some of the characters would surprise us. In Book 3, some of our “minor” characters literally clawed their way onto the page, begging for more “screen time”.

				But that extra “screen time” didn’t come without its scars. In fact, you’ll see some of the characters in this book forced into brutal, trying situations, things that will alter how they view and react to the world around them. A few of these characters became our favorites along the way, and have altered some of our plans for the series. Going forward, they will play a pivotal role in how the story unfolds.

				Some readers have asked us how long the series will go. There will be 6 books. Because of the depth of the world and the story, it’s going to take some time to tell. Bobby and I agree that we’d rather tell it the right way than end it abruptly and leave you feeling unfulfilled.

				Rest assured, we have a definitive ending in mind for THE LAST SURVIVORS. As excited as we are to get there, we’re even more excited for the ride.

				We hope you are, too.

				 

				Tyler Piperbrook

				-July 2015

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1: Oliver

				With Franklin at his side, Oliver stood under Father Winthrop’s seething glare.

				The two city guardsmen stood side by side at Oliver’s left, smelling of unwashed clothes and muddy sheep dung.

				Oliver felt the cold seeping off the soldier’s thick leather armor and layers of clothing. The chill that had bled into their garments in the long hours they spent outdoors hadn’t had time to thaw. The guards hadn’t been inside long. That meant Father Winthrop must have sent Franklin for him immediately upon their arrival. Oliver grew anxious as he worked through the logic as to why he’d been dragged away from his room in such a rush.

				A beating was coming, and that was the best he could hope for.

				Oliver shivered, not because he was cold, but because by the end of the day, he feared he might be on the pyre pole.

				Winthrop harrumphed and looked back to the guards. “Show the boy what you have.” He settled back into his puffy throne-chair and looked down his nose.

				The guard, the simple one, sheepishly stuck an arm out, palm up, and opened his hand. In it lay three shiny coins.

				On top of the dread he was feeling, Oliver was confused. He’d been thinking of a lie to explain the note the guard had seen. He’d also been trying to concoct another lie to explain his presence in the street at night. The sight of the coins gave him the briefest moment of hope. Maybe all of this had nothing to do with his nighttime excursion.

				The simple guard dashed those hopes into cruddy nothingness when he looked at a guilty faced Oliver. “Novice Oliver, you dropped these when you stopped to talk with us last night.” Then, rushing through the words, he said, “I didn’t mean to keep ‘em. I…I…meant to get ‘em back to you.”

			

			
				Oliver couldn’t take his eyes off the coins.

				Maybe if he stared at them long enough, he’d delay what was to come next.

				Maybe he’d think of a plausible fiction to explain the coins, the guards, and why he’d been carousing around at night.

				He started hyperventilating.

				The simple-minded guard stepped closer to Oliver. “They must have come out of your sack. My apologies.”

				A tear rolled down Oliver’s cheek.

				“Take the coins, boy!” Winthrop bellowed. “Take the bloody coins!”

				Oliver lifted his hand but didn’t want to reach out, didn’t want the incriminating evidence to touch his skin.

				Misunderstanding Oliver’s trepidation, the simple-minded guard said, “They’re yours. I found them right in the snow where you were standing.”

				“Not right away, mind you,” the smart guard said. Anybody could tell that was a lie. “No, not then. We saw them later. After you were gone. When we were making our rounds.”

				“Yes,” said the simple guard.

				The guards looked at Winthrop, fidgeting and glancing around.

				In a wave of flowing robes and belly rolls underneath, Winthrop scooted suddenly forward in his chair. He boomed, “Take the damn coins, Oliver!”

				Everyone flinched.

				Oliver extended his hand. The simple guard silently dropped the three glittering circles into Oliver’s palm before retreating a few shuffled steps. The smart guard, half bowing, said, “Our apologies, Father. We came here to return the coins as soon as our duties allowed.”

			

			
				The simple guard cast a glance toward the door. “We should go.”

				“To the circle wall,” clarified the smart guard. “We have a duty.”

				“Go,” Winthrop commanded, shooing them with a limp-wristed gesture. He looked away from the guards, his angry eyes settling back on Oliver.

				Oliver looked at the coins still glistening in his upturned palm. He wanted to clench his fingers over them, maybe stuff them into his pocket, and hide them. He wanted to toss them away. He wanted to hand them over to Winthrop. He wanted to chase after the guards, shove the coins back at them, and insist they were mistaken.

				He needed a fantastic masterpiece of a lie to make all of this reality appear to be something that it was not.

				The Sanctuary’s heavy double doors slammed shut behind the retreating guards, leaving only the sound of Winthrop’s clipped breathing through his big, hairy nostrils.

				Without looking up, Oliver felt Winthrop’s scowl burning into the top of his head. In the mousiest of voices, Oliver started to speak, hoping inspiration would find its way into the syllables as they came out. “I—”

				“Torture me not with your lies!” Winthrop shouted. “My weariness of your wicked ways has run its course. My patience for your petulance has been pissed upon for the last time. You’re a stupid runt. An incorrigible pig chaser, just as your father was. Demon fodder. Pyre kindling.”

				Franklin gasped.

				Oliver thought he might lose control of his bladder.

				“Please,” said Franklin. “Please.”

				Oliver’s tears flowed as he bit his lips, trying not to cry out loud. He was a boy, not a baby.

				“Please?” Winthrop’s scowl fell on Franklin. “Please, what?” He huffed, pushed himself back in his throne, and started pounding on the arm of the chair with a fist, each blow harder than the one before.

			

			
				Franklin looked over at Oliver, seemingly lost for words. “He’s not stupid.”

				“All evidence points to the contrary,” Winthrop groused.

				“He was raised with his feet in the mud and the filth of the pig sty on his hands.” Franklin took a step forward. “He doesn’t know how educated people behave.”

				“Educated?” Winthrop spat the word to get the taste of it out of his mouth. “You spend too much time in the company of Scholar Evan. All of my novices have fallen into bad habits.”

				“I’m sorry, Father,” said Franklin. “I didn’t mean to use the word that way. I simply meant that he was raised in such squalor and ignorance that he has difficulty learning even the most basic behaviors, things that come naturally to eminent men like you.”

				Winthrop glared at Franklin. “You learned.”

				“I started at a younger age,” Franklin said, nodding emphatically. “I was able to begin before I picked up too many bad habits of the pig chasers and dirt scratchers.”

				Winthrop shook his head and heaved a great sigh. He leveled a finger at Oliver but looked only at Franklin. “In all my years, I’ve not had one like him. I’m at my end. My anger boils so strongly that I fear I’ll be in a sour mood the whole of the day. Even the thought of the runt turns my stomach to acid and flusters me with frustrations. I cannot fix that boy. I will no longer try.”

				“We can’t give up,” said Franklin, sounding more like a woman than a man. “We must try.”

				“Orphanage or ash.” Winthrop’s voice found its fire again, echoing through the big empty temple. “All I must decide is which.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Ivory

				Ivory forged directly down the rocky, snow-covered slope, his feet sliding left and right in his boots as he fought for traction, trying to outrun the bear-man. He looked over his shoulder, but having descended the crest of the hill, he saw no sign of the pursuer that seemed to have been tracking him since Brighton.

				The mountains on either side watched him like majestic gods, waiting for him to slip so they could swoop down and devour him. But that was only his imagination.

				The real danger was that if he fell and injured himself, the bear-man would overtake him. Either that, or he’d die of starvation, thirst, or cold before making it back to town.

				Don’t think like that.

				Concentrate on your advantages. Do like your uncle taught you.

				Although he couldn’t see his pursuer, Ivory was pretty sure his pursuer couldn’t see him, either. And Ivory had much less weight to carry. If he fled fast enough, he could outrun the bear-man. He’d disappear into the woods, find a way to cover his tracks, and lose the man.

				Ivory hastened his footsteps. He studied the ground. Several times he slipped on ice-capped rocks, cursing under his breath as his ankles complained. He walked low and kept his arms at his sides for balance, but he didn’t let up, and he didn’t look back.

				Soon he’d traveled half the slope. The tree limbs in the forest were like arms reaching out for him, offering a blanket of protection. Once he got there, he’d risk a glance backward and see how the bear-man had fared. Maybe the man had given up and turned around.

				Maybe he’d never been following him at all.

				Ivory still wasn’t sure what the man’s intentions were. If Ivory hadn’t been journeying to the Ancient City—a practice forbidden by law—he might’ve risked calling out to the bear-man, gauging his intentions.

			

			
				He wasn’t going to wait to find out what the man wanted.

				Ivory cursed under his breath. The trip was supposed to give him time away from Brighton, time to reflect and make decisions about his future, about the life as a scholar Beck had offered him. When he got to the Ancient City, he planned to discuss it with Jingo. Instead, he was embroiled in a chase with potentially fatal consequences.

				Damn the gods.

				A ray of sun pierced through the clouds, creating a white glare over the snow. Ivory cursed and shielded his eyes from the sparkling slope. Suddenly, he was blind to what he was stepping on. His ankles rolled every which way. He tried to slow down, but he’d gained too much momentum. Ivory cried out as he lost his footing.

				He toppled down the sharp slope.

				Rocks jabbed his back and stomach. His backpack jostled. His body rolled over and over, spiraling down the hill. The contents of his stomach swirled around and around. He could taste the rabbit he’d eaten the night before; the fruit he’d had in the morning. Powerless to stop, he thrust out his elbows, hoping to slow down, biting his lip as he scraped the rocks. A loud crack pierced the air.

				And then Ivory came to a rest.

				The breath burst from his lungs.

				The world went silent.

				He remained motionless, certain he’d sustained some mortal injury, certain he’d find the bear-man hovering over him, a sword in his meaty paws. Or worse yet, a demon.

				A few minutes passed in silence.

				Have I already died?

				Ivory’s frantic breathing was a clue that he was still living. He stared up into the sky, watching the sun dip behind the clouds, its malevolent purpose served. The birds down in the forest—loquacious a few moments earlier—ceased their chatter.

			

			
				Ivory blinked once. Then twice.

				He’d been wounded before. He knew there could be a delay as the body caught up to what had happened. He just wasn’t sure how long that delay would be. The pain hit him at once, and Ivory felt the sting of skinned elbows and knees and a dull ache in his lower back from where he’d struck rocks. He didn’t think anything was broken.

				But what had that crack been?

				He tried sitting upright again, certain some sharp pain would alert him to a debilitating injury. But his joints and bones worked. They ached. But they worked.

				He flexed his muscles, assessing the damage. It took him a second to place the noise he’d heard. His bow, which he’d strapped to the outside of his pack, had snapped and broken in pieces all over the slope behind him. Shit. Shit. Shit. Not my bow.


				The bear-man would be coming. Without the weapon, Ivory was nearly defenseless. Shielding his eyes, he glanced back over the snow-canvassed path he’d traveled, following his footprints.

				The man stood at the crest of the slope, staring down at him.

				Fighting the pain, Ivory ran.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: Franklin

				“No,” Franklin told Winthrop, feeling a fire in his voice and immediately regretting the commanding tone that slipped off his tongue.

				For a moment, Winthrop said nothing. He looked at Franklin, flabbergasted.

				“My apologies, Father,” pleaded Franklin. “Please understand, I have grown an attachment to Oliver. He has become like a little brother to me.”

				“Regrettable.” Winthrop put his big fleshy face in his hands and groaned. “Are you going to ply me now with girlish protestations? I should beat you both.”

				“I beg you.” Franklin softened his voice and took another step forward. “You’ve troubled yourself with Oliver’s insolence and seeming inability to learn from his mistakes for too long. Allow me to try.”

				“Have you not been trying?” Winthrop’s anger sprang back to full red-faced rage. “Is that not part of your duties, to train the younger Novice behind you?” Winthrop looked up at the ceiling, as though watching a bird of inspiration fly under the Sanctuary’s tall roof. “Perhaps that is the essence of this problem.” His eyes settled back on Franklin. “Of all my Novices through the years, it is you I saw as most like myself, you I saw as a son. Perhaps by turning a soft heart to you, I’ve allowed you to take that as a lesson and you do the same with this ignorant runt.” He waved his hand at Oliver again.

				Franklin was taken aback.

				Son?

				Did Winthrop really feel that way?

				“If I have failed you, Father,” said Franklin, “please allow me to make up for it. Please, allow me to correct it. Allow me another chance with Oliver.”

			

			
				“Softness,” Winthrop muttered as he let his eyes wander over the ceiling again. Back and forth he watched.

				Franklin waited for Winthrop to look back down at him. Soon, his curiosity won out, and he looked to see what Winthrop was staring at in the shadows. Nothing.

				Oliver stood petrified with fear.

				After some time, Winthrop’s gaze settled back on the boys. “Softness. That is the problem. I regret that I am an old man. I no longer have the strength that some tasks require.” He drilled Franklin with his eyes.

				The silence grew ominous, and it took all Franklin’s courage to match Winthrop’s stare with one of his own.

				Finally, Winthrop raised an arm and pointed. “Franklin, go to my quarters. Leaning by the bed, you’ll find a fine leather crop. Fetch it for me.”

				Franklin hesitated.

				“Go!” Winthrop commanded. “Unless you’d prefer to see the runt turned to ash.”

				Franklin gulped and started walking to Winthrop’s chamber.

				“Run, boy!”

				Franklin did.

				He didn’t slow until he entered Winthrop’s dark bedchamber.

				Embers glowed in the hearth; Winthrop’s favorite chair sat in front of the fireplace, awaiting his return. The bedspread had been pulled up and stretched flat by the morning girl, probably Fitz now. The chamber pot stank of feces and urine, probably used just prior to the arrival of the guards. Franklin hoped Fitz would come and clean it, or Oliver might not be the only one taking a beating today.

				Franklin spotted the riding crop in the corner by the bed, just where Winthrop said it was. He hurried over and picked it up. It was three feet long, with a stiff wooden handle at one end, and some kind of flexible shaft with a weighted leather tassel at the other, all covered in or constructed of black leather.

			

			
				Franklin imagined the crop hitting skin. Even with Winthrop’s flabby old-man arms swinging it, Franklin knew Oliver was in for a painful lesson, one he’d not soon forget. With the crop in hand, Franklin quickly exited Winthrop’s chamber, closing the door behind. He spotted Fitzgerald at the far end of the hall. Franklin sprinted toward her.

				Seeing Franklin running and the urgency on his face, she froze.

				Franklin ran right up to her and said, “Winthrop is in a terrible mood. He’s in the Sanctuary getting ready to punish Oliver. You should know, he filled his chamber pot before he came out this morning. It stinks up the whole room. It’d be best for you to see that it is emptied before he returns.”

				Franklin tore back up the hall, barely hearing Fitz’s answer, “I was on my way there.”

				Franklin took a turn down another hall that led to the front of the Sanctuary. He ran out in front of the stage and came to a stop beside Oliver, panting from the exertion.

				Father Winthrop sat silently, staring at Oliver. Franklin guessed that not a word had been spoken between them while the riding crop was being retrieved.

				It was time to start. To Oliver, Winthrop said, “You know better than anyone what comes next, runt.”

				Oliver looked at the riding crop, tears in his eyes. He turned around, placed two hands on the top edge of the pew’s wooden back, and leaned over. He recited the words he’d memorized. “I thank you, Father, for the punishment I have earned. Let it help me find forgiveness and wisdom.”

				It was the first thing Winthrop taught his Novices when they arrived. Punishment was not cruel, according to Winthrop, it was a gift that made Novices strong.

			

			
				A gift? A boot full of sheep shit was what that was.

				Franklin gulped. He’d said those words more times than he’d preferred to remember. Still, the words threatened to turn his bowels to water.

				“Don’t thank me, young, stupid runt.” Winthrop sat back in his chair, half-smirking. “Thank Novice Franklin, for it is he who will bear the whip that teaches you henceforth.”

				“Me?” Franklin asked, unable to contain his surprise.

				The harshness in Winthrop’s stare withered Franklin’s desire to protest.

				Franklin looked down at the crop in his hands. He shuddered to think of the bruises it would leave on Oliver’s skin. He cringed at the thought of inflicting that pain himself. He couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t.

				“Speak, boy!” Winthrop shouted. “Thank Novice Franklin.”

				Oliver glanced at Franklin and said, “I thank you, Novice Franklin, for the punishment I have earned. Let it help me find forgiveness and wisdom.”

				Franklin didn’t move. He was frozen. He thought about offering himself up for the beating. He wondered if throwing himself out as the bearer of all fault for Oliver’s sins would save the boy.

				“Is your heart too soft?” asked Winthrop. “Is it the case that the stupid runt was not my only mistake?”

				Franklin shook his head.

				“Your heart is not soft?”

				Franklin shook his head again.

				“If you wish ever to be anything but a Novice, you will do what is necessary, even when the necessity carries with it a deserved pain.”

				Franklin didn’t move.

				“I’ll not wait!” Winthrop bellowed. “Begin or leave. I have no use of a Novice with a soft woman’s heart.”

				Franklin stepped up beside Oliver and raised the crop.

			

			
				Oliver looked over his shoulder, fear on his face.

				“Now!” Winthrop commanded.

				Franklin slapped the crop across Oliver’s back. He raised it for another swing, pausing before he did so.

				“I’ll accept that as your attempt to get a feel for the device,” said Winthrop. “But you’ll beat that runt until his backside is nothing but bruises and blood. You’ll give him a punishment he’ll think about every day for the rest of his useless little life. You’ll beat him until I tell you to stop. And if once, only once, the smack of the whip on his back is not louder than the scream that follows, it’ll be the orphanage for the runt and the field for you, where you can spend the rest of your days hauling wheat, plowing mud, and mucking through pigsties.” Winthrop looked down his nose. “The choice is yours, Franklin.”

				Franklin gulped and looked down at the riding crop in his hand.

				He raised it and swung with all his might.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Ivory

				Ivory finished trekking the snowy slope and slipped into the welcome shadow of the woods. His body burned from both his wounds and the exertion. The bear-man was no longer in view. Whether the man had taken another path or given up, Ivory couldn’t know, but he wasn’t going to wait for the answer.

				With flatter, less dangerous ground in front of him, Ivory took the opportunity to set a quick pace and pushed on.

				He felt like he had to be putting good distance between him and his pursuer. The farther he went, the greater his relief.

				But he was still weaponless. All he had were a few knives in his bag—hardly enough to make him feel safe on a journey to the Ancient City.

				The bow had been like a third arm to him. He couldn’t imagine himself without it. Tears stung his eyes.

				He recalled the day his uncle had given him his first bow when he was eight, patiently teaching him to string and care for it. He’d honed his hunting skills for the next few years, practicing in the outskirts of town, shooting small game under his uncle’s tutelage. Later, Ivory’s uncle had upgraded him to a larger bow. That was the bow he’d carried to this day. The bow was better than the rusted sword Muldoon had given him. Any moments Muldoon hadn’t spent hunting were spent gambling in the pubs, pissing away the money he’d earned. He’d never taught his son his trade. If it weren’t for Ivory’s uncle teaching Ivory to hunt and scavenge metals, they might’ve been living with the street dwellers on Skinner Row.

				Come to think of it, Ivory would miss the bow more than he’d miss Muldoon.

			

			
				The thought immediately led Ivory to a pang of guilt.

				But it almost made sense, in a strange sort of way. He and his uncle had been closer than he and Muldoon ever had been. It hardly seemed fitting that Ivory’s uncle had died of a slow disease, one that wore down his body until he was lying in bed, whispering Ivory’s name.

				Perhaps Ivory didn’t miss Muldoon because he hadn’t had the proper chance to grieve. He convinced himself of that as he considered going back for the bow’s pieces. Maybe he could salvage it.

				No.

				That hopeful idea might as well have been a child’s. The bow was irreparable, covered in snow. All it was now was bait to put a fool into a bear-man’s grasp.

				Ivory dug out one of his knives. Hopefully, it’d keep him safe until he got to Jingo’s.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Ivory

				As he continued through the woods, alert for the bear-man, Ivory thanked the gods for his luck in avoiding demons. Thanks to the teachings of his uncle, he’d learned to travel a path that was less frequented by the beasts. His mind began to wander.

				How should he spend the rest of his life?

				Should he become one of Beck’s scholars? Or should he leave Brighton behind and stay with Jingo, coming back just enough to avoid suspicion and settle the rest of Muldoon’s debts?

				He contemplated the words Jingo had spoken before he’d left. Almost as tempting as Beck’s offer was Jingo’s implied challenge that not one of his students had lived up to his intellectual potential. But Ivory believed he could. To be Jingo’s best pupil, he’d need to spend a lot more time with the man.

				Ivory didn’t have many friends in town. Not many would miss him. Of course, now that Beck knew he could read, could Beck be trusted? Would he keep Ivory’s secret, or would he betray him?

				Ivory bit his lips.

				Maybe he’d live in both worlds. He’d learn with both Jingo and Beck, molding that knowledge into something he could use, something that might help others.

				The idea intrigued him.

				As wise as Jingo was, he might help Ivory with an answer. Ivory’s wandering thoughts almost made him miss the tracks in the snow.

				Ivory slowed to a stop, ripped from his mission at the sight of an odd footprint, a large pad with four smaller pads above it. It was bigger than his hand, which meant that whatever made it was large. More tracks led the way ahead. The beast, whatever it was, walked on four legs.

			

			
				What the hell was it?

				His blood froze. He stared at the ground in disbelief, wondering whether his fall down the slope was making him hallucinate. But the tracks were still there. He followed them with his gaze, tracing the impressions with icy dread. The prints cut through the thin snow and into the mud beneath.

				It wasn’t the tracks that scared him.

				It was the beast they belonged to.

				Stories from his childhood flooded back to him: tales of large, cat-like creatures with sharp teeth and claws. It was said that these animals were better hunters than man or demon, that they could stalk and kill prey several times their size. They’d even been rumored to kill humans. Their primary method of killing was silently stalking their prey, then pouncing, tearing their victims’ necks, and suffocating them.

				Ivory wasn’t sure they attacked humans. That part seemed exaggerated. So many stories were tales woven to keep kids inside after dark, to keep them quiet, to make them behave—lies told by lazy parents.

				Of course, it was easy to dismiss those stories when he was within the protection of the circle wall, never far from the soldiers who guarded the gates. Ivory had never felt as weak-kneed as he did now.

				Holding his small, inadequate knife, he followed the tracks as they continued into the forest. He doubted the beast was stalking him. By the looks of it, he’d come up behind it. But what if it sensed him? What if it veered off and crept through the trees to get behind him or somewhere alongside the trail from where it could pounce?

				Ivory spun to look over his shoulder, but the forest was empty. All he saw were the tracks he’d made, now intersecting with the creature’s paw prints.

			

			
				His logical brain told him to head in the opposite direction. But the fear that the thing had circled around him made him keep walking. He had to know where it was. He had to ensure that it wasn’t sneaking up on him.

				Keeping a ten-foot berth from the tracks, he followed them. The prints went in a straight line, some more prominent than others. In some spots the snow was deep, clearly displaying the cat-thing’s path. He thanked the gods for the early winter weather that had tipped him off. On a dry forest floor, he wouldn’t be aware that he was in the hunting ground of a strange giant cat-thing.

				Ivory continued creeping through the forest. He saw feces. Steam emanated from a large, circular pile of dung near the tracks. The creature wasn’t far away. The paw prints veered around a nearby tree and into a hilly, rocky section of forest. Then the ground hardened where the trees had blocked the snow. The tracks disappeared.

				Beyond them—two hundred yards away—was a rocky outcrop jutting out of a small hill. It looked like a cave. The opening was thin and shadowed, concealing whatever monster might lurk within.

				Was the beast inside?

				According to the tales he’d heard from drunken soldiers in the pubs, the cat-creatures often napped in the cover of caves, thick brush, or fallen trees. Ivory had always dismissed the tales of the attention-seeking men.

				But standing here, looking at the tracks and the den, Ivory believed them.

				He glanced over his shoulder, so preoccupied with the beast that he’d forgotten to tread lightly. His tracks were clear and unmistakable. The forest was empty. If the bear-man was still following, he’d be approaching soon.

				Ivory had an idea.

				With his heart knocking against his ribcage, Ivory walked the remaining few steps in the snow toward drier ground, pushing hard, so his tracks led right toward the cave. He stopped. He felt a mixture of hope and panic: panic that the animal might emerge and grab him, and a hope his hastily conceived plan would work. A rustle from the cave made his blood freeze.

			

			
				Something was in there.

				Ivory remained still, catching sight of a pair of eyes in the cave. The eyes moved as something shifted. Ivory held his breath, certain he was about to be embroiled in a different type of battle, one that was beyond his experience.

				The eyes watched him. Readjusted.

				And then disappeared.

				Ivory waited a full minute, certain the beast would come charging out at him. But it didn’t. Sticking to the dry ground, Ivory risked movement, cutting a path around the cave and veering up the hill, treading as quietly as he was able, so as not to disturb whatever was in the cave. Soon he was out of immediate danger. Ivory let out a relieved breath.

				With any luck, the man pursuing him would think he’d found the cave and crawled inside to seek refuge.

				But the bear-man wouldn’t find Ivory.

				He’d find something else instead.

				Feeling ashamed at the glee he was feeling, Ivory smiled.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah’s legs were sore and his back hurt. He hacked up a stubborn piece of snot from his throat, spit it in the snow, and cursed Ivory. His initial plan had been to sneak up on the boy, following him without being seen, but the open, snow-covered valley on the other side of the mountain had betrayed his cover. Or at least he was pretty sure it had. If it hadn’t, he’d been spotted when he was up on the crest after the boy tumbled down the rocks. It didn’t matter, though.

				He’d catch Ivory, either way.

				Seeing the boy fall on the snowy slope was enough to change his mind about keeping the same course. Jeremiah knew he couldn’t keep up with the boy’s speed.

				Instead, he’d stuck to higher ground, hoping he’d be able to spy on him from the mountain.

				Grunting from the exertion of travel, wishing he could take a break, Jeremiah plowed on, grabbing the flask of snowberry he had on his belt, uncapping it and taking long swigs while he carefully traversed the mountain. Thankfully he’d stocked up before the trip. Beck’s money was serving him well.

				Jeremiah had almost been out of money before he’d received Beck’s offer. If he hadn’t agreed to tail Ivory to the Ancient City, he might not have afforded his booze.

				Planting his sizable boots between rocks to avoid falling, he made quicker progress than he’d expected. Despite the cold temperature, the alcohol warmed his stomach, giving him motivation. Soon Jeremiah had trekked down the mountain and into the woods. The level ground was a welcome change.

				The boy’s footsteps were easy to follow. The impressions were clear and widely spaced, indicating that he was moving at a good clip. Jeremiah was surprised at the boy’s progress; given the fall Ivory had taken, he imagined the boy couldn’t be feeling too good.

			

			
				Serves him right, for getting noticed. If the boy were smart, he would’ve done his smuggling more carefully. He wouldn’t have gotten himself tailed.

				But that wasn’t Jeremiah’s concern. In fact, he was grateful for the boy’s missteps. They’d provided Jeremiah with a well-paying job. And the promise of wealth and books at the Ancient City had him intrigued.

				He still wasn’t sure what he’d do when he got there.

				What was to stop him from skimming a few books from the stash before reporting back to Beck? Hell, maybe he’d kill the boy. Maybe he’d take all of them. He’d sell them in another township, swear the merchant to secrecy, and live off the proceeds for the rest of his days.

				He laughed under his breath.

				The result would be good. Whatever it was.

				His smile was stuck on his face as he trudged through the snow, keeping his eye on the boy’s footprints. The tracks might as well be the path to fortune. Jeremiah traveled several more miles, taking celebratory swigs from his flask to keep his blood moving. Life was going well. He’d retire young, surround himself with women, and thumb his nose at the other miserable Wardens.

				Plodding along, Jeremiah noticed animal tracks in the snow.

				“Is that a woodland cat?” he muttered under his breath.

				He studied the large, round pads. He’d seen similar tracks before, but never the beasts that made them. In Jeremiah’s experience, creatures in the wild were usually too timid to confront a man. Most were too afraid of the demons to risk getting close. He grunted as he followed Ivory’s tracks, which ran alongside the creature’s for a while and then veered off.

			

			
				He kept his sword handy, just in case he needed it.

				Soon the animal tracks were out of sight. Jeremiah followed Ivory’s trail until the ground became hard, and he lost sight of them. Turning in a circle, he searched for the boy, but saw nothing.

				“God Dammit!” he cursed loudly.

				Sticking his sword in the ground, he grabbed his flask and took another swig. He studied the area. The lack of snow would make tracking harder. But he’d figure it out. He always did. He swished his drink in his mouth while he studied Ivory’s boot prints.

				A few hundred yards away, sunken into the side of a hill, was a cave.

				The boot prints pointed right toward it.

				A wide smile crossed Jeremiah’s face. He stared at the dark entrance, envisioning the boy huddled inside. The kid was probably watching him, hoping Jeremiah would keep going. Fat chance, he thought.

				The boy was as good as caught. He might even be sharing the den with an animal.

				Now that would be a sight to see.

				Wielding his sword, creeping over the forest floor, Jeremiah kept quiet, just in case the kid hadn’t seen him. He hadn’t intended to overtake the boy so soon. He had intended to simply tail him until the boy arrived at his stash. Oh, well. Jeremiah could change his plans. He’d drag Ivory out of the cave, threaten him, and force the boy to lead him to his stash.

				One plan was as good as the other.

				Jeremiah walked at a crouch until he was ten feet from the cave’s entrance. He stared into the dark opening, but shadows obscured a clear view inside. He waited and listened. He held up his sword. At any moment, the boy would start pleading, especially if he was unwittingly keeping the company of an animal.

			

			
				Jeremiah was greeted by silence.

				“Hello?” he called.

				At first he heard nothing. Then he heard the scrape of something against the interior wall. The boy was probably trying to hide himself a little deeper in the cave’s darkness.

				“I know where you are, boy. You’d better come out,” Jeremiah growled.

				The boy didn’t answer. Jeremiah hunkered down and peered into the gloom, annoyed. His sizeable belly ached from bending over. The last thing he wanted was to crawl inside the narrow, shit-ridden hole. He waved his sword.

				“If you don’t come out, I’m going to start stabbing.” His anger rose. “I can’t promise what I’ll hit. Do you hear me? You can come out whole or in pieces. Up to you.”

				The boy still didn’t answer. Shaking his head, Jeremiah scooted onto his hands and knees, sticking his sword in the opening, beating a warning strike against the wall. He didn’t see the cornered animal until the animal roared and charged at him.

				Jeremiah cried out and toppled backward, fighting the sudden weight of a beast on top of him. His sword clattered to the ground. The beast was almost his size, but it was impossible to gauge for certain because it was moving and tearing and clawing, filling his body with pain. Jeremiah’s muscles strained as he tried to push it off. He held his arms in front of his face.

				“Get off!” he screamed.

				The beast tore through his jacket and into his arm, trying to get to Jeremiah’s neck. All Jeremiah could do was push and writhe to try and fend it off. Somehow he managed to get a hand free, and he pounded the side of the thing’s head, aiming for an eye, a snout, anything to make it relent.

				He felt something soft cave beneath his knuckles. The beast yelped and leapt off him. Jeremiah rolled away from it, barely catching his wind before he was face-to-face with it again.

			

			
				The animal snarled from a few feet away, scrunching its nose and revealing four, blade-like fangs. One of its eyes blinked from where Jeremiah had struck it. Jeremiah remained still. He eyed his sword. It was five feet away, far enough that he wouldn’t get to it before the thing leapt again. He was determined to defend himself, but he knew better than to move.

				He stared at the creature, feeling outwitted. Outmatched.

				In that instant, he comprehended what it was to be the hunted, to be the prey. Jeremiah prepared for what might be his last battle. He opened his mouth and screamed.

				The thing bounded off, cutting through a thicket with long, graceful strides, vanishing into the forest.

				Jeremiah watched it go with a dumbstruck fear. He glanced around the forest, as if someone might’ve witnessed what had happened, but there were no spectators, save him and the trees.

				Jeremiah cursed as he inspected his wounded arm. Though his clothes had shielded him from some of the attacks, his arm had four large puncture wounds from where the beast had clamped onto him. Blood gushed from the injuries. His body was cut and bruised in various places. He unslung his pack, taking out some healing herbs. What he needed was a healer, but he wasn’t going to go back to Brighton.

				No way in hell. Not after he’d come this far.

				His urge to give up and go home was overshadowed by another emotion.

				What Jeremiah felt, stronger than the sting of his wounds, was a burning, seething hatred for the boy who had escaped.

				He’d find Ivory. He’d find him, and he’d make him pay for the blood that was soaking his clothes.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Franklin

				Brighton was quieting down for the night. Winthrop was asleep. Franklin finished up all of his and Oliver’s chores. He was tired, and he was ashamed. After Oliver’s beating, all Franklin could think of through the rest of the day was Oliver’s blood, seeping through his pants and shirt. All Franklin could hear were Oliver’s cries.

				Please, please, stop!

				I’ve learned!

				I have!

				Please, stop!

				But Franklin hadn’t stopped. He’d whipped that crop across Oliver’s backside until his arm cramped. Then he’d switched to his left arm and beaten him some more, all the while trying to deafen himself to Oliver’s pleas. All the while, he tried to imagine it was that sadistic lard, Winthrop, he was beating.

				Oliver didn’t need to be beaten. Was Oliver precocious? Yes. Too quick to hurt others with his words? Absolutely. Too easily taken by temptation to trouble? Without a doubt.

				But Oliver could be taught. At heart, he was a good kid, a smart kid, a friend. Franklin knew all of that beyond repute. Beating Oliver achieved nothing. For a boy like Oliver, who saw through the simple-minded brutal manipulation of it, beatings could never work. Oliver had to be appealed to; he had to understand. His questions had to be answered. He had to choose to do the right thing.

				Maybe that was Oliver’s biggest problem. He thought he had a choice.

				He didn’t.

				No one in Brighton had a choice in anything that mattered. That was a lesson maturity taught everyone.

				Maybe Oliver understood that lesson already, but he was too hardheaded to accept it. And for that choice, he’d paid.

			

			
				Franklin checked all the doors in the big, empty Sanctuary. He walked through the shadowy darkness and passed into the hall that led to Father Winthrop’s quarters. He checked the door at the end of that hall. He passed through the kitchen and checked the door there to be sure it was secure.

				With all that done, he made his way to the room he shared with Oliver, a room he’d been avoiding all day because he knew Oliver was in there. Franklin didn’t know how he’d face the boy.

				He hated himself for what he’d done.

				Instead of comforting Oliver, he’d avoided him, choosing to think only of himself, his embarrassment, and the pain in his heart. Franklin had done the worst possible thing.

				Oliver was still just a kid. He was injured in body and soul. He needed attention to his wounds and comfort. The only person Oliver could depend on was Franklin, and Franklin had left him on his own to sulk alone in a room and to try to figure out how to tend wounds he couldn’t reach.

				What a monster I am.

				Franklin put a hand on the door, swallowing the hard lump in his throat. Fearing he wouldn’t be able to hold his tears in, he turned the handle.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald sat beside Oliver on his narrow bed, looking at the welts and the places where the riding crop had broken through the skin on his back. She’d cleaned those wounds while Oliver clenched his teeth and cried out. She’d tried to hug him, to hold him, but Oliver had rebuffed her attempts. He wasn’t cruel about it. He’d told her with tears flowing from his eyes that he could not let the soft heart of a woman make him weak.

				Now he was lightly snoring, a final respite from the day’s pain.

				Tomorrow will be better. And the next day will be better still.

				At least, that’s what she’d told him.

				Oliver argued that she didn’t know, that the worst days were yet to come. He said some of the wounds would swell and turn red, then throb and leak pus. They’d scar. He’d been through this too many times not to know the way of it. Never this bad, of course, but certainly many times.

				Seeing the old scars on his skin, Fitzgerald accepted that Oliver knew better than she and did what she could for him. She brought him food at dinnertime, but he didn’t eat. She offered to cover him with a blanket to keep him warm, but he refused. The blanket would fuse with the scabs, he’d said, and in the morning it would be impossible to pull down without more pain and more blood.

				Oliver chose to suffer the cold on top of all else.

				At least the poor boy was finally asleep.

				Startled by a noise at the door, Fitz looked up.

				The door swung open, and there stood Franklin. Her anger boiled, and she jumped to her feet, stepping up to him. She wanted to hurt him as he’d hurt Oliver, to mash his fuzzy little man parts with her knee.

				Son of a bitch.

			

			
				Earlier, she’d heard Oliver crying out when she was in Winthrop’s chamber emptying his pot. Thinking something terrible was happening, she’d raced from the room, dropping the pot in the hallway, stopping only when she reached the doorway into the Sanctuary. The terrible thing she saw was worse than what her imagination had conjured. She’d guessed that Oliver was being beaten at the hands of some ruffians or a pervert with a taste for young boys.

				She might have been able to rescue him from that.

				What she saw instead was fat Father Winthrop at the edge of his puffy chair looking down from the stage with the most perverse satisfaction on his face. Oliver’s hands were braced on the wooden back of the front pew, and Franklin was whipping him with that riding crop that Winthrop sometimes used when he felt like playing rough in bed.

				Fitz reached out in a needless gesture, crying at the sight of Oliver’s already bloody shirt. Her heart broke at Franklin’s solemn face. He looked like he felt none of Oliver’s pain. He wasn’t wishing he was somewhere else. His face was twisted in the same, sadistic, satisfied expression that Father Winthrop wore when he was beating one of his lessers.

				At that moment, Fitzgerald came to a realization: Franklin wasn’t any better than Winthrop himself. He was merely younger.

				She decided that she hated him.

				With all of her hate coming to the surface, as she saw Franklin there, standing in the doorway, Fitz raised her hands and pushed him out into the hall.

				“What?” Franklin asked in surprise.

				Fitzgerald glared and pushed him again.

				Franklin raised his hands to grab her wrists. “Stop!”

				“Let go of me,” she hissed.

				Franklin did as he was told, raising his hands to show her he meant no harm.

			

			
				Fitzgerald clenched her jaw, wishing she had a weapon with which to beat him.

				He started to say something, but she silenced him with a raised hand and a hateful scowl. She wanted to punish him, to hurt him, to make him cry as many tears as she and Oliver had shed together.

				She came to a decision. As powerless as she felt, Fitz knew she had a power over men they’d not readily admit. She angrily unbuttoned the top of her dress.

				“What are you doing?” Franklin whispered.

				She pulled her dress open, exposing both of her breasts.

				Franklin’s eyes went wide as he stared at them.

				She grabbed his hands, shoved them hard against her breasts and spat, “Squeeze them. Feel them. Enjoy them. You better, because this is the last time you’ll ever touch them again.”

				She threw his hands off her and resisted the urge to slap him across his face. “You are a brutal pig.” She stepped into the room and slammed the door shut.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: Franklin

				Sitting on a pew in the front row of the Sanctuary, Franklin stared at the far end of the bench, the place where Oliver had leaned while being beaten. Franklin turned the memory over and over in his mind, searching for what he could have done differently. There had to be something. He had to have made a mistake somewhere for it all to have turned out so badly.

				Now Oliver hated him. He was sure of that. How could he not?

				And Fitz. Franklin felt a lump in his throat again. Beautiful, kind Fitz, she’d seen enough of what happened that now she hated him, too.

				He wanted to go back to the door of the room he shared with Oliver and beg both Fitz and Oliver to forgive him, but he feared what a second attempt might bring. He feared a commotion in the middle of the night might wake Father Winthrop.

				So he stayed and looked at the pews.

				Eventually, his eyes grew heavy enough to overcome his anxiety. He fell asleep.

				When Franklin opened his eyes, he fully expected to see more of the night’s cold shadows; instead he saw the faintest of morning lights coming in through the windows high up on the Sanctuary walls. He felt a rough, persistent nudge on his arm.

				Franklin jerked himself upright in the seat, looking around at an empty Sanctuary, empty except for Oliver standing in front of him, a market basket in his hand.

				Franklin looked sheepishly down at his lap. “Are you okay?”

				Oliver didn’t answer.

			

			
				Franklin looked at Oliver again. He asked, “Are you okay?”

				Oliver didn’t turn away. He didn’t show any anger. He looked at Franklin with no expression, no words on his lips.

				Franklin stared at his lap. “I’m sorry. You know that. I didn’t have a choice.” He raised his eyes back up to Oliver. “You understand that, don’t you?”

				Oliver said nothing.

				Standing up, Franklin reached over and brushed a wrinkle out of Oliver’s shirt as it hung off his shoulder. The shirt was damp. “You cleaned it?”

				Oliver raised the basket.

				“I washed it for him,” said Fitz.

				Startled, Franklin looked up to see Fitzgerald leaning against the wall, just inside the doorway at the back of the Sanctuary.

				Franklin’s mouth fell open as he looked for words that he couldn’t find.

				“Oliver took the beating, but he still got out of bed in time to tend to his morning duties,” she said. “Now he needs you to accompany him to the market. Father Winthrop has requests.” She turned and retreated into the hall.

				Franklin watched the doorway as though he could will her to come back, to look at him with love in her eyes. He feared he might never see that look again.

				Oliver walked away from Franklin, going down the aisle between the pews, headed for the front door. In an emotionless tone, he said, “We have to go.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: Ella

				It had been a cold night in the forest, and none of them had slept well, constantly squirming beneath blankets that were too thin to keep out the chill, always worrying that the sounds in the forest were the demons coming to eat them or soldiers collecting them for the pyre. When the sky gave the first hint that it was changing from spangled indigo to morning gray, Ella, Bray, Melora, and William rose in silent consensus, gathered their things, and started out, following a game trail through an early morning fog.

				In most places the trail was muddy. In others, the mud was frozen in ridges squished up from the relatively warm ground by passing animals. At least most of the snow had melted away.

				Ella spent a lot of thought on breakfast. But those thoughts always turned to her daughter. After so many days hoping to get to Melora in Davenport, and then in those days after, trekking through the forest on only the thinnest hope that she might be alive, they’d found her. Still just a day after stumbling upon her near that smoldering settler’s house, Ella kept glancing to look at Melora, half expecting her to disappear as her mind gave up on the delusion.

				But she was always there.

				Ella found herself staring at her daughter, tears pooling in her eyes. The fact that Melora was alive—that they’d found her—was a miracle. Ella had last seen Melora as a toddler. Through the years as she imagined what her daughter might be like, she couldn’t help but remember Melora as she was on the day they parted, a child with two little white flowers in her hand and a smudge of dirt on her face, trying to understand why Aunt Ella was going away. Now Melora was a beautiful young woman with an inexplicable strength that showed through the bruises and stains.

			

			
				Trying to reconcile that toddler with the resilient girl beside her, Ella couldn’t forget all the years she’d missed in between.

				When the forest grew bright enough and the fog grew thin enough that they could see a good distance through the trees, Ella started to talk to Melora, continuing their conversation from the day before. They talked about the Davenport massacre, the death of Melora’s friends, and the settlers who had taken Melora in. Then they fell silent, bound together by grief over the countless dead and their sorrow for the ones they loved. Things Ella wondered if they’d ever be able to talk through.

				As their morning hunger set in, Melora traveled with her head down, keeping pace with her mother and sibling. She clung to a sword and a bow she’d taken from the dead soldiers. Her face was streaked with soot and tears, but she trekked without complaint, seeming to immerse herself in the journey to distract her from what she’d been through.

				In spite of the awful, tragic things that had happened, Ella felt a sense of rightness, a sense of purpose with the three of them together. The reunion of her family was like a potent drug, filling her with strength she hadn’t had before.

				She vowed to hold them, protect them, and keep them together.

				If only Frederick and Jean were alive to see us.

				They walked out from under the shadows of the trees and into a meadow of tall grasses poking out from the snow, turning gold and brown with the coming of winter. Melora said, “I always knew Frederick and Jean were hiding something.” Her voice wavered. “A few times they started to tell me things, but they always stopped. When I asked for more, they said they’d tell me when I was older.”


				“They were good people,” Ella confirmed.

				“They sure were.” Melora swallowed.

				“I should’ve been there for you. I should’ve told you.”

			

			
				“You don’t need to explain again.” Melora smiled grimly through her cuts and bruises as she stared at the trees across the meadow.

				Ella watched her with concern. “I know you miss your friends.”

				Melora sniffed. “I do, but I understand why we had to run away so fast. I understand why we couldn’t bury Rowan. It wouldn’t have been safe.”

				Ella hung her head, wishing there were something they could’ve done for Rowan. For Cooley. If only she could assume some of her daughter’s pain. But all they could do now was move forward.

				They followed Bray’s lead through the forest, winding up and down several small hills, weaving through trees that looked like they’d been standing forever. Rocks and roots protruded at odd angles from the snow as if they’d fallen from the sky and stuck there.

				After awhile, Bray called over his shoulder. “In all this time, I haven’t seen any evidence of the settlers you were staying with, Melora.”

				“I bet they’re covering their tracks,” Melora suggested. “Either that, or they had an escape path planned. Roger was intent on getting his children to safety. He knew Rowan couldn’t run. That’s why I wouldn’t leave him.”

				“That was a brave thing you did for that boy, pulling him out of the fire like that,” Bray said, bowing his head. “I wish we could’ve done more for him.”

				Melora nodded silently.

				They walked up a steep, snow-covered hill, their bodies fighting the terrain and gravity. When they’d reached the top, they didn’t halt, and they didn’t slow. Ella noticed William peeking over his shoulder at Melora as if his sister might disappear.

				William smiled sheepishly.

			

			
				“She’s my sister,” William said to Ella as he tested out the word. “Saying it sounds strange.”

				“It sounds strange to me, too,” Melora admitted.

				“I never thought I’d have one,” he said.

				“I didn’t either. Well, a brother, I mean,” Melora said.

				William furrowed his brow. “Most of my friends had brothers. One had six. I used to pretend I was the seventh. We played Lord of the Mountain whenever I went to his house.”

				Ella laughed. She recalled the family William was talking about. The Millers. They’d joined them for dinner a few times while in Brighton. Would Ella and William ever see the Millers again?

				She doubted it.

				William ran to catch up to the Warden. Ella looked over at Melora. It’d been difficult discussing William’s condition while William was around.

				In a hushed tone, one she was getting used to using when William was far enough ahead, Ella said, “He’s gotten pretty good at tracking while we’ve been out here.”

				“He seems so energetic,” Melora noted.

				“He always has been,” Ella said.

				“I’d think he was perfectly healthy if you hadn’t told me different.”

				“We’ve been keeping a close eye on him over the past few days,” Ella reiterated. “He’s had a rough time. I keep hoping things will get better, but they’ve been getting worse.”

				“I’ve only just met him…” Melora bit her lip and looked away. “I saw the lump on the back of his neck that you were talking about. It caught on his shirt when he was walking.” Melora turned her eyes down to the forest floor. “Before that, I could almost imagine it was a mistake. What do you think will happen?”

				“I don’t know.”

			

			
				“Surely people can live with the disease…” Melora tried. “I’ve heard people discussing it in town.”

				“It’s progressing quickly. Someday soon, we might have to make a decision.”

				Melora reached over and took Ella’s arm, and in that moment, Ella felt certain that Melora’s concern was genuine.

				“I’m sorry this happened,” Melora said. “No one deserves this.”

				Ella looked into the distance and bit her lip. “I’m glad you’re with us, Melora.”

				“Me, too…” Melora’s voice trailed off.

				“I’ll admit it’s difficult knowing what to say to you, after all this time. I’d rehearsed it so many times when I was alone, figuring out the words.”

				“I heard stories about you. In some ways, I felt like I’ve always been with you and William in Brighton.” Melora smiled. “I used to imagine what you both looked like when Frederick and Jean spoke about you. Sometimes I thought about running away there to meet you.”

				“I thought about Davenport every night.” Ella dabbed her eyes. “I never forgot you. I need you to know that, Melora.”

				“I do.”

				Ella reached over and pulled her daughter close.

				“I don’t blame you, Aunt Ella…I mean…”

				“You don’t have to call me Mom if you don’t want to.”

				“I want to,” Melora said. “I will. It’ll just take some getting used to.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: Blackthorn

				Not usually one to second-guess himself, General Blackthorn was doing just that as he crossed the square with four of his men following behind. All of Winthrop’s fearful sniveling about hoisting his blubbery butt onto a horse and riding out with the army was starting to wear at Blackthorn’s resolve.

				Now, he was wrestling with whether to have Winthrop put on the pyre, leave him in Brighton to be dominated by Tenbrook, or take him along. All choices had their merits and their pitfalls. The only clear drawback in Blackthorn’s mind was having to listen to Winthrop bemoan his predicament from astride his horse while riding along with him and Minister Beck all the way to the Ancient City.

				Blackthorn’s time outside the circle wall had always been spent among the brave and the silent, men who never cried or complained, men who rode to victory or death. Those were Blackthorn’s most beloved memories. Those days out on the horse meant something. Those were days of clear purpose, bravery, and glory. Winthrop’s vociferous cowardice promised to taint all those memories.

				As Blackthorn approached the temple, he saw Winthrop’s Novices, Franklin and Oliver, sullenly heading off with their shopping basket in the direction of the market.

				Women’s work.

				Blackthorn liked nothing of the way Winthrop managed his clergy. If Winthrop treated his Novices like women, they’d grow into women, just as weak and useless as Winthrop.

				One of the soldiers hurried ahead and opened one of the temple’s giant old doors.

				“Wait out here,” Blackthorn told his men as he stepped into the musty Sanctuary. He walked up the center aisle, but saw no one else in the cavernous space.

			

			
				He’d only been in the Sanctuary a handful of times in his life, always for formal occasions. The whole building made him uncomfortable, from the sound of the echoes, to the odd overcast feel of the light coming in through the small high windows. And the smell was disgusting. It reeked of musty old crones and sheep dung.

				Blackthorn spotted two doorways leading into halls at the back corners of the Sanctuary and realized he had no idea where Winthrop kept himself when he wasn’t on the stage, haranguing the peasants with his ancient fictions.

				What he did know was that he wasn’t going to wander through the warrens behind the Sanctuary in search of Winthrop.

				Damn Winthrop. If he didn’t intend to preside over his pretentious space, he should at least have left one of his womanly Novices inside to accept visitors.

				Blackthorn’s anger started to simmer as he reconsidered the purpose of his visit. Perhaps he’d leave and refuse to listen to any more of Winthrop’s whining on the matter of going out with the army.

				A noise from one of the halls caught his attention. He looked to the right just in time to see a rapturously beautiful young woman walking into the Sanctuary with a load of linens in her arms.

				Blackthorn started to speak, but his words caught in his throat, and his breath froze in his chest.

				The girl looked exactly like Emma, his first wife, the only one of the three wives he’d loved.

				“I beg your pardon,” the woman said, immediately looking at the floor and turning to go back the way she’d come.

				“Wait,” Blackthorn ordered, silently chastising himself for his severe tone of voice.

			

			
				The woman froze in her steps, still facing away.

				Going to great effort to make himself sound kind, he said, “Come here.”

				The woman turned, fear written on her face.

				“Don’t be frightened,” said Blackthorn, wanting only to get a closer look at her. “I mean you no harm.”

				The woman walked slowly toward him, skirting the stage and coming up in front of the pews.

				He watched her with longing eyes. Each step she took encouraged the ridiculous idea that she might be Emma, reincarnated or magically come back to life.

				Maybe by some miracle of ancient Tech Magic. Could it be?

				By the time she came to a stop two paces in front of him, he had to wonder if she was a memory turned into a ghost come to haunt him.

				He shook his head slowly, denying to himself that the woman was a ghost. “What is that you have there?” he choked.

				The woman looked down at the bed sheets. “For Father Winthrop’s bed. I was going just now to change them.”

				Blackthorn pointed at a pew. “Put those down.”

				The girl hesitated for a moment, stuck between two bad choices. She drew in a deep breath, quickly placed the stack of folded sheets on the front pew, and went back to her spot a few paces in front of the General.

				Seeing the full shape of her without the laundry to keep her hidden, Blackthorn dared not attempt to speak. He raised a finger in the air and made a swirling motion.

				Nodding her understanding, the girl raised her arms half way up and slowly spun in a circle, coming to a stop and facing the General once again.

				“Smile for me,” he said.

				She did.

				Blackthorn shook his head and stared, wishing that he’d found this woman before his manhood had fallen into uselessness. Looking at her brought back old feelings buried so deeply he’d thought they were forgotten.

			

			
				“Shall I bring you something, General? Water? Wine?”

				In the habit of turning down any offer of drink, Blackthorn shook his head. It occurred to him that he didn’t know how to address the woman, a thing he seldom thought of. He had little need of names. Nevertheless, he asked, “What do they call you?”

				“Fitzgerald,” she answered.

				Blackthorn nodded as he foundered for something more to say, feeling a kind of nervousness he hadn’t felt since he was a young man.

				He looked around the vast Sanctuary. The ornate cushioned chair sitting on the stage caught his eye. In all the years over which his few visits were spread, he’d never seen anything in that spot but a lectern behind which the clergyman of the day bemoaned man’s plight to the pew-sitters. He pointed at the chair. “I’ve not seen this before.”

				Fitzgerald turned toward the chair as though it were first being pointed out to her. “When Father Winthrop receives guests and petitioners, he sits there.”

				Blackthorn nodded. “Is Father Winthrop in the building?”

				“I believe so,” she said. “I’ve yet to see him leave.”

				Taking great pains again to remember his manners, he asked, “Would you be so kind as to fetch him for me?”

				Nodding, Fitzgerald leaned forward to pick the laundry up off the pew.

				Blackthorn got a glimpse down her threadbare dress. “Stop.”

				Fitzgerald froze, looking up at the General.

				“Leave those.”

				She nodded and straightened up again.

				“Why does Father Winthrop dress you like a Barren Woman, in what might be the most tattered dress I’ve ever seen?”

			

			
				In a voice shaking with nerves, Fitzgerald said, “I don’t ask such questions.”

				Blackthorn nodded as though he understood, but he didn’t. The state of the woman’s dress devalued his already low opinion of Winthrop. “Go and fetch him.”

				Fitzgerald hurried off in the direction of the other hall.

				Blackthorn walked up to the stage and looked at the ridiculous chair. He thought about having one of his men come in and haul it out for firewood. Only the workmanship that went into the chair’s construction at the hands of the Ancients, along with its obvious age, prevented him from doing so.

				Instead, he climbed the steps that led up to the stage and stopped in front of the chair. As he looked down on the thing, he decided it wasn’t so grand. Blackthorn turned and seated himself.

				He waited.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Blackthorn

				From far down the hall in which Fitzgerald had disappeared, Blackthorn heard a series of knocks. A heavy door creaked on old hinges. The indistinct pomposity of Winthrop’s voice berated the girl. When the bellowing fool’s voice stifled itself with a sudden pinch, Blackthorn knew Fitzgerald had delivered the news of his presence.

				For the first time in more years than he could remember, Blackthorn smiled. The expression felt out of place on his face. But he enjoyed the thought of cowardly Father Winthrop being so afraid of earning his ire that he wouldn’t even scold his servants, knowing that Blackthorn could hear the anger in his voice.

				A little while after the voices stopped, he heard Father Winthrop’s door close. The rotund Bishop shuffled and wheezed his way up the hall. He finally emerged from the doorway, looking at his feet and grumbling rebellious curses. Winthrop turned and planted one foot on the stairs as he prepared to climb. Then his eyes fell on Blackthorn, at home in the ornate old chair.

				Winthrop’s sturdy bones startled themselves to immobility. His fat flowed forward under the womanly robe until it reached the limit of his stretchy skin, nearly throwing him off balance. He caught himself against the wall.

				Winthrop’s face settled into an expression of spoiled sadness that Blackthorn had only ever seen on the faces of merchants’ fat children.

				Winthrop stopped. He didn’t move.

				Blackthorn watched him stare, happy to leave him stuck between cowardice and indecision.

				Fitzgerald made her way through the gap between Winthrop’s voluminous butt and the front row of pews, heading across the walkway on the floor in front of the stage. She picked up her linens and cast a quick glance around.

			

			
				Blackthorn raised a hand to let her know to remain. “Stop,” he said. Tired of the game of Winthrop’s paralysis, Blackthorn pointed at the pew at the foot of the stage and told Winthrop to sit.

				Winthrop choked on words stuck in his throat, and his face reddened. He didn’t protest. He huffed and turned away from the stairs. He waddled along in front of the stage and came to a stop, standing on the floor, looking at Blackthorn sitting in the special chair. Blackthorn pointed at the pew again.

				Winthrop’s face turned to silent anger, and he turned to vent it on Fitzgerald. He hissed, “Go and finish your chores, useless whore.”

				“No.” Blackthorn clenched his jaw as he felt a spark of inexplicable anger. It wasn’t Winthrop’s repressed insolence that had prodded him. No, that was just a product of Blackthorn’s choice to toy with him. It was what Winthrop said to Fitzgerald that tweaked Blackthorn.

				Winthrop’s mouth opened and closed on nothing, making him look like a gasping fish.

				Blackthorn pointed at the pew where he expected Winthrop to plant himself. He asked, “Why do you not provide this woman with a set of clothing befitting her place? If she is a serving woman and maid, dress her as such.”

				Winthrop looked at Fitzgerald. He rubbed a hand across his mushy jowls and said, “She—” His words left him, and he sat down instead of finishing.

				Blackthorn said, “She’ll remain here in case I require a drink while I listen to what I’m certain will be a litany of protests.” He looked over at Fitzgerald. “Seat yourself and wait.”

				Silently, she did.

			

			
				Glaring at Winthrop, Blackthorn said, “Put her in a proper dress. Do it before the sun sets.”

				Winthrop nodded.

				Turning to stare at Fitzgerald, wanting very much to drink the vision of her, Blackthorn said to Winthrop, “When you’ve composed yourself, you may speak. I’ve listened to your girlish wails too many times in these past days. Tell me, if I leave you in Brighton instead of taking you with the other men to battle the demons at the Ancient City, how will it benefit Brighton?” Blackthorn turned back to Winthrop, fire in his eyes. “Tell me how your cowardice will go unnoticed by so many in your flock who are willing to put their lives in the jaws of the demon to keep you safe?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: Ella

				Ella and Melora chatted quietly while they walked, speaking about Melora’s childhood. Melora told of her times hunting with her friends, the way she’d helped Frederick and Jean on the farm, and the Davenport festivals. Melora’s voice grew excited, as if remembering things distracted her from what had happened.

				“That reminds me of myself growing up,” Ella said, wishing she were young and carefree again, before life’s tragedies had started to stack up against her.

				“Did you like Brighton?”

				“I always tried to. But when I think about it, I’m not sure it ever felt like home.” Ella paused to remember, the days they’d been running suddenly feeling much longer. “The buildings are even taller than in Davenport. There are a lot of people there. So many that I don’t even know all their names.”

				“I can’t imagine that. It must be nice to meet people you’ve never seen. I always liked it when travelers came to Davenport. They had such good stories. I’d listen, even though Frederick and Jean didn’t like me to.”

				“Brighton is a nice place, but it’s also dangerous. Things are very strict with the Elders in town. A single misused word or an imagined vendetta can lead to the pyre, even a spiking.” Ella shuddered at the memory of several tear-stricken, pleading people being led to their deaths.

				“I think I can understand that.” Melora fell silent. She looked around. “Where are we going, Mom?”

				Ella stared around the forest as if she’d just woken up in it. They’d entered an old section of woods, with thick, gray tree trunks. Gnarled roots sprouted from the ground in patternless directions. Bray and William forged ahead, oblivious to the fact that Ella and Melora had stopped.

			

			
				“I’m not sure,” Ella admitted.

				Ella called to Bray, who spun and reached for his sword.

				“Everything all right?”

				“Everything’s fine.”

				“Do you need a break?” Bray jogged back to where they were standing, venturing a smile. William was at his heels.

				“We just want to know where we’re going,” Ella said.

				Bray beckoned at the area around them. “We’re in one of the oldest sections of the woods. It’ll be harder for the soldiers to track us here with the roots. The ground is dry; it doesn’t look like the snow hit here.”

				“I mean after that. Where are we headed?” Ella stared at him intently.

				Before Bray could answer, Melora offered, “The man who owned the dwelling, Roger, told me about the Ancient City. He said it’s beautiful there, and that there are many treasures. Rowan and I talked about going there, before the fire.”

				Ella frowned. During their time tracking the Davenport survivors, Bray had suggested they were heading in that direction.

				But that might’ve been a coincidence.

				“The Ancient City is dangerous,” Ella said. “I don’t know if it’d be a good idea.”

				“It’s dangerous, but if we can find a place to hide and gather enough food, we might be safe from the soldiers,” Bray said.

				Melora added, “And there are treasures there. Maybe we could salvage some and sell them.”

				Ella watched Bray. She thought she saw a spark in his eye.

				“Forget about your skins and promises of treasures, for once, Bray. The area is infested with demons,” Ella protested. “It’s not safe for children.”

			

			
				“I’m not a child anymore,” William argued. “I’m growing up. You said so yourself.”

				“The soldiers won’t venture near the Ancient City.” Bray shrugged and spat on the ground. “So in that regard, Melora’s right. It’s probably safe for that very reason. There are buildings on the outskirts of the city that might be habitable, at least until Blackthorn chases after some other poor woman foolish enough to break one of his precious rules, and forgets about you.”

				Melora held up the bow she’d scavenged from the soldiers. “I’m a good hunter. If we find a place on the edge of the City, I can help capture things in the wild. I can bring them back to eat. If things are looking dangerous, we can always retreat into the forest.”

				“How far is the Ancient City?” Ella asked.

				Bray rolled his eyes. “Does it matter? It’s not much farther than we’ve already traveled.”

				Ella stared at the resolved faces around her. William and Melora seemed excited. As hesitant as she was, Ella couldn’t think of a better plan.

				“All right, then. Let’s go,” Ella relented.

				She hoped she wasn’t making a mistake.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald felt like a leaf on the winter’s wind. She tumbled through a range of feelings that grated on nerves frazzled by a long night of crying over Oliver and Franklin. With General Blackthorn gone, Father Winthrop remained on the pew in front of the empty throne-chair, sweating through his robe.

				Finally pulling the bits of his embarrassed ego back together, Father Winthrop sucked in a breath, muttered through a long string of garbled syllables that only he seemed to understand, hauled his weight up off the pew, and waddled back toward his wing of the temple. When he reached the entrance to the hall, he stopped.

				“Find Franklin and send him to my chambers,” he called over his shoulder without looking.

				He disappeared into the shadows of the hall.

				Fitz didn’t respond. She was afraid her voice would remind Winthrop that he’d been embarrassed in front of her. She knew she’d pay the price for that. So she hid behind silence, the only camouflage she had, listening to Winthrop make his way slowly down the hall toward his bedchamber.

				Franklin and Oliver had returned from the market earlier while General Blackthorn was in the middle of what had turned out to be a lengthy diatribe. They hurried through the Temple Sanctuary and down the hall that led toward the kitchen and the Novice’s quarters.

				As Blackthorn carried on, Franklin and Oliver came separately into the hall that led from their end of the temple, each peeking and listening momentarily before scampering away.

				Fitz saw fright on Oliver’s face each time he came into her view. The fright was for her. He knew better than most how quickly powerful men’s angry words turned into abrasions and bruises.

			

			
				Franklin wore worry all over his face every time he came near the end of the hall. Fitz didn’t know what to think about that. She was still angry with him over what he’d done to Oliver.

				Mostly, she tried to ignore them, because she had listening and thinking to do. Both Blackthorn and Winthrop thought what they were talking about was too convoluted, too high-minded for an ignorant serving girl to understand. Why else would they speak in such a way where she could see and hear?

				Unfortunately for them, she understood completely. What’s more, she knew that in all those words lived opportunity. To take advantage of that opportunity, Fitzgerald needed to consider her own choices and come to some decisions that could turn her fortunes around.

				Hers and Franklin’s.

				Perhaps.

				She was still torn over that.

				She felt things for Franklin she never thought she’d feel. She was a Barren Woman, forbidden to marry. It was only by a turn of fortune—or misfortune, she still wasn’t sure—that she wasn’t still in The House, entertaining stinking men every night.

				She’d heard girls whisper of love when she was a young girl herself. She’d had crushes on the older boys and knew other girls who did, as well. At first, she’d even wondered if she would fall in love with the boy her father had arranged for her to marry. That ended soon into the marriage, though. He turned out to be as cruel as he was handsome, and that cruelty found its fury in drink and flowed out through his fists.

				Fitzgerald often wondered whether her inability to bear children was not her fault at all, but the fault of a sadistic husband who’d beaten her at the wrong time. She’d heard rumors of other women who’d lost a baby after a drunken husband had punished her too severely. After, the woman became pregnant no more. It was not an uncommon story. The story was often speculated upon among the Barren Women when they had nothing else to do, on nights when the wind blew cold enough to keep the men of the town indoors with their despised wives.

			

			
				With Franklin, Fitzgerald had taken a stupid chance and had let herself hope that all of that could be put behind her. With the exception of what Franklin had done to Oliver, Franklin was gentle. He was kind. He said things that made her feel beautiful and loved.

				Part of what fueled her anger the night before was the belief that she’d invested herself in another pleasant-faced brute who was just like her ex-husband.

				That was the primary reason she hadn’t slept. Between her heart and her head, she couldn’t reconcile what Franklin had done. She couldn’t match that sadistic face he wore while beating Oliver with the young man she knew him to be.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Melora

				Melora battled a slew of emotions as she trekked with her family and the Warden. As appealing as the Ancient City sounded, she’d never lived a life as uncertain as the one she was living now. Like every other young person in town, she’d dreamed of a life in the wild, free of the restraints of family, unbidden by rules.

				But not like this.

				How could she forget Frederick and Jean? How could she forget Rowan and Cooley? The rest of the villagers?

				She couldn’t imagine a life without a home to go back to. As grateful as she was to be reunited with her mother and William, nothing could replace the people she’d lost.

				They were crossing a large, grassy plain in the sunlight, when William cried, “A rabbit!” He gave chase.

				“Wait!” Melora hissed as the rabbit pounced to safety through thick, snow-tipped grass.

				She looked at Bray and Ella. For the majority of the day, her stomach had felt sick, filled with the burden of loss. The rabbit had stirred her instincts. It had also incited her hunger. William stopped, looking at her.

				“If we’re careful, we can shoot it,” Melora whispered, grabbing an arrow. “Have you ever hunted a rabbit?” she asked William.

				“No,” he said.

				To Ella, she said, “Do you mind if I take William with me?”

				Ella hesitated and looked around. She looked nervous. “Don’t go far. Stay within sight of us.”

				“I will.”

				Beckoning for William to stay close, Melora crept through the grass in the direction they’d last seen the rabbit. The animal had stopped moving. She stared intently at the field, searching for clues as to its whereabouts. She took several steps at a time, stopping, searching. Soon they were fifty yards from her mother and Bray.

			

			
				“Where is it?” William whispered.

				“Quiet,” Melora warned. “Patience is the best way to hunt rabbits. You have to move slowly, a few steps at a time.”

				“Okay.”

				The words she’d been taught—Rowan’s words—came flooding back to her, as if he were standing over her shoulder. “Watch for parts of the rabbit. Sometimes you might only see the ears, or the eye, or the tail. But once you find it, you can try to get off a shot when it’s still.”

				“All right.”

				William mimicked her movements as she slunk through the field. The frozen grass whispered against his pants. The wind blew lightly through his hair, ruffling his coat. The field extended for several hundred yards before turning back to forest. Melora hunkered down, keeping close to William. They’d gone another few steps when a rabbit burst from the grass, kicking its furred legs and stirring up snow. Melora grabbed William’s arm and pulled him to a stop.

				“Wait!” she hissed. “It’s almost impossible to shoot a moving target. When it stops moving, we’ll creep up on it again.”

				They watched as the rabbit moved farther away. It stopped.

				“Okay,” she said, speaking so quietly that she barely moved her lips. “Let’s go.”

				She looked over to find William smiling. The thrill of the hunt coursed through her, reminding her of her earliest hunting days. It made her feel alive again. Soon they’d gotten close enough that she could see the rabbit’s puffy, furred tail.

				She raised her bow. She aimed.

			

			
				The rabbit turned sideways, exposing a round, inquisitive eye. She fired. The arrow cut through the air and struck its head, knocking it over and skewering it to the ground. Dead.

				“A head shot. How’d you do that?” William asked, mouth stuck open in disbelief.

				“Years of practice.”

				“I want to learn.” The words tumbled out of his mouth, accompanying the eager look on his face. It was the same look she’d probably given Rowan and Cooley when she’d first started hunting. She smiled.

				“Let’s go get that one first. Then I’ll teach you. I bet this field is full of them.”

				William agreed excitedly, and they darted over to grab their kill. Melora removed the arrow and wiped it on the grass. Then she had William store the rabbit in his bag. They continued hunting. This time, she let William hold the bow. She explained how to aim and fire.

				“What does ‘fire’ mean?” William asked.

				Melora paused. “I’m not sure. It’s just the word we’ve always used, I guess.”

				“All I know is the fire that keeps us warm and cooks our food.”

				“In this case, it means to let go of the arrow.”

				“Oh. Okay,” William said, digesting the information. His brow furrowed.

				“Have you ever used a bow before?”

				“A few times, at my friend’s house, but I was never any good,” William admitted.

				“The rabbits out here probably haven’t seen humans often. So they won’t be as hard to hit. They’ll likely run for short distances and stop. That’ll give us a chance to get them.”

				His first few shots missed, but William was persistent, crouching and sneaking up on the animals with a tenacity Melora had rarely seen. He didn’t get frustrated, and he didn’t give up. Soon he’d hit one. His face lit with glee as the animal bucked and kicked. They chased it to the edge of the field, the arrow protruding from its back, until it had tired and fallen. William’s smile persisted as they finished off and retrieved the animal.

			

			
				“I have to tell Mom!” he yelled, holding the rabbit in the air.

				Melora followed him as he raced across the field where Ella and Bray waited. It wasn’t until she’d crossed half the distance that she realized her smile was wide enough to match William’s.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald followed Franklin toward Merchant Street—not the market where farmers sold their vegetables and hunters traded their skinny birds, but the street where the wealthy merchants sold their wares. Father Winthrop had instructed Franklin to take her there, and following General Blackthorn’s instructions, get her properly clothed—and no matter what, to have it done by sundown.

				Neither Franklin nor Fitz had spoken a word since leaving the temple. Franklin walked ahead and Fitz behind. As much as Fitz wanted Franklin to suffer in the silence of her anger, she knew the opportunity that she perceived while in the temple was something that might be lost if she dallied over her emotions like a teenage girl.

				She reached up and laid a hand on Franklin’s shoulder

				His body went rigid at her touch. He stopped in the middle of his stride but didn’t turn back to look at her.

				Unnecessarily, she said, “Wait a moment.”

				He said nothing in response.

				“Look at me,” she told him.

				He shook his head. “I can’t.”

				“Why?” she asked.

				“I’m ashamed.”

				“For what you did to Oliver?”

				“Yes.”

				She reached up again and pulled his shoulder to spin him around to face her.

				Franklin complied, but when he turned, all he seemed to want to do was look at his feet.

				“Listen to me,” she said, “we need to talk.”

				He nodded.

				“As much as it hurts me to say, something is happening, something more important than what happened with Oliver last night.”

			

			
				Franklin looked up, red-eyed and distressed. “What?”

				Fitz looked toward the east. “There’s a section of town over there, some ruins.”

				Franklin turned in that direction. “I know the area you’re talking about. What of it?”

				“We need to go there now,” said Fitz. “We need a private place to talk.”

				Franklin’s face lit up, and he gave himself away when his eyes fell to Fitz’s breasts.

				“Not that,” she snapped. “We need to talk.”

				The place they went to was called the Crooked Box by the children. It had been called that when Fitz was a girl and had probably been called the same thing when her mother played there as a child. It was a strange structure of thick ancient stone, with six sides of varying length, and a thick roof. Each wall had a doorway, roughly a rectangle the size of a man but worn and crumbling on the edges. The Crooked Box stood in the center of a larger slab of mostly flat ancient stone. The children used the place as a make-believe fort, where the ones playing soldier climbed on top, and the ones playing the demons attempted to claw their way up.

				When Fitz and Franklin arrived, Fitz shooed away two young boys doing something mischievous. She pulled Franklin inside, then spun around to look through the open doorways, ensuring no unwanted ears were close enough to hear.

				Out of three of the doors, she saw other ruins and the backside of a row of houses, all at a distance too far to hear. Opposite that was a field full of brown crops that looked to have been trampled. She knew they hadn’t been. They had withered under the weight of the snow that had fallen and mostly melted away. Far across those fields, only the circle wall stood tall in the distance.

			

			
				“I don’t see anyone,” Franklin said as he stepped up close to Fitz.

				She flinched, turning her cheek to what she thought was a kiss coming her way. She stepped away from arms that were coming up to embrace her and gave Franklin a serious look.

				Franklin deflated back into sullenness.

				“I don’t know what to feel about what you did to Oliver,” she told him, her eyes stinging with tears as she remembered Oliver’s cries. “In time, I hope we can figure that out.”

				“How much time?” Franklin asked. “No, it doesn’t matter. I feel awful about what happened last night. I’m sure Oliver hates me, and he has every right to. I just wish I could make him understand it was for his own good.”

				Fitz laughed bitterly. “His own good?” She’d heard that said too many times when a man raised his hand to a child or a woman.

				“No,” Franklin said, stealing a half step closer. “I didn’t mean it like that. Father Winthrop was going to send him to the orphanage, or maybe even the pyre, if I didn’t do it.” Franklin looked away, shame clear on his face. “He was going to send me to the field. He would have put us both out into the winter to starve.”

				“You wouldn’t have starved,” said Fitz.

				Nodding, Franklin’s voice grew suddenly anxious. “Yes, we would have. What if Minister Beck and Scholar Evan are right? What if famine is coming this winter?” Franklin walked over to the doorway facing the fields. Gray clouds floated across the sky. “The winter will be bad this year. That’s what the old people say.”

				“I didn’t know.” Fitz shook her head.

				“We’ve talked about the famine before,” Franklin said, meekly.

				“No,” said Fitz. “I didn’t know the part about Father Winthrop putting you two out.” She started to feel bad. And the pyre? Would Winthrop really have sent Oliver to the pyre for the sin of sneaking out at night and playing in the streets just as all boys his age did? Was Winthrop that cruel? Was he truly that evil?

			

			
				Fitz admitted to herself that yes, he was.

				She’d seen him sit on the dais on every Cleansing day of her life. She’d heard his pious blathering as he condemned women and children to burn. Worst, she’d seen the look on his face as he closed his eyes and turned toward the sky, savoring each shriek as though it was the singing of an angel. Fitz, as a young girl, had always found Winthrop’s behavior odd, a bit creepy. It was when she had the misfortune to bring Father Winthrop to his sexual climax that she saw that same face again. It was his face of orgasmic ecstasy.

				That horrified her.

				Father Winthrop was no human man. He was no unclean demon. He was something else, worse than both. Something wicked, but without a name. He was the truest of evils. He was the monster that masked itself in the blackness of children’s dreams. He hid in the shadows of cold root cellars. He lurked in the forest. He was the icy hand that murdered babies in their beds, stealing their breath and leaving them blue-lipped and cold.

				To the question of whether Winthrop would burn Oliver at the pyre, the answer was a resounding affirmative. There was no limit to the malevolence of those two yellowish-red eyes that looked out from behind those bulging fat cheeks.

				She hated Winthrop as much as she hated The Word.

				Involuntarily she snorted to get the memory of the smell of him out of her nose. She spat to get a sudden taste of him out of her mouth.

				“Are you okay?” Franklin asked, concerned.

				Nodding, Fitzgerald said, “I hate what you did to Oliver, but I understand.” Fitzgerald’s tears started to flow as she put a hand to her head. “Up here, it makes sense. I can see why you had to do what you did.” She put her hand over her heart. “Here, it hurts me too much. It hurts me to think of what you did to poor Oliver. That look on your face as you beat him frightens me. It’s as if you had turned into a younger, leaner version of Father Winthrop.” Fitzgerald sobbed. “But maybe what hurts the most,” she reached out and put a hand on Franklin’s cheek, “is that I thought I’d lost the Franklin I care about; that you’d turned into something else. Now I know what you must have been feeling to have to beat your friend like that. It breaks my heart.”

			

			
				Franklin embraced Fitz, not caring if any passersby, playing children, or farmers in the field saw them in the Crooked Box.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Fitzgerald

				When enough tears had fallen, Fitz pushed the emotions aside and pulled away from Franklin so she could dry her wet cheeks on the sleeve of her dress. “What do you know of what’s happening with Father Winthrop and General Blackthorn?”

				Franklin’s face showed his confusion. “I know a great many things, I suppose.”

				“The army?” Fitz asked. “You do know that General Blackthorn is calling up the militia, right?”

				“I—” Franklin started, “I knew the militia was drilling. I’ve heard bits and pieces. I suspected some things.”

				“Do you know why?” She asked.

				“To keep order if the food runs out?” Franklin said, his answer clearly a guess.

				“General Blackthorn is taking the militia to exterminate a horde of demons in the Ancient City.”

				Franklin’s eyes showed a childish wonder at the mention of the Ancient City. To all children in the three townships, the Ancient City was the place of fairy tales and nightmares. All manner of heroes in the stories went there to slay demons. All manner of horrors befell them. He said, “I didn’t know.”

				Fitz said, “He’s taking—”

				“Wait,” said Franklin, surprised, and a little bit irritated. “He talked about all of that while you were in the temple this morning?”

				Fitz nodded. She took a moment to explain about Blackthorn’s fixation on her, how he’d leered at her through the whole meeting with Winthrop. Once he’d seated her in the pew, however, they’d treated her as if she were deaf. She told Franklin the highlights of the meeting, and finished with, “I always knew in my heart that Father Winthrop was a coward.”

			

			
				Looking nervously out through the doorways again, Franklin said, “Take care when you say such things. The pyre awaits all who misspeak.”

				“Do you disagree?” Fitz asked. “You’ve known him longer than anyone. You’ve been in his company more than anybody.”

				Franklin pursed his lips, looked around, and whispered, “He’s a foul man. If there truly is a creator of men, then I think that creator took all the worst parts a person could be, rolled them into one man, and called it Winthrop.”

				Fitz half smiled at Franklin’s agreement.

				“Just be very careful when you utter such things,” said Franklin. Getting back on topic, he said, “Why is it important that General Blackthorn is leaving with the militia?” Franklin shrugged. “That is the way of things, is it not?”

				Fitz shook her head. “This time it’s different. Mind you, I haven’t heard the previous conversation, so I’ve had to piece together some of the gaps. I believe General Blackthorn is taking the cavalry and an army of militiamen bigger than any previously seen. He’s taking an army so large that he wants both Minister Beck and Father Winthrop to accompany him.”

				Franklin asked, “How can you be sure?”

				“I can’t be sure of the count, I don’t have my numbers,” said Fitz, embarrassed. “I only know that when they talked of the men going, they talked as if it might be nearly all the men in the three townships.”

				“That’s not possible,” said Franklin, dismissively. “Just not possible.”

				“Most of them, then,” Fitz said, defending her point. “You must admit, though, that Blackthorn intends to create an army of enormous scale. That only makes sense if he’s decided to take the whole council with him to watch over the men. And the militiamen are already coming to Brighton from the townships. You can’t deny that.”

			

			
				Nodding, Franklin didn’t say anything. He looked out through the doors and into the distance.

				“What do you think?” Fitz asked. “Does that make sense?”

				Franklin nodded again.

				“Of one thing I have no doubt,” said Fitz.

				Franklin turned back to Fitz, giving her his full attention.

				“Father Winthrop is afraid to go out beyond the circle wall. He shivers when he talks of getting on a horse and riding beside General Blackthorn.”

				“That doesn’t surprise me,” said Franklin.

				“Even when General Blackthorn assured him he’d not have to take part in the battles, that he’d remain in the camp to comfort men’s souls when they returned from the day’s fighting, still Father Winthrop balked. He begged and cried for General Blackthorn to leave him in Brighton.”

				Franklin smirked. “Father Winthrop should take care with what he says. If a commoner had spoken in that way to General Blackthorn, he’d likely be in the pyre now.”

				“The threat of the pyre was mentioned,” said Fitz. “In the end, I’m afraid Father Winthrop’s protests seemed to sway General Blackthorn.”

				Letting surprise out in his voice, Franklin asked, “He’s going to allow Father Winthrop to stay?”

				“General Blackthorn allowed that he was going to take time to decide the matter,” said Fitz. “Father Winthrop may ride out with the army, or he may remain the last of the three Ministers in Brighton.”

				Franklin grimaced.

				Nodding, Fitz said, “I thought the same.”

				“Father Winthrop with absolute power,” said Franklin. “That would be bad for us all. General Blackthorn is a tyrant, but he’s smart. He keeps order. He’s consistent. Father Winthrop cannot lead the townships. What would happen if things went badly and General Blackthorn and Minister Beck were killed?”

			

			
				That was the question that Fitz was leading Franklin to. With what he was already saying, she hoped he’d see the next steps, or at least find within himself the courage to see them.

				“If General Blackthorn and Minister Beck get killed out beyond the circle wall,” Fitz said, looking around, making sure no one was within sight, “Father Winthrop must be with them. He must suffer the same fate.”

				Franklin stared at Fitz. His face showed nothing of what he was thinking.

				Fitz grew fearful that maybe she’d gone too far, suggesting not only that Father Winthrop might die, but also that he should.

				Finally, Franklin nodded and croaked, “I agree.”

				Fitz wrapped Franklin in her arms and pressed her breasts against his chest while she turned her head to whisper in his ear. “Thank you, Franklin. I was so afraid you wouldn’t.”

				“More than that,” said Franklin, whispering back. “Not only do I hope that Father Winthrop goes out with the army, I pray that he doesn’t return.”

				Fitz rubbed her hands over Franklin’s shoulders. In her experience, men liked that, the subtle admiration of their strong muscles. It girded their confidence, especially among the young men visiting The House of Barren Women for the first time, full of nervousness to the point they couldn’t get aroused. Despite the bluster and dung about strong men with hearts of stone, Fitz knew that those who weren’t cruel, the men who’d one day make good husbands, needed their confidence inflated, and once done, that confidence held them up.

				She hoped she was helping Franklin with his confidence.

			

			
				She leaned away from him, but still close enough that they shared the same breaths. Looking into his eyes, she said, “Do you see what we must do?”

				Franklin looked back into her eyes, but had no answer.

				“I think,” she started, “that you and I must do all that we can to ensure Father Winthrop is on a horse beside General Blackthorn on the day the army leaves Brighton for the Ancient City.”

				Franklin’s gaze slipped away. He leaned back and stepped out of the embrace.

				Fitz worried.

				Franklin started to pace in circles, his eyes shifting about rapidly, his breath quickening.

				“What are you thinking?” she asked, not worried by the sudden change. Franklin was getting excited, but trying hard to tamp it down. She knew him well enough to see that. “Tell me.”

				Franklin stopped in front of her, took her hands in his, and looked into her eyes. Shaking his head, he said, “I don’t know if voicing these thoughts makes me as evil as Winthrop, but do you realize what would likely happen if Father Winthrop were to leave?”

				Hoping Franklin had the right answer, Fitz said, “Someone would have to take his place in all matters during his absence.”

				“Me,” Franklin said, nodding. “It would make sense to have one of the more senior Fathers from Coventry or Weymouth come to take Father Winthrop’s place, which is what would surely happen if he were suddenly to die. But in going, he would be too fearful that one of them might usurp his power and find some way to push him onto the pyre. He’d leave his position to me while he was gone, someone he sees as being too weak to make a political play to oust him.”

				“And if you are sitting in his place on the council during his absence and he doesn’t return? If he dies?” Fitz asked, again hoping Franklin saw the answer she already knew.

			

			
				“It’s not a clear-cut answer, but if I handle political matters correctly, I might be the Bishop when all the maneuvering ends.”

				“I could help you with those matters,” said Fitz. “I understand men in a way you have not yet learned. Together we could make it happen.”

				Smiling, Franklin said, “Then we would be together, and no one could take you away from me.”

				“And Brighton would be the better for it,” said Fitz. “The people would not suffer with you on the council.”

				Franklin nodded. “That is what must be done. We must see that Father Winthrop is on that horse.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: Melora

				“We should probably look for a place to camp soon,” Bray suggested. “Then we can cook the rabbits.”

				Melora and the others agreed. Having left the grassy plain behind, they continued into the dense forest. William whistled softly as he walked, proudly carrying the rabbits he and Melora had killed. Ella and Melora strode next to each other.

				“Thanks for showing him that,” Ella said. “I haven’t seen him this happy in a while.”

				“No problem,” Melora said. “It’ll take practice, but he has talent with the bow. I can see it.”

				Ella sighed. “I’ve protected him too much. He’s asked to learn in the past, but I was always reluctant. I should’ve taught him sooner.”

				“You should both learn,” said Bray. “You need to know this.”

				Ella agreed. “Can you show me, Melora, the next chance we have?”

				“Of course,” Melora said.

				The hunt had restored some of Melora’s energy. For a second, she was able to forget about the nagging pit in her stomach. She brushed off her pants, realizing how dirt-stained she was. The smell of soot and ash were constant reminders of the friend she’d lost. She needed to rid herself of the stench.

				“We should find a place to bathe,” Ella suggested, noticing her discomfort.

				Hearing the request, Bray called over his shoulder. “There’s a stream nearby. The water will be cold. I probably won’t jump in, but if you’d like to rinse off quick, I can take us there. We should probably fill up our water flasks before camping for the night, anyway.”

			

			
				Melora sighed gratefully. It was good to have someone who knew where they were. There was nothing worse than running through the forest without aim, praying for a place of refuge, spending nights in the trees or staying with strange settlers. Several days of that was enough.

				Soon, Bray led them down a gulley, taking them to a rocky bank flanked with bubbling, clear water. He bent down and dipped his hands in, slicking back his hair. His eyes were dark and shadowed. His face was stubbled. He looked as exhausted as the rest of them.

				“Why don’t you bathe while I keep watch?” he offered.

				Ella gave him a suspicious look.

				“Don’t worry. I’ll wait up the bank. I won’t look,” he assured them. Without further conversation, Bray smoothed his hair away from his face and walked to the top of the gulley. True to his word, he didn’t glance back. When he was gone, Ella spoke to William and Melora.

				“We’ll take turns,” she said. “You go first, Melora. William and I will wait.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Of course. You should get the smell of fire off you.”

				“It’s not a natural smell,” William said, prompting both Melora and Ella to look at him with questions on their faces. “If we have to hide from the demons, we won’t be able to. They’ll smell her if they get close.”

				Melora glanced around the area, convincing herself it was safe. She unslung her bag and set down her weapons. She walked down to the water, submerging her hands. In spite of the cold temperatures, the water calmed her nerves, reminding her of days spent near the Davenport River. She shed her clothes and waded in. The water was cold. Frigid. She watched as the water sluiced away the dirt that seemed to be ingrained on her skin, scrubbing away the remnants of several long, exhausting days.

			

			
				When she was finished, she donned her clothes and let Ella and William take a turn.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Franklin

				It was late afternoon when Franklin and Fitz walked out of the Crooked Box on their way to find a dress merchant. Fitz was excited. Just days earlier, her life was on the verge of ending on the pyre, her hopes stolen away by Housemother Mary. Now she had a hope of turning her life into more than she ever dreamed.

				“How do we do it?” Franklin asked.

				Fitz looked at Franklin. “What are you asking?”

				“How do we make Father Winthrop go with the army?”

				“Either we find some way to convince General Blackthorn to show him no leniency and make him go,” said Fitz, “or we find some way to convince Father Winthrop to change his mind and go of his own accord.”

				Franklin laughed harshly. “We must do one of two impossible things.”

				Fitz stopped, grabbed Franklin’s shoulder, and spun him to face her. “Yesterday morning, if I’d asked if you’d ever beat Oliver bloody, what would your answer have been?”

				“That’s not the same thing,” Franklin argued, shaking his head.

				“You would have told me such a thing would never happen,” she said definitively. “You would have told me such a thing was impossible.”

				Franklin looked away. “I didn’t want to hurt him.”

				Fitz grabbed his chin and forced him to look at her, to answer her question.

				“I might have said that,” he admitted.

				“More important than whether you would have said it,” she told him, “is whether in your heart you would have believed it to be a possibility. I know how you feel about Oliver. You’d never have seen yourself doing that.”

			

			
				Franklin’s shoulder’s sagged, and he nodded.

				Fitz ran her hands over Franklin’s shoulders again. “Don’t be disheartened. It was Father Winthrop’s evil that made you do something you thought impossible. But some good can come of that evil. You and I both now know that the impossible can be done. If we choose to accept that, then we can find a way to do anything. Your task will be to find a way to convince Father Winthrop to do that which he would not possibly agree. I’ll find a way to convince General Blackthorn to force Winthrop to go. If either of us fails, the other will succeed. Believe in yourself, Franklin.”

				Looking into her eyes, Franklin said, “I’ll do it.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Beck

				Beck looked out over the field, which had once been planted with pumpkins. Though the snow had mostly melted away, all of the pumpkins had been caught in it and were further ruined by the freezing temperatures that had been coming each night. There weren’t enough hands to get pumpkins out of the fields fast enough. Now acres and acres of them were stomped into the mud, rotting beneath rows and rows and rows of tents, housing thirteen thousand men, twenty-two cohorts, all camped within the closed arcs of the circle wall. All those men were milling about, sleeping, eating, or chasing women now that they were out of the sight of their wives. At least the ones that weren’t too tired from drilling for the better part of the day.

				Across the foggy field, far from the rows of tents, the cohorts were grouped as far as Beck could see. Each formation of men was a few hundred paces from its neighboring formation. The men in each cohort lined themselves up in silly military rows as sergeants barked orders. Beck snorted. He wondered if Blackthorn’s rows held any military value, or if the rows were manifestations of Blackthorn’s need to demonstrate control over his men.

				The beat of hooves coming up behind him warned Beck of Blackthorn’s arrival. He looked over his shoulder, fearing he might be trampled.

				Blackthorn, followed by four riders who Beck guessed were his personal guards, pulled on the reins of his horse and slowed the beast to match Beck’s pace.

				Beck looked up. “Good Morning, General.”

				“Beck,” said Blackthorn.

				“Thank you for calling me out to meet in this muddy field so early in the morning.” Beck liked to use his sarcasm. He especially liked to use it on General Blackthorn who was oblivious to it. At least, that’s what Beck hoped. Though of late, he wondered. Was Blackthorn too much of a dullard to understand the sarcasm, or was he above the pettiness of it? Perhaps he was silently keeping track of each insolent remark and stacking them into a pyre that would one day burn. Beck gulped at the thought, and in the most sincere tone he could manage, he added, “The army appears to be superbly disciplined.”

			

			
				Shaking his head, Blackthorn said, “If only it were so.”

				“I’ve never given any thought to military tactics,” said Beck, “but I have to wonder about these formations and this enforcement of doing things in unison. What is the purpose?”

				“It makes them soldiers,” said Blackthorn.

				“It is to create a state of mind then?” Beck looked at the nearest of the cohorts. “It makes them believe they are something other than farmers and tradesmen?”

				“No.” Blackthorn pointed at the formation that Beck was looking at. “You are an educated man, so you know the demons don’t have any magical powers. Neither do they have any debilitating handicaps, save for their looks, their stench, and their stupidity. In every other way, they are just like men. They are strong, and they are fast. They wear down just as easily. They bleed the same red blood.”

				Beck quashed his desire to respond sarcastically to Blackthorn’s list of truisms. “I know.”

				“Nearly every time we go out to fight them, there are more of them than us.”

				Beck nodded.

				“Why do you think we win?”

				Beck knew he was being trapped by the conversation, but couldn’t see anything but the most obvious of answers. “Horses and weapons? The demons fight on their feet with their hands and teeth, correct?”

				“That is true.” Blackthorn nodded. “But they have a disadvantage. Although they mass together in mobs and hordes, they fight as individuals. Soldiers, on the other hand, fight as a unit, a group of men coordinated in action and purpose. A unit will defeat nearly any sized mass of warriors. It is a simple military principle.”

			

			
				Beck wasn’t convinced. “And the horses and the swords?”

				“Two more advantages, each of which will only take a warrior so far toward victory. The key is the unit of soldiers fighting together.”

				Beck walked on for several paces, getting closer to a cohort that was going through its drills. “So these men, with no horses, but with discipline and weapons, are just as likely to defeat a horde of demons as a squadron of cavalry?”

				“No,” Blackthorn shook his head. “In equal numbers, with equal training and experience, the cavalrymen would fare better. Mobility has its advantages, and the horse itself, when used properly, is an extension of the man’s lethal abilities. Nevertheless, a group of disciplined foot soldiers should be able to defeat a much larger horde of demons.”

				“Given your great experience and success in military matters, I accept your answer,” said Beck, “though it flies in the face of my intuition. It makes me believe that I should have paid much more attention to military tactics and strategies.”

				“We all have our roles,” said Blackthorn. “Let us now discuss your role in greater detail. It has come to my attention that you have been converting certain high-value goods to coin which you then spend on food stores.”

				Beck was surprised into silence. He almost tripped over his feet, focusing too much on trying to not look guilty. He hadn’t constructed a lie to tell when this moment came because he’d never expected it to arrive. Despite all the times that Beck disagreed with the council, despite all the times he’d expressed his anger with veiled but vicious words, it never occurred to him that Blackthorn was bright enough to suspect anything lay behind Beck’s charade of loyalty.

			

			
				Panic rose in Beck’s bowels, threatening to shamefully soil his undergarments. Had he underestimated Blackthorn? Was the purchase of the food stores the only of Beck’s plans that Blackthorn was aware of?

				Please let this be Blackthorn’s uncanny luck.

				It had to be luck. Right?

				Beck had the urge to look up at Blackthorn, but forced himself not to.

				Instead, Beck glanced back at the four horsemen following behind. He wondered if he was being escorted to a pyre, one more in a long line of Blackthorn’s adversaries, screaming as his burning flesh glowed through the morning fog.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: Winthrop

				The firewood girl finished piling wood near the hearth. She laid some logs on the fire.

				“More,” Winthrop croaked.

				The girl paused for the barest of moments before complying with averted eyes. She reached in and dropped a log on top of the smoldering ones she’d already placed there. She stood up straight.

				“Another.”

				The woman’s expression showed a dash of fright as she knelt down to get another piece of wood.

				“Stack it full,” Winthrop told her, “until the flames pour out and lick the stone.”

				“But—” The firewood girl caught herself before she said more. Having uttered that one syllable of protest, she shook.

				And shiver she should, Winthrop thought. He’d brook no insolence from a woman whose simple-minded lot in life it was to haul twigs and logs from forest to fire.

				She stacked quickly, filling the fireplace with wood, and watched as the fire grew to a roar. She stepped away from the flames.

				When the blaze filled the fireplace, pouring out to blacken the stone face, Winthrop shooed the girl with a gesture, and said, “If you delay in your return so long that my fire burns down to embers again, it’ll be your flesh that stokes it next time.”

				The girl nodded, suppressing her sobs and running out of the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

				Winthrop sat in his chair, staring at the raging fire, not caring that it was morning. Not caring about a great many things.

				He’d been alone in the room since General Blackthorn had left him sitting in a pew in his own temple. In fact, he’d spent nearly the entire time in the chair, catatonic with a fear that seemed to crawl across the shadows on the wall and reach out from beneath the bed to grab at his ankles.

			

			
				Though he’d originally loved the dark, secure, windowless room, a place where he felt safe deep in the bowels of the temple, now he couldn’t help but wonder if he shared the room with spirits of the dead. He envisioned their dirt-seeped ashes reconstituting themselves into shadow wraiths hungry to satisfy their vengeance by digging their bony fingers into his flesh.

				Among the creepers on the wall were the dying wails of Jenny.

				Her spirit had been coming more and more lately. Sometimes flowing in a sticky shadow across the wall, sometimes only as a baleful, disembodied voice that cried its pain in ear-piercing shrieks followed by gurgles of blood and breath seeping from a severed neck.

				Only the brightly blazing fire seemed to do anything to keep the apparitions at bay.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Beck

				“I wish to ensure the preservation of the Academy,” Beck blurted out, his words tripping over one another as his freshly-inspired lie rushed out to save his life. “The Academy discovered the coming famine. As much as the council believes it to be a luxury in our society, the Academy proves its worth again and again. This time, it may have proven itself by saving humanity from extinction.”

				There. Beck had tossed out the lie. He hoped there were enough distracting addendums to turn Blackthorn’s mind away from any flames that might be in Beck’s immediate future. Of course, the hope that his lie would work was predicated on the assumption that Blackthorn was the stupider of the two.

				Beck’s faith in that axiom stood on shaky ground at the moment.

				Beck scanned across the foggy fields, looking for a pile of wood with a pole standing out of its center.

				“If all die of starvation except for your scholars,” asked Blackthorn, “how will you survive? There will be no farmers to grow more food. No more hunters to bring animals from the forest. No more gatherers to bring roots and berries. There will be no soldiers to defend the walls. There will only be weak-bodied scholars pretending to learn things from ancient books they do not understand.”

				“I…” Beck was at a loss for the next lie because, in his mind, he was in agreement with Blackthorn’s line of reasoning, but not the conclusion. “The Academy will share what it has if necessity requires it,” lied Beck. “We don’t intend to make gluttons of ourselves. We intend to eat small rations, enough to keep us alive until plentiful harvests return.”

			

			
				“I see,” Blackthorn said.

				Beck looked again for the pyre.

				“Allow me to ask one more question on this matter,” said Blackthorn. “What happens on that day when the starving farmer is at your door, and you have to make that choice between filling your belly and filling his? Will the nobility of your choice remain, or will you then rationalize your way to self-preservation?”

				Beck wanted to blurt out the next lie, that indeed the food would be shared, but he knew the truth of it as surely as did Blackthorn. He said nothing in response.

				After a moment, Blackthorn, said, “Thank you for not lying about that. I would have lost the last of my respect for you.”

				The last of my respect?

				Beck suspected the next thing Blackthorn said would be an order to bind him and haul him off. He looked around for a place to run. Nothing. He was out in the fields between the town and the circle wall. No place to hide was nearly close enough. With the horsemen behind, he had no hope of winning a race back into town, and the wall was much too far. Even if a miracle floated him magically over the wall and into the forest, what would come next? The same fate.

				“Whatever you do with your hoard of food, it matters not to me,” said Blackthorn, “until you and I return from our expedition. We shall see what happens at that time. In the meantime, I want to assure you that you will be going with the expedition.”

				“Yes,” Beck squeaked out through a tight throat. Suddenly, the expedition seemed like salvation.

				Blackthorn tugged his reins, and his horse stopped. Blackthorn wheeled it around so that he could look at Beck without turning his head. “Father Winthrop is weak. Despite my attempts to coerce him, I believe he lacks the fortitude to put himself onto a horse when the appointed day arrives. I believe he will fall to the ground and cry like a woman in front of the whole of the army and cavalry. As much as I would enjoy having every man, woman, and child see through the façade of his brave piety, I cannot allow him to debilitate the morale of the army. That is the whole purpose of bringing the ministers along.”

			

			
				Beck considered pleading for permission to stay. If Winthrop could cry and act his way out of it, why not Beck?

				Blackthorn tilted his head toward the four riders. “Of Winthrop, I expect such behavior. From you, should you have any ideas that don’t coincide with mine on this matter, those four men will accompany you in all you do until the day the army marches out of Brighton.”

				“But…” Beck looked back at the riders. No. He didn’t want this at all.

				“They will shore up your courage.”

				“I am a minister on the council,” said Beck, puffing himself up with authority. “Am I to lose my privacy? Am I to become a walking prisoner?”

				“Call it what you wish,” said Blackthorn. “The men will not enter the Academy. They will wait at the door, or when it freezes at night, they will wait inside your dining hall. Surely, they will be of no bother to you there.”

				Beck wanted to argue. He wanted to win his point with an eloquent protest. Mostly, though, he wanted to keep himself off the pyre pole. He’d have to find a way to work with the problem these four guards represented. He looked up at Blackthorn. “I thank you for the service of providing four guards to protect my courage.”

				Blackthorn nodded and said nothing else as he wheeled his horse around to gallop toward one of the drilling cohorts.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Franklin

				With a tray in one hand holding a plate of eggs, smoked pork, and bread, Franklin knocked on the door, not knowing what to expect on the other side. Father Winthrop had locked himself in his room. The fire girl said he was distressed and seemed to be mumbling to or looking at other people in the room. “Who?” Franklin had asked her. She explained that the room was empty all night. What’s more, it appeared the Father Winthrop had not gone to bed but had stayed in his chair the entire night.

				Franklin asked the girl if Father Winthrop had taken ill. She said she’d not seen any evidence of that in his chamber pot. He asked if Winthrop was drunk. She said he’d been drinking wine most of the prior day and through a good part of the night, but not so much that a man of his size would lose his senses.

				Franklin knocked again, anxiously waiting for a reply.

				Putting his ear to the door’s thick wood, he listened, hoping to hear Winthrop’s rhythmic snore. He didn’t. What he did hear was the sound of something moving inside, not constantly, just occasionally—the sound of the big man shifting in his chair, trying to find a comfortable position in which to settle his plump rolls of flesh.

				Winthrop had to be awake.

				Franklin knew he needed to go inside.

				He steeled his nerves and thought about Fitz, which, of course, made his heart ache with longing, though he’d seen her in the kitchen before leaving there with the tray in hand. He thought about all the things the two of them were planning together. He thought about the goal.

				He had to open the door.

				Franklin turned the handle and pushed the heavy wood inward.

			

			
				Humid, hot air laced with Winthrop’s unwashed stink engulfed Franklin and flowed up his nostrils and down his throat, leaving a taste of sweat, smoke, and chamber pot residue. Franklin cringed.

				Winthrop, without turning away from the fire, said, “Not now, girl. Go.”

				Franklin reluctantly stepped inside and closed the door behind.

				The plate rattled on the tray as Franklin took a step forward.

				“I told you to—” Winthrop cut himself off. He looked around with bloodshot eyes and a vicious scowl, ready to berate.

				In a placating tone, Franklin said, “I’m worried for you, Father. I brought you breakfast.”

				Winthrop waved Franklin away and turned back to the fire.

				Franklin took another step forward, deciding to risk what might come next, and marched over to plant himself in front of Winthrop’s chair.

				Winthrop’s breathing demonstrated his agitation, but he said nothing.

				“The lesson you taught me with Oliver was exactly the lesson I needed to learn,” Franklin announced, hoping Winthrop wouldn’t see through the obvious lie. “I know I need to be strong enough to suffer through the actions required by correct decisions.”

				Winthrop eyed Franklin suspiciously.

				“You’ve put yourself under too much stress trying to teach me and foolish Oliver because you care too much about turning us into carriers of The Word.” Franklin looked down at the food and sniffed, trying to draw Winthrop’s attention away from the lies he was making up. “Now your health is in jeopardy. You must eat something, or you’ll fall ill.”

			

			
				Winthrop’s eyes fell away from Franklin and settled on the tray.

				“Eggs,” said Franklin. “Fresh from the market. A big helping of smoked pork, and that bread baked by Widow Stein with that crust you like. It’s still warm. I just came from the kitchen.”

				“It is morning, then?” Winthrop asked.

				“Late,” said Franklin. “Almost noon.”

				Winthrop subtly nodded toward his lap, and Franklin understood that as an instruction to set the tray there.

				“Careful,” said Franklin as he let go the tray. “Would you like a drink, as well?”

				Winthrop cocked his head toward a line of wine bottles at the foot of the bed. “Fill my cup.”

				Franklin did as instructed, filling from a bottle that had been sitting open. He set the cup on Winthrop’s tray and stepped back.

				“You intend to watch me eat?” Winthrop asked, irritation seething in his voice as he stabbed his food with his fork.

				“Some things occurred to me this morning at the market that I don’t fully understand, and I was hoping you could enlighten me with your wisdom.” Franklin hoped he wasn’t overplaying the falsehood and flattery. But with Winthrop, was there any limit to false praise?

				Winthrop nodded as he shoveled a mouthful of drippy egg yolks in past his words. “I have my doubts that anyone can appreciate the wisdom of all my years.”

				“I wish to try,” said Franklin.

				Winthrop stopped chewing, and his hands stopped manipulating the next bite onto the fork. “I have no desire to waste my morning talking the finer points of market vegetables and rotting rabbits.”

				“Oh, no,” said Franklin, shaking his head vigorously. “I spoke with some people from Coventry at the market. They asked me about Father Nelson and his story of Lady and Bruce.”

			

			
				That caught Winthrop’s attention. “People from Coventry? So it has begun. Blackthorn with his folly.”

				“Folly?” Franklin asked, though he suspected Winthrop was referencing something to do with the expedition.

				Winthrop shook his head, gestured vaguely at nothing, and then took a big gulp of his wine. “Put another log on that fire, boy.”

				Franklin did.

				Winthrop heaved a labored sigh. “What did these people say about Father Nelson that has unearthed curiosity in your inbred mind?”

				“That story that Father Nelson told us about his adventure into the mountains to find the origins of the Lady and Bruce,” said Franklin. “These people from Coventry overheard that I was your Novice and pulled me aside to ask questions.”

				“What sorts of questions?” Winthrop asked, sitting up a little straighter in his chair.

				“They admired Father Nelson very much,” said Franklin. “They asked me if his story was true, and of course, I said that it was. When I confirmed his story, it was as if his esteem among them grew to godly proportions. They seemed to believe that he was the bravest, most devout of all the clergymen.”

				“All?” Winthrop asked, clearly baiting Franklin into a scolding.

				Franklin didn’t take the bait. The trap was of his making. He faked a stammer and said, “Except you, of course. That goes without saying, does it not? No man knows The Word better than you. No clergyman has the devotion of the people as closely to his heart as you.”

				Nodding, but still irritated, Winthrop crammed a greasy chunk of meat into his mouth. “Of course.”

			

			
				“I can understand why Father Nelson found it necessary to go on the journey,” said Franklin.

				“Do you?” Winthrop asked skeptically, without looking up from his plate.

				“I apologize for saying this, but I think I also understand why he feels the need to tell the story of it so readily to anyone with an ear.”

				“That he does,” Winthrop grumbled.

				“Any clergyman,” said Franklin, “having to stand in the glow of your devotion to The Word must, like any regular man, feel perhaps jealous, less worthy—”

				Winthrop’s head snapped up, and his face showed rising anger.

				Before opening the door to Winthrop’s chamber, Franklin had decided he had to say what he had to say. He wished he were eloquent enough, imaginative enough, to have thought of a better way to say it. “—and might feel the need to make himself less invisible. I think the story helps salve the weakness in Father Nelson that causes him to do so.”

				Winthrop didn’t say anything for a moment. Neither did he look away. Franklin grew nervous. Having gambled on speaking badly of one of the other Fathers, he’d in a way elevated his own status. As Fitz had explained it to him, by devaluing Father Nelson, he’d shove himself one step closer to being seen by Winthrop as a kind of peer Winthrop could confide in.

				He hoped.

				Finally, Winthrop said, “Yes. You may be right about that.”

				Shaking his head again, Franklin said, “I don’t mean to imply that Father Nelson is a bad man. I say these things because I know he is a man who strives to be as devout as you. All men are subject to the temptations that befall them.”

				Winthrop nodded.

			

			
				“All of us must also accept the limitations of who we are,” said Franklin.

				“Meaning?” Winthrop asked, anger growing in his voice again.

				Trying to tamp down that anger, Franklin said, “I speak for myself, mostly. I know I lack in many ways. I suspect the other clergymen feel the same. Perhaps we all cannot help but feel that as we stand in the light of your devotion. What I’m saying is, I wonder if someone as average as myself is to rise to the level of my aspirations, to one day be as devout as you, to one day be loved by the people as you are, I wonder if I should embark on some expedition outside the circle wall.”

				Winthrop cringed. “Only demons and fools go beyond the circle wall.”

				Pretending meekness at admitting his own failings, Franklin said, “Or those who wish one day, perhaps far in the future, to follow in your footsteps. How else is the average among us supposed to raise himself closer to divinity?”

				Winthrop harrumphed. “None of that matters.”

				“I don’t disagree,” said Franklin. “None of it matters to one such as yourself whose staunch devotion is enough for any thinking man to appreciate. For many of the pig chasers and dirt scratchers, the ignorant ones—”

				“Most of them are ignorant,” Winthrop interjected.

				“—are unable to fully appreciate devotion for what it is. For them, the expedition and the bravery of Father Nelson are what they see, what they appreciate. It is regrettable, but in that way, some of them see the two of you as equals.”

				“Sheep dung!” roared Winthrop.

				“My apologies, Father,” said Franklin, quickly. “I do not mean to imply that any learned man believes that. Just the ignorant ones.”

				“I tire of this talk,” Winthrop told Franklin. “Is there a question here? Did you not say you had questions?”

			

			
				“Yes.” Franklin shuffled around nervously, not all of it fake. He pretended to gather his courage. “Being average at best—”

				Winthrop said, “You are nothing special, that is for sure, but you are so much more than the average, even among the clergy.”

				“—I ask you if I should embark on such an expedition.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: Beck

				“This is the place I was telling you about,” said Evan.

				Beck looked at the remains of the old structure. The walls were mostly intact. The door and windows were nothing but holes of roughly rectangular shapes. The roof had rotted away a few centuries ago. Even the floor was mostly covered with a layer of dirt and grown in with hundreds of season’s worth of weeds and wildflowers.

				Beck said, “But it doesn’t have a roof. None of these buildings do. What will we do with them?”

				“The militia…” said Evan, looking cryptically into the gray sky.

				Beck shrugged and wondered why Evan so often assumed others were privy to the conversations going on in his head. “I’m not making the connection between the militia drilling out in the fields and the roofs we don’t have.”

				“General Blackthorn is drilling those men hard, but he doesn’t drill them all day,” said Evan. “Most have extra time.”

				“And?” Beck asked, getting impatient. He truly hated when Evan got into one of his less socially tolerable savant modes.

				“We can hire those men. They need the coin for drink or to give to their families. The men will build the roofs for us.”

				Nodding and smiling, Beck said, “Yes, there are plenty of them around without a lot to do when they aren’t drilling. How many of these ruined structures on this street can be used?”

				“Seven to ten,” said Evan, “each facing this alley on one side and backing up to the fields on the other. They’ll make perfect barns.”

			

			
				Beck looked up and down the height of the walls. “Tall enough for horses.”

				“Absolutely,” said Evan. “I’ve measured them all. Even with flat roofs, we’ll be fine.”

				“Flat roofs will be the easiest and quickest to construct, correct?”

				“Yes.”

				“So,” said Beck, “We offer to store and care for their animals, especially their horses, while the army is killing demons in the Ancient City. We offer this service at an attractively small price, and we get all the animals we need.”

				“Yes,” Evan agreed.

				Beck walked over and laid a hand on one of the walls. “The farmers think these places are haunted because they’ve all heard stories of them collapsing on somebody’s grandparents. They think the ghosts of the Ancients do that.” Beck shook his head at the stupidity of it. “It’s just that they’re old and that eventually happens to all of these old walls.”

				“Just because they won’t live in these places doesn’t mean they’ll care if their horses do.”

				Beck nodded and stepped away from the wall as he surveyed the remains of the old building.

				“Whichever plan we finalize on,” said Evan, “whether it be escaping west with a band of survivors we select, or overthrowing the government here and using these animals to feed ourselves, we’ll have the animals we need.”

				“And the owners of the animals will never return,” said Beck.

				“You believe that to be true?” Evan asked.

				“We’ve both suspected it from the very beginning,” said Beck. “All my doubts are now gone. Blackthorn is smarter than I have long suspected he was. I have no doubt about his ruthlessness. I think he intends to exterminate the excess population while at the same time slaughtering as many demons as possible.”

			

			
				“Will you be able to avoid riding out with the army?” Evan asked. “That doesn’t sound like a safe expedition for anyone.”

				“You’ve seen my escort,” said Beck, referring to Blackthorn’s four men waiting out in the alley. “They’re to ensure that between now and the moment the army rides out, with me on a horse among them, that I don’t have the chance to change my mind.”

				“What will you do?” Evan asked. “How will you get back here?”

				Beck shrugged and smiled. “Blackthorn is a wily one, but he and his blue-shirted dunces are still no intellectual match for me. I’ll take along a handful of strong young scholars who can handle themselves outside the wall. When the time presents itself as we’re out on Blackthorn’s folly, we’ll make our escape and return to Brighton. Then we’ll execute our plan. We’ll take control and rule these towns as they should have been ruled all along. Famine, thanks to Blackthorn, will be a solved problem for us. So, no need for us to head west to avoid it.”

				“Much danger awaits outside the circle wall,” said Evan.

				“Every path is fraught with danger,” said Beck. “We accepted the risks when we made our choices at the start of this.”

				Evan nodded.

				“How is your recruitment effort going?” Beck asked.

				“Aside from Oliver’s sudden absence, it goes well.”

				“Does Oliver worry you?”

				Evan rubbed his chin, and he spent a moment thinking about it. “I don’t worry as to whether Oliver has given us up. I’m worried about him. I’m afraid something may have happened to him.”

			

			
				“You should stop by the temple to check,” said Beck. “What of the recruitment?”

				“It goes quickly,” said Evan with a confident smile. “Your intuition on the Dunlows was correct. They do despise Blackthorn for all the mistreatment he has heaped upon their family. They also are in contact with a network of the disgruntled. We have tapped into that, and in a flash, we now have nearly fifty men who will raise their swords to overthrow Blackthorn.”

				“Even with the army gone,” said Beck, “fifty will not be enough.”

				“We have perhaps another hundred that we know of who might join in.”

				Nodding and getting hopeful, Beck said, “That may be enough to cut the head off the snake that Blackthorn leaves in his place. As for the cavalry and militia that he leaves behind, we may not need to fight with them face-to-face. If we give them enough of the story about Blackthorn’s choice to exterminate so many men at the hands of the demons, they will all come over to our side. That way, when Blackthorn returns with what’s left of his precious cavalry, we will either be able to repel them or convince them as well to join us. Then we’ll see Blackthorn on the pyre, and a new age of intellectual enlightenment will be born in the three townships.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Bray

				Bray studied his dirt-encrusted nails as he warmed his hands near the last embers of the dying morning campfire. His arms were streaked brown. His body had the familiar odor of someone who had been on the move for too long. He was used to the dirt and grime, but he should’ve jumped into the stream the night before with the others.

				He held his nose from the stench of sweat and rabbit innards.

				“I stink,” he muttered.

				He studied Ella’s sleeping form by the campfire. Her face seemed to glisten in the emerging sunlight. William and Melora lay asleep next to her. The bath she’d taken seemed to have unpeeled a new woman, one who looked both beautiful and out of place in the overgrown wild. Her devotion to her children seemed to have only deepened through the course of their time together.

				Though he’d grown unintentionally fond of her, he was getting the familiar itch of freedom.

				Besides, she reminded him of a woman he hadn’t seen in too long.

				He needed time away. After days of companionship, he was mentally exhausted. His jaw was tired from chatter. His mind tired from the constant explanation of the wild’s rules. The bushes and the trees didn’t argue with his decisions. They didn’t question his every move.

				Flexing his fingers and cracking his neck, he stood and looked out over the tops of the trees. Light seeped through the foliage, giving him an early morning greeting. They were on an eastern course for the Ancient City. Coventry was a short trek north. He considered the pile of skins he had in his pack—enough to buy decent food if he received a fair price for them.

			

			
				Definitely enough to purchase a few cups of ale, before visiting one of the finer women in the local House.

				Maybe he’d even bring back supplies if he were feeling charitable. He collected his gear quietly, keeping a watchful eye on his sleeping companions. Melora rested with her bow near her head. Ella’s sword was within easy reach. They were learning.

				They’d survive just fine without him. He hoped.

				The rustle of clothing interrupted his thoughts. Ella sat up, rubbing her eyes. She opened them. Observing Bray’s posture, she whispered, “You’re leaving.”

				“I was thinking about it.” Bray shifted the pack on his back. He grunted. He wasn’t easily guilted, but he felt a pinprick of shame.

				“Where are you going?”

				“To Coventry. I was thinking about getting some food. Trading in the scalps I have in my bag.” He motioned toward the charred bones by the fire. “We could use a break from rabbits.”

				Ella studied him with an expression of distrust. “How far away is it?”

				“Only a few miles.”

				“Were you going to leave without telling us?” Ella asked, though her face said she already knew the answer.

				Bray grinned. “Would you miss me if I did?”

				Ella scowled. “If you’re going to leave, at least have the decency to tell me now, so we don’t wait around for you.”

				Bray’s gaze wandered to the figures beside her. Melora slept peacefully. William also looked peaceful, but Bray hadn’t forgotten the violence the boy had engaged in. Bray pictured the boy hovered over Theodore Marks in the forest, stabbing and screaming. Then he pictured him looming over Ella. Bray’s mistrust made him hesitant to leave them for too long.

			

			
				“Don’t worry, I’ll be back,” he said.

				Without another word, he trekked into the forest.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Oliver

				Oliver’s mind was made up. Now that Franklin had turned on him, he wasn’t going to stay in the temple under Father Winthrop’s brutish tutelage. He was going over the wall. He’d find one of the unsanctioned villages and live with people who were free from continual abuse. He knew being out in the winter was dangerous. He knew he’d have trouble with food. He knew he’d have trouble getting a weapon. He’d even have trouble getting a cloak warm enough to protect him from those freezing nights when he had no roof over his head.

				The solution to those problems, he realized, was coin.

				That was something he knew how to get.

				That was the focus of his fantasies every night when his thoughts wandered before he went to sleep.

				Oliver had a plan.

				Franklin was gone. General Blackthorn was in the temple scolding Winthrop, which seemed to have become a daily routine. Oliver laughed at the pointlessness of it all. General Blackthorn was wasting his time trying to find anything but a cowardly bully inside Winthrop’s flowing, womanly robe.

				Nothing would ever be resolved. General Blackthorn was a stone wall, used to yielding to nothing. Father Winthrop was a spoiled merchant’s little fat kid. He’d cry and snivel and beg to get his way. Neither would surrender.

				Oliver snuck through the narrow servants’ hall behind the Temple Sanctuary, walking slowly in the dim light to keep from making any noise that might be heard through the wall where General Blackthorn scolded Father Winthrop.

				Once in the main hall, Oliver ran on light feet. He stopped at Father Winthrop’s door, listening to the voices in the Sanctuary.

				Still talking.

			

			
				Oliver thought about the risk he was taking. He thought about the consequences, but he was tired of fearing things he could do nothing to forestall. He’d thought it all through a thousand times. He’d already made his choice. He wasn’t going to get whipped again. He was going to risk all to avoid it.

				In he went, closing the door quietly behind him.

				The smell of the unwashed chamber pot overpowered Winthrop’s usual stink. The room was uncomfortably warm. The fire burned vigorously in the hearth.

				Oliver already knew what he was after: the box of ancient cross-shaped relics under the bed.

				He bounded over to the side of the bed, the place where he’d spotted the box before.

				Franklin had told him the story of how Fitz had come to be in the temple. As soon as Oliver heard about the box, he knew exactly the one Franklin was talking about. He knew where it sat. He could describe it in some detail, having seen it on a hundred occasions, and having looked at it with the hungry curiosity of a boy his age. Thanks to Franklin, he now knew the box contained relics, all wrought from expensive metals and jewels.

				Getting down to his knees, Oliver looked beneath the bed where the box usually sat.

				But the box was gone.

				Oh, no.

				It didn’t take a brilliant man to deduce that after Fitz had attempted to steal one of his priceless trinkets, Winthrop had moved the box.

				Oliver jumped to his feet and looked around, knowing that a moment of thought would save him long minutes of searching.

				Oliver was smarter than Winthrop. In all the ways that counted, anyway. Sure, Father Winthrop knew plenty of trivial facts about The Word, about life, and about the history of the people. But that was only because he was an old man who’d been around long enough to see lots of things happen. In time, Oliver would learn all that Father Winthrop knew. In Oliver’s mind, that was a given.

			

			
				Anything Winthrop could do, Oliver could do more easily.

				The cabinet of old trinkets. That was the obvious place to hide the special box.

				The cabinet stood half again taller than Oliver, fashioned by the hands of the Ancients in those peculiarly straight smooth boards. This particular cabinet was plain, except for the places where time had cracked and discolored the wood. It had two shelves open for viewing and another two on the bottom hidden behind two small doors. Given the old trinkets of inexplicable utility on the shelves, the most logically obvious place for Father Winthrop’s box of cross relics was on one of the shelves behind the doors.

				Oliver rushed over to the cabinet and yanked the door handles. The cabinet wobbled on uneven feet. Some of the trinkets swayed. Some fell over. Others jingled.

				Oliver hissed a few swear words as he threw his hand to the edges to hold the old thing steady. He wasn’t afraid it would fall, but he did fear that something might tumble off a shelf and break. That’d make enough noise to bring Father Winthrop harrumphing down the hall to protect his useless baubles.

				With the cabinet stabilized, Oliver stepped back to look at the old things on the shelves. With some, he couldn’t tell whether they’d fallen over or were standing upright. Most were already broken—at least, that was Oliver’s guess. One was obviously some kind of cup, made from some odd, lightweight material, but a good portion of it was gone. That one was easy enough. About others, he could only make a wild guess.

				Oliver straightened the objects on the shelves, hoping he’d arranged them correctly. He took a moment to listen between nervous breaths for the muffled echo of General Blackthorn’s voice out in the Sanctuary.

			

			
				Satisfied that he was still safe, Oliver gently tugged on both of the cabinet doors. They moved, but didn’t open. He immediately realized why. Oliver stood up and slowly shook his head as he appraised the lock. Sure, he’d seen locks on doors before, but just like this cabinet, they were rare. Rarer still were locks that functioned.

				He wondered if maybe the lock was just stuck. After all, it was hundreds of years old. Oliver knelt down and tugged at the doors, peeking at the mechanism holding the doors together to see if he could tell how it worked.

				Unfortunately, it appeared to be actually locked. That meant there was a key, somewhere.

				Would Father Winthrop keep the key on his person?

				No, Oliver didn’t think so. To do that would be to risk losing it. Even the key had value just for the fact that it was made of metal, the sort of metal that hadn’t rusted away to nothingness after all these years.

				Oliver looked around the room again.

				He hurried over to the bed and looked under the pillows, thinking that he sometimes hid stolen crusts of bread under his own pillow for eating late in the night after Franklin was asleep.

				Sadly, no key lay under either pillow.

				Oliver looked quickly around as his heart started to race. He’d been in the room too long. He’d planned to be in and out in a flash. Now he was lingering and searching.

				He thought about abandoning the plan and coming back later. But when? He was seldom alone. Father Winthrop spent most of his time in his room these days.

				Opportunities like this were few.

				Oliver took a slow breath to calm himself. He looked around.

			

			
				The fireplace? Maybe up on the mantle.

				Oliver hurried over. The shelf was above the level of his eyes so he dragged his hand along the top edge, feeling for anything that might be a key.

				He started on the left end and almost made it to the other, losing hope with each passing stone, when his fingers bumped something small and cold that jingled quietly over the stone. Oliver spread his fingers to capture it and pull it down.

				The key.

				Oliver’s heart raced with excitement instead of panic. He hurried back across the room to the cabinet, kneeling down by the lock.

				He slipped the key in, not sure how exactly it operated. He jiggled. Nothing. He pushed, he pulled. Nothing seemed to work. He tried to turn it left, and then right.

				The ancient pieces of metal slid across each other, conveying the feel of corroded surfaces rubbing out of the lock and up the length of the small key. The lock clicked.

				Oliver swung the doors open. There, sitting by other old pieces of refuse, was the box. Oliver stifled a giggle as he reached in, lifted the lid, and peered inside.

				The sparkly little cross relics were more beautiful than anything he’d ever seen, prettier than any description Franklin had provided.

				Suddenly aware that he’d stopped breathing, Oliver gulped a big breath.

				Oliver reached into the box, wanting to fondle each piece, but knowing time was short. He didn’t need to pick a favorite. To him, these were things to be traded for freedom. Any would do. Three would be perfect, or so he guessed as he looked at them. That number wouldn’t be missed. One would get him enough coin for things he might need for traveling and surviving, including a weapon. One for bribing any guards he encountered that might stop him. One for bribing his way into his new home, wherever that turned out to be.

			

			
				He grabbed some crosses, jiggled the others around in the box to make them appear to be evenly spread, closed the lid, and shut the cabinet doors. He jammed the key into the lock, trying to reverse what he’d done to get the thing unlocked, but it seemed to fight him in the attempt. Losing his patience, he yanked and turned, and suddenly the lock seemed to catch.

				He jumped back to his feet, hustled across the room, put the key back where he’d found it, and heard Winthrop’s heavy wheeze out in the hall. Oliver’s brain went white with panic.

				The handle on the door to Winthrop’s chamber creaked.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Bray

				The bitter air seemed several degrees warmer as Bray journeyed away from the campsite. Or maybe it was just the freedom of being away from the others. Bray adjusted his pack on his shoulders and increased his pace. The feeling of being unburdened—of not having to slow down—was a feeling he could get reacquainted with. He contended with rocks, roots, and stones with ease. He wove around trees and through snow while keeping alert for danger.

				The time passed quickly. He barely had time to think about the woman he was going to see before he was within sight of the township.

				It had been almost a month since he’d visited Samantha. The image of her red hair and fervent green eyes had kept him company through several cold, rainy nights in the wild. Along with her husband, Conrad, Samantha ran one of the more widely-known pubs in Coventry. But Bray hadn’t found that out right away. She’d only recently gotten married, and he’d never laid eyes on her before meeting her in the bar.

				After a particularly gruesome encounter with a pack of demons a year ago, Bray had stopped at the pub, intending on having a celebratory drink. While ordering a flagon of snowberry, he’d found himself increasingly enamored by the woman serving him. Her smooth, pale skin and auburn hair had distracted him from his aches and pains.

				He’d ended up in the back room with her. It was only later that he’d found out her name was Samantha, and that her husband was one of the wealthiest merchants in town. She’d sworn him to silence, fearing she’d be killed or put to the pyre. Bray had kept his word, on the condition she lay with him whenever he came through.

			

			
				She reluctantly—or happily, as he boasted to himself later—agreed.

				He smiled as he charged through the forest, allowing the memory to inspire him. The forest flattened and thinned. The frequent paths of travelers had worn the ground to dirt. He joined a well-trodden path, grateful that he didn’t have to think for once.

				The outskirts of town looked the same as always. Crumbling, half-demolished buildings lined the township’s edges, creating natural reinforcement for the circle wall. Because it was a secondary township, Coventry wasn’t as well-maintained as Brighton. The town leaders often hired workers off the street to reinforce the wall, street dwellers that might otherwise turn to thievery.

				And there were plenty of those.

				Due to its distance from Brighton, Coventry was less strict than the mother township, and had become a den for those who might otherwise be in the wild, bandits who followed the rules just enough to avoid punishment.

				Fear of The Word and The Cleansing held it together.

				Outside the town’s front gate, several soldiers stood guard, watching Bray approach. One soldier shielded his eyes from the sun. The other tilted his head back, sipping from a flask. Bray eyed them with disdain. When he was younger, he’d given a passing thought to joining them, enjoying the benefits of a stable home and a family. But his disdain for boredom swayed him. Although they were well provided for by General Blackthorn, he couldn’t imagine a stationary life, passing time between demon attacks.

				The soldiers might as well be chained to the gate.

				To the right of the soldiers, several street dwellers lugged rocks from a nearby pile, filling in crevices in the wall. Their faces were sunburnt from constant exposure, their clothes ripped and hanging off them. They watched Bray with interest, hoping he might provide a cure for their boredom.

			

			
				Bray walked with his hands at his sides, his sword scabbarded. The soldier with the flask greeted him by spitting a wad of phlegm. The snot landed near Bray’s boots. He bristled.

				“Back already, Warden?”

				Biting his tongue, Bray said, “Yep. Here to trade in my take.”

				“You hear that?” the soldier said to the other, grinning. “He’s here on business.”

				The second soldier laughed. “I doubt that. I think he’s here for the woodland squirrel. It must get lonely out in the forest, with no one but your hands to keep you company.”

				“Better than standing out in the sun, touching each other.” Bray grinned back.

				The soldiers stopped snickering and glared at him. Bray flexed his fingers, prepared to unsheath his blade. At the same time, he knew better than to start a battle outside the town gates. After a tense moment, the soldier with the flask took a long drink, then walked lazily to the gate. Bray stared at the second soldier until the man looked away, then followed the other.

				When the soldier had opened the gate, Bray strolled past him.

				“At least you got your day’s exercise,” he muttered to the scowling soldier.

				The soldier stared at him with angry eyes. Bray kept walking.

				The street dwellers watched in amusement, holding their stones, and then looked away nervously, propping them in place. Bray kept an eye on the soldiers until he was safely through the gates, walking into the dusty, rubble-strewn road that ran into town.

			

			
				“Have a great day, gentleman,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t strain yourselves keeping watch.”

				He ignored the string of curses that followed his remark.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: Oliver

				Handling three priceless relics that would surely put him on the pyre, Oliver panicked as he thought of what he could do. He went with his first thought—there was time for nothing else—and all but flew across the room to the brimming chamber pot. As the door swung open on its old hinges, Oliver dropped the relics into the urine and runny feces. He grabbed the pot and lifted it all in one motion.

				As he turned, he took no care to keep it steady. With the relics lying at the bottom of the pot and a hope floating up out of the stink, a new inspiration sparkled in Oliver’s imagination. One foul act might save him. He purposely swung the pot around too quickly, sloshing it out onto his hand and clothes, doing his best to exaggerate his surprise as he looked at Winthrop towering in the door.

				Winthrop saw his waste slosh out onto Oliver, and he grimaced.

				“Emptying your chamber pot,” Oliver said, in too much of a rush.

				“Why?” Winthrop barked.

				“I’m trying to learn, Father. It is part of my usual punishment. You didn’t tell me to do it this time, but I anticipated that you would.”

				Winthrop nodded, his face painted in a thick layer of skepticism. “Perhaps you are not lost.”

				A creaking sound off to Oliver’s left turned Father Winthrop’s head in that direction.

				Oliver ignored the sound as his panic started to rise all over again.

				Please don’t let it be the cabinet door.

				Winthrop’s face turned to storm clouds. He snorted in rage and ground his teeth.

			

			
				Still afraid to look, Oliver knew.

				It was that damn cabinet door.

				Oliver fixed his eyes on Winthrop’s bedchamber door, still open.

				Think!

				Throw the chamber pot on Winthrop and run for your life.

				That’s the only choice.

				Winthrop’s giant hand locked on Oliver’s arm. “You little thief.”

				Oliver nearly wet himself with fright.

				He looked up, putting his best innocent expression on his face. The pain on his back, butt, and legs was still fresh, still stinging. Tears slid down his cheeks. Stuttering between stifled sobs, Oliver said, “I only have the chamber pot.”

				“You insolent runt.” Winthrop all but flung Oliver farther into the room.

				Doing his best to keep the pot in his hands, Oliver fell against the wall. The pot sloshed down his front.

				Seemingly oblivious to the stench, Winthrop leaned over, put his big nose just inches from Oliver’s and said, “You’ll suffer. The fire will be made of smoldering green wood. It’ll take you hours to Cleanse. You’ll cry and you’ll wail.”

				Oliver shook his head as he tried to mouth some words in his defense.

				Winthrop stabbed a finger into Oliver’s chest and commanded, “Stay.”

				Oliver did.

				He was too frightened to do anything else at the moment.

				Winthrop turned, walked back to the bedchamber door, and slammed it shut. He turned and glared at Oliver for a moment while he thought. He walked over to the fireplace, reached up to the spot where the key lay, and picked it up. He looked at it, perplexed.

				Staring at Oliver again, his rage started to build to a new level. His snorting grew loud. “I’ve dealt with thievery once already. You and that Fitzgerald are the same, too young and stupid, with soft hearts that you’ll lose soon enough.” Winthrop pointed to a spot in the center of the floor. “Go there.”

			

			
				Shaking with fright, Oliver walked to the spot indicated.

				Pointing to a spot beside Oliver, Winthrop said, “Put that there.”

				Oliver put the chamber pot on the floor, careful that his shaking hands didn’t spill any more of it.

				“Off with your clothes boy.”

				“Um…”

				“Off!” Winthrop yelled.

				Oliver pulled off his sweater. He tossed it on the floor. Next he took off his shirt, peeling away the scabs that had stuck to it while he wore it. He flinched at the pain.

				“The pants,” Winthrop told him.

				Oliver slipped the baggy pants over his boots and put them in the pile of his other garments.

				Winthrop, glaring at Oliver, scooped up the pieces of clothing one at a time. Not seeming to care about the damp filth soaking into them, Winthrop ran his fingers over every single stitch, tossing each aside as he satisfied himself that the garment held nothing but the cloth from which it was made.

				“Thieves think they can fool me.” Winthrop laughed with no mirth. “Off with your boots.”

				Oliver sat on the rough floor and removed his boots and thick, holey socks, setting each on the floor at Winthrop’s feet.

				Winthrop scrutinized each piece, picking the stiff parts of the boots with his yellowing fingernails.

				When he’d gone through all of the clothing, Winthrop was frustrated. He was angry. His nostrils were flaring again, and he stared at Oliver. “Stay,” he ordered, and then walked over to examine the cabinet with the doors swung open.

			

			
				Winthrop examined the pieces on the upper shelves. He knelt down and looked at the things stored underneath. Finally, he lifted the ornate wooden box and carried it over to his chair in front of the fire. He sat down and flipped the lid open. He started going through the items, clinking the metal together as he lifted and scrutinized each one before placing it back inside the box.

				Three different times, he started to count the relics, “One. Two. Three. Four. Six.”

				Oliver knew he was going to die. He needed to accept that. It would be the end to the pain, cold, hunger, and humiliation. He just hoped the pyre didn’t burn too slowly.

				Father Winthrop stopped counting. His face showed his frustration as he looked down at his priceless trinkets. He looked at Oliver, seemingly ready to jump out of the chair and punch. But he didn’t. He started counting again, stopping once more at six.

				Winthrop sighed angrily.

				Recalling Franklin’s story about Fitz’s theft, Oliver knew the number of crosses that should be in the box. He thought of a miraculous way out of his predicament. Meekly, he said, “I can count them for you. Franklin taught me how.”

				“Franklin taught you,” Winthrop laughed, shaking his head. “I should call Franklin in here. I know he can count his numbers. I have no patience to watch you lie.”

				Nodding his head and smiling under his damp cheeks, Oliver said, “I truly can, Father. I can count.”

				Thinking for a moment, Winthrop said, “We’ll see about that. What is the highest number?”

				Oliver wasn’t sure how to answer.

				“Ha!” Winthrop shouted. “Just as I suspected.”

				“There is no highest number,” said Oliver, talking over Winthrop’s new laugh. “They go on forever.”

			

			
				That stopped Winthrop immediately. He glared at Oliver. “Perhaps Franklin did teach you. He says the same senseless thing.” Winthrop spun the box around in his lap so that the lid was leaning open against his big round belly. Nodding, and looking down his big nose, he said, “Stand up here then. Count these relics. Mind you, I may be deficient in mathematical aptitude, but I know the name of the number of relics in this box. You’ll get it right. Or…” Winthrop tilted his head at the fire roaring in the hearth.

				Oliver stood up, hoping to keep hidden the three crosses still in the chamber pot.

				Using his finger to touch each cross as Father Winthrop inspected, he started counting. He went through the numbers one through six, skipping five just as Winthrop had done. He made it easily to ten, slow and rhythmic. He counted the number eleven and skipped over twelve to get to thirteen. Similarly, he skipped sixteen on the way to twenty-three where he stopped. “Twenty-three,” he repeated for emphasis.

				Frowning, Winthrop said, “Count them again.”

				Careful to skip the same numbers, Oliver went back through, touching each relic as he counted it. When he finished, he announced the number, “Twenty-three.”

				Winthrop spun the box around in his lap and stared at the pieces for a few minutes while he fumbled through them. Finally, he said, “Clean up this filth. Gather your things and go.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Bray

				After passing through the gate in Coventry’s dilapidated circle wall, Bray kept walking until he’d reached the first of the buildings.

				He was immediately assaulted with a barrage of odors. It was early morning, and the lingering smell of alcohol and last night’s meats hung in the air. Buildings stood in silence, empty blankets draped over the windows. The streets were nearly vacant, save the earliest of merchants pushing out their wares, arranging them for the morning bustle. Having survived another Cleansing, the townsfolk who hadn’t been burned were celebrating another season of survival, having passed the prescribed period of grief.

				Bray didn’t need to live in town to know that.

				He approached a portly old man with a rag tied around his head. The man was setting out a pile of knives.

				“Morning, Ezekiel,” Bray called.

				The man looked up. “Morning, Bray. I didn’t think I’d have a customer for an hour,” the man said, a smile creasing his weathered cheeks.

				“The silver was calling.”

				“It always does.” The old man wiped his nose. “What do you have for me?”

				Bray pulled off his pack and untied it, liberating the pile of skins he had inside. He shook them off, watching several pieces of crusted blood flake to the ground. He handed them to the merchant. Ezekiel took them and looked them over.

				“They never get any prettier, do they?” Ezekiel smiled, revealing his stained, yellowed teeth.

				“I never hang onto them long enough to notice,” Bray retorted.

				Ezekiel laughed, a cracked, bitter sound from deep in his throat.

			

			
				“What can you give me for them?” Bray asked.

				Ezekiel placed the pile of skins on top of the display he was working on. He unbuttoned a large pocket in his tunic, digging a shaky hand inside. “The price has gone down some since the last time you were here,” the old man said, his eyes shifting back and forth. “Local policy has changed to match the other townships. We were told yesterday.”

				“What the hell for?”

				“The General is readying the troops. That’s the rumor, anyway. The men are preparing to be called in, least ways, the ones that haven’t already gone to Brighton. And regular folks, too. All ordered to Brighton. Lots of ‘em left already.”

				“For what? Demons?” Bray blew an angry breath through his nose. He didn’t care about the General’s battles, but a decrease in silver was a different matter.

				“An expedition of some sort. No one knows the full story.”

				“I wonder if they’re heading south.”

				“I couldn’t tell you.” Ezekiel shrugged, counting the coins he’d removed from his pocket. “I just do what I’m told. That’s why the town is celebrating more than usual. Most of the men are expecting they won’t be here much longer.”

				Ignoring the plight of the townsfolk, Bray asked, “How do they expect the Wardens to eat?” His anger roiled. “If they keep killing my take, there’ll be nothing left.”

				“I just do what I’m told. You want your coin or not?”

				Bray rolled his eyes and extended his hand. Ezekiel slapped his palm with the money, and Bray tucked it into his bag. He let his anger subside, distracted by the other reason he was here. He felt an unexpected stab of nerves as he thought of Samantha. He swallowed before he spoke.

				“Were there a lot of deaths at The Cleansing?”

				Ezekiel furrowed his brow as if he’d already forgotten. “Not many, if I recall. It wasn’t as grave as others.”

			

			
				“Do you remember the names of the ones who were burned?”

				“Not offhand. Some men.” Ezekiel thought on it. He added, “A few women.”

				Bray felt a cramping pain in his gut when he heard the word ‘women.’ Ensuring his face remained calm, he said, “I’m glad many were spared.”

				“You know how it goes. A week after The Cleansing, people forget what happened, and they start drinking. And then the next Cleansing approaches, and the dread hits all over again.”

				“That’s the way of things.” Bray stuck his thumb toward the center of town. “How’s the ale these days?”

				“Same as it always is. Overpriced. Watered down.” Ezekiel laughed again.

				“I’m going to head to the Watering Alley.”

				“Don’t spend all your silver before you hit The House. If you don’t have a coin for a tip, the housemother will give you a toothless ugly one.”

				Bray gave a sly grin. “You know me. I won’t.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Oliver

				A cold wind whipped out of the north, and everybody Oliver passed in town had their cloaks pulled close around their bodies, hats on their heads. Those without the means to buy or trade for warm enough clothes shivered and sniffled as they went about their business.

				Militiamen, hiding their foreboding behind boisterous words and quick fists, were standing in groups talking and laughing, or coming to and from merchant’s shops and alehouses. In every direction Oliver looked, there they were. The good thing about them, though, was that with so many on the streets, Oliver was largely ignored. All he had to do was avoid getting bumped to the ground and trampled.

				When he finally walked into a shop owned by a blacksmith, his skin had gotten used to the cold, and he felt uncomfortable in the warmth of the fire. Oliver opened his coat and loitered, doing his best to stay out of the way while the blacksmith showed a long-handled axe to two interested militiamen.

				“Run along, boy,” scolded the blacksmith.

				Oliver looked up at the smith, then past him at a wall covered with weapons made of steel and wood. Puffing himself up with his false confidence, the cloth of his shirt rubbing across the raw wounds on his back, Oliver said, “I’m Novice Oliver. I’m here on business for Father Winthrop.”

				The blacksmith’s mouth fell open. His two customers glanced over their shoulders. Quick mumbling followed. Coins passed between hands, and the two customers rushed out with the axe, neither daring to look Oliver in the eye.

				Oliver smiled and nodded at them. He cocked his head back, another gesture of superiority that he’d learned from watching Father Winthrop. The difference was that Oliver knew he was putting on a disguise. For Winthrop, that oversized maggot in fine clothes, the gesture was a reflection of his squirmy, dark little soul. He believed he was superior to all others.

			

			
				“What is it Father Winthrop requests of me?” asked the Blacksmith, covering his grudging anger with an obsequious smile.

				Oliver quietly looked over the items on the wall again as he walked past the blacksmith, knowing that by keeping silent, he was subtly asserting his control. He reached out and caressed the steel of a big knife with a beautifully carved handle. The blade was as long as his forearm, and could almost be used as a short sword for a boy his size. With a little creativity, it could even be concealed.

				“My cousin does the woodwork.” The Blacksmith walked over to the wall and pointed at the knife, his face showing his pride in the workmanship. Scooting over to vaguely gesture at much smaller knives, he asked, “Is Father Winthrop interested in a weapon?”

				Oliver glanced at the small knives.

				The blacksmith said, “With all of the militiamen in town and the army preparing to leave, metals and weapons are in short supply.” He looked at the small knives again, laying a hand on one with a particularly ornate handle. “Surely Father Winthrop understands this.”

				Oliver suppressed a smile, well aware that anything the clergy asked for was provided free of charge. He also understood that the blacksmith had paid for the metals, had worked them into fine blades, and had hoped to gouge high prices out of the militiamen in town, most of whom were going out to face the demon hordes for the first time.

				Taking a risk, Oliver copied something he’d seen Franklin do so well. He stepped close to the blacksmith, laid a comforting hand on the man’s arm, and smiled as though he truly cared about the man’s problems. “Father Winthrop understands your dilemma.”

			

			
				The blacksmith relaxed and smiled. “I’m so pleased to have such a kind Bishop at the head of our church.”

				“Yes,” Oliver agreed. “What is your name?”

				“Kilburn.”

				“I am pleased to meet you, Kilburn.” Oliver gently pulled Kilburn’s arm and turned his hand over so that his calloused palm was facing up. Holding the strong hand in place, Oliver reached into his pocket, took out what he guessed was more than enough coins. “That long knife I was just looking at, how many coins would you sell that for to one of these militiamen?”

				“I, uh…” The blacksmith rubbed his face nervously, smearing black soot that had accumulated on his brow. “Times being what they are…” He paused. “Prices go up. You understand?”

				Oliver nodded, though he didn’t understand. Prices seemed like arbitrary things to him, but no matter of concern. He’d heard the merchants grumble about prices when he’d been in the market with Franklin. He understood that prices varied from day to day. He never accepted that a rabbit worth one price yesterday should be worth twice that price the next.

				Kilburn meekly uttered out a number of coins.

				Oliver nodded, took that number of coins, and counted them out into Kilburn’s hand. Then he added the same number again as the blacksmith’s eyes grew wide.

				“Do you have your numbers, young Novice?” Kilburn asked.

				“I do,” Oliver confirmed.

				“That is worth more than the knife,” said Kilburn as though he was choking on a gob of phlegm in his throat.

				Oliver nodded again and then cocked his head back. “Father Winthrop understands the times as they are, and wants you to be treated fairly. More than fairly.”

				“Thank you,” said Kilburn, closing his hand over the coins and stuffing them into his pocket. “And please, thank Father Winthrop for me personally. No, I shall go and thank him myself.”

			

			
				“Don’t,” Oliver said, scolding the man. “Father Winthrop is busy these days. I’ll pass your thanks and your name to him. He does require something more of you, however.”

				Nodding vigorously, obviously thinking of more coins, Kilburn said, “Anything.”

				“He intends to go out with the army when they march. He wants that knife for protection, should it be required. Do you have a belt and a sheath to hold it?”

				“Of course,” said Kilburn, hurrying over to a wooden storage cabinet. “They all come with a custom sheath.”

				“Good,” said Oliver. “As Father Winthrop will be taking me with him, I’ll need something small, perhaps one of these.” Oliver looked at the small blades Kilburn had tried to distract him with earlier.

				Kilburn spun around, hurried back to his place by the wall, and reached for the small knife with the ornate handle.

				Oliver shook his head. “Nothing that special. That’s for a merchant’s son, I think. Perhaps more for display than use.”

				“Of course,” said Kilburn. “That is what I thought when I was making it.”

				Oliver pointed at a small blade, as long as his fist, with a handle to match. A weapon that could easily be hidden under his clothes and carried all the time. No one would ever know he had it until he pulled the smooth, sleek thing out and surprised them. “That one.”

				Nodding, Kilburn smiled and told Oliver the price.

				Again, Oliver paid the man twice its worth. “I have one other request of you.” Oliver looked around the shop. “It may sound unusual, so please don’t laugh.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Bray

				During the time Bray had spent with Ezekiel, the streets of Coventry had started to fill. Doors and windows swung open, revealing hung-over, groggy faces. Men took up their pushcarts and wheeled them unsteadily. Women cradling babies led packs of children on the day’s errands.

				Bray strolled through the townsfolk, trying to repress the fear he’d felt while talking to Ezekiel. The fact that women were burned wasn’t a surprise to him. But he couldn’t suppress the fear that Samantha had been one of them.

				He tried to enjoy the happy sensation of a man with silver in his pack, a man who had once again provided for himself. But his thoughts kept circling back to Samantha.

				He took a few turns, ending up in a particularly foul-smelling alley. The street was narrow and lined with buildings on either side, the stones painted with piss and puke. The Watering Alley. Several men lay propped against the walls, having taken their bed in the streets for the night. Empty flasks lay near them. None stirred as he walked past. If they’d been out in the wild, Bray would’ve taken the opportunity to sift through their pockets.

				He wouldn’t do that today. He’d been in enough trouble lately.

				He stepped past several closed, beaten doors, inhaling the odor of spilled beer. Men’s and women’s sweat wafted from a small alleyway. He didn’t have to witness the carnal antics to know what went on there. The third door on the right was open. He stepped through. The lighting was dim, and it took several seconds for his eyes to adjust. He maneuvered around several toppled chairs, his boots contending with broken flagons and putrid puddles.

				He searched for a familiar face in the gloom, but the tavern was empty. When he reached the long wooden bar at the back of the room, he brushed off a chair, took a seat, and waited.

			

			
				Outside, a man hacked up a throat full of snot. Most of the patrons had been kicked out into the alley before night’s end. Some would wait for sunup so they could sneak another drink before going to the fields or whatever trade earned them coin.

				After a minute of waiting, unable to restrain himself, Bray called, “Samantha?”

				He swallowed the uneasiness that crept back inside him. If Samantha had been burned, he convinced himself he would’ve seen something. A sign. A notice on the door. Something. The bar would be closed, right? He pictured Conrad’s weasely, coin-lusting face. Conrad wouldn’t have cared if his wife died. He’d probably spend the next day searching for another, making sure he had someone to run his business. Conrad’s top priorities were sucking off local leaders and flaunting his power, not selling drinks to the farmers.

				An uttered curse in the back room tipped Bray off that someone was here. Clearing his throat loudly, he waited for the person to notice. Footsteps clapped the floor. A few seconds later, a woman emerged.

				His heart skipped.

				“Bray?” Samantha squinted at him in surprise. Her long, red hair flowed over her bare shoulders, barely covering the top of her revealing dress. She looked gorgeous, as always.

				Bray concealed his relief. “Am I too late for a drink?”

				“No. You’re early.” Samantha dusted off the counter in front of him, unable to hide her smile. “Shouldn’t you be out hunting?”

				She reached below the counter and fetched an empty cup.

			

			
				“I’ve earned a break,” Bray said. “I was hoping you’d still be here.”

				“Where else would I be?” Samantha smiled, but he could see the effects of another Cleansing buried in her expression.

				“Hung-over, like everyone else.”

				“You know I can’t do that. I have to work. This place never closes.”

				“Except on Sundays,” Bray reminded her.

				“Of course.”

				“That’s the best day of the week. I hear there’s an empty room in the back that the vagrants duck into.” Bray grinned widely. “Some of them have been known to shed their pants.”

				“If I find any, I’ll kick them out. What would you like?” she asked.

				“Get me the strongest thing you got,” Bray said.

				“I suppose I already knew that.”

				He watched as Samantha dipped below the counter to fill his order. Her dress fell further down her arms, and he leaned over to get a better look. Catching him, she swatted at his arm.

				“Don’t let Conrad catch you doing that,” she whispered.

				“I wish he would,” Bray muttered. “I’d teach the son of a bitch a lesson.”

				“You’d end up on the pyre before that happened.”

				Bray shrugged. It was no secret he despised the man. Conrad was not only the owner of the bar, but also the owner of several other buildings. Because his family was in a position of wealth, Conrad had influence in town. He normally used his power to sway town policy, ensuring his businesses benefitted. He was selfish and corrupt, as were most of his kind.

				Samantha watched Bray sip his drink. Although she’d never admit it, she was checking him for injuries. Her face darkened as she noticed his leg.

			

			
				“A flesh wound,” he said, setting down his cup.

				“From demons?”

				“I wish. If it were demons, at least they’d be worth a few silver.” He smirked. “I could tell you stories, but I won’t.”

				“I don’t want to know about it,” Samantha said, smiling.

				They locked eyes for several seconds. If Bray had been a different man, he might’ve considered running off with Samantha. But he knew better than that. A woman and child were burdens he didn’t need. The wild was his mistress. He had other obligations.

				“How are things?” Bray asked, sipping his drink.

				“Busy, as always. No matter how things are in town, the coin never stops flowing here, anyway.”

				“Thank the gods for that,” Bray said, saluting her with another swig. He swished and swallowed. He asked for another. He added, “The same can’t be said for the Wardens.”

				“Oh?”

				“The General cut the price of skins again.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that.” Samantha refilled his cup.

				“He’s raising the troops. As usual, we’ll have to pay for it.”

				“I heard about the reduction in coin.”

				“When?”

				“Last week.”

				Bray wasn’t surprised. A change in policy like that was bound to be gossip for the pub. He assumed other Wardens had been grumbling. He was about to sip his new drink when her words sunk in.

				“Last week? I spoke with one of the street merchants, and he wasn’t told of the change until yesterday.” Bray watched Samantha closely. “How’d you find out?”

				She lowered her eyes evasively, fiddling with a few cups behind the bar. Bray leaned forward, pushing aside his drink.

				“Where did you hear about it, Samantha?”

			

			
				She whispered the word. “Conrad.”

				“How’d he know?”

				“He must’ve gotten wind of it from Father Nelson.”

				She picked up one of the cups she was fiddling with and cleaned it with a rag, refusing to meet his eyes.

				“Alcohol or not, I know a lie when I hear one.” Bray leaned over the counter. “Conrad had a hand in this, didn’t he?”

				She sighed. “You can’t say anything, Bray. You’d get me in trouble. But I think he suggested it to Father Nelson as a means to keep costs down. It’ll help defray the funding of the General’s army.”

				“That prick. He’s probably trying to save on his own taxes. If the General gets the money elsewhere, he’ll be more lenient on the merchants.”

				Bray balled his fists, fighting the urge to yell. It wasn’t Samantha’s fault. She had nothing to do with it. He settled back into his chair, swallowing his anger. Between the troubles he’d had with the soldiers, and his involvement with Ella and William, he didn’t need to call any more attention to himself. He had enough things to worry about without picking a fight with Conrad.

				But if he saw that son of a bitch while he was in town…

				Changing the subject, Samantha said, “We’re going to hire someone else around here soon.”

				“Really?”

				“Yep. Probably in the next few months.”

				“Haven’t you been telling me that forever?”

				“Yes. But it’s true this time.”

				“Conrad’s too cheap for that.” Bray shook his head. Conrad was always promising reprieve for Samantha. The truth was that the man was too paranoid about his finances to let someone other than family run his businesses. Bray finished his drink and asked for a third. She poured him one. He reached across the bar and batted playfully at her arm.

			

			
				“I’m serious, Bray,” Samantha smiled, big and wide. She retracted her arm. This time her glow wasn’t from the Warden, but from something else. “There’s something you should know.”

				Bray tilted back the cup, downing the glass. For some reason, he knew he’d need the rest of the alcohol. “What is it?”

				Samantha looked left and right, then stepped back and pointed to her stomach. “I’m pregnant.”

				Bray studied the small, burgeoning bump in her belly. A surge of dizziness hit him. Or maybe it was the impact of the strong drinks. Either way, he felt like he couldn’t breathe.

				“Whose is it?” he asked.

				“Conrad’s, of course.” Samantha smiled. He studied her for signs of deception, but she looked truthful. Happy. Radiant. She tucked her hair behind her eyes, revealing more of the top of her chest, which looked as good as the last time he’d seen it.

				But Bray couldn’t look at her. Not now.

				“When’s the baby due?”

				“Springtime. I’ll go into labor before The Cleansing. It’ll be nice to miss that for a change.”

				Bray understood. The only excuse for a woman not to attend the ceremony was childbirth; the inspectors would do an examination at the residence.

				“Would you like another refill?”

				He tipped back his cup, forgetting he’d already drained it. He noticed Samantha wasn’t watching him as intently as before.

				“I’m all right. I should get going,” he said.

				“Already?”

				“I have to get hunting. Especially with the shitty wage I’ll be paid. Not all of us have bathtubs filled with coin.”

			

			
				Hurt flashed through Samantha’s eyes as she registered the insult. She reached for Bray, but he avoided her grasp. He slid off the chair, stomped the ground with his boots, and spit.

				“Remember that promise you made after we first met?”

				“Of course,” she whispered.

				“Consider it settled.”

				Bray swiveled off the chair and got to his feet, ignoring the wave of alcohol, and staggered for the door.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Oliver

				With his face contorted, trying to squeeze his mind through some difficult thoughts while getting excited, Kilburn said, “So that I understand exactly, what you’re saying is that Father Winthrop wants some kind of armor protection?” Kilburn drew a deep breath and looked up to the heavens in silent thanks. “Men don’t generally wear such things because of the price, you understand? Metal is always expensive, always in short supply.”

				Oliver said nothing. Everybody knew that to be true.

				“But,” said Kilburn, “he wants something he can wear under his garments, so that other men won’t know he’s wearing it. It is as you said—he wants to inspire bravery in others by appearing to be dressed in the same clothing they are.”

				Oliver nodded. So far Kilburn understood the lie exactly right.

				“Being a skeptical man,” said Kilburn, “Father Winthrop wants me to make such a suit of armor for you first, so that he might see for himself how visible it is to others before I proceed with making one for him.”

				“Exactly,” Oliver confirmed.

				“And he doesn’t want it to be too heavy or too restrictive of his movements.”

				“He wants to look natural,” Oliver nodded. “It’s to protect him from demon bite.”

				Kilburn rubbed his chin again and said, “There is something.”

				Something? Oliver waited a moment, and then asked, “What?”

				Kilburn led Oliver to the wooden cabinet he’d had the sheathes stored in. “Something I’ve never made before. Well, before this once.” Kilburn turned back to Oliver. “Do you know Kreuz?”

			

			
				“Of course,” Oliver told him, cocking his head in that superior way that was starting to feel pretty comfortable. “I saw him just this morning.”

				That was true. Oliver had managed to convince Kreuz that the two relics he sold him were from Father Winthrop’s private collection in order to buy certain special things. Kreuz, whose eyes showed every bit of lust he had for the beautiful crosses, still held the pretense that he was only mildly interested. He paid Oliver less than the crosses were worth, but more than Oliver needed for anything he’d be purchasing before he left town. The only question he asked himself was whether he should have sold all three relics. One was so much easier to transport than the bag of coin he could trade it for, but coins were easier to spend.

				It was a decision that nagged in the back of Oliver’s mind as he worked through his transactions with Kilburn. Also nagging him were the lies he was spreading. He had no doubt they’d eventually find their way back to Winthrop. He only had to be sure he was over the circle wall and long gone by the time that happened.

				Kilburn reached into his cabinet, shuffled some things around, and removed one of the strangest things Oliver had ever seen. It looked like cloth woven from metal.

				Oliver reached out to touch it, finding it flexible, just like a piece of cloth. “That’s amazing.”

				Kilburn’s face lit up, and he grinned widely. “I saw it in an ancient book that Kreuz was showing off. In a picture, an ancient fighting man wore a long shirt made just like this.” Kilburn scratched his head. “In the picture, the man also held a sword and wore a helmet. But the shirt he wore seemed to be protecting him. I wasn’t sure if he was using Tech Magic, but I took a chance and made it myself. It seems to work. One of the people looking at the book with us, a man who had his letters, said the shirt was called ‘chainmail.’”

			

			
				Nodding and smiling, Oliver said, “What a grand idea. Teeth can’t bite through metal. Blades can’t cut through it.”

				To demonstrate the point, Kilburn picked up one of his knives and pushed it into the chainmail. It didn’t pierce. Kilburn grinned and handed the knife to Oliver. “Try.”

				Oliver took the knife and tried to stick it through the chainmail as Kilburn held it up. At first, Oliver was gentle, but as he realized how tough the chainmail was, he pushed with all his might. The knife wouldn’t go through. He tried slicing, to the same effect.

				“All you’ll get is a bruise,” said Kilburn. “You’ll never bleed wearing this.”

				Oliver reached out and took the chainmail in his hands. It was a large piece, like a big square of cloth, enough to cover a man’s back and chest if wrapped around him. It was heavy, but as Oliver hefted it, he imagined how much he’d need to cover his body. “You can fashion this into a shirt?”

				Nodding, Kilburn said, “For you, I think I’d use less than half.”

				Oliver threw it over his shoulders to get a feel for the weight. “This could work. How soon could you have it ready?”

				“Oh,” said Kilburn, worry on his face. “I don’t know.”

				Oliver reached into his pocket and withdrew a good handful of coins. He dropped them onto one of the shelves in the cabinet. “Will that get it done by tomorrow morning?”

				“If I work all night,” Kilburn weakly protested.

				“Is that enough coin to make you work through the night?”

				Kilburn took a deep breath and looked at the coins. He looked back at Oliver. He looked at the chainmail. “Father Winthrop is a man of,” he paused as he looked for the right word, “proportion. Yes, significant proportion.”

			

			
				Oliver bit his lip to repress a smile. He’d have chosen other words to describe Winthrop’s girth.

				Shaking his head, Kilburn said, “I don’t know that I can get enough metal to make one for Father Winthrop before the army marches. I don’t know if I’ll have time to work all the metal.”

				Putting that comforting hand back on Kilburn’s forearm, Oliver said, “Let us take the problem one step at a time. Make the shirt for me. Let me wear it for Father Winthrop. If he likes it, then we’ll find a way to solve those other problems. Can you have mine ready by tomorrow morning?”

				Kilburn nodded.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Bray

				Bray squinted at the sunlight as he stepped out of the tavern. The drunks gandered with disoriented interest as he plowed through the alley, daring them with his eyes. None took the challenge. None ventured a move.

				With Samantha out of sight, he no longer needed to contain his anger. He was worn from his travels, fueled by drink, angered by…what? Surely Samantha’s pregnancy had been coming. Wives who failed their childbearing duties were shipped off to The House. Samantha had every reason to be joyful. Carrying a child not only secured her position but also ensured she and her child had happy lives. Especially with Conrad as the father.

				It also meant the last of Bray’s trysts with her was in his past. Samantha hadn’t said it, but he knew it.

				As much as Bray couldn’t commit, he didn’t want Conrad to have her either. For a brief moment, he’d wondered whether the child was his. But he’d seen in her eyes that it wasn’t. The baby was Conrad’s.

				It’d be well taken care of, all right.

				Another trophy for Conrad’s collection of wealth and power.

				Bray dodged the outstretched, lazy legs of sleeping men as he stormed down the alley. He scowled as one of them rolled over, almost tripping him with a boot. When he reached the end of the alley, he paused, determining which direction he’d take. The alcohol and the anger were clouding his thinking process. He’d already completed his business, and he had no other reason to stay in Coventry, except to go to The House, if all those women hadn’t already been commandeered by Blackthorn’s militia and hauled off to Brighton.

			

			
				The House.

				He’d forget all about Samantha there.

				Bray smiled as he rounded the next corner. He contemplated the silver in his pocket, no longer concerned with saving it. Not today. Maybe the next batch. He’d spend it and he’d go back and kill more demons, a hundred of them, if he had to, until he had enough money to—

				Bray collided with a large man coming around the corner. His shoulder struck Bray’s jaw, jarring his teeth. Bray reared back in anger, as if the man had hit him on purpose.

				“Watch where you’re going, you filthy pig chaser!” the man raged, his words slurred with venom.

				Bray barely had a chance to size up his attacker before he’d raised his fists. If he had, he might’ve noticed the man was a head taller than him and accompanied by friends. The tall man’s two companions stepped to the side to flank Bray.

				Bray spat curses at them, too riled up to back down.

				The man he’d bumped into had a meaty, square jaw. His eyes were round and wide. A thick gut protruded from his shirt, stained from the previous night’s celebration. His friends were shorter, with small, scrappy arms—one had a scar across his nose, the other had long, shaggy hair.

				“You should’ve held your tongue, Skin-Seller!” the shaggy-haired man cried.

				Too late, Bray recognized them as Conrad’s friends, probably heading for a morning drink. He’d talked to them before, though he couldn’t remember the conversation. Fighting them wasn’t as good as fighting Conrad. But it was close enough.

				The shaggy-haired man threw a blow at Bray’s head. Bray ducked.

				The man’s arm whizzed past Bray, and he backed up, trying to find a better place to take a stand. Excited jeers erupted from behind him. Anyone who’d been asleep in the alley had snapped awake. Within seconds, the hung-over locals were scrambling to their feet, placing bets.

			

			
				Dimwits.

				“Kill the Skin-Seller!” someone yelled.

				“Take down that fat pig!”

				The celebratory mood of the previous evening was gone, replaced by the thrill of a fight. Bray scuffled backward, wishing he hadn’t had requested the strongest ale and drank it so fast. The men converged. He wondered if soldiers were around. Even if any were present, they’d just as likely cheer with the locals before hauling the Warden off to be punished.

				“We’re going to toss you out into the wild when we’re done,” the meaty man said with a ravenous grin. “Demon food.”

				“Fuck you,” Bray spat.

				The meaty man’s friends reached for Bray’s arms, probably hoping to pin him, but Bray shook them off, knocking the scarred man backward and against the nearby wall, pushing the shaggy-haired man to the ground. His body was filled with misguided fury. He’d kill all of them. He’d cleave their limbs from their bodies and leave them to bleed out in the street. Then he’d find Conrad, and he’d kill him, too.

				He grabbed hold of his sword, but before he could pull it, someone stuck a boot out and tripped him. Laughter filled his ears as he hit the ground.

				Someone ferreted his sword from his scabbard. Bray spun, watching over his shoulder as one of the drunks ran down the alley.

				“Get back here!” he screamed as he fought for his footing.

				The man kept running. The noise of the crowd grew louder as more people flowed from open doorways, pulled in by the noise and commotion. Too late, Bray wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Oliver

				Oliver stood in his bedroom, looking at his bed, thinking how best to conceal his new knives. Once he was outside the wall, it wouldn’t be a matter of concern. The big one he’d wear in the sheath hanging from the belt around his waist. The small one….well, he’d need to conceal that one.

				He recalled a story he’d heard as a little boy, about a clever Warden’s son who kept a small knife sheathed inside his boot. Bad men came to rob the family while the Warden was out in the wild killing demons. The bad men thought the Warden had a stash of coins, but the family didn’t. While one of the bad men was searching the house and the other was doing unspeakable things to the woman, the boy pulled out the hidden knife and saved himself and his family. Every child heard that story growing up. That made it almost certainly a bad idea to tuck the knife in his boot. If his intention was to keep it hidden, and guards detained him, he wanted to be able to use the knife to gain his freedom. The first place they’d check for hidden weapons would likely be his boot.

				He looked himself up and down. He looked at the new traveling bag he’d purchased. Where to stash the knife? Not in the bag. That would be another obvious place to be searched. Besides, it’d be too hard to pull the knife out when needed.

				An idea came to him.

				He grabbed the belt and sheath that came with the small knife. He unthreaded the belt from the loops on the sheath. He did the same for the big knife, then slid the small sheath back onto the belt, sliding it all the way to the end by the buckle. He took the big knife’s sheath and threaded the belt through its loops.

			

			
				Next, Oliver wrapped the belt around his waist, adjusting it so that the big knife was hanging at his hip. He adjusted the second knife until the sheath hung down the front of his pants, beside his private parts.

				That was exactly what he wanted. If he wore the sheaths inside his pants, the small one would stay completely hidden. The big knife’s handle would stick above the waist of his pants, and it would be nearly as easy to pull out as if he wore it on the outside. Only his shirt would be in the way. But that shirt, like the too-big-pants, would keep it all hidden.

				To test it all, Oliver took the belt off and pulled his pants down. He wrapped the belt tightly around his waist again, feeling the leather against his bare skin. With his pants still around his knees, he practiced taking each knife out, trying his best to do it quickly, in a smooth motion, like soldiers deploying their swords during their drills. One moment in the scabbard, an eye-blink later, the pointy end at someone’s throat.

				The door opened behind him, startling Oliver into inaction.

				“What are you doing?” Franklin asked.

				Oliver, standing with the big knife sheathed on his hip and the little knife in hand in front of him, held it there.

				“Oliver,” Franklin asked, “why are your pants down?”

				Oliver didn’t answer. He was making a choice about what to do with the knife.

				The door closed.

				He heard Franklin’s feet on the floor as he walked the length of the small room.

				Oliver’s breath came in short pants. He thought about all the welts and scabs, those under his shirt and those on his buttocks and legs, the ones he knew Franklin was looking at as he came to a stop. Those sores were evidence of Franklin’s guilt.

			

			
				“Where did you get the giant knife?” Franklin’s hand landed on Oliver’s shoulder and tugged him to turn around.

				Oliver spun, knocking Franklin’s hand away as he did. He reached up, grabbed Franklin’s collar, and in a lightning-quick move put the blade of the little knife against Franklin’s throat.

				Franklin’s eyes went wide. He gulped. His mouth moved, but no sound came out.

				Oliver did his best to make his face look hard and mean like those guards that night in the street. He wanted his eyes to say, “I don’t care if you die.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Bray

				Bray whipped around as the meaty man advanced. Before Bray could stand, the man hoisted him by the shirt and flung him backward. Bray’s insides shook as his tailbone cracked the ground. Several spectators scurried back, far enough away to be out of danger, but close enough to leer.

				They screamed curses.

				“Back to the wild, Skin-Seller!”

				“You filthy boozehound!”

				Fighting the alcohol-induced buzz, Bray reached for the knife he had tucked in his boot, but the two other men were already grabbing his arms. Encouraged by the shouting, they pinned Bray against the wall of a building.

				The meaty man stood in front of Bray.

				“What did you say to me before? You called me a name.” The meaty man smiled, revealing blackened, chipped teeth. His open mouth unleashed the foul odor of an unsavory meal. The crowd’s roars settled to a murmur as they awaited Bray’s response.

				“Well?” the man insisted again. “Speak up so I can hear you!”

				“You’re a goddamn…pig chaser…” Bray spat.

				The meaty man leaned closer, folding his ear toward Bray as if he couldn’t hear. “What was that?” He laughed and punched Bray in the stomach. “I couldn’t hear you. Speak up!”

				Sucking in a winded breath, Bray yelled, “Fucking pig chaser!”

				The audience hooted and hollered. Bray heard the cackle of a woman mixed in with the hearty jeers of men. For a split second, he pictured Samantha rooting against him, excitedly waiting for his blood to spill.

			

			
				“So you think we chase pigs in town all day, huh?” the meaty man asked.

				“That’s exactly what I think.” Bray exaggerated his nod.

				“Better to chase pigs than demons. At least you can eat pigs. What do you do with the demons? Huh? Fuck ‘em?”

				The audience erupted in laughter. Before Bray could retort, the man socked him in the stomach again, blowing the rest of his wind from his lungs. Bray choked and gagged. The remains of the rabbits he’d eaten crept up his throat. He struggled against the men who had him pinned. The meaty man turned to face the crowd as if he were an orator at some hosted event, a preacher at a sermon.

				“What are we going to do with this one, huh?”

				“You should skin him!”

				“Yeah! Skin the Skin-Seller!” someone screamed. “Maybe you’ll get five coin for it!”

				“Four, now!”

				The audience laughed again. A few more suggestions flew from the crowd, but Bray wasn’t listening. He let his head sag to his chest and closed his eyes. The men on either side of him leaned in to check on him, concerned their fun might be over. He felt their hot, stale breath in his face. He opened his eyes to slits, watching them.

				Without warning, he rammed his head sideways into the closer of the two. The shaggy-haired man cried out in pain, his nose split open and spilling blood. Bray pulled his right arm free and socked the scarred man in the face, feeling the slice of teeth as he sent several of them into the man’s mouth. He ignored the burning pain in his knuckles.

				And then he was free, scooting sideways, trying to gain distance from the scene.

				Hands tugged his clothes. Blurred faces spit and sneered. He felt the drip of well-placed snot on his forehead. Bray bounced back and forth between pairs of pushing hands. He swung at the people pushing him, but there were too many targets to aim at. Before he could brace himself, the spectators thrust him into the center of the alley, directly in front of the meaty man.

			

			
				The man grabbed hold of his collar and threw him backward. Bray skidded backward in the dirt. He kept his balance. His boots kicked up dust, clouding the air. Several people scattered out of his way as he raised his fists. Blood dripped from his right hand.

				“Come on, you dirt-scratcher!” Bray yelled at the man. He took a precautionary glance around him, but the crowd had consumed the other two wounded men. “You don’t chase pigs; you are one!”

				The meaty man roared and charged.

				His tall, massive frame blurred as he closed in. Swallowing his nausea, Bray stepped to the side and avoided him. The man’s momentum carried him into the wall of a building. He grunted from the impact.

				And then Bray was on him.

				Bray’s mind veered from reality. Instead of seeing the man in front of him, he saw Samantha’s smiling face, Conrad sneering, and the shrugging shoulders of Ezekiel as he told him about the reduced rate of skins. He pictured the meager earnings sitting in his bag. Anger flooded Bray’s body.

				Ignoring the sharp pain of split knuckles, Bray pummeled the man in the back of the head repeatedly, slamming the meaty man’s face into the wall. Teeth cracked. Bones caved. The man flailed and reached behind him, searching frantically for Bray, but Bray kept him pressed against the building, switching his jabs to the meaty man’s side, listening to the man expel his breath from his ribcage. The crowd continued screaming, but their tune had changed.

				“Get that fat fuck!”

				“String him up for a roasting!”

				“Take his scalp, Skin-Seller!”

				They’d swayed to the winning side, as they always did, wanting only to see somebody bleed. Bray punched over and over, consumed by drunken anger. The meaty man choked on his blood. It wasn’t until Bray realized the man had ceased resisting that he stopped. The man slid down the wall and into the dirt, eyes fluttering.

			

			
				He groaned, but didn’t get up.

				Bray spun to face the crowd. They immediately backed away, holding up dirt-stained hands to placate him. A few cheered.

				“Who else has something to say to me?” Bray shouted, his voice strained and ragged. He scanned the faces of the spectators, but none of them stepped forward. Somewhere over the din, he heard the wounded wails of the meaty man’s accomplices fleeing the scene. The soldiers would be here soon.

				He stared at the fallen man, then patted his empty scabbard. He felt a tinge of panic.

				“Where the fuck’s my sword?” he demanded of the audience.

				He took a step toward several of the closest spectators, whose eyes had switched from mirth to fear. They shook their heads as they backed away. A few others scattered, disappearing into empty doorways.

				“I’m going to search every building until I find the man who took it! Do you hear me? I’ll kill any motherfucker who knows where it is!”

				His threats were idle, but he didn’t care. The truth was, he’d probably never find it. Bray continued ranting and raving, promising death to anyone who’d seen the thief. He was surprised when a man sheepishly emerged from a doorway, carrying the blade. He walked slowly up to Bray, begging for mercy. His small, sinewy arms trembled as he handed it over.

				“Good fight, Warden,” the man said. “One of my friends took your sword. I convinced him to give it up.”

			

			
				Without a word, Bray yanked it from the man’s hands, watching the man scoot away into the distance. A new set of noises arose from a nearby alley. Bray recognized the authoritative commands of soldiers. Even in his drunken, angered haze, he knew he had to leave. Wiping the snot from his forehead, he bent down and smeared it on the meaty man’s shirt.

				Then he kicked the man in the ribs.

				“Tell Conrad he can go fuck himself,” Bray announced. “That one was for the Wardens.”

				He turned and snuck off down the alley.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: Oliver

				It was Franklin who found his voice first. “Why?”

				“Why?” Oliver laughed, in the meanest series of ugly sounds he could string together. He kept the knife firm against Franklin’s neck. “You would ask me that?”

				Franklin bit his lip. He looked down at Oliver’s arm, sucking in a breath. “I’m sorry.”

				Oliver shrugged.

				“I’m not going to try to defend myself.” Franklin’s eyes welled with tears. “If you need to make this right, I accept that. If you need to make me suffer, I accept that too. I only ask that when you’re done and I’m bleeding to death on the floor, you forgive me. I don’t deserve it, but please, do it before I die.” Franklin closed his eyes.

				Through all the hate that had been roiling in Oliver’s heart, through all the open wounds and bruises that tormented him, he hadn’t expected to feel anything for Franklin ever again, except hate. But now, looking at his only friend, who was willing to trade his life for forgiveness, Oliver’s own heart softened, and his tears came again. He pulled the knife away from Franklin’s throat, turned toward the wall and said, “I hate you, Franklin.”

				Franklin exhaled a breath he’d been holding. “You may never believe it, but I hate myself for what I did. I was saving your life when I was whipping you.”

				“I don’t care,” Oliver said, as he cried.

				“Winthrop said he was going to put you on the pyre.”

				“He wouldn’t have,” said Oliver. “You did it so you wouldn’t lose your place in line. You want to be the Bishop one day so you can beat little boys whenever you’re angry because your pecker doesn’t work anymore.”

				“I think of you like a brother,” said Franklin.

				“I know how some fathers treat their sons,” said Oliver. “I know how some brothers treat their little brothers. You think I’m a stupid little kid, but I see things. I understand things.” Oliver sheathed his knife, spun around, and shook his fist in Franklin’s face. “I know the fist is the only way stupid people think they can communicate. I don’t need the fist. I don’t need the belt. I don’t need the switch. I don’t need the whip. I understand all that I do, and I have my reasons. I’m not a stupid animal that needs to be beaten into obedience. So love me like a brother if you want. I wanted a friend. I thought you were that.” Oliver turned back toward the wall.

			

			
				“I am your friend,” said Franklin. “Tell me what I can do to make this right.”

				“It doesn’t matter anymore.” Oliver reached down and pulled his pants up. “I have to leave.”

				“Where are you going?” Franklin stepped over to Oliver’s bed and picked up the new backpack. “Where did you get this?”

				“I’ve lied. I’ve stolen,” Oliver told him. “And now you know. You’ve seen my knives, both of them. You’ve seen that I have things packed in my bag. You’re smart enough to guess what people put in there. I was going to wait until tomorrow evening after I’d made all my arrangements. Now that you know, I have to leave. You’ll squeal to Winthrop, and then I’ll suffer.” Oliver nodded his head deliberately. “I won’t do that again.”

				“You can’t,” Franklin said, weakly. “You can’t leave.”

				“I can,” Oliver told him, turning and putting a hand on the hilt of the big knife, “and I will. I don’t trust you anymore. I don’t know what you’ll do.”

				“I don’t want you to go,” said Franklin.

				“Want?” Oliver laughed again. “You don’t get beaten like I do.”

				“Every novice gets beaten at first.”

				“Really?” Oliver asked. “I know that’s a lie. You’ve told me before that Winthrop was never this mean to you. I’ve seen you naked when Father Winthrop Cleanses us. You don’t have scars. I do.”

			

			
				Franklin looked at the floor. “I don’t understand why he hates you so much.”

				“Yes, you do,” argued Oliver. “Father Winthrop is a stupid, pompous man. I hate him. I tease him, and I make him feel stupid. That’s why he hates me. It’s no secret. Because of that, he beats me. He always will. One day, he’ll beat me to death. Or he’ll make you do it. Or he’ll give up and put me on the pyre.”

				“It doesn’t have to be that way,” said Franklin. “Can’t you just keep your thoughts to yourself and stop saying things that embarrass and anger him? It won’t go on forever. You can do it for a while, can’t you?”

				Shaking his head, Oliver said, “You’re a fool, Franklin. You say you’re my friend, but every time you advise me or help me, you treat me like a little version of you. You think if you explain to me how to behave as you behave, I’ll understand, and I’ll do it. That’s the problem. I’m not you. I can’t be you. Something in me says I can’t accept Winthrop’s derision and stupidity. I have to fight back with the only weapon I have, my words. That is who I am. That is part of me as surely as my skin and my mouth and my hands and arms. I can’t live without those parts just like I can’t live without telling the pompous maggot what I think of him. That is why I can’t wait for a while, a short time, or a long time. I will always act like me. Winthrop will act like himself, and he’ll kill me. That is the only outcome.”

				Franklin sat down on the bed he hadn’t slept in since the night before he’d beaten Oliver. “You might be the smartest boy I’ve ever met. If you believe all of that to be true, I can’t argue. You’re probably right.” Franklin leaned over on his knees and stared at the floor. For a while, he didn’t say anything.

			

			
				Oliver opened his backpack and looked over the things inside, taking note of what he had, making a mental list of the things he needed to get before he went over the wall.

				Franklin said, “If you want to leave right now, I’ll help you. I’ll walk you to one of the gates in the circle wall, and I’ll make sure they let you go through. I’ll make up some lie.”

				Oliver stopped what he was doing. That would take some risk out of his escape. “You’d do that? Really?”

				“Yes,” said Franklin. “If for whatever reason, you think that you’d be safer leaving tomorrow night or the day after, I’ll help you at that time. Make whatever arrangements you need to make. You’ll have to trust me when I tell you I won’t give you up. All I can do is assure you of that. I know you hate me for beating you, but you know I’ve never lied to you.”

				Oliver knew that was true, though he didn’t admit it.

				“I want you to be safe, Oliver. It’s dangerous outside the circle wall. I’d prefer you stay. But I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

				Oliver sat down on his bed and looked at Franklin. He didn’t know what to do, either. He had to get away. He knew that. He wanted the chainmail he was going to pick up in the morning. That might make the difference between life and death outside the circle wall, especially for a boy Oliver’s size. “You’re my friend, Franklin. Until you raised Father Winthrop’s whip, I never doubted that.”

				“Don’t doubt it now,” said Franklin.

				“I’ll trust you.” Oliver heaved a deep breath. He put a hand on his knife and thought about threatening Franklin again, but he knew he couldn’t back up the threat. He’d never be able to stick his blade into Franklin’s flesh.

				But Oliver knew one thing. He wouldn’t take another beating, and he wouldn’t take the pyre.

			

			
				If it came to it, he’d use the small knife on his own throat. “Please don’t betray me,” Oliver whispered.

				“When do you want to leave?” Franklin asked.

				Oliver looked around at the walls he’d seen a million times as he ratcheted up his courage to make the choice he wasn’t sure he should make. “As early as tomorrow or the next day.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Beck

				“Grain,” said Beck as he and Evan turned onto Market Street. “That’s what we need more of.”

				“The crowds here have become unbearable, with the residents of villages and other towns coming into Brighton to join Blackthorn’s army.”

				“Yes,” Beck agreed, jostled by a pair of women hurrying out of the market carrying a full basket between them.

				Up ahead, several dozen soldiers took sides, facing each other and yelling over some dispute.

				“If stored properly and kept free of vermin, grain will keep forever in practical terms,” Beck mused. “It’ll last longer than you or me.” Beck looked over his shoulder to see that his escorts were still behind. The four soldiers were falling back in the mass of people crowded into the street, but they were coming.

				“The question I ask myself,” said Evan, “is whether these people left behind significant food stores in their towns and villages before coming here. Surely they couldn’t have carried everything. They just harvested. Some were still harvesting when General Blackthorn called them in. I understand why they brought their animals; those couldn’t be left untended. But the grains? The vegetables? What of those?”

				Beck stopped and turned to Evan. “This was all part of my plan. I suspected the peasants would have no way to transport so much to Brighton. What’s more, they all believe they’ll be returning to their homes soon, so why bring it? No reason. I did want to wait for the confirmation of seeing what they brought before I chose which path in my plan to take next.”

				“Which is?” asked Evan.

			

			
				Beck leaned in close so that only Evan would be able to hear him amidst the cacophony of bickering, bargaining, and yelling. “If we concentrate our coin on things besides food, we may very well be able to get what we need on the way west, if we leave at the right time. We’d simply need to stop by the empty towns on the way, and pick up what we want from unguarded stores.”

				“I agree,” said Evan. “If we choose to stay here and fight, that changes, though.”

				“If we stay and fight,” said Beck, “the food stores will not be the decisive factor. In terms of resources, it will be men and weapons that make the difference.”

				The argument ahead escalated into a rush of fists and shoves. Other men were pulled into the fight when they were pushed or punched by mistake. The fight spread though the street.

				Beck stopped and turned around. “We’ll not be getting through that way.”

				“We should get out of here,” said Evan.

				“Conditions in the city worsen by the day,” said Beck as he hurried his pace. “Brighton simply cannot hold so many.”

				“When does General Blackthorn intend to march the army out?” asked Evan.

				“Soon.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Oliver

				Oliver walked along with Franklin, market basket in hand, knives hanging in their sheaths inside his pants. It was an overcast, cold day. At least the wind had died down from freezing gales to chilly breezes. The streets were mostly mud where they hadn’t frozen the night before. In a way, the weather was much like the state of the relationship between him and Franklin. Despite their seeming truce, too much animosity lay under the surface, stoked each time Oliver took a step and the rough cloth of his shirt slid across the sores on his back.

				“With Father Winthrop sick in his room, maybe we can—” Franklin started.

				“He’s not sick,” Oliver interrupted. “He’s hiding out from General Blackthorn.”

				“Yeah,” Franklin accepted. “You’re right. I was going to say, maybe you should eat some extra food and fatten up before you go. Father Winthrop won’t notice.”

				Shaking his head without looking at Franklin, knowing he had enough coin to keep himself well fed for some time, Oliver said, “Soon, Father Winthrop will realize that everyone thinks he’s a coward. He’ll come out and try to redeem himself. He’s too vain to let others see what he really is.”

				“Or he may sit in there and starve,” said Franklin. “Or die of fright. I’ve never seen any man in such a state.”

				Oliver smiled at the thought of Winthrop starving himself to death as he quaked in his room, looking over his shoulders at the shadows.

				Once on Market Street, they passed several vendors already packing their things, sold out of what little they had. Others with sparsely covered tables had lines of people queued up to take the last of what was left.

			

			
				Franklin said, “We’ll have to come earlier tomorrow.”

				Oliver lost interest in what Franklin had to say. He had other business to tend to. “I have to go somewhere now.”

				“To the latrine?” Franklin asked, his tone suggesting loudly that he knew Oliver wasn’t going to the latrine.

				“It doesn’t matter.” Oliver glanced at Franklin, daring him to say something more on the matter. “I can meet you back here or at the temple. You choose.”

				“How long will you be?” Franklin asked.

				“Not long.”

				“I’ll wait in the market,” said Franklin.

				Without another word on the matter, Oliver strode off into the crowd. In case Franklin followed him, he decided to take precautions. Scurrying between enough big bodies of adults until they could no longer see one another, he looked over his shoulder. Franklin wasn’t behind him. At the first chance, he turned down an alley and hid behind a pushcart left by one of the vegetable vendors. He looked back toward the market and watched.

				When enough time had passed, Oliver hurried down to the end of the alley and made his way over to the house in the row of ruins where he’d first met Evan in secret.

				He tentatively peeked in through the doorless entryway. He was surprised to see Evan standing there, reading something in his hands.

				“Oliver?”

				Oliver half-smiled and waded in through the knee-deep dry grass that covered much of the ruined house’s floor. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

				“I’ve waited here several times when it was reported to me that you left the temple,” said Evan, “but you never came. And now Father Winthrop seems to have disappeared. What is happening?”

				“There’s much to tell,” said Oliver, proceeding to fill Evan in on the details about Father Winthrop.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Oliver

				Oliver finished his story by dropping his cloak to the ground, pulling his shirt up over his head, and turning around to show Evan his back. He said, “The marks go down to my knees.”

				Evan remained quiet. Oliver pulled his shirt back on and turned to look at Evan, picking his cloak up off the ground.

				“I’m sorry,” Evan said.

				Oliver looked Evan up and down, trying to find any indication of sincerity or empathy. “Yeah.” Oliver looked back at the open doorway. Maybe it was time to go.

				“I see you have knives hidden in your clothes.”

				Oliver shrugged.

				“Are those new, or have you always had them?”

				Oliver pursed his lips emphatically. “It’s not the knives that concern you. What is your true question?”

				“Has our relationship changed?”

				“I didn’t give away any of our secrets, if that’s what you’re worried about,” said Oliver.

				Shaking his head, Evan said, “I wasn’t worried.”

				“Because you aren’t on a pyre already?” Oliver asked, a little more harshly than he intended.

				Evan got a pained look on his face. “I’m not good at expressing empathy. Please understand that I’m truly sorry that you were whipped.”

				Oliver looked away. He’d known that Evan was a little bit odd, but he still didn’t believe him.

				“Were you beaten because of what you were doing for me?”

				“In a way,” said Oliver. “I was beaten for something that happened on the way to the Dunlow’s house with a message, but I was asked no questions. Father Winthrop hates me. He thinks everything I say is a lie. So he had me beaten until I cried. I’m still ashamed of it.”

			

			
				“There’s no shame in it,” said Evan. “The idea that men should feel no pain is a ridiculous fantasy that perverts men’s minds.”

				“I came here today to thank you for asking me to join in your subversions. I don’t know what your goal is, and I don’t care. I learned enough about myself that now I have the confidence to do what I must do. I will no longer be able to assist you.”

				“Why?” Evan asked.

				“It doesn’t matter.”

				“It matters to me,” said Evan. “Do you despise me because of what happened?”

				Oliver laughed, but not because he was happy. Regretting that he might sound insulting, he said, “What happened was not your fault. It was Father Winthrop and Franklin who did this. I don’t despise you. I thank you for the hope you gave me that one day I might leave the temple and become a scholar. That was worth something to me. Now, I’m choosing never to get beaten again. I’m leaving Brighton, and I’m never coming back.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: Bray

				Bray wove through the Coventry alleys, letting his familiarity with the town guide him. He took an indirect path to the town center. He kept an eye out for soldiers. Though it was doubtful any of the townsfolk would give him up—they hated the soldiers more than anyone else—he knew it was wise to vacate the scene of a brawl. Using his clothes to sop up the blood of his wounded hand, he nursed his sick, beaten stomach. The blows he’d received had rattled him, more than anything else. He didn’t think anything was broken. His ribs were bruised, maybe. That was all. Any wounds he’d received would be ascribed to injuries from battles in the wild.

				A Warden’s appearance was rarely subject to scrutiny.

				Thank the gods for that, at least.

				At the same time, he’d have to watch his back while in town. Cutting over to the main street, he stopped at one of the local merchants’ and bought an apple. Townspeople were in the streets, going about their business, but the crowds were thin. Most folks had already followed Blackthorn’s orders and gone on to Brighton. Still, children’s cries rang in the air. Women laughed and gossiped. He took a bite of the savory fruit, letting the juices flow in his mouth. The food was refreshing. Delicious. He admired several young girls, watching their skirts ruffle as they carried their purchases.

				A few streets later he was looking at the smooth, gray walls of The House. Like most of the Houses in the townships, the building was situated at the edge of town, away from the bustle. A girl with long, dark hair hung at the entrance, waving pleasantries to entice the passersby. Bray recognized the girl from a previous visit. He couldn’t recall her name.

				“Was the hunt successful?” she asked, smiling.

			

			
				“Always.” Bray glanced over his shoulder, ensuring he wasn’t being followed. When he was satisfied, he accompanied her inside.

				The sleek, clean walls of The House were filled with drawings and decorations. The air smelled of fragrances and flowers. The garments and bedding in The House were washed daily; better than any other place in town that he’d seen. He’d be given a clean room and plenty of water.

				A welcome reprieve from the dank alley he’d found himself in.

				Besides, it was much better than sitting in the bar, reflecting on the past with a woman who no longer needed his company.

				The girl offered him a bath, which he gratefully accepted, and then dismissed herself to get ready. He stared at her backside as she walked into the other room. A girl laughed. Another giggled. By the sounds of it, he was The House’s only occupant. He didn’t mind that.

				Not at all.

				As he soaked in the water, he thought of Samantha—the end of their time together, her pregnancy, and her bastard husband, Conrad. Not only had the man put an end to Bray’s fun, but he’d also robbed the Wardens of their bounty. Bray tried to conjure a memory of his and Samantha’s last time together, the one he’d have to carry with him for the rest of his days. But for some reason, his thoughts drifted to the companions he’d left in the woods.

				To Ella.

				Instead of Samantha’s naked body, he pictured Ella’s glistening, pale skin. Her look of determination as they’d trekked to Davenport. Her smile as she’d reunited with her children. She was as brave as she was foolhardy.

				He shook the thoughts away as the dark-haired beauty returned. She was wearing a more revealing dress than the one she’d worn outside, and she let it slip from her shoulders while he watched. Her skin was unmarked, young, flawless. She was gorgeous by anyone’s standards.

			

			
				“You must be tired from the wild,” she guessed.

				“No more than usual.” He grinned. “Don’t worry, I still have plenty of strength left.”

				“I sure hope so.”

				As she teased the garment to the ground, Bray tried to envision the night he’d have with her, but his thoughts inexplicably returned to the woman he’d left behind in the woods.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41: Oliver

				“Stay,” said Evan to Oliver. Oliver looked out through one of the empty windows, noticing it was getting dark. He had to go soon.

				Oliver looked at Evan, trying not to show how sorry he felt for Evan’s inability to see the world through anybody’s eyes but his own. Oliver said, “I’m as insignificant to your plans as I’m small in stature. I’m nothing. A little throwaway boy who exists for use in others’ schemes and whims. Father Winthrop beats me to feed his perverse need. You send me off on dangerous errands that you’re afraid to do yourself. If someone gets put on the pyre, it’ll be me, not you. I no longer wish to accept the tiny value that Brighton places on my life. My life is important enough to me that I’ll go where I need to in order to keep it safe.”

				“You’ll die outside the circle wall,” said Evan. “You’re too small to protect yourself, even with those knives.”

				“We’ll see.”

				Evan sighed and looked at the ground. “I did not put you in danger because I—”

				“Don’t lie,” Oliver commanded, putting on one of the mannerisms he’d picked up from the powerful men he’d watched while in Father Winthrop’s company.

				Evan shrank. “I put you in danger to protect myself. And before you call me a liar, believe me when I say that we are both tiny game pieces in a larger plan. In that plan, I am less expendable. Any strategist playing the game would choose my life over yours. For us, though, the game is important.”

				“Not to me,” Oliver argued.

				Evan walked over to the doorway and peeked out into the street. He came back to stand by Oliver, and in a hushed tone, said, “We—”

				“Who are we?” Oliver demanded.

			

			
				“We shall go unnamed for the moment,” said Evan. “We are attempting to make a change in Brighton on such a grand scale that life will change for all of us.”

				“How?”

				“The government, the council, is corrupt,” said Evan. “It must be removed so that educated men can make decisions about what laws are to be made. People should not be slaughtered on the whims of the powerful.”

				“You’re saying this plot I’ve been a part of is to oust The General and Father Winthrop?” asked Oliver. “You want Minister Beck and men like yourself to rule the townships?”

				Nodding, Evan said, “Wouldn’t you rather have men in charge who know how to think, men who are educated, and not pointlessly cruel?”

				“All men are pointlessly cruel,” argued Oliver.

				“Not all men.” Evan shook his head, hurt by Oliver’s words.

				“Goodbye, Evan.” Oliver turned and started toward the door. “I wish you well, but I doubt I’ll ever see you again.”

				“If you had a younger brother,” tried Evan, “would you abandon him to the kind of cruelty that you suffer?”

				Oliver shook his head and laughed at the feeble attempt. “I have no brother.”

				“Of course you don’t,” said Evan. “But imagine for a moment that you did.”

				Oliver heaved a sigh and turned back to the persistent Evan. “Okay, I will.”

				“If you had a younger brother, would you abandon him to this?”

				“No.”

				“What if he was too small to travel with you? Would you stay?”

				“I suppose,” Oliver admitted.

				“I’m not going to tell you that we will fail or succeed. I will only say that for each of us who stay and make the hard choice to fight, our chances of success increase. If those chances increase enough, we might succeed. If we succeed, then all the sons and daughters, all the little brothers and sisters, will have better lives. They might not have to suffer the same cruelties that you suffer. By going, you do your small part to condemn them all to your fate.”

			

			
				Shaking his head emphatically, Oliver said, “When such things happen, it’s not my fault. I’m a victim in this.”

				“You are a young man who can choose to do something, or you can choose to run and protect yourself. It is a man’s choice you make.” Evan crossed his arms and set his face in a stern expression. “Choose what you must.”

				“I’ll think about it.” Oliver walked out of the ruined house and headed back to the market to find Franklin.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42: Evan

				The plan to come to the Dunlows’ house through the alley had been a good idea before the population of Brighton doubled, leaving people and soldiers overflowing from every structure with a roof. Now it wasn’t. Those who could find no solid roof had built themselves lean-tos, especially in the alley that ran behind the Dunlows’ house.

				With small fires burning to keep them warm, refugees huddled, shivered, and grumbled as Evan made his way through the night behind the houses. He pulled his hood over his head so that it hung in such a way as to block the view of his face from the side.

				Evan told himself that farmers who weren’t smart enough to get a solid roof to shelter their families were probably not smart enough to be suspicious about a Scholar from the Academy slinking through an alley in the middle of the night. But one could never be too careful.

				Evan knocked lightly on the back door. A loud pound wasn’t necessary. He was expected.

				“Who is it?” a voice asked from inside.

				“You know who it is.”

				The door slowly opened. Tommy Dunlow peeked out.

				Evan nodded and half smiled a greeting.

				The door swung open and Evan stepped out of the cold.

				“Any trouble?” Tommy Dunlow asked.

				Evan shook his head and followed Tommy deeper into the house. Evan was impressed. He’d seen plenty of merchant’s houses; many were opulent, and left him speechless with wonder. So many farmers and poorer merchants lived in hovels of a room or two. Those that did well had a main communal room with a few bedrooms. It was only the wealthy merchants and ministers that had anything more.

			

			
				Most houses were utilitarian and plain. Few had anything decorating the walls. The materials to make useless, pretty things were as scarce as the time it took to construct them. Ancient artifacts were the choice of the wealthy. Normally, they were found by a farmer in a field, or a hunter who came across something in the forest. It was the reason so many children spent a good deal of their time staring at the ground, looking for treasures from the past. Lucky finders of such items rarely kept them. The wealthy merchants, and the ones trying to appear wealthier than they were, competed with one another to accumulate the grandest collection of ancient oddities. They bought anything people found, making it a profitable proposition for a farmer who might be able to trade an old trinket for enough coin to purchase a blanket, a pig, or even enough meat to keep his family fed through the winter. The prices varied by each item’s condition and rarity.

				Tommy Dunlow opened a pair of interior doors. Interior doors on a room not even used for sleeping, Evan thought. The splendor staggers the imagination.

				Evan followed inside to see three walls layered in shelves containing the largest collection of ancient trinkets he’d ever seen. Evan marveled at them, inadvertently ignoring Timmy Dunlow, who had been sitting in a chair inside the room.

				“Everyone does that when they first come here,” said Tommy.

				Realizing he was rudely gawking, Evan said, “I apologize.”

				“Don’t,” said Tommy. “You can look all you want.”

				Nodding as he turned his attention back to a row of particularly shiny, intricately crafted things, Evan said, “I would like that, but let us take care of necessary matters first.”

			

			
				Timmy waved Evan toward one of the chairs. “Let’s all sit down and talk. We may be seditious rebels, but we can be comfortable, can’t we?”

				Tommy laughed and seated himself beside his brother.

				Evan didn’t see the humor in Timmy’s comment, but he chuckled to be polite. He sat across from the two. “The army will be marching soon.”

				“We haven’t been told a date yet,” said Tommy.

				“No one has,” said Evan.

				“Not even Minister Beck?” asked Timmy.

				“Not that he’s told me,” said Evan.

				“And he would tell you, wouldn’t he?” asked Timmy.

				Evan nodded. “Minister Beck tells me everything.”

				Tommy leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. “Do you tell Minister Beck everything?”

				Evan said nothing.

				“That’s the thing of it,” said Timmy, nodding at his brother. “We’ve been talking to people. We’ve encouraged them to join this thing, whatever it is. We’ve talked men into taking up arms against General Blackthorn, but we don’t know the source of all this. The only people we’ve been approached by are you and that officious pipsqueak, Oliver.”

				Evan figured it was best not to say anything until a question was asked.

				“You see our dilemma, right?” asked Tommy.

				Evan nodded.

				Tommy and Timmy watched him with unasked questions on their faces.

				Evan was going to make them speak that which they apparently feared to say.

				Tommy looked over at his brother, gathering his courage. “Is this you putting this together? Are we talking of revolution for Evan’s benefit, or is there more?”

				“More,” said Evan.

			

			
				Tommy huffed and crossed his arms. “You know what I’m asking.”

				“What are you asking?”

				“Is Minister Beck behind this?”

				“Would it make a difference?” asked Evan.

				Timmy leaned forward, pointing at Evan as he looked at his brother, “He won’t answer the question. I told you.”

				Tommy calmed his brother. “No need to get upset.” He looked back at Evan. “We need a direct answer, or we won’t continue. It’s that simple.”

				Evan asked, “And those whom you’ve recruited into our group of rebels, what names have you given them? Mine? Oliver’s?”

				Timmy looked at the floor.

				Evan saw it and asked, “Timmy?”

				Tommy looked over at his brother. He looked back at Evan, nervousness on his face. “Timmy told them Minister Beck was behind it.”

				“I never said he was,” said Evan.

				“Doesn’t matter,” said Timmy, immediately. “If he is, then good for us. If we don’t have at least one Minister on our side, nobody will join. Nobody wants to go to the pyre for no reason at all.”

				“Then you have your answer,” said Evan.

				“No, we don’t,” said Tommy. “I need to know, is he with us?”

				“If I asked you whether your father was involved,” asked Evan, “what would you tell me?”

				“That it’s none of your business.” Timmy jumped to his feet, ready to throw a punch.

				Tommy stood up and calmed Timmy, guiding him back into the chair.

				“You understand how I feel, then,” said Evan. “I would no sooner endanger Minister Beck than you would your father. As the situation stands, all whom you’ve recruited for our endeavor believe Minister Beck is involved. Only you two don’t know. If you’ve believed in the goal all this while, considering all that we’ve done, what difference would an admission of Minister Beck’s involvement make now?”

			

			
				“These men trust us,” said Tommy. “We’ve known them all for most of our lives. We have contact with them. Without us, there is no plan. Without Minister Beck, what are you bringing except whispers and rumors?”

				Evan looked at both of them for a minute before choosing to answer. “Swords. I have two hundred of them in a secret place. Without me, what will the men you’ve recruited fight with? Surely, some of them have swords. What of the others? Will they fight with sickles and rakes? Shields. I have two hundred of those. Should we need horses, I can provide mounts for all. Besides rumors and whispers, I bring the tools to make a rabble into an army.”

				“Where did you get two hundred swords?” asked Tommy.

				“Where and how is not important,” said Evan. “I have them. That is what is important. If Minister Beck is involved in this, I will tell you when the time comes. That is my final answer on that matter. Whether you accept that is up to you. If you do not, you need to accept another truth. If you ride or march out of those gates when General Blackthorn leads the army to the Ancient City, you will die. Every man, woman, and beast that leaves the city will die except for Blackthorn and his precious cavalry. You know who I am, and you know I am privy to many secrets that you are not. I will not tell you how I know these things beyond that explanation. If you choose not to believe me, know that what you forfeit is your life.”

				“We risk our lives either way then?” said Tommy.

				“No,” said Evan. “To stay and fight is to risk your life. To march out with the army is to accept death.”

				Timmy rubbed his hands over his face.

			

			
				Tommy wasn’t happy. He said, “I believe him.”

				“I know,” said Timmy. “I guess I do, too. I wish we had a better choice, is all.”

				“You do,” said Evan. “You may do nothing. Stay here, desert. You’ll be burned by Blackthorn when he returns or by his replacement while he is away. That is the sum of your choices.”

				“I’d rather die with a sword in my hand,” said Tommy. “If you take us to see this cache of weapons, I’ll doubt you no more.”

				Evan rose from his chair. “Let’s go. The place is not far from here.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43: Ella

				When her children had awakened, Ella collected them and led them into the forest.

				“Where are we going?” William asked.

				“To get breakfast,” Ella replied. The remnants of the previous night’s rabbits hung in the air. Although she’d gone to sleep with a full stomach, Ella’s appetite had already returned. Days of meager portions had caught up with her.

				“Bray’s not back yet?”

				“Nope. He must still be in town getting supplies.”

				She watched William’s reaction, but like her, he no longer seemed surprised. The Warden’s unreliable behavior had become the norm, like it or not.

				“When will he be back, do you think?” William asked.

				“I expected him yesterday evening. So, I’d say any time now.”

				Melora furrowed her brow. “I’ve never talked to a Warden before,” she noted. “He’s nicer than I thought.”

				“Don’t let him fool you. We need to be careful,” Ella warned. With Bray constantly in their presence, she hadn’t delved into much detail.

				“What do you mean?”

				Before Ella could elaborate, William piped up, “He stole our things. He took Zander.”

				“Who’s Zander?”

				Ella shook her head. She launched into her story, filling in the gaps that Melora hadn’t heard. When they were finished, Melora furrowed her brow.

				“Are you sure we should travel with him?”

				“I keep asking myself that. But he’s the best guide we have, for now,” Ella said.

				“You said yourself that he’s unreliable.”

				“He is. But he’s done a lot of things to help us, as well.”

			

			
				“Why do you think he stays with you and William, with us?”

				Not having spent any significant thought on the question from Bray’s perspective, Ella said, “I’m not sure.”

				She chewed on the question while they kept walking. Surely, he’d become attached to William. That much was clear. Beyond that, she wasn’t certain. His lewd passes at her could easily be dismissed as typical Warden behavior.

				He’d alluded to the fact that he needed to earn a living, and that he couldn’t stay with them forever. She expected him to leave at any time. The sight of a familiar berry bush distracted her. She bent down and studied it.

				“Look at that.” She smiled.

				She sifted through the branches, plucking one of the small, plum-colored fruits. She held up the berry, popping it into her mouth while her children looked on.

				“They almost taste better than the ones in Brighton,” she said with a laugh. “Try one!”

				Melora and William bent down to pick berries of their own. They popped fruits into their mouths, examining them before they ate them.

				“Look at this one!” William cried, a squirt of juice dribbling down his chin.

				“Here’s another one! Look how ripe it is!” Melora announced.

				Before Ella knew it, they were scrambling for the ripest picks, pushing past each other as if it were a game. William collected berries in the palm of one hand, mashing them into his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten in days. Melora popped them in her mouth almost sooner than she could pick them. She shoved William aside, and he laughed. In no time, they’d eaten a large section of the berries on the tree. They stood back and stared at each other.

				“Your hands, William,” Melora said.

				William held up his hands, showing off the red stains from the gushy insides of the fruit. He smiled and cleaned them in the grass.

			

			
				Ella laughed.

				They were disrupted by crackling in the brush.

				Melora was the first to jump. She hoisted her sword in the air, spinning and yelling a warning to the others. Ella readied herself, instructing William to stay behind them. Four demons appeared from a nearby patch of bramble, fighting their way through the forest. Their screeches grew louder as they got close. They were on a direct path for Ella, William, and Melora. There was nowhere to go.

				The first creature was minus an arm. The remainder was a ragged stump. It looked like it’d been involved in a recent encounter, and had somehow gotten away. It shrieked, clawing the air with its remaining hand, running on spindly legs.

				Ella took a step forward, protecting her children.

				The beast swung its good arm at her, and she sliced the blade through the air, cleaving off its hand. The creature stared at its bloodied wrist, trying to decipher what had happened. She stabbed it in the chest.

				There was no time for reprieve. Another creature was right behind it.

				Melora jumped into the fray. She swung her sword at the next creature, creasing its abdomen with a deep wound. It staggered backward and leaked blood.

				Screaming erupted from the tree behind them. Ella kicked out a defensive boot long enough to look back, noting William had climbed the oak directly behind them. He was perched on a branch twenty feet off the ground, screaming at the creatures.

				“Get away from them! I know you can hear me!” He waved his hands, barely keeping his balance.

				William’s face was wild. Manic. He’d dropped his sword and pack at the bottom of the tree. Before Ella could shout a warning, her attention was ripped back to the scene on the ground.

			

			
				“Mom! Look out!” Melora screamed.

				Ella spun to see a creature directly in front of her. A large, mushroom-shaped growth covered half of its face. Strands of misplaced flesh protruded from its neck. It stared at her with its one good, bloodshot eye. It reached for her. She kicked the thing back and raised her sword. She cut off half of its fungal-covered face.

				The thing collapsed in a hardly-human heap.

				Melora was battling another—a monster with a body so covered in warts that its body had swollen to twice its size. She hacked away at it until she found its neck, slicing the thing open. It fell, writhing in its death throes.

				A fifth, previously unseen creature plowed through the forest.

				From the tree, William screamed at the thing. “They aren’t the ones you want! Leave them alone!”

				The creature clacked its jaws in hunger. It kept coming until it was several feet from Ella.

				“Get back! Get back, I told you!” William shrieked.

				The creature looked up at William, meeting his eyes. Its face registered confusion.

				Ella speared it through the heart.

				The demon crumpled.

				**

				“Get out of the tree, William!” Ella stuck her sword in the dirt. She peered up at him, raising her hands as if to catch him. “What are you doing?”

				William had stopped screaming. He stared at the dead demons in disbelief, as if they might spring to life and converse with him. He stopped waving his hands. He clung to the branch above him, as if suddenly afraid he might fall.

			

			
				“I said get down!” Ella yelled again.

				She couldn’t help but picture William tumbling from the tree branch, breaking a leg. What would they do then? For a second, she considered climbing the tree and retrieving him, but thankfully, he obeyed her and descended, finding shaky handholds on the branches. She didn’t relax until his feet were on the ground.

				“Why’d you go up there? Were you scared?” she asked.

				“No.” He shook his head definitively. “I wasn’t scared.”

				She watched him carefully, keeping a tight grip on her sword. William seemed to have relaxed, but she envisioned the manic boy in the tree, screaming at the demons. The image scared her almost as much as the beasts on the ground.

				“You aren’t hurt, are you?” Melora asked him.

				William walked away from them, studying the bodies. One of the creatures had fallen over the berry bush they’d been picking. The fruits were mangled and mixed with its blood. He furrowed his brow.

				“You dropped your things,” Ella said, pointing to the discarded pack and sword at the base of the tree. “You’re going to need those, William.”

				William strode over and reclaimed them. His expression turned to shame. “I’m sorry I climbed the tree. I’m sorry I left my things,” he said.

				“That’s all right.”

				“I guess I must’ve been scared,” he admitted.

				Ella traded a look of concern with Melora when William wasn’t looking.

				“It’s okay,” Melora said.

				Before they could comfort him further, William put on his backpack, tucked his sword in his scabbard, and walked away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 44: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald moved with short, fearful steps as she approached General Blackthorn’s front entrance, a pair of thick wooden doors on big iron hinges. The hinges alone were worth a month’s wages to the day laborers, men who had no fields to tend and no products to sell.

				Blue-shirted soldiers stood on each side of the door, bored, but seemingly itching for something to happen that would give them an excuse to unsheathe their swords and lop off some heads.

				Fitz had seen their kind plenty of times when she worked nights in The House. Such men were uncaring and brutal. To them, she might as well have been a piece of furniture or a convenient pillow with the right-shaped curve. They didn’t seem to care for her any more or less. They did their business with busy hands and few words, leaving her without a thank you or the gift of a coin.

				Fitz pushed her cloak open so that the men would be able to see the fine dress of a merchant’s wife she wore underneath. It was dyed in the deepest red, with cream-colored lace trim nearly as pale as her skin. She shuddered when Franklin had selected it for her. It was expensive enough that the dressmaker balked and argued. The dressmaker knew who Franklin was, and that he was there on Father Winthrop’s business. The dressmaker was obligated to provide the dress free of charge. It wasn’t until General Blackthorn’s name was mentioned that the dressmaker’s reluctance disappeared completely. Nobody wanted to be crossways with the General.

				Fitz stopped in front of the two guards.

				“Yes, ma’am?” one of them asked.

				Yes, ma’am? Fitz bit back a laugh. If either of them recognized her for whom she was, she would have gotten a curse rather than a greeting. “I’m here to see General Blackthorn.”

			

			
				“Who sent you?” the guard asked.

				Thinking back to the lesson she’d learned while shopping for the dress, Fitz said, “I’m here at General Blackthorn’s request.”

				The guards stiffened and looked at each other. Neither spoke, but some silent message passed between them. One of them stepped over and pulled the handle on one of the heavy doors. “Wait inside by the fire. One of the girls will take care of you.”

				Fitz nodded and gave the guard a smile as she passed into a room with the largest, most ornate table she’d ever seen. The door closed behind her, making enough of a boom that she knew everyone in the house had to have been startled.

				Opposite the pair of giant doors stood a great stone fireplace that looked as though it might have been carved from a single piece of stone. A mantle ran along the top at shoulder height. On it sat three boxes of the most interestingly decorative wood she’d ever seen. A large fire blazed inside the hearth.

				From somewhere in the house, the smell of salted pork and baked bread caught her curiosity. Her stomach rumbled. She’d been nervous about her plan since the night before, unable to eat.

				From a doorway that opened up to the right of the fireplace, an elderly woman came out, dressed in the plain, sack-shaped dress of a servant. “Yes, ma’am?”

				Fitzgerald looked down her nose at the woman, establishing the social order just in case the clothing didn’t convey the message. “General Blackthorn requested that I come and see him.”

				The woman looked puzzled and stuck for words. She glanced over her left shoulder toward a staircase, then back at Fitz. “The General is sleeping.”

			

			
				It was late enough in the morning that Fitz hadn’t expected the General to be asleep. She didn’t know anyone else who slept that long. Well, except for the other girls in The House, who often slept all through the morning, but with a reason. Their customers preferred to come and relieve their frustrations at night.

				“Ma’am?”

				Fitz thought for a moment longer. “I smell breakfast cooking. Do you expect him to come down soon?”

				“The General comes down when he pleases.”

				Irritated, Fitz asked, “Does it usually please him to come down early?”

				“I’m sorry. I’ve angered you.” The serving girl looked at the floor.

				Fitz softened her expression. She felt terrible. Besides the fine clothes that she had the good fortune to be wearing, she wasn’t any better than this woman. They both occupied the lowest rungs of the Brighton social scale. Fitz walked over and put a hand on the servant’s shoulder, using her other hand to pull the woman’s chin up. “I’m not angry. I only wish to know whether I should stay and wait, or whether I should come back another time. Does the General usually come down for his morning meal early or late?”

				The serving woman stepped back and looked Fitz up and down. “I’ve been cooking his meals since before you were born.” She looked back at the stairs. “For almost all of those years, the General was up before the sun. He’s got the heart of a horse. He never stopped moving. But now…”

				“What?” Fitz asked.

				“We all get old.” The serving woman looked at the floor again. “If we’re lucky.”

				“Why don’t you go back to your work?” said Fitz. “I’ll wait here if that’s okay.”

			

			
				Nodding, the serving woman pulled one of the chairs out from the table and waved for Fitz to sit. “Would you like me to bring you something? Food? Drink?”

				As much as Fitz wanted a few bites of what smelled so good in the kitchen, it wouldn’t do to have a mouth full of bread and greasy pork when General Blackthorn came down the stairs, grouchy from having stayed in bed too long. “No. Thank you for offering.”

				The maid nodded and went back to her work while Fitz waited.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 45: Ella

				Ella scrunched her face as she looked at the dead demons. William had walked over to a cluster of trees, quietly examining a bit of snow that clung to the bark. Convinced the demon attack was over, Ella turned to Melora.

				“What do we do with the bodies?” Melora asked, her face ashen.

				“Leave them,” Ella said simply.

				“So close to camp? Won’t they draw others?”

				“I’m not sure…”

				“When I was staying with the settlers, they dragged the bodies into the woods to get them away from the house. Maybe we should do that,” Melora said.

				“You’re probably right. Who knows when Bray will return?”

				“Are you sure he’s coming back?”

				“Yes,” Ella lied. The truth was, she wasn’t sure, but she’d prepared for what to do if he didn’t. Before bedding down, she’d made a mental note of the direction they were traveling. They’d continue to the Ancient City by themselves, if they had to.

				She’d wait a few more hours. Then they’d leave. Her kids’ safety came first.

				Melora took a few steps toward the closest creature, but Ella stopped her. “Wait a moment. I’m still leery about touching them. I don’t think anything will happen, but—”

				“I’ll move them,” a voice called.

				Ella spun in time to see William emerging from the tree he’d been hiding behind. He seemed to have recovered from whatever mood had possessed him during the battle. He walked toward her with a strangely composed gait.

			

			
				“It won’t matter if I touch them. I’ve already got the sickness. Let me move them.”

				Ella swallowed. “I don’t think you’ll be able to do it on your own. I’ll help.”

				Ella and William grabbed one of the monsters and dragged it in the opposite direction. Its wart-covered arms flailed against the ground, as if it still possessed an ounce of fight, even though it was obviously dead. When they’d dragged away one, they came back for each of the others. William maintained his calm demeanor as they dragged the bodies over the forest floor, leaving a sticky trail of blood behind them.

				When they’d finished moving the bodies, William walked back and stood next to them. He wiped his hands on his pants. He cleared his throat.

				And then he strode off again, ducking through the trees and heading toward the remains of the campfire.

				Ella watched him with worry. She listened for sounds of other creatures but heard nothing. The attack felt over, but that didn’t make her feel any less uneasy.

				“Did you see how he acted?” Melora whispered, after he was out of earshot.

				Ella nodded. William’s behavior was getting odder and odder. But what could they do? She shook her head sadly. “I saw it,” she answered. “He thinks he can control them, somehow. I’m worried we won’t have much time left with him.”

				“He seemed so…normal up until now. I hadn’t seen it,” Melora reinforced, as if the comments might reverse what she’d seen him do.

				“He’s been good for the past day. I held out the hope that he was in some way cured.” Ella lowered her head in shame. “I realize how foolish that sounds now.”

				“Have you ever been around someone who was infected?” Melora asked.

			

			
				“Not until they were revealed at The Cleansing,” said Ella as she shook her head in answer. It went without saying that those people were promptly burned on the pyre.

				“Me, neither,” Melora said.

				“I expected he’d be fine for a while, but it’s only been days. If there was a healer, we could take him to…” Ella knew her hopes were useless.

				“I’ve only just met him.” Melora wiped her eyes, filled with the anticipation of another loss. “I’m not sure how I can go through this…”

				“When the time comes, we’ll do what we have to do,” Ella whispered.

				They fell silent, and Ella pulled her daughter in for a hug, holding her while the cool wind swayed through the trees.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 46: Fitzgerald

				Fitz was mature enough that patience came easily to her. In fact, much of her life had been centered around waiting and enduring. Sitting at the most opulent table she’d ever imagined, in the largest room she’d ever seen, patience was easy. The giant, warm fire staved off the cold wind outside. The smell of breakfast hung lazily in the air.

				As she sat there, taking her mind off the smell of the food, she mulled over how she was going to deal with General Blackthorn. Though the three ministers were supposed to share power equally, everyone in the townships knew General Blackthorn ruled at his whim. The other two ministers, while having all the power over the citizenry that Blackthorn had, didn’t have an army of Blue Shirts to enforce their will. The other ministers were General Blackthorn’s subordinates in all but name.

				If Fitz had any doubts about that, she saw it as she sat through that meeting in Father Winthrop’s temple. She recalled how Blackthorn sat up on the stage, occupying Winthrop’s precious throne, while Winthrop groveled and bemoaned his fears from the pew at Blackthorn’s feet.

				Blackthorn was power.

				The only thing that didn’t make sense to Fitz that day was the look on General Blackthorn’s face when he saw her.

				She’d seen that look a thousand times on other men’s faces. It wasn’t lust. It was another look. Normally the men had lust on their faces, and she forced herself to turn her head away and stare at the wall while they fondled and grunted. They treated her like a body without a soul, a thing whose only purpose was to serve their physical need. She treated them like beasts pulling a plow. She moved as was required, voiced the right sounds, and sweated through her chore.

			

			
				And truly, when she put herself in the right frame of mind, it was no worse than working a stupid animal at the plow or wallowing in a stinking sty with the pigs. She’d wash when she was finished and put the night’s labors out of her mind.

				Of course, sometimes her patrons left her with bruises, but Housemother Mary was always good in that situation. Men who felt the need to raise a hand to the girls were not welcome to return. Mary had an arrangement with several of the city guards to enforce it.

				The men that Fitz had difficulty with tended to be young. They were either unwed, and looking for something more than physical pleasure, or wed and dissatisfied with their brides. For those men, the satisfaction of their physical need was bound inextricably to the infatuated love that lived in their simple, immature hearts. It always showed on their faces when they looked at her with longing eyes and lightly pained pleasure on their faces.

				General Blackthorn, even with his time-grizzled, battle-scarred face, had that look.

				It had frightened Fitz at first. How would she handle General Blackthorn? The pups of men who came to her at The House of Barren Women were easy enough. It didn’t trouble her one bit to take advantage of the wealthiest ones, saying enough of the right things, showing extra enthusiasm during the fondling and grunting, laying entwined under the sheets for a while after the act was finished.

				In the men’s minds, she was reciprocating love. It was one pretense on top of another, creating an illusion of mutual pleasure.

				The ones who could afford it left her with the gift of a coin. A fair trade. They had more coin than they needed. She provided a service that cost her nothing to give. She only had to be good at pretending, at pushing her thoughts away through the vileness of it, and being patient for the day when her efforts bought her freedom.

			

			
				Unfortunately, with some young men, the fiction of love ended in possessive jealousy and raised fists.

				General Blackthorn was the one man in town with the power to do anything, to grant her anything. He was also the one man in town who feared no repercussions should his feelings for her turn to jealousy or worse.

				If the stories were true, he’d put all of his old lovers on the pyre.

				Fitz shuddered at the thought.

				Still, she understood the stakes in the game she was planning to play.

				She looked around the room, her eye settling on those three enigmatic boxes on the mantle. Her curiosity urged her to peek inside, but her situation was precarious enough. By sitting there in General Blackthorn’s dining hall, she was already playing a game that could cost her life.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 47: William

				William heard them. They didn’t think he did, but he did. Every word. He kicked at the burnt embers around the campfire, staring at the bloodstains on his boots. He tried to look busy while he listened through the trees to Ella and Melora.

				They continued talking, speaking about him with worried gestures. They were afraid. Afraid of what he was becoming. While they grew closer together, they pushed him away.

				He could see what they were asking each other. The real question wasn’t how fast the spore was growing, or how it was affecting him, but how soon they’d kill him.

				A part of William wanted to run into the forest, to join the ranks of the demons, but he knew he couldn’t take care of himself. He’d been learning from Bray, Ella, and Melora, but he wasn’t ready yet. He needed more practice. More time. Time to figure things out. Time to learn to hunt, to build his own shelter, and to survive.

				The wind blew, temporarily drowning out Ella’s and Melora’s conversation. William stopped moving and strained his ears. When the gust had passed, he heard them talking about people at The Cleansing, people they’d known that were afflicted.

				Even though he’d seen the unclean for brief periods of time, William knew he was different than them. He wasn’t crazed and delusional. He knew what he was seeing, what he was experiencing.

				What he saw was real.

				He smiled as he ground ashes into the dirt, smearing them from side to side, pretending to be preoccupied. He thought about how the demons had reacted when he’d spoken to them. Mom and Melora might not have noticed, but he’d seen them hesitate. That was the real reason the demons were dead. They’d heard William’s words, and they’d listened, and that’s why they’d fallen to Mom’s and Melora’s swords.

			

			
				He knew he couldn’t hold the demons back for long. They had a vendetta against humanity, and he couldn’t blame them. But he had a feeling he could control them, even more than he just had. He’d test that later. Maybe when he reached the Ancient City.

				William was looking forward to it.

				He moved so he could see Mom and Melora through the trees. They embraced, and he felt a sting of jealousy. For years, he’d been the one looking after his mother, helping her with everything she needed. Especially after Ethan died. And here was Melora, solidifying her position, planning his demise, while Mom plotted with her. He bit his lip in anger. A spurt of blood flowed over William’s tongue, warm and salty in his mouth.

				You’re not going to kill me, he thought. No way.


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 48: Fitzgerald

				Sounds had stopped coming from Blackthorn’s kitchen as the morning wore on. Fitzgerald wondered if noon had yet arrived. The great house felt empty. Only vague sounds from the outside made their way through the thick walls to keep her company.

				Prior to arriving, she’d decided she was going to tell the lie that she was there to display the dress that Father Winthrop had acquired at General Blackthorn’s behest. She wanted to ensure it was acceptable. If Blackthorn still had that forlorn infatuation in his eyes, she’d leverage that into a commitment by him to put Father Winthrop’s enormous ass on a horse and ride him out of Brighton with the army.

				It was a plan that called for reading a man’s heart through his eyes and manipulating him. A game she was used to. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was riding on a handful of hope.

				The longer she sat in the dining room, the more Fitzgerald realized her opportunity lay upstairs. Many men were awkward in that transition from eye contact to bed sheets. Even in The House of Barren Women, a place where everyone understood exactly what was going to happen, that was true.

				Perhaps Blackthorn had grown uncomfortable in his relations with women. He hadn’t had a wife in many years, after all.

				Maybe she could use that discomfort to her advantage.

				Fitz stood up, her nerves making her hands tremble.

				She cast one last, pointless look around the room, then headed for the stairs.

				**

				At the top of the stairs, a long hall ran the length of Blackthorn’s mansion. The doors on both sides of the hall were closed. Which one was Blackthorn’s? For a brief moment, Fitz considered abandoning her mission and going back downstairs to wait. The thought of checking each door for General Blackthorn seemed like a plan that would surely end in disaster. Then she noticed a pair of doors with shiny metal handles at the end of the hall. That had to be the room in which the General slept.

			

			
				On light, soundless steps, Fitz glided up the hall.

				She stopped at the double doors and listened, discerning the snoring of a man sleeping within.

				It had to be the General. The serving woman wasn’t lying. He really was sleeping.

				Fitz steeled her nerves. No point in second guessing now. She’d already thought things through a hundred times. She was committed to the hope that it would all work out.

				She put a hand on one of the door handles and opened it up.

				In the center of a room that put Father Winthrop’s chamber to shame sat the largest bed she’d ever seen. Sleeping on his back in that bed lay General Blackthorn.

				Fitz walked into the room and quietly closed the door behind her. She shivered at the cold, noticing that the fire had died down during the night. No maid had come in to put fresh logs in the fireplace.

				Fitz walked over to the bed and looked down on General Blackthorn. Even in sleep, he looked regal and determined. Perhaps his face was so used to holding that look that it remained that way, even in relaxation.

				She sat on the bed beside General Blackthorn’s sleeping form. Her heart beat maddeningly. She thought about Franklin. How would he feel about what she was about to do?

				The question surprised her. Franklin harbored no illusions about Fitz’s role in Brighton. He’d even been forced to stand outside Father Winthrop’s door on numerous occasions while Winthrop fumbled through his business, bellowing like a wounded pig at climax. How could Franklin possibly not know? Still, this one seemed different to her. It was as if the moment that Fitz had been taken out of The House and put into service as a cleaning woman in the temple, she’d decided that she belonged to Franklin.

			

			
				The physical act she was planning seemed like a betrayal.

				Fitz took a deep breath and put those thoughts out of her mind. Just as Franklin had sacrificed something of his soul to beat Oliver, Fitz was going to sacrifice whatever ambivalence she was feeling for the good of her and Franklin.

				She reached over and caressed General Blackthorns face.

				With eyes closed, he flinched, and then accepted her touch. He seemed pleased, almost comforted.

				Fitz placed her palm fully against his face, and his eyes half-opened, looking up at her.

				Fitz held her breath. This was the moment when her plan would fork toward success, or spiral down to an end on the pyre pole. It took all her control to keep her hand steady on General Blackthorn’s face, conveying love instead of nerves.

				General Blackthorn’s hard features softened, and he smiled, muttering something Fitz didn’t understand, but she knew the tone of his utterance. He was pleased.

				Fitz breathed.

				With the General still half asleep, Fitz knew she could get away with anything.

				She slid a hand under the blankets and put it on his chest. Even old, his body was as hard as a young man’s, not fat and soft like the older merchants that sometimes visited her in The House.

				She caressed the rippled muscles on his belly as she passed his bellybutton and felt some kind of thick undergarment over his private parts. She pushed her hand beneath, trying to find his manhood, realizing as she did that the garment was soaking wet.

			

			
				General Blackthorn’s eyes snapped full open.

				Fitz half-smiled and leaned close to kiss him.

				She felt an iron grip clamping her shoulder, pushing her away.

				“Emma?”

				Fitz didn’t know whether to respond with words or touch.

				Her hand found what it was looking for in the wet undergarment.

				Blackthorn roughly shoved Fitz. She tumbled off the bed and onto the floor.

				In a flash, Blackthorn was on his feet, the wet cloth wrapped into that undergarment falling to the floor, leaving his lean body naked. “What—?”

				Shying away from a flaming rage burning in Blackthorn’s eyes, Fitz was at a loss. She hadn’t expected this reaction, hadn’t guessed anything like it might happen. She tried to put on a smile. She gestured at her dress, mostly at her breasts beneath the fine cloth. She knew how men loved those. “I thought—”

				“Out!” Blackthorn shouted.

				Fitz scrambled backward.

				Blackthorn came at her, fists balled, a scowl on his face. “Out!”

				Fitz tried to get to her feet. Blackthorn kicked her. She tumbled over.

				He yelled at her again.

				She tried to stand. He grabbed her upper arm, dragging her up with the strength of a man lifting a child.

				Fitz cried at the pain of his grip.

				Blackthorn flung his door open, and with one hand, tossed her onto the floor in the hall. He slammed the door behind her.

			

			
				Fitz cried as the humiliation and physical pain sunk in. Her crying turned desperate as she heard feet on the stairs. The game she’d been betting her life on was lost.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 49: Fitzgerald

				Shuffling sounds in Blackthorn’s room told her nothing about what was going on in there. Was he getting dressed? Was he having a tantrum?

				That didn’t matter.

				Fitz stared at the dark spots on the floor where her tears were discoloring the wooden floor planks.

				Footsteps marched deliberately up the hall.

				The footsteps were terror and the promise of a pyre pole.

				She dared not look.

				They were coming to get her, and she could do nothing except cry and start to miss all she was about to lose. She’d had a chance to be happy with Franklin despite Brighton’s cruelty. All she’d had to do was endure and forget, just as she’d always done. But she’d become a greedy whore for happiness. She wanted more than she’d deserved. Now her future was on a path to a moment in which she’d see Franklin standing in the dirt at the edge of the fire’s heat, as the flames burned away her fine, expensive dress and crusted her dark eyes in burned skin.

				She’d sob and scream once that flame wrapped its first blazing tendril around her thigh. She knew she would.

				She shuddered at the thought.

				A pair of boots came to a stop on the floor in front of her.

				She sniffled, trying to stop her tears.

				“Stand, woman.”

				Hanging her head, Fitz got to her knees, but fear of what she knew was coming froze her muscles in place.

				A hand reached under one of her arms. The voice, gentle this time, said, “Please, stand up.”

				Fitz gulped down her sobs and got to her feet. Strands of her black hair pasted themselves to the tears across her face. As she blinked to clear her eyes, she hoped she would die at that moment to avoid the pain that was to come.

			

			
				Before her stood Captain Tenbrook, a man with a reputation like no other.

				Without a doubt, he was handsome to the point of beauty. He was tall, with strong but gentle hands, a man molded from the dreams of young girls. But the whisper among the girls old enough to have salacious fantasies was that this beauty of a man had no soul. He’d been born empty.

				Cruelties beyond imagination were mentioned in the quietest of voices, always with a look over the shoulder as though they were talking about an evil demon that could materialize out of ash in the wind. Always, though, the cruelties had happened to someone who knew someone, or whose cousin or niece had witnessed it. No name ever came with the rumor, as though the names themselves had run away from the stories in fear. Or the empty soul of Tenbrook himself ate them.

				And his men, wild-eyed and loyal, seemed to long for death at only the chance of one favorable word from Tenbrook’s lips. All other in the cavalry hated him, or so it was said.

				Fitz wondered, as she looked through her mussed hair at that perfect face, if Tenbrook was an ancient demon-god, haunting Brighton for his pleasure.

				He reached a hand up to her face, and she flinched.

				“It’s okay,” he said, as gently as a father to a daughter. He brushed her hair from her face with three or four strokes. He pulled a cloth from a pocket and dabbed at her tears. “What are you doing here?”

				Fitz looked at Tenbrook, confused, unable to reconcile all that she’d heard with the kindness in the touch of his fingers, the softness in that rumbling voice.

				“Do you speak?” Tenbrook asked, concern on his face.

				Fitz nodded.

			

			
				Tenbrook tilted his head toward Blackthorn’s still closed doors. “Did you have business with General Blackthorn?”

				Suddenly ashamed for what she’d intended, Fitz found the strength to say, “I was sent to ask General Blackthorn a favor.”

				Tenbrook nodded, as though he had some information on the details of Fitz’s request, though she knew he couldn’t possibly be aware of her intentions.

				“For your husband?” he asked.

				Fitz didn’t know how to answer that question, so she said nothing.

				Tenbrook stepped back and looked her up and down. “That is a lovely dress. Your husband must do very well. And he must keep you very well hidden. I don’t recall seeing you before.”

				Fitz thanked her stars that Tenbrook had never visited The House of Barren Women. If so, he’d have recognized her instantly.

				Tenbrook turned and took a few steps down the hall.

				Fitz stayed in her place.

				He looked back at her. “Come downstairs with me.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 50: Bray

				Bray immersed himself in the forest. His trip to Coventry had done him good, though he could’ve done without the beating. His foray with the locals only deepened his appreciation for the wild. He soaked in the peacefulness and familiarity of the woods, allowing the isolation to wash over him as he thought of Ella.

				Whether it was his absence for the past day and night or some misguided nostalgia, Bray wasn’t sure, but he hoped to make sense of it when he got back.

				Hopefully Ella, William, and Melora had survived without incident.

				Cutting a path similar to the one he’d taken before, he studied the ground for evidence that he’d been followed, but didn’t see any. It was a precautionary habit that had saved his life on many occasions. One time in particular, a Warden had followed him to the outskirts of town and watched him enter Coventry, hoping to ambush him when he returned. If Bray’s guard hadn’t been up, he might’ve fallen victim to the man’s perceived grudge.

				When he was fairly confident he hadn’t been followed, Bray picked up his pace, tallying his coin. Despite his relaxation at The House and his spending on ale, he’d managed to save a bit of the money he’d been paid. Old habits, he supposed. His plan was to take it back to the Ancient City and keep a few coins on his person, should the scalps dry up.

				His nose ran from the cold. It was a bitter day—colder in the woods than in the township. He wiped his face with his sleeve.

				A few miles past town, he encountered several demons meandering in the trees, and he made quick work of them, tucking their skins in his bag. Although he wasn’t fond of the weather, the early temperature made the demons lethargic, easier to kill.

			

			
				“At least I’ll eat this week,” he grumbled. Leaving the bodies behind, he thought of the rodents that would be appreciative of a quick, easy meal.

				A while later he approached the place where he’d left Ella, William, and Melora. He slowed. He saw nothing alarming, no proof that anyone else had traveled this way. Demon smell was in the air.

				Worry crept inside him.

				He felt an inexplicable concern for the people he’d left behind. If something had happened to them…

				He hastened his pace, drawing his sword. The chirps and chatter of the birds floated through the air, deepening his unease. If something had occurred, it wasn’t recently. That meant he couldn’t affect the outcome. He’d be too late. He’d gone a few hundred more feet when he heard voices. He smiled, picking out Ella’s feminine lilt. Patches of clothing appeared through the trees. Three forms sat in the distance, talking in conversational tones. Grinning, he slowed down to sneak up on them. He dampened his footsteps and smiled mischievously.

				Within twenty feet of his companions, he saw the travelers sitting in a circle, facing the remains of a fire. They held their swords in their laps. He moved sideways until he saw Ella.

				She brushed her hair behind her ears, giving a genuine but cautious smile.

				He crept a few paces forward until he reached an open patch of dirt about ten feet from them. Then he stepped quietly into the open. He remained silent for a minute before speaking. He stroked his beardless face, shaven from his time in town.

				“Miss me?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 51: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook sat in Blackthorn’s chair at the head of the table, with the fire at his back. He imagined how he’d look when this long, ancient table was his, bequeathed to him at the passing of the General on his folly into the Ancient City.

				Folly?

				No, Tenbrook only called it folly because despite the General’s reasons, the mission didn’t make sense. Sure, there was the stated justification, to thin the population and avoid the famine. The thing that didn’t make any sense was why General Blackthorn had decided he had to die. Why not lead the pig chasers and dirt scratchers to their deaths and ride to safety with a few squadrons, or all the squadrons of his cavalry?

				Upon hearing the General’s plan, Tenbrook’s first thought was that the General was in the early stages of losing his senses as some of the old people in town did. He thought Blackthorn’s plan was the idiotic product of a diminished mind. Tenbrook, of course, said nothing. After all, by some wholly unexpected miracle, General Blackthorn had chosen him as his successor.

				After coming to an eventual acceptance, and getting past the stifled giddiness of it, Tenbrook started to think about the problem rationally. What he concluded was that General Blackthorn was not suffering from an age weakened mind. Indeed, he seemed just as sharp as ever. He was a little weaker than normal, but each passing year had to be paid for.

				Tenbrook typically measured other men in terms of how quickly he thought he could slay them. The thought of one-on-one combat with the General still gave him pause. Not many other men did.

			

			
				He wondered if the General was playing a complex game that Tenbrook had yet to see. He wondered if finding the answers to unspoken questions was part of the education that General Blackthorn was providing. He wondered whether the General was simultaneously grooming one or two of his other captains to succeed him, perhaps letting Tenbrook and the others proceed through some competitive vetting process, at the end of which, one would become the new general. The other two would have to die. That would be the politically expedient solution. The General would know that.

				With those stakes now stark in his mind—success or death—Tenbrook’s excitement grew. These were the sorts of things that made life worth suffering the tortuously boring times for; these made the irritation of having to deal with dunces worth it.

				“How long do you require me to stand here?” Fitzgerald asked.

				Tenbrook looked up at the woman, knowing that he’d lost himself in other thoughts, even though he’d intended to get her expensive dress off and see those tempting curves.

				Tenbrook listened to the sounds inside the house for a moment. No noise came from upstairs. Tired old Blackthorn must have gone back to bed.

				Perhaps that was it. The General was getting old. Perhaps he’d rather die feeling the exhilaration of fighting for his life while swinging his sword, than lying toothless in a bed laboring for breath. That was something Tenbrook understood. If he lived as long as the General, perhaps he’d one day make a similar decision.

				He set all thoughts of Blackthorn aside, concentrating on the raven-haired beauty before him.

				“When I found you on the floor upstairs, you were holding your upper arm.”

				Fitz nodded.

			

			
				“Did the General hurt you?”

				Fitz reached a hand over to touch her arm. “I’ll be okay.”

				Standing up from Blackthorn’s chair so that he could look down on the woman, Tenbrook pulled his face into an expression to which he knew young ladies responded well. He made it appear as if he truly cared. “I have a man who tends to my wounded. He knows all there is to know about injuries and how to heal them. I could have him look after you.”

				Fitz shook her head and said, “I don’t think—”

				A raised hand from Tenbrook silenced her.

				“In moments of stress, people often don’t know the extent of their injuries.” Tenbrook tried his best to sound casual. “I had a man with me once. We were ambushed by a band of demons as we rode through the forest.”

				Fitz’s confusion showed on her face.

				“I tell you this story only because it is germane. I saw this man, Alvin was his name, fall from his horse.” Tenbrook stuck his left arm out to his side. “He tried to catch himself. It’s a stupid thing to stick an arm out when you fall from a horse. But instinct trumps training in some men.” With his other hand, Tenbrook drew a line across his forearm. “I saw Alvin’s arm snap right across there, like a twig.”

				Fitz cringed.

				“In all the excitement of raising his sword and fighting for his life, he didn’t realize he’d broken his arm. He never felt it. He didn’t even know until the skirmish had ended, and all the demons were dead. I pointed it out to him then. He looked at it, completely surprised.”

				“What…” Fitz started, and then gulped. “What happened to him?”

				Tenbrook shrugged as though it made no difference whatsoever. “Died of fever within a week.”

				Fitz touched her arm again. It hurt quite a lot. Knowing it wasn’t more than a bruise, she looked down without catching herself just to be sure her arm wasn’t bent at an unforgiving angle.

			

			
				Tenbrook stood up and walked over to Fitz. Putting a comforting hand on her shoulder, he said, “What is your name?”

				“They call me Fitz.”

				“Fitz,” said Tenbrook, “I would be so pained to see you leave here with an injured arm. Allow me to check it, please.”

				Fitz looked down at her dress, seemingly unable to decide how to proceed.

				Tenbrook looked at the deep red dress, buttoned from navel to neck, wrapped around her tightly enough to show every curve of her shape before spreading out into flowing folds the color of late summer roses. There was no way she could pull her arm out of it to show Tenbrook without peeling the dress down over her shoulders and half exposing herself.

				Something on the girl’s face changed, as though she suddenly saw through his sophomoric plan to peel away her dress. Nevertheless, she thanked him for his kindness and started to undo the buttons, slower than was necessary and certainly slower than nimble fingers were capable of moving.

				The way her fingers touched the buttons, the way her hands lingered between her breasts, aroused Tenbrook, and he found himself unable to look away. He wanted at that moment more than anything else to see this woman naked, to feel her skin against his, to do what strong men do with such lovely creatures.

				The unbuttoning stopped when Tenbrook saw her navel, but his eyes could hardly turn away from the roundness of her breasts as they pushed out to spread the unbuttoned seam apart.

				In the same sensuous way Fitz had handled the buttons, she reached up to the left side of her neck and tugged the garment over her shoulder, wriggling her arm up as she went. When the movement was finished, the dress hung from her right shoulder, exposing part of one breast along with the injured arm.

			

			
				Tenbrook gave only the barest of glances at the bluing, finger-shaped bruise marks on the arm and found himself cocking his head ever so slightly to see the nipple hidden just under the button lined edge of fabric. His breathing quickened.

				“What do you think of the injury on my arm?” Fitz asked.

				Tenbrook looked up at Fitz’s face. He could tell she knew what she was doing. He walked behind her, capturing her with one arm around her waist. With his free hand, he caressed the skin over the bruise as he looked down, seeing everything from his new angle.

				He pushed his pelvis against her from behind.

				“You’re right,” he said. “It’s just a bruise.”

				“Thank you,” said Fitz as she spun away from Tenbrook’s arm. In one swift motion, she pulled her dress up over her shoulder and turned to face him.

				Tenbrook looked at her eyes. He looked at her lips. He looked at her breasts, partially hidden by the open dress.

				Fitz said, “I’m afraid I disturbed General Blackthorn while he was sleeping and that caused him to do what he did. Unfortunately, in his mood, he was unable to hear my request.”

				Tenbrook stepped forward, raising his hands to wrap the woman up and pull her close, but she stepped back, glancing at his hands. Tenbrook understood immediately. They were negotiating. He glanced up, as though to see through the ceiling to where Blackthorn lay in his bed on the second floor. “What was your request of him?”

				Fitz turned slowly, displaying all the curves of her backside. She finished the move and came back to face Tenbrook from another step farther away. “I’d prefer not to trouble you with something you can do nothing about.”

			

			
				“I think you might find yourself greatly surprised by what I can do.” Tenbrook smiled confidently.

				“Really?” Fitz laughed like a young girl hearing the braggadocio of a lovesick boy.

				“Yes,” Tenbrook said, his face turning deadly serious. “There is little in the realm of the townships and all the unnamed villages that is beyond my purview.” Tenbrook’s coy smile returned. “Ask and let us see what I can and cannot do for you.”

				Fitz shrugged, as if to indicate she might be thinking about Tenbrook’s request. The dress slipped off her shoulder again. Fitz deftly caught it before too much of her private skin was exposed. “That sounds like it might be an exaggeration.”

				Tenbrook reached quickly and grabbed Fitz’s hand, holding her in a grip not tight enough to hurt, but powerful enough that she knew she wouldn’t be getting away. “Perhaps we both promise too much. I will deliver on any promise I make. Will you? Or must you be forced?”

				Fitz’s face showed a spark of panic, but she caught her composure as she slowly nodded. “I know what you want. I’m not a foolish virgin girl. I trust you, and I accept that you’ll be truthful.”

				“What is it you’ll have?” Tenbrook asked.

				“Father Winthrop,” said Fitz. “General Blackthorn came to see him in the temple.”

				Tenbrook tried to suppress a laugh at the things he’d heard lately about Father Winthrop. “I’ve been told he’s locked himself in his chamber, wetting himself with fear, and that he refuses to come out.”

				Nodding, Fitz said, “That is true and not.”

				“How not?” asked Tenbrook.

			

			
				“Father Winthrop is gathering his courage to embark on the kind of quest that strong men such as yourself take for granted. He wants to go out with the army when they leave, but he can’t force himself to do it.”

				Tenbrook was confused. “What are you asking of me?”

				“Can you force Father Winthrop to go? Or, more accurately, can you ensure that General Blackthorn, despite his recent ambivalence, ignores Father Winthrop’s pleas to persuade him otherwise, and force him, instead, to ride out with the army?”

				Tenbrook worked to suppress his laugh. This stupid woman was bargaining for something that General Blackthorn had already decided to do. Still, she seemed to have information about Blackthorn’s thoughts on the matter that Tenbrook was not aware of. That was not a matter of concern for Tenbrook. It would be a simple matter to sway the General to do as the woman was asking.

				And in the end, did it matter one way or the other?

				Tenbrook had already decided he was going to tell her whatever she wanted to hear to make her a willing participant for what he had in mind. Of course, none of them stayed willing through all of it. “No need to worry on that count. The General and I discuss the matter of Father Winthrop with some regularity. I can see that the General will do what you ask.” Tenbrook smiled and looked down from Fitz’s captivating eyes to those two partially hidden breasts. “And now to your part of the bargain.”

				Fitz pulled at her dress, slid it off her shoulders, and let it fall to the ground.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 52: Bray

				Bray grinned. Ella shot upright, stifling a scream. She stumbled backward. She raised her sword. When she recognized Bray, she yelled, “You bastard!”

				Melora and William rose to their feet, looking startled and confused. When they saw Bray, their faces lit up.

				“You shaved!” Melora observed.

				Bray stroked his chin. “I almost forgot what I looked like underneath.” To Ella, he asked, “What do you think?”

				She pursed her lips but didn’t answer.

				“How was the trip to Coventry?” William asked. “I wish you’d told me. I would’ve come.”

				Bray strolled up to the group, grinning as Ella composed herself. He unslung his pack and put it on the ground. From inside, he pulled out several stuffed pouches of dried pork, a bunch of carrots, and some apples.

				“Is that for us?” Melora asked, unable to contain her surprise.

				“Yep. Eat what you want.”

				William gratefully snagged an apple, and Melora did the same. Ella watched her children eat for a minute without taking anything. An irritated expression started to form on her face.

				“Have some, Ella,” Bray said. “You need to keep up your strength.”

				She eyed him suspiciously. “You’re not having any?”

				“I got my fill in town.”

				“I bet you did.” Ella frowned as she took an apple, crunching into it.

				“I even bathed for you.”

				“It’s nice to bathe once in a while,” Ella said. A slight smile crossed her face. “How was it in town? Did you see any soldiers?” Her smile morphed to concern as she noticed the cuts. “What happened to your face?”

			

			
				Bray took his time answering. He grabbed a strip of pork and munched on it while he tucked the rest of the food back in his bag. Then he settled down and rested on his haunches.

				“A little tiff. Nothing to worry about.”

				“I wasn’t worried,” Ella said, looking away.

				“To answer the question you asked before that, I did see a few soldiers, but they didn’t seem to know anything about you. Or at least, not that I heard. I didn’t linger, though.” Bray bit off a piece of pork. “I did hear something else. It sounds like General Blackthorn is raising the troops for an expedition.”

				“What kind of expedition?”

				“No one knew. But they took the opportunity to screw the Wardens on skins.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“The prices went down again. As if they weren’t low enough already.”

				“Oh.” Ella looked at the ground. She took another bite of apple.

				“I smell demons. Did you run into them?” Bray looked around the forest.

				“Yes. Five of them,” Ella said.

				“Where are they?”

				She pointed in the opposite direction, but Bray didn’t see anything moving. “Did they run off?”

				“No. We took care of them,” Ella said simply.

				Bray smiled. Her dress, which had been clean before he left, was stained with demon blood. “You’re learning. You’re almost a Skin-Seller. All I need to do is teach you to cut scalps.”

				“I left the scalps for you,” she replied without looking.

				“We can trade them in town when we come back through. Maybe we can split the coin among us.”

			

			
				“Consider it payment for the food.” Ella finished her apple before wiping her hands on her skirt.

				William stared at Bray and Ella, amused by the conversation. He had finished his food. “Are we leaving soon?” he asked. “I’m bored of this place.”

				“Yep.” Bray stroked his chin as he peered toward the east. “I’m going to skin those demons, then we’ll head to the Ancient City. If you’d like, I can show you how to cut off the scalps.”

				“I’d like that,” William said. “I’d like that very much.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 53: Franklin

				“I don’t want another girl from The House of Barren Women!” Winthrop’s bark made him sound like an oversized merchant’s son, complaining for another meal he didn’t need. “Fitzgerald belongs to me. I earned her. I want her.”

				Franklin glanced over his shoulder at Winthrop’s bedchamber door, wishing he’d closed it all the way. The girl he’d brought from The House stood outside in the hall, hearing every word of Father Winthrop’s tantrum. He’d said no ugly whore from that House was as beautiful as Fitzgerald. He’d said all the rest of them were dusty-crotched, toothless hags with coarse horsehair and calloused man-hands.

				He wanted Fitzgerald.

				Winthrop whined that he didn’t want to give his manly gift to another strange woman, who knew not how to please him and was too stupid to learn. He was tired of talking and telling. He wanted to lie on his back and revel in pleasure. He wanted to hear the voice he’d become accustomed to in his ear. He liked a particular taste on his tongue and a special smell in his nose. A new girl meant new smells and new tastes.

				He wanted Fitzgerald.

				“I tried to wake her, Father.” Franklin had told the lie so many times now it sounded true. “She’s been delirious with the fever.”

				“I’ve waited all day,” Winthrop shouted.

				“She’s puking,” said Franklin. “She’s covered in it. She smells foul. And she can’t get to the outhouse on time.”

				“Wash her and bring her here.”

				“And if she dies?” Franklin asked, very much afraid that Fitzgerald might be dead. He hadn’t seen her since he left the temple to go to the market a few days ago. When he returned, she was gone. He’d assumed she was somewhere in the temple doing her chores. As the day wore on, and he hadn’t seen her, he became worried. He searched the whole of the building and didn’t find her. He asked the working girls. No one had seen her since that morning. None had seen her leave. She’d just disappeared.

			

			
				Franklin had even gone out into the town square in front of the temple and asked if anyone had seen her. No one had.

				He concluded finally that Fitzgerald was in Winthrop’s bedchamber, so he’d made up an excuse to knock and quickly let himself in. As much as it irked Franklin to find Fitzgerald in Winthrop’s company, he panicked when he saw only Winthrop inside, still in his chair, reeking from days without a bath, in a hot room with a big fire.

				Before Franklin could escape, Winthrop had demanded that he bring Fitzgerald to him.

				That’s when Franklin knew he had a problem. He’d concocted the story about Fitzgerald being ill, and told Father Winthrop that he’d have to go to The House of Barren Women for a substitute. He all but ran out the door with Winthrop hollering after him that he didn’t want anybody but Fitz.

				Franklin’s hope as he’d come up with the idea of going to The House was that he might find Fitz there, her having chosen to escape back to a less unpleasant place than the temple.

				Sadly, she wasn’t at The House of Barren Women. Franklin had asked the Housemother, Mary, several times, even going as far as to threaten the woman. At the end, she’d offered to let him search The House for as long as he liked. Then she’d cackled a lot, and reminded Franklin what a fool he’d been to defend the thieving whore.

				Franklin ignored most of it as his temper burned. When he finished his search, he grabbed the first young-looking woman he saw and dragged her out with him. Father Winthrop needed something. If he was in the mood and Franklin couldn’t produce Fitzgerald, then he damn well better have a substitute.

			

			
				“Boy!” Winthrop yelled. “Boy, listen to me!”

				“Sorry, Father.”

				“Spend your time daydreaming when you’re in your room, not when you’re with me,” Winthrop told Franklin. “Do what I say. Do it now.”

				Franklin looked at the riding crop with which he’d been forced to beat Oliver. He thought about picking it up from where it leaned on the wall next to the bed and beating Winthrop. He was tired of listening. He should be spending his time in search of Fitzgerald, though he was out of guesses on where to look and what to do.

				He was sick with worry that something terrible had happened to her. He was heartbroken at the possibility that she’d given up on Brighton, him, and their plan, that she’d gone over the wall, that she was free, and that she was happy.

				Franklin spun around and went into the hall, slamming Winthrop’s door closed behind him.

				Panting from exertion and anger, Franklin looked at the Barren Woman standing there waiting, a girl not much older than him. Her face conveyed her fright. Franklin felt bad for her, but she wasn’t his problem. “He’s in a foul mood, but you’ve no need to fear. He won’t hurt you. He’s not that kind of man.”

				Mostly true.

				The girl looked at the closed door. She didn’t believe Franklin.

				Franklin looked at his feet and huffed, feeling the urgent need to rush off and find Fitz.

				He looked back up at the girl and took on an authoritative tone. “Take off your dress and anything you might be wearing underneath. Do it now.”

			

			
				The girl didn’t hesitate. She’d been told by men to do that too many times in her young life.

				Once her clothes were on the floor, Franklin picked them up and folded and stacked them outside the door. “You’ll go inside. Don’t say anything, not at first. He likes to do all the talking. Go over by the fire, stand there, and let him see you.” Franklin looked her up and down. She was young, and she was pretty. She was exactly the kind of girl Winthrop would ask for. “He’ll like you. Believe me on that. When he sees you…” Franklin nodded. “He just needs a minute.”

				Franklin put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and steered her toward the door. “He may ask you to start talking once he decides that he likes you, and he will decide it. Trust me. When you start talking, don’t say anything of any importance. He doesn’t want to think. He just wants to hear your voice. He likes the sound of a girl’s voice before he beds her. He’s odd that way. When he’s ready, he’ll put you on top, so you don’t need to worry about being squeezed to death under his fat belly.” Franklin smiled and cocked his head, hoping to lighten the girl’s mood with the smallest of silver linings. “He usually finishes quick, though sometimes he goes twice.”

				The girl nodded her understanding.

				“When he’s done,” said Franklin, “he may ask you to stay. As often as not, he does that.” Franklin shook his head emphatically. “The girls almost never stay the night. Wait until you hear him snore, and then let yourself out. Your clothes will be here, just as they are now. Come and find me here in the temple. I’ll walk you back to The House. Do you understand?”

				The girl nodded.

				Franklin opened the door.

				Winthrop bellowed.

			

			
				The naked girl walked in, and Franklin closed the door behind her. He looked up and down the gloomy hall, wondering what he was going to do next.

				Where was Fitz?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 54: Fitzgerald

				Sobbing, Fitz sat on the floor beside the fireplace, leaning against the warm stones. Her dress lay on the floor beneath the table. She wanted to pull it over her head, bind all those buttons to cover her shame, and run from Blackthorn’s dining room. She wanted to feel the cold stones of the town square under her bare feet, and she wanted the cold wind to sting her skin. She felt shame for what she’d done, though she couldn’t explain to herself why her heart hurt so much over it.

				Tenbrook’s fists had bruised her, and his teeth had bitten her through the most brutal sexual encounter of her life. None of the rumors she’d heard about Tenbrook were exaggerated. Once his pants fell to the floor, he behaved as if he’d transformed into one of the demons, intent on satisfying his need, hurting her as a means to do so.

				Now, it seemed as though everything hurt. She bled where she shouldn’t be bleeding, where Tenbrook’s animal bites had broken the skin and made her scream. Each scream had only seemed to give him more pleasure.

				Fitz told herself that the pain she was enduring was no worse than what Winthrop had forced Franklin to do to Oliver, not just once, but a hundred times.

				What she’d done was the right thing.

				Crawling across the floor to retrieve her dress, the pain made her wonder if she might die, right there in General Blackthorn’s dining hall.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 55: Ivory

				The thought that Jingo might be in danger hit Ivory a few miles from the Ancient City. He hadn’t spotted the bear-man since he’d led him to the animal’s lair, but he had a sudden, irrational concern that something had happened to his teacher during his absence.

				Because of his fear for Jingo’s safety, he barely noticed his surroundings as he exited the forest and entered the city outskirts. He climbed among cracked, uprooted Ancient stones and patches of ice where the snow had melted and refrozen, traveling on muscle memory, hardly looking up at the massive, looming buildings above him. In several areas, the street had caved into dangerous pits, and he traveled the outskirts, slowing his steps just enough to avoid falling into one of them. Demon cries pierced the air in the distance, reminding him of the renewed dangers that accompanied his arrival.

				Even without the threat of the bear-man, he worried about his teacher, sitting alone in the Ancient City. Although the demons didn’t pay much attention to Jingo, he seemed frail, and he often complained about the pain in his joints. What if Jingo fell off of one of the collapsed buildings?

				Who would check on Jingo besides Ivory?

				In spite of Ivory’s worry, the old teacher had never given him cause for concern. Jingo rarely seemed afraid for his safety. In fact, Jingo was more worried about the people of Brighton than himself. Ivory didn’t understand why the man wasn’t bitter about his condition. As jaded as Ivory was with Brighton, at least he could walk the streets free from swinging swords and women’s terrified screams.

				Soon Ivory was scrambling up the cracked, broken steps of Jingo’s tower, sucking winded breaths as he ascended the floors. He navigated the damaged staircases until he reached the top layer, searching for his teacher.

			

			
				Ivory was relieved to find Jingo perched on a flat piece of Ancient stone. He looked contemplative, rather than surprised, at Ivory’s quick return. Sometimes Ivory thought his teacher could sense him coming miles away. Perhaps his teacher had been tracking his progress through the city, preparing for his arrival.

				“Hello, Ivory,” Jingo said. “You seem nervous. And you’re all scraped up. What happened?”

				Ivory bent over, fighting for breath. “I—I…”

				“You lost your bow…” Jingo noticed, concerned.

				Ivory stood up straight. He looked at the knife in his hand, then glanced over his shoulder at his backpack, which was missing the weapon he normally had strapped to it.

				“I took a fall, and it shattered,” Ivory said. “I couldn’t save it.”

				“Are you all right?”

				“I’m okay. Just some scrapes and bruises.” Ivory lowered his eyes.

				“What happened? How did you fall? You are normally very careful.”

				“A man was after me. He picked up my trail after I left Brighton. I’m not sure who he is, but I set a trap for him in the woods. I don’t think he followed me here.”

				Jingo furrowed his brow. He peered across the horizon and into the Ancient City. Aside from a few circling birds, nothing moved, but Ivory heard the distant wail of what could only be a demon.

				“You’re sure you lost him?”

				“I think so. I heard him fall into my trap.”

				“A trap?” Jingo asked.

				“I saw tracks in the woods. There was some kind of animal out there, waiting in a cave, and I led the man to it.”

				“What kind of animal?”

			

			
				Ivory paused, afraid his teacher might not believe him. “A woodland cat, I think. The ones I’ve heard about, but have never seen.”

				“Ahhh.” Jingo stroked his beardless chin. He tilted his wart-covered head. “A puma.”

				“A puma? I’ve never heard that word before.”

				“That’s because the people of today don’t know it.” Jingo took a deep breath before speaking. Ivory took a seat, knowing he was about to receive a lesson. “A few hundred years ago, the wild was much different. Many of the animals you rarely see today were plentiful back then.”

				“The puma was one of them?”

				“Sort of. A few hundred years ago, the puma was rarely seen in these parts. But over time, some of them migrated from other areas and came here.”

				“I see,” Ivory said.

				“That’s not how all of them got here. Some of them escaped.”

				“Escaped from what?”

				Jingo lowered his head. “The Ancients.”

				“You mean the Ancients kept them captive?”

				Jingo nodded slowly. “Yes, the way we might keep a chicken or goat before the slaughter. Back then, the Ancients kept animals in metal boxes with holes in the side so that they could admire them. Some of these animals came from across the sea. Some were from parts of the Earth that we no longer travel to.”

				“I can’t believe that. How did they get loose?”

				“When the spores spread, some of the Ancients took pity on the creatures and set them free. Others escaped through means of their own. It was a trying time for both beast and man. Some of the creatures survived in the wild. Others didn’t.”

				“I wish I could see some of these creatures.”

				“I can show you a book, if I can find it.” Jingo frowned as if he was trying to determine its location. “The truth is, I’m not sure which creatures exist out in the wild anymore. Some you might never see. Others, like the puma you came across, might still be out there. And still others have bred together, making some new hybrid species of animal.”

			

			
				“Species? I’m not familiar with that word.”

				“It’s a way that the Ancients created to classify animals.”

				“Ah. Thinking about all those creatures both fascinates me and makes me nervous,” Ivory admitted.

				Jingo stared at him long and hard. “It should.” Bringing back the subject at hand, Jingo asked, “So how do you know the bear-man fell into your trap?”

				Ivory described the tracks, the cave he’d found, and the eyes he’d seen peering back at him. Then he described the way he’d led the man to the cave. “After I set the trap, I waited in the woods until I heard the man screaming. That’s when I hurried away. I didn’t see him the rest of the trip. I think I lost him.” Ivory lowered his eyes, feeling ashamed. “Either that, or he was badly injured.”

				Jingo nodded. “The puma can be deadly, especially if it is cornered. If the man’s intentions were truly bad, it was smart of you to do that.” Jingo sighed. “You are best to steer clear of those types of animals in the future.”

				“I plan on it.” Ivory blew a relieved breath as he looked across the expanse of sky in front of them. Jingo always had a way of making things better.

				He wanted to broach other topics—the things he’d learned in Brighton, Beck’s offer—but in truth, he was exhausted. His bones ached from the fall he’d taken. His eyelids were heavy.

				Sensing his fatigue, Jingo stood from his perch. “You must be hungry. Without your bow, you probably didn’t catch any rabbits on the way in.”

				Ivory shook his head. “I didn’t.”

				“I have some things we can eat. It won’t take me long to cook them. Why don’t you relax a while, and we can talk in a bit?”

			

			
				Nodding, Ivory lay on the stone. He propped his head up with his elbow, keeping watch over the city, and contemplated all the things that might be lurking out in the wild.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 56: Fitzgerald

				Fitz woke up feeling stiff and groggy. She looked at a ceiling she’d never seen before. Her head rested on a giant soft pillow, and the sheets on the bed were as smooth as a young girl’s skin. The smell was odd, though, and as she turned to her right, she saw General Blackthorn in a chair beside the bed, looking at her. She gasped. She was in his bed.

				How did she get here?

				“The girl found you downstairs,” Blackthorn explained. His voice wasn’t commanding. It wasn’t angry.

				Fitz didn’t know what to say. She guessed she must have lost consciousness after her… She realized she didn’t have a word in her vocabulary to describe what Tenbrook had done to her. Attack was the closest thing she could summon.

				“The girl told me it was Tenbrook that did this to you.”

				Fitz nodded and felt stiffness in her bruised muscles, felt the skin around her scabs tear.

				“I had the women clean you and put you here.”

				Fitz opened her mouth with a question, a thousand questions. Was this the same brute that had manhandled her into the hallway and thrown her on the floor?

				“You’ve been since here yesterday,” Blackthorn said.

				“Asleep?” Fitz asked.

				“On and off.”

				“Why?”

				Blackthorn cocked his head as if he didn’t understand. “Why what?”

				Fitz closed her eyes and wiggled her toes. She moved her fingers, feeling a sudden need to evaluate whether all of her parts worked anymore. “I don’t understand.”

				“Tenbrook.” Blackthorn said the name with a sadness that bordered on desperation. “The things the women say.” He shook his head. “You learn through the years to discount rumor as exaggeration.” He frowned. “To be pointlessly cruel.” Blackthorn shook his head again.

			

			
				Pointlessly cruel?

				Fitz looked toward a window, not wanting to betray her thoughts at the irony that Blackthorn was seemingly disappointed at Tenbrook’s cruelty.

				Tenbrook.

				The sound of that name in her thoughts made her shiver. Her lip quivered as violent memories, raw and depraved, came back to make her cry.

				She sniffled and blinked.

				“Are you in pain?” Blackthorn seemed genuinely concerned.

				She’d never heard that tone in his voice. She’d have been willing to bet he wasn’t capable of expressing it. This was the man who had spiked all those people in the square, even her friend Jenny. Fitzgerald wondered if all the pain in her head had caused her brain to cease functioning properly. She wondered if she was still asleep and falling into a twisted nightmare.

				“I have a man who can see to your wounds.” Blackthorn leaned over to a small cabinet beside the bed and came back up with a bottle of ale in his hand. “Enough of this might do as much. I have little faith in healers who seem seldom to make anyone better.”

				The idea of Blackthorn soothing his pains like a regular man seemed funny for reasons she couldn’t explain. Fitz wanted to laugh, but everything hurt so much.

				Blackthorn almost smiled. He held the bottle out to Fitz.

				She painfully propped herself up on an elbow, accepted the bottle, and choked down several long gulps. “Thank you.”

				With a nod, he took the bottle back, keeping it in his hands should she require more. He looked away from her. “I’m not used to saying such things, but I feel I must tell you that I apologize for what I did.”

			

			
				“No,” Fitz said. “I shouldn’t have let myself into your room.”

				Blackthorn looked at his bed and his face transitioned through anger and embarrassment before returning to shame. “I’m afraid I’ve lived long enough that I’ve succumbed to an old man’s disease.”

				Fitz didn’t react. She didn’t know whether to nod or deny. She understood what Blackthorn was talking about. Some of the very old men lost their ability to control when they pissed. It was a sad thing to see when it happened. For half a second, she felt empathy for the old general.

				“It shames me.” Blackthorn looked over at the door out of which he’d tossed Fitzgerald. “It was my shame that caused my anger. It was not your presence. Please accept my apology.”

				“Of course,” said Fitz. What other choice did she have?

				With that out of the way, the two remained in silence for a while. Fitz tried to come up with something else to say. Her discomfort grew the longer the General stared.

				Finally, he broke the silence. “My healer didn’t look at you, but he told me that if you awoke, you’d probably recover.”

				That surprised Fitz. And it frightened her. Had Tenbrook’s cruelty almost killed her? “Could I have died?”

				Nodding, Blackthorn said, “It was a possibility, I suppose.”

				She thought of Franklin and Oliver. What were they thinking had happened to her? She’d told no one where she was going when she left.

				“I sent word to the temple a short while ago,” said Blackthorn, seeming to read her thoughts. “I should have done so sooner.”

				“Thank you.”

			

			
				He nodded.

				“Why are you being kind to me?” Fitz immediately chastised herself for asking the question. She’d been thinking it since the moment her eyes opened, but hadn’t intended to verbalize it.

				Blackthorn’s eyebrows pulled together, and he wrinkled his forehead. “I understand why you ask that.” He heaved a sigh. “People fear me.”

				Fitz opened her mouth to contradict him, but couldn’t force herself into that stark of a lie.

				“It’s okay. I know they do. I make them fear me.”

				Fitz nodded. She knew that was true, from the bottom of her heart. She’d feared General Blackthorn from the moment she was old enough to understand who he was and what he did. He had the power of life and death in his hands, and no qualms about wielding that power.

				“The difference between Tenbrook and me,” said Blackthorn, “is that Tenbrook seems to pleasure himself in cruelty. I don’t use fear because I enjoy it. It is a detestable thing. For me, it is an effective tool for governance, nothing more. I’ll see that he doesn’t harm you again.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 57: Ivory

				Ivory threw his hands in front of his face, defending himself from a snarling animal. Teeth snapped; claws dug for his throat. Yellow, caustic eyes burned into his. It took him a second to realize he wasn’t being attacked, but that he was at Jingo’s, and he’d fallen asleep.

				Remembering the bear-man, Ivory peered out of the tower and over the city. He hadn’t slept long. He’d only napped. Emerging daylight splashed over his face, indicating it was still morning. His brow was covered in sweat, which had bled through the cold due to the intensity of his nightmare.

				He squinted into the sunlight, but didn’t see anything menacing amongst the rubble. Tall rows of buildings sat one behind another, arranged in stolid pattern, their once-smooth edges cracked with decay. The thick green growth that once traveled up the sides and out the windows was brown due to the onset of winter. Ivory thought again how the buildings looked like they’d dropped from the sky and been planted into the ground. If Jingo hadn’t told him that the city was built by the Ancients, he might’ve believed it to be built by the gods. Past the rows of seemingly never-ending buildings, he saw the ocean, silently creeping against the shore.

				Movement behind Ivory startled him. Spinning, he saw Jingo sitting on a rock.

				“I didn’t see any kind of bear-man below in the streets while you were asleep. I think we’re safe.” Ivory’s expression must’ve showed he wasn’t convinced. Jingo continued. “Even if someone was following you, it’s rare for people to venture into the Ancient City.”

				“I know.”

				Heart thudding, Ivory sat up and surveyed the bowl of soup Jingo had prepared for him. “I figured you’d be awake soon,” Jingo said. “So I heated this up.”

			

			
				The smell of spices made Ivory’s stomach rumble.

				“What is it?” he asked, rubbing his bleary eyes.

				“Pigeon and herb soup,” Jingo replied.

				Wiping the remaining sweat from his brow, Ivory leaned over and picked up the bowl. He inhaled the aroma, letting it calm his nerves. He didn’t say anything to Jingo about his nightmare. He was embarrassed.

				“How did you catch the pigeon?”

				“It had a broken wing.” Jingo pursed his lips. “I found it on one of the lower levels. It wouldn’t have survived long.”

				Ivory nodded. He knew that was true.

				“Something else is wrong,” Jingo announced, after watching him for some time.

				“Yes.” Ivory paused a moment. He took another sip of soup. Suddenly, he wanted to hold in the news as long as he could, as if saying the words would make them true. Or he’d have to accept them.

				Finally, he told Jingo about Muldoon. His voice cracked as he spoke of The Cleansing. He looked away.

				“I’m sorry to hear about your father,” Jingo said.

				Ivory was surprised to find his anger had faded. In its place was a dull sadness. “I didn’t expect it to happen this way. I mean, I knew it would happen sometime, but…”

				“There’s no way to prepare for these things,” Jingo said solemnly.

				“I spent so much time hating him, I forgot what he looked like.” Ivory sighed. “I don’t even remember the last conversation we had, or the last time I looked him in the eyes. I don’t have a last memory.”

				Jingo remained silent, watching Ivory eat his soup. His presence was comforting. When Ivory had finished, he set the bowl aside and they stared out over the Ancient City together.

			

			
				“I have similar regrets,” Jingo said. “Some of the people I lost hundreds of years ago, but I still remember the fights we had. The differences we had seem so insignificant now.”

				Ivory looked over at Jingo, surprised. In the time he’d known him, he’d always thought of the man as a loner. He still had trouble believing the man was as old as he said he was. “Did you have a family, Jingo?”

				“Yes,” Jingo confirmed.

				“A wife? Kids?”

				“Yes. Both of those.” Jingo lowered his head.

				“I can’t imagine that. Where did you live?”

				“We lived here, at one time,” Jingo said, beckoning to the city.

				“Out there? In one of the tall buildings?” Ivory’s eyes widened with awe.

				“Yes.”

				“I’d like to see where you lived, sometime.”

				“The building is so caved that you can hardly get inside anymore. I used to visit, but there’s nothing left to see. All that’s left of my family is in here.” Jingo lowered his head and tapped one wart-covered temple. “Sometime I might tell you about them. But not today.” Ivory saw a flicker of sadness in the man’s eyes, but before he could apologize, Jingo stood and cleared his bowl.

				“I’m taking you somewhere else today,” Jingo said, changing the subject.

				“Where?” Ivory asked, grateful the conversation had taken a turn.

				“It’s a surprise.” Jingo smiled.

				Ivory nodded, his sadness melding into curiosity. “What is it you have to show me? A lesson? Something I’ve never seen?”

				“I guess it could be both,” Jingo mused. “But it’s something you’ll like, I think. You’ll see when we get there.”

				Unable to hide his eagerness, Ivory stood and stretched. His body was sore, but he didn’t complain. He wanted Jingo to take him. It’d be better to learn than to spend the day nursing his wounds. After wiping his face, Ivory stood and waited for Jingo to lead the way.

			

			
				“I have something else for you,” Jingo said.

				“What is it?”

				“Something you’ll need.” Ducking behind a piece of Ancient stone, Jingo reemerged with a smooth, gray bow.

				Ivory’s jaw dropped.

				The bow was made of Ancient metal. The limbs were carved with markings he didn’t understand, bent at angles he’d never seen. On the top were wheels, connected by several strings. Ivory’s bow had only had a single string.

				He’d never seen anything like it. He studied the unique object in disbelief.

				“What’s it made of?” he asked in a half-whisper.

				“Aluminum,” Jingo said. “It’s a type of Ancient metal, preserved over time. I don’t believe this bow has ever been used, though I could be wrong. The strings were decayed, so I restrung it.”

				“Where’d you find it?”

				“In the city,” Jingo said, with a shrug. “I’ve been saving it for you. Here, have it.”

				Ivory stared at the weapon, afraid to take hold of it. Finally he allowed Jingo to pass it to him. He ran his fingers along the edges, trying to envision the Ancients creating it. The image gave him chills.

				“How does it work?” he asked, his eyes wide.

				Jingo held up a shaky finger and ran it across one of the strange metal wheels. “The wheels make the bow more efficient. The Ancients call this a cable and pulley system. When you pull an arrow back to its holding position, it takes less force to keep it there. The bow shoots faster and farther than the one you had before.”

				“I can’t imagine that. Even faster than my uncle’s…?”

			

			
				“It’s called a compound bow.” Jingo smiled. “Try it. You’ll see. Do you have arrows?”

				“Yes, left over in my bag. And here,” Ivory said, pointing to the quiver on his belt. He was still in disbelief. “Is this the surprise you wanted to show me?”

				“No. It’s something else. Come with me, and we can try out your new bow. Then I’ll take you to the surprise.” Jingo pulled on a hooded cloak.

				Ivory smiled, his anticipation of the next surprise as great as his joy at the new gift. He slung the bow over his shoulder, unable to stop turning his head to look at it. All he could think about was shooting it as they made their way down the stairs that led from the center of the roof.

				Despite Jingo’s age and joint pain, he maneuvered down the steps and over the rubble as if he was a much younger man. After traveling down a few flights, Jingo stopped, motioning toward one of the more stable layers of the tower. They stepped off the stairs and onto the floor. Brown plants snuck through the cracks, providing contrast to the stone. Sunlight splashed in through one of the missing walls.

				“Why have we stopped?” Ivory asked, confused.

				Jingo pointed across the room. Propped against one of the intact walls were several bundles of grass.

				“I made them from the streets below,” Jingo explained. He smiled and pointed at Ivory’s back. “I did it so we can practice safely. Why don’t we try out your bow?”

				Swallowing, Ivory retrieved an arrow from his quiver and held up his bow. He fiddled with the arrow as he nocked it, struggling to make sense of the foreign device. Jingo leaned in and helped.

				Ivory was surprised to find how lightly he had to hold the arrow, after the initial pull.

				“This will save your strength,” Jingo explained.

				“I barely have to hold it,” Ivory agreed, in amazement.

				He aimed at one of the sacks and let go of the arrow. The arrow thunked into one of the grass bundles. Ivory watched incredulously.

			

			
				“I can’t believe how fast it flies, and on a much flatter arc,” he observed. “So much faster than my other bow…”

				“It’ll take some getting used to, but you’ll do well with it.”

				After Ivory practiced a while, Jingo announced they should get going. Ivory accompanied Jingo down the remaining layers of the tower, gripping his bow with the excitement of a child holding his first silver coin.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 58: Fitzgerald

				“The look on your face is what I’d expect.” Blackthorn was clearly disappointed.

				Seeing the disappointment along with all the other emotions that crossed that face, Fitzgerald was confused. She’d always pictured Blackthorn as chiseled from emotionless stone, but now he almost seemed human.

				“I’ve never sought understanding or approval for what I’ve done,” he said. “I accepted the responsibility of my place in this world, along with the limitations of my abilities.”

				Fitz shook her head slowly. “I don’t understand.”

				“Perhaps a smarter man would know how to keep order without the barbarity that I use. Perhaps a man with more charisma could have made people want to work the fields, march in the army, and suffer The Cleansing without the threat of pain and death. Sadly, I was not that man. I never was. I was born for the saddle. I was reared to be a fighting man. The rules I learned served me well when swords were raised, and the demons were gnashing their teeth.”

				Fitz nodded, though she still didn’t accept any of what Blackthorn was saying. Surely there had to be other ways to rule the people.

				Blackthorn adjusted his position in his chair as he changed the subject. “You’ve heard the tale of Lady and Bruce?”

				“Yes,” said Fitz. “Every child knows it was those two who founded Brighton after the demons conquered the world and killed the Ancients.”

				“There is an obscure part of the story that is not known by all,” said Blackthorn. “The clergy tell it among themselves. Some of the more learned men in town pass it down to their children. The simple folk tell the simple version.”

				Fitz watched Blackthorn with the question on her face.

			

			
				“It was after the town was established, right here within the circle wall. It was before the first fifty-seven lived here. There were more people then, seventy-eight I think. Lady, being a barren woman, had her authority challenged by a group of survivors, twenty-one of them. The story goes that with little more than the power of her fists, she cast those men out. Afterward, the first fifty-seven laid the foundations of Brighton and became the ancestors of all people alive today.”

				Nodding, Fitz said, “I’ve heard that version of the story.”

				Blackthorn half smiled. “People see Lady as a hero, correct?”

				“Yes,” Fitz agreed.

				“In her way, she was the mother of the first fifty-seven,” said Blackthorn. “The part about the story that never gets talked about, though, is the stark reality. Lady was a cruel murderess.”

				Fitz gasped. To call Lady, a person as near to godly status as anyone in history had ever been, a murderess was the kind of blasphemy for which Winthrop would tie a person to the pyre pole.

				“Is there another way to think of it?” Blackthorn asked. “Lady put those twenty-one outside the circle wall. Logic tells us they all died.”

				Fitz wanted to disagree, but was afraid to voice it.

				“I can see it in your face,” said Blackthorn. “You don’t believe that is the truth. You don’t want to accept that Lady was a murderess. Let me ask you this. In those days, Brighton consisted of fifty-seven people. Look what it has grown into—a large town with two smaller towns as sisters, along with twenty-seven named villages. If those twenty-one and their children had thrived, as we did, there would be another town, maybe several close by. We’d know of them. Logic leads us to the alternative outcome. They all died. Lady, upon evicting them, effectively murdered them.”

			

			
				Fitz couldn’t argue.

				“We don’t see her that way though,” said Blackthorn. “We choose to see what we want to see, even though the truth is right in front of us. In many ways, I see myself in the same predicament when I govern. I do things that must be done for the good of the community. Whether I like what I do is of no consequence. It doesn’t enter my decision-making. I do only that which is necessary for the good of all. That is the burden I carry. I don’t believe I will be remembered with the fondness that people have for Lady. People will remember me as the most bloodthirsty of tyrants.” Blackthorn drew a long breath, and his face turned sad.

				Steeling her nerves, Fitz asked, “Why are you telling me these things?”

				“I am a diseased old man,” he said. “I will die soon. Perhaps I only wish someone to know the truth of me. Perhaps your beauty has softened my heart with remembered infatuations for a woman that lived before you were born.”

				“I don’t understand,” said Fitz, recalling how Blackthorn had watched her all the time he’d been in the temple that day, haranguing Winthrop.

				“You no doubt have heard the stories of my first wife.”

				“Of course,” said Fitz. “Everyone in Brighton knows those stories.”

				“She looked like you,” said Blackthorn. “When I first saw you, I believed you were her ghost.”

				“I’m real,” she assured him.

				“I know.” Blackthorn sighed and sounded like a man tired from carrying his burdens for too many years. “I loved her. I’d say that I loved her more than any man ever loved a woman, but I’m sure every man who loves thinks the same thing. I still think of her nearly every day. It hurts my heart, though I never show it, and I never talk about it.”

				“Yet she burned,” said Fitz, purposefully avoiding saying that it was Blackthorn himself who dragged her to the pyre pole.

			

			
				He looked down at his lap. “A cruel choice I made, not for me, certainly not for her. I needed an heir, a boy to take over when I died. I needed a man who could keep the town orderly and protect our kind from the demons. I thought she was barren, and I couldn’t bear the jealousy of her being in The House of Barren Women. I’m not a strong enough man for that. That is why I killed her on the pyre.”

				Seeing all the pain tied up in knots under the skin of Blackthorn’s face, Fitz thought she might cry.

				“That was a choice I made for Brighton and the three townships.” Blackthorn’s own eyes seemed to glaze with the faintest of tears. “It is hard to look back as an old man and see the cost of your mistakes. I married twice more and still have no heir. It was Emma that burned on the pyre that day, but it was also a lifetime of my happiness that burned with her.”

				Blackthorn’s face turned into a hard piece of stone again, and Fitz started to fear that he was changing back into that brute that threw her out as a scrap for Tenbrook’s brutality.

				“Now, I’ve taken the only choice that is available to me,” said Blackthorn. “I fear for what will come in the days ahead for the people that survive the coming war.”

				“What is that?” Fitz asked.

				“Tenbrook will take my place when I go.”

				Fitz cried.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 59: Ivory

				“I should warn you, there have been more demons in the city lately, mostly in the outskirts,” Jingo said.

				“Why do you think that is?”

				“I’m not sure. I’ve been keeping watch,” Jingo furrowed his brow. “We’ll have to stay alert.”

				“Okay.”

				Soon, they were creeping onto the street outside, surrounded by the remarkable rubble and ruin of the Ancients. No matter how many times Ivory saw the city, he was always impressed. Several tall towers flanked the one in which Jingo made his home. A few others were across the worn street, sporting decaying trees and bushes on rooftops. Cracks in the buildings’ exteriors gave way to browning foliage. The fusion of plant and stone always amazed Ivory. He had trouble imagining when the buildings were completely solid, repelling the hands of nature, and housing mystical people he’d never know. What had the Ancients done in those buildings? With all the Tech Magic they possessed, he couldn’t imagine they worried about anything.

				But Jingo had taught him better. He still couldn’t digest that his teacher was one of the Ancients.

				They hung close to the buildings as they walked, keeping an eye out for demons. Ivory kept his bow in his hand. Despite the placid nature of the streets, he knew that danger could spring from anywhere. In several places, snow clung to the ground, but for the most part, nature had melted it.

				“You knew the snows were coming,” Ivory said.

				“After so many years, you get a sense for these things,” Jingo answered. “You look for changes in the sky or the animals. Like the blue northern I mentioned last time you were here.”

			

			
				“I think the farmers in Brighton are worried,” Ivory noted. “They were trying to salvage their crops when I left. Some of them were destroyed.”

				“The leaders in Brighton don’t think about food until they have to.” Jingo shook his head sadly. “They’re too far removed. That’s the way of things.”

				Recalling his conversation with Beck, Ivory said, “I had a visit from one of the Elders. I didn’t tell you before, but he was the one who told me about Muldoon.”

				“Oh?” Jingo seemed concerned.

				“Minister Beck. He was at my house.” Ivory paused, watching Jingo while he spoke. “He knows I can read. He found some of the books I had.”

				“So that’s why you’re here. You’re running?”

				“Not exactly. He offered me a position as a Scholar. In exchange, he wants me to bring back books for the Academy. I told him my uncle gave the books to me, but he didn’t believe me. He said I should think about it. He let me go.”

				Jingo looked pensive. “I wonder if there is any connection to the man following you.”

				Ivory stopped dead in the street. He looked over his shoulder. He hadn’t put the two things together. “Do you think Beck had me followed?”

				“Men in pursuit of wealth will do anything.”

				Ivory’s heart sank as he thought about the situation. If he’d put himself in danger, if he’d endangered Jingo…

				“I’m sorry,” Ivory said, and his apology was sincere. “I’m sorry he knows where the books came from. I didn’t mean to put you in jeopardy.”

				“Peace only lasts so long.” Jingo sighed. “Eventually, man’s thirst for coin outweighs his fear. It’s been a while since I was disturbed here. I’ll hide, as I always do.”

			

			
				“Do you think we should go back to the tower? What if the bear-man is nearby?”

				Jingo shook his head. “We should be fine. The surprise I want to show you is only a dozen blocks away.”

				“Blocks?”

				Jingo couldn’t suppress his grin. “Another system used by the Ancients. It doesn’t matter anymore. Follow me.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 60: Fitzgerald

				Through her crying, Blackthorn assured Fitzgerald that she was safe.

				“Why?” Fitz asked. “How can you assure me of that? You are leaving with the army.”

				“Tomorrow,” he said.

				“I’ll be here with Tenbrook.”

				“Will you be well enough to leave this house?” Blackthorn asked. “If not, I can have you carried back to the temple.”

				Fitz thought about how she felt. “I’ll be able.”

				Blackthorn nodded. “As far as Tenbrook goes, he’ll forget you if you’re not here in this house. His habit, or so I have learned through the rumors, is to ravage a woman with his perversions, then forget her. Once he has conquered a woman, all his interest in her disappears.”

				“Why are you leaving him in your place?”

				“Despite his flaws,” said Blackthorn, “I believe he is the only man who can stand in my stead and protect Brighton from itself.”

				Fitz wanted to argue, but knew before she uttered even a single syllable that she didn’t have the first clue as to what it took to govern.

				“For all you have suffered,” said Blackthorn, “I feel as though I should at least ask you what favor it was you sought when you came to me.”

				Fitz found herself afraid to speak it.

				“Don’t fear,” said Blackthorn. “I have little doubt I could grant whatever you ask. And I will, if I don’t believe it will harm this city.”

				“The day you came to the temple,” said Fitz. “You seemed indecisive as to whether to take Father Winthrop along.”

			

			
				Nodding, Blackthorn said, “The man is falling apart. His presence would do the army no good.”

				“I won’t say that he is as cruel as Tenbrook,” said Fitz, “but in his way he is. What he does to his Novices is shameful.”

				“He is a coward and a bully,” said Blackthorn. “I’ll grant you that.”

				“Will you take him out of Brighton with you when you go?”

				“You know that he would install Franklin as temporary leader of the church during his absence?”

				Fitz nodded and tried to cover her smile.

				“That is what you hoped,” Blackthorn guessed.

				“Yes,” Fitz admitted.

				“Are you and Franklin lovers?”

				Fitz nodded.

				“I understand,” said Blackthorn. “Franklin seems like a bright young man. He seems to have a level head. Does he indulge in the cruelties that so many men in this town seem to love?”

				Fitz shook her head and told herself that Franklin’s beating of Oliver was a fluke, something done by Winthrop through his goading.

				“I will do what you ask. I will take Winthrop with me,” said Blackthorn. He stood up, towering over the bed. “Take care of your young man. He’ll find himself on the council with Tenbrook. He’ll need all the help he can get.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 61: Ivory

				Ivory followed Jingo down several more debris-ridden streets, dodging gaping cracks in the Ancient stone. Jagged, upheaved pieces of buildings blocked their way. Brown, wilted brush ran in all directions. Ivory hadn’t been this way before. As always, Jingo seemed to know the best route. He let his teacher lead him.

				A gusty wind blew from the east, and Ivory found himself thinking it was getting colder the farther they walked. He shivered.

				“The ocean is that way,” Jingo said, as if answering Ivory’s unspoken question.

				Feeling unresolved about their previous conversation, Ivory said, “I’m not sure what to do about Beck’s offer. I don’t trust him. But at the same time, the offer is tempting.”

				“If he’s sincere, it might be worth exploring. The life of a Scholar is one of the better ones a man can have in Brighton.”

				“He did say I could go back and forth between here and there. I know I have a lot to learn from you. But I’m not sure I want to settle in town, to make my home among the rest of them.”

				“That’s a decision only you can make. I won’t sway you one way or the other.” Jingo’s face betrayed no emotion.

				Despite Jingo’s words, Ivory couldn’t help but feel he was being tested. He recalled the hundreds of other pupils Jingo had told him about. What path had they chosen? Obviously they’d disappointed Jingo, according to what he’d told Ivory last time. Jingo had said he wanted them to bring his knowledge back to Brighton, but for what?

				Before he could question Jingo further, a screech echoed from the bowels of a nearby building. Ivory prepared his bow, his thoughts ripped back to his surroundings. He watched the streets with concern.

			

			
				“Keep going,” Jingo whispered, pulling him toward a smaller, intersecting street.

				They hurried forward. Ivory followed, watching the direction from which he’d heard the noise. Another shriek echoed from somewhere in front of them. This time Jingo stopped. His misshaped head cocked sideways as he listened. Ivory noticed he’d produced a knife.

				It wasn’t often that his teacher did that.

				Ivory spun in all directions. The fact that Jingo was nervous made him nervous, too. He prepared his bow with an arrow. He waited. He watched.

				A beast burst from the interior of a building next to them, wart-covered arms flapping. Its mouth hung agape, revealing a mouthful of rotten teeth. Ivory swiveled, pulled back his bow, and aimed. His arms wobbled as he adjusted to the reduced force needed. He fired. The arrow struck the creature in the head, sending it tumbling backward.

				Another ran out from a neighboring building. Faster than the last one.

				Ivory nocked another arrow. His hands shook as he battled the discomfort of a new weapon. The arrow slipped off the cable. Ivory cursed. The beast wailed as it closed the gap, sensing weakness. If Ivory couldn’t load the weapon in time…

				Jingo took a step in front of Ivory, protecting him. The creature’s massive, cauliflower head wagged as it ran toward them. Its eyes stared right past Jingo and at Ivory.

				“Stay back!” Jingo yelled. His words were loud, authoritative, unlike Ivory had ever heard him speak.

				To Ivory’s shock, the creature halted, confused. It stared at Jingo, then at Ivory. For a second, the creature’s eyes sparked recognition, and it opened its mouth, as if it wanted to speak. It belched instead.

				Ivory situated the arrow. He drew. He shot.

				The tip of the arrow silenced the demon as it thudded through the creature’s mouth and out the back of its head, sending it reeling to the ground. The demon didn’t get up. Somewhere far in the distance, a monster groaned, as if mourning the death of its brethren.

			

			
				Ivory looked at Jingo, his heart ramming in his chest. Jingo lowered his knife. The buildings around them were lifeless. The attack seemed over.

				“What was that?” Ivory asked, beckoning to the creature.

				“What do you mean?”

				“It listened to you. I saw it stop, right before I killed it.”

				Jingo shrugged. “Most of the time they ignore me. Occasionally, they listen.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I haven’t tested it much. I prefer to keep far away from my kind.” Jingo watched the thing with curiosity. “Especially with you around. It’s not safe to be near them.”

				Ivory frowned as he thought about what Jingo had said. Even though his teacher was one of the demons, Ivory rarely saw him as such. He tried to pinpoint the reason. Clearly Jingo didn’t have the violent, bloodthirsty intentions of the demons. Clearly his intellect was higher. But why?

				It never made any sense to Ivory.

				In appearance, Jingo was much the same. His bumpy, wart-covered arms and contorted head might as well have belonged to any other creature.

				Ivory thought he saw a look of sadness cross Jingo’s face as they walked away from the dead demon. Ivory wondered if Jingo saw himself in the creature’s red, sightless eyes.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 62: Blackthorn

				Blackthorn marched across the square with twenty of his personal squadron of cavalrymen marching behind.

				On the steps to the temple, just as instructed, were Minister Beck, his assigned guards, and Scholar Evan, along with four others from the Academy whose names Blackthorn had never bothered to learn. In fact, he barely recognized their faces. They were the bookish, nearly useless types, the kind of men that, according to Scholar Evan’s intellectual deductions, Brighton had too many of. Half of the men in the Academy would be better suited as farmers. Nearly all the clergy would be more useful in the field. And the lazy sons of wealthy merchants would do well to dirty their hands in the pigsties. There were too many idle men and too many barren women. All mouths to be fed by laborers who were too stupid to realize they were feeding more than just their children. Ignorance breeding ignorance.

				Such was the structure of society. And meanwhile, other men, brave men, protected them and their children from the demons in the woods.

				Blackthorn shook his head.

				He saw no use for any others—not the merchants or the clergy. Certainly he’d listened to years and years of yammerings from Beck about the necessity of the Academy, but what progress ever came from that? Better swords or better bows? More plentiful crops? Certainly not. What then? Blackthorn couldn’t think of a single thing.

				Then there were the merchants, a necessary host of parasites. Or were they? Blackthorn could never quite understand their importance. Certainly, they seemed to control all the coin, and the coin seemed to be the root of power in Brighton. But coin was only a means to value trade. A man who grew grain could convert his crop into this third-party medium called coin, so that he could then trade it for shoes, coats, or meat. After all, it didn’t make sense that a cobbler or tailor would need grain at the same time that the farmer needed shoes. Hence, coin was used. But what did the merchants add to that equation? Nothing that Blackthorn could see, except to sit in the middle of transactions and skim off the coin, making themselves rich without sweating to create anything.

			

			
				Though Blackthorn had long felt this way, he’d never done anything to alter the monetary system in the townships. If he were going to change it, what would he change it to? How would he convince the stupid farmers, seemingly satisfied to be on the losing end of every transaction, to accept something different? He certainly couldn’t put them all on the pyre to convince them. So the unsatisfactory status quo had stayed, slowly turning Brighton into an unsustainable fat cow of a city that now needed nineteen thousand culled in order to avert a famine that might end with all of them dead.

				For that, Blackthorn accepted full responsibility. It was under his leadership that corruption and sloth had flourished. And now here he was, walking up to the temple, the acme of indolence, a collection of men who seemed to do nothing but whisper incantations and comforts into the ears of those who’d be better suited to clench their jaws and face hardship.

				Blackthorn marched up the steps until he was standing in front of Minister Beck. “I trust I won’t have to babysit you on this matter. Tell me, is the Academy in order for your departure?”

				Beck nodded.

				Blackthorn pointed at Scholar Evan. “He will fill your role as Minister of Learning during your absence?”

				“He will,” said Beck.

			

			
				“All of your Scholars are aware?”

				“They are,” Beck answered. “And in your stead, General? With whom shall Scholar Evan sit on the council?”

				Blackthorn looked at Beck and spent a moment deciding whether to answer at all. Blackthorn was in a bad mood. His joints ached. He hadn’t slept. In his head, he silently cursed himself for his choice to put Tenbrook in his place. Everything about it felt like a mistake. But each time he thought through the steps in the decision process that led him to Tenbrook, each time he looked at the other men who might serve as alternatives, they were all so lacking that only Tenbrook’s name rose to the top, the most buoyant turd in the chamber pot. “Are you going to pretend you haven’t guessed?”

				Beck smirked but hid it well. “Tenbrook.”

				Blackthorn nodded.

				“Your captains have accepted him?” Beck asked. “I understand he is not popular.”

				“Popularity?” Blackthorn hissed, stepping up to lean in close. He realized then that Beck, having sensed his mood, was likely taunting him. “Tenbrook will do the job. The captains will follow his orders. Popularity is an overrated virtue of weak men. Now go back to your Academy.” Blackthorn glanced up at the temple’s great doors. “And allow me to deal with these clergy imbeciles without your pubescent embellishments.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 63: Ivory

				Ivory couldn’t handle the anticipation any longer. His heart was still pounding from the encounter with the demons, but having shot his bow successfully, he felt more assured.

				“How far away is this surprise you wanted to show me?”

				“Only a few blocks farther.”

				Ivory smiled. The word ‘blocks’ was like a secret they shared. Certainly no one in Brighton knew its other meaning. He held up his new bow.

				“Is it a bigger surprise than this?”

				“Much bigger,” Jingo said.

				“I wish I knew what it was.”

				“You’ll see soon enough. We’re almost there.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 64: Franklin

				Each of the clergymen from the townships and villages, along with their Novices, sat in the first several rows of pews, the anointed Fathers in front, the Novices behind. Franklin turned from where he sat in the pews among the Novices to look when the giant old doors at the back of the temple swung open. In strode General Blackthorn, as regal and stern as ever. Behind him, dressed for battle with swords in their scabbards, daggers in their sheaths, were two lines of Blackthorn’s cavalrymen.

				When the last of the cavalrymen had marched into the Temple Sanctuary, they closed the two doors with a booming finality that challenged anyone inside to dare even a whisper.

				Half of Blackthorn’s men stood across the width of the Sanctuary in the empty floor space between the pews behind the seated clergy. A quarter of the soldiers took up positions at each of the front corners, all standing at attention, all hard-faced, all looking like copies of one another, ready to stand there all day long, or pull out their swords and start lopping off heads, depending on General Blackthorn’s whim.

				That was one thing on a list of likes and hates that Franklin grudgingly admired about Blackthorn. His soldiers, those in the cavalry anyway, seemed to be extensions of Blackthorn himself. Their obedience to his will was unquestioned. It was a depth of loyalty that Franklin envied.

				How does a man get other men to be so wholly devoted?

				Blackthorn climbed the stairs to the stage, crossing in front of the silent clergy. He seated himself on Father Winthrop’s empty throne. But he didn’t lounge as Winthrop did. Blackthorn sat up stiff and straight, ready to lay down decrees. He asked, “Where is Bishop Winthrop?”

				Murmurs tumbled through the seated Fathers on the first two rows. The Novices on the row behind the Fathers remained quiet, though they all looked around, as though Father Winthrop might somehow have found a way to seat himself among them unnoticed.

			

			
				Father Nelson, the most senior of the clergy behind Father Winthrop, stood and said, “He’s not here.”

				Blackthorn looked at Father Nelson blankly. That blankness conveyed just how pointless Father Nelson’s announcement was.

				Blackthorn turned to settle his stern gaze on Franklin.

				Franklin caught his breath. Nobody liked falling to the center of General Blackthorn’s attention. Mostly, Franklin hoped he wasn’t going to be questioned about Oliver’s absence. Franklin didn’t know where the younger novice was.

				Blackthorn said, “Father Franklin, you are the only one who seems to have any worthwhile knowledge.”

				Father?

				Franklin didn’t know what to think.

				A few Fathers cast sniping glances at Franklin. Most of the Novices looked surprised.

				Franklin stood. “I believe Father Winthrop is in his chamber.”

				Blackthorn looked over at the soldiers positioned near the hall that led down toward Winthrop’s sleeping chamber. “Escort him here.”

				The soldiers turned as one and filed down the hall.

				Blackthorn looked back at Franklin and pointed to a spot on the floor to the left of Winthrop’s throne. “You belong up here.”

				Without hesitating, though he was embarrassed by the attention among his peers and the Fathers who all had years of tenure ahead of him, Franklin walked out into the aisle as solemnly as he could carry himself. He crossed over to the stairs, climbed them, and walked to a spot on the stage to Blackthorn’s left.

			

			
				Looking down on the seated Fathers, he saw questions on some of their faces, a poorly masked hate on the others. Most of the Novices, who were younger than Franklin, looked on in wonder. They knew they were witnessing something novel and important.

				They are, thought Franklin. He was sure of that. Like them, though, he wasn’t entirely sure what. Though he had nothing to show but failure for his part in the plan that he and Fitz had conceived, he started to wonder if she had succeeded.

				Standing up again, apparently the only Father with the courage to raise his voice in front of General Blackthorn, Father Nelson said, “Father Franklin?” He glared at Franklin. “I am the senior member of the clergy after Bishop Winthrop, who has the sole authority to promote a Novice to the position of Father. I was not made aware of such a promotion.”

				“Is Bishop Winthrop required to consult with you before he makes the decision?” asked Blackthorn.

				Father Nelson stammered and said, “He has always made—”

				“Is he required?” Blackthorn demanded.

				Father Nelson froze, unable to pull words out of his throat.

				“Speak, man.”

				Meekly, Father Nelson shook his head, “No. It is done at his discretion.”

				“Do you doubt that he has promoted Franklin from Novice to Father? Is that what you ask? Do you suspect that it is I who am lying?”

				Father Nelson suddenly seemed to have lost his will to stand, but was too afraid to sit. “I…I do not doubt.”

				“Seat yourself, then.”

			

			
				After that, there was nothing but silence in the temple, broken only by a few coughs.

				Franklin felt uncomfortable standing under the gaze of men who had been his superiors, who now were suddenly his equals, at least according to General Blackthorn. Instead of looking at them, he looked out over their heads at the cavalrymen, who didn’t seem like people at all, toy soldiers made life-sized. Their expressions betrayed none of what they felt or thought.

				Father Winthrop’s doddering up the long hall away from his chamber grew louder the closer he came. He was speaking in soft and sometimes animated tones, though it was unclear to Franklin what he was saying, or to whom. None of his escorting cavalrymen answered.

				When the soldiers came into the Sanctuary, they escorted Father Winthrop onto the stage and stood him on General Blackthorn’s right. They retreated from the stage and took their place at the corner of the room. Franklin turned his attention to the faces of the clergymen. They weren’t prepared for the sight of Father Winthrop. His hair was disheveled. His eyes darted from side to side. His mouth seemed never to stop moving, though words were no longer coming out.

				Franklin had gotten used to Father Winthrop’s odd quirks as they developed during his self-imposed confinement. For the others, though, the change was astounding.

				“Bishop Winthrop,” Blackthorn said loudly, pausing to make sure that he had the attention of everyone in the room, “thank you for joining us.” He cast his gaze across the clergymen. “Tell your ministers that you have promoted Novice Franklin to Father Franklin.”

				Winthrop looked around as his eyes widened. He nodded.

				Or at least Franklin thought he nodded.

				“Say the words,” General Blackthorn commanded.

			

			
				“I have,” said Winthrop, looking over at Franklin and then looking on past. “Father Franklin.”

				Franklin was taken aback. He’d thought all of his and Fitz’s plans had come to naught. He’d feared for how sick or injured she must be, still imprisoned in General Blackthorn’s house. He’d almost accepted that his attempts to convince Father Winthrop to do anything were a failure. Yet, here he was, being named to the clergy.

				General Blackthorn looked out at the clergymen. “As you are aware, the entire militia has been called. The citizens from all the townships and villages have been summoned to stay behind the protection of the circle wall. The army and the cavalry are marching out tomorrow to meet the greatest horde of demons in our people’s history. Because there are so many of us, it is incumbent that the council go out to offer our support in what ways we can. I, Minister Beck, and Father Winthrop will all go. During our time away, others will govern Brighton. Minister Beck has appointed Scholar Evan to temporarily serve in his absence. Captain Tenbrook will serve in my place while I am gone. Only Father Winthrop has not yet named the Father who will act as Bishop during his absence.” Blackthorn turned toward Winthrop.

				Winthrop, through the course of Blackthorn’s announcement, seemed to find clarity in his thoughts and looked at Blackthorn, shock on his face. His eyes darted around. He fidgeted his fingers. He leaned in close, and in a whisper that could only be heard by Blackthorn and Franklin, said, “Did you not consider my petition to stay? I thought you were on the side of leniency toward me in this matter.”

				Blackthorn announced to the audience, “Father Winthrop wishes it to be said that he fears riding in the army and facing the demons. But he will affirm his choice and bravely mount a horse and sally forth.”

				Winthrop gulped.

			

			
				Franklin resisted the urge to look down at the sound of liquid sprinkling the stage at Father Winthrop’s feet.

				“Tell them the name of your successor and let us be done with this formality.” Blackthorn caught Winthrop’s gaze, and with a harsh eyes, drew Winthrop’s attention to Franklin.

				“Franklin?” Winthrop mumbled.

				“Franklin,” Blackthorn repeated.

				“Father Franklin?” Winthrop asked.

				“What?” Father Nelson jumped to his feet so fast he seemed to be trying to contain all the angry blood that was exploding red into his skin. “I don’t believe I understood that.”

				“Shout it out!” Blackthorn ordered.

				Winthrop shuddered at Blackthorn’s jarring command. He gulped again. His piss stopped flowing. He looked at the rows of clergy in the pews, “Father Franklin will serve in my stead.”

				“I am the senior Father,” Nelson snarled. “I am in line to succeed you as Bishop. It is I who should act as Bishop during your absence, not this jumped-up Novice without a hair on his chest.”

				Blackthorn sprang to his feet, stiff and strong, intimidating. He nodded at his soldiers in the back and then drilled Father Nelson with a steely stare. “You dare speak seditiously at a time when the army is marching off to fight for the existence of humanity? You dare raise your voice and question your Bishop?” Blackthorn looked to one of the cavalrymen who had walked up the center aisle. “Take him out to the square.” Looking back at Father Nelson, he said, “You may select on which pyre you’ll stand, if you wish.” He looked over at Franklin. “Father Franklin will decide whether to light it.”

				Franklin gasped.

				Father Nelson took off at a run. It was a pointless effort. Soldiers surrounded him and all the other clergymen. No exit from the Sanctuary was open. The soldiers quickly tackled Father Nelson as he cursed and howled.

			

			
				Blackthorn looked over at Franklin and in a soft voice said, “You’ll be tempted not to burn him, but hear me well when I tell you this: burn one today or burn a dozen tomorrow. As you weigh your thoughts of mercy, leniency, and kindness, please know that by letting this man live, you will solidify people’s disrespect for you, and your weakness will lead to countless dead in the future.”

				Franklin watched the soldiers drag Father Nelson out through the main doors, listening to them close with a shuddering boom.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 65: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah studied the dead demon’s skull, grimacing at the exposed brain matter from where the arrow had pierced its head. He held his breath at the smell. In the distance, two silhouettes made their way down the sloping street of the Ancient City. One of them he recognized as Ivory. The boy’s limber gait was unmistakable. The bow he was carrying, however, looked different than any Jeremiah had seen.

				Jeremiah grunted with confusion.

				The other figure was smaller, wearing a hood. Small, pale arms protruded from a draping coat. From a distance, it almost looked like a demon. But that didn’t make sense. A demon wouldn’t be walking next to the boy; it’d be devouring him. Scratching his head, Jeremiah reached for his snowberry flask with his uninjured hand and continued following them.

				Whoever the fuck it was, he’d take care of the man, too.

				His left arm burned with pain. Though Jeremiah had treated the wildcat bite, he still felt blood leaking from the wound, gumming up the bandage. Thank God it hadn’t been his right arm. He could still wield his sword without issue.

				Which he’d need to, now that he was in the Ancient City.

				It’d been several years since Jeremiah had walked the cracked streets. The last time he’d trekked to the Ancient City, he’d hoisted some metal from underneath a pile of rubble on the city’s outskirts, lugging it back to Brighton for some coin. When the trip was over, he’d sworn he wouldn’t do it again. It wasn’t worth the exertion. Demons scalps were much lighter, and required much less travel.

				But books? Those were worth it.

				Spurred on by the thought of his prize, Jeremiah continued after Ivory and the strange man. Maybe when he caught up to the boy, he’d use one of the boy’s arrows to carve out his eyes.

			

			
				**

				Jeremiah kept to the shadows as he followed the two figures. Several times, he heard the distant screech of a demon, probably foraging an animal’s dead guts or playing with its own defecation on the street. It seemed like the creatures behaved even worse in the Ancient City, if that were possible.

				The streets and buildings were a foul-smelling nest for the beasts. Judging by the stench, the demons were even more prevalent now than when he’d last been here. Without Wardens like himself to kill them, the things ran rampant. Maybe after he dealt with the boy, Jeremiah would whack a few on the way back to Brighton, just for kicks.

				He wouldn’t need skins, once he had books.

				The boy and his hooded companion led him down several debris-ridden streets. Jeremiah stepped over the ruins of ancient buildings with no great concern. Jeremiah couldn’t understand how people were so enamored with the Ancient City. To him it was a shithole, a place he’d avoid if he had his preference. If it weren’t for the treasures hidden inside it, the place wouldn’t be worth squat. All Jeremiah cared about was his coin and his drink, with a few loose women thrown in the mix. He let those things drive him as he kept up with the people he was following.

				Soon he’d have plenty of all of them.

				Ivory and the hooded man took another turn, leading him down a steep slope. Fearing they might get away, Jeremiah picked up his pace. He recalled how quickly Ivory had been traveling earlier, even after the spill he’d taken. Jeremiah knew his bulk prevented him from traveling fast.

				He had to decrease the gap.

			

			
				As he jogged farther, the smell of demons dissipated, replaced by a damp, salty odor. Jeremiah crinkled his nose as he tried to place it. It wasn’t until he saw the enormous body of water at the end of the street that he realized where he was. Rusty blue waves lapped at a sandy shore, leading up to the building at the end of the road.

				He hadn’t seen the ocean in a while. Like the Ancient City itself, he had no love for it. Jeremiah never understood how people could float in the calmer parts of the Davenport River, enjoying the lull of the current. He was too worried about demons to risk that.

				Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t swim.

				Ivory and the hooded man were heading down the street and toward the ocean. Maybe he’d catch up to them, find out what he needed to know, and chuck them in. He laughed as he barreled down the cracked street.

				He closed the gap, swinging his sword at his side.

				He was only a few hundred yards away when he saw Ivory look over his shoulder. His mouth fell open as he saw Jeremiah. Dammit.


				The pain in Jeremiah’s arm blazed. It was as if his body were demanding retribution for what he’d endured. Only a little farther, and he’d have his revenge. He’d make up for that goddamned encounter in the woods. He’d make sure the boy paid.

				Finished with caution, Jeremiah snarled and ran. He plowed down the alley, his thunderous frame grinding pebbles into dust. He pushed past wilting, browning bushes and thistle that grew through the cracks in the street. One of them smacked him in the face, and he cried out and batted it away.

				When he cleared his vision, Ivory and the hooded man were gone.

				Where were they?

				The area was a maze of empty doorways. Jeremiah kept running until he reached the place where he’d lost them. He glanced into several empty doorways, discerning only shadows and plants and stone. In the last one, he heard the lap of the water, as if the ocean had made its way inside. It was impossible to see through the gloom. Jeremiah pounded on the wall with his good hand.

			

			
				He considered roaring a warning. Instead he listened for scared, weak voices. Nothing stood out above the sound of the water. Frustrated, he stepped back into the road and spun in all directions, certain he’d missed something, certain that some trick was being played. The ocean at the end of the street lapped lazy waves against the shore, taunting him.

				And then he saw it.

				Jeremiah held a hand above his eyes. Certainly, he’d had too much snowberry.

				Something was moving out of the building next to which he was standing.

				A thirty-foot, crescent moon-shaped piece of metal floated out into the water. Sheets of fabric flapped off a metal bar in the center, ruffling with the wind. Sitting aboard it were Ivory and the hooded man.

				“Tech Magic,” Jeremiah murmured.

				Jeremiah watched as the strange object glided away, over the ocean and away from the Ancient City. His jaw fell open in disbelief. He’d tell Beck about this. He had to.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 66: Franklin

				Blackthorn marched out of the temple with some of his cavalrymen marching in formation behind him.

				Franklin stood on the stage watching him go. He glanced over at Father Winthrop who seemed to have lost himself in staring at nothing. Looking at the pews, Franklin noticed all eyes, the clergy’s, the Novices, and the remaining cavalrymen’s, were on him. He’d just been appointed acting Bishop in a fulfillment of his dreams that was too rapid to assimilate.

				Winthrop said something, a string of unintelligible syllables that rose and fell on the tune of a crazy man’s music.

				One of the cavalrymen, an officer, walked to the front of the stage and stood in front of Franklin. “Minister Franklin,” he said as though he were talking to Father Winthrop, “General Blackthorn expects us to follow him to the pyres.”

				Nodding at the man, as he’d watched General Blackthorn do a thousand times, Franklin opened his mouth, not knowing what might come out. “Let us go together.” He pointed at the large doors through which Blackthorn had disappeared moments before. He looked over at Father Winthrop with his attendants. Franklin addressed the one nearest. “Help him, as necessary.”

				Avoiding eye contact with anyone else, Franklin settled his gaze on the open doors. He crossed the stage, descended the stairs, and stepped authoritatively through the jealous stares of the older clergymen on the front row of pews. Measuring his pace to keep it steady, he strode purposefully toward the doors hoping the others would follow. He dared not look back to make sure that they were.

				He’d told them once. Franklin knew enough about leadership from watching General Blackthorn that you only told them once.

			

			
				But General Blackthorn had earned that degree of authority through the respect of men who’d fought with him, through the gratitude of the townsfolk he’d saved from the bottomless appetites of the demons, and from the deep fear they all had of the pyre, the spike, and the sword.

				What would Franklin do if none of the clergy followed? Would the cavalrymen draw their blades and herd them all out into the square? Would they wait for Franklin to order it?

				Was General Blackthorn’s advice truly the only choice he had? Burn one today or twelve tomorrow? If the clergy didn’t follow, would Blackthorn burn all the dissenters one at a time?

				Franklin felt sick to his stomach. Through all the years he sat on the periphery, dreaming of the day he’d be called Bishop, yearning for the day when he would sit in the Minister’s chair and dictate the law, he believed that he’d be just and merciful. He dreamed he’d rule a happy people who sang and danced amidst the flowers on never-ending spring days.

				Such is the nature of fantasies.

				Instead, he walked out of the temple under a gray sky, with a cold wind blowing, all the while praying a disgruntled band of clergymen would follow him to watch a priest burn, or not, solely on his order.

				Franklin realized at that moment that dreams don’t come true. They only lose their pretty facades and expose themselves as the nightmares beneath.

				Franklin descended the steps outside the temple door. He heard feet shuffling on the stone behind him.

				The clergymen were following.

				Franklin looked up at the sky and thanked the clouds, the sun, and The Word.

			

			
				Now he only had one mortal decision to make. Whether or not to burn Father Nelson, a man who’d told him old stories and shared his meals.

				As Franklin crossed the square toward the line of poles, it occurred to him that each pole always had a fresh pile of wood. The next Cleansing was months away, but each pyre stood ready to burn. It had always been that way. But it was something that never seemed worthy of a question before. Sure, Franklin knew people were burned for their transgressions, but as Blackthorn’s words sank in—burn one today or twelve tomorrow—he wondered what purpose the pyres served aside from burning. Were they a deterrent to bad behavior? Were they the threat of authority that would punish so swiftly that there wasn’t even time to stack wood?

				Was the swiftness of brutality such an important component?

				With the wind gusting in his face, Franklin made a show of pretending to turn away for a second to rub something out of his eyes. In truth, he wanted to make sure the clergy were still coming. Indeed, they were all filing out in a single line, following Franklin, sheep-like, with heads bowed.

				At the edge of the square, Franklin spotted Fitz in the open door of General Blackthorn’s house, standing like a statue of ancient marble, defying the wind as her black hair flowed out around her.

				Word had come to the temple from General Blackthorn that Fitz had taken ill and was under his care. Franklin, after worrying over the worst possibilities since her disappearance, was initially relieved, and then afraid. He feared for what condition Fitz might be in and fretted that the message might be a lie. To what end, he couldn’t even guess. But there she was, alive.

				Franklin’s emotion spun in a cyclone of contradictions. How was he to feel happy seeing Fitz’s face, while he was being forced to burn a man? And why burn Father Nelson? Just so he’d have the respect of others in the clergy, so he might not one day have to burn more of them?

			

			
				What did Fitz think of the goings-on in the square? He wished he could talk to her and ask her advice.

				Franklin turned back in the direction his feet were moving, feeling guilt over what had happened to Oliver, equating in his mind that punishment with the one that he was being forced to decide on now.

				Forced?

				If he was the acting Bishop, the sitting Minister for Father Winthrop, could he be forced to do anything?

				No.

				But he wasn’t made to do anything. General Blackthorn had simply dropped a situation at his feet, a situation Franklin never would have created on his own.

				Franklin stopped in front of the first pyre in the row, instinctively knowing how far back to stand. Every child in Brighton learned how the heat of a fire reached out to singe any fool who stood too close.

				General Blackthorn stood in front of Franklin as the clergy spread out in a line, facing the pile of wood atop of which Father Nelson was already being tied.

				“My father was a hard man,” Blackthorn said. “He taught me lessons only once. I had to learn at those moments when the knowledge was free. The times I squandered those lessons, I paid dearly. Learning things the hard way often comes at the expense of a man’s life.” Blackthorn looked over at Winthrop, who was just arriving to take up a spot in front of the row of clergymen. “Your teacher is a doddering coward.” Blackthorn put a hand on Franklin’s shoulder. “It’s too bad. You’re a bright boy. Many of your lessons will cost more than you’ll think you can bear. This one, I’ll tell you a second time, as a favor, because of the fool you’ve been Novice to.” Blackthorn caught Franklin in his stare and told him, “Burn this man, today. It is cruel, overly so, as I see from your eyes. You don’t accept that a dozen deaths of your clergy will be the cost of the mistake to let him live. You don’t see that, because you are young and idealistic. Those two qualities in a man only lead to bad choices and tears.”

			

			
				Franklin looked over General Blackthorn’s shoulder. Up on top of the pyre Father Nelson was crying, straining at the ropes that held his hands behind the pole at his back. He was begging and apologizing for his impudence.

				“That’s all I’ll say,” said Blackthorn. “Choose to learn from the wisdom and missteps of others, or pay the higher cost of making your own mistakes.” Blackthorn stepped to the side and tilted his head toward one of the cavalrymen.

				The man with a burning torch in his hand acknowledged the General and walked solemnly up to Franklin, extending the torch.

				Feeling the heat of the torch’s small fire on his face, Franklin reached out and took it. He watched the flame dance in the stiff wind as it clung desperately to the layers of oil-soaked cloth wrapped around the wood. He half hoped the flame would die and buy him some time for his decision, but the longer he stared at the flickering red and yellow, the more certain he became that it wouldn’t.

				Franklin thought of Fitz’s alabaster face staring at him from Blackthorn’s doors. What was in those eyes? Was it judgment? Was it hate? Was it possible she had an understanding of what his choice here really was?

				No.

				She was just a woman. What could she know?

				Franklin felt a lump in his throat, tears in his eyes, and a pit in his stomach. He bit his lip until he tasted a gush of warm blood in his mouth.

				He stepped forward and cast the torch onto the pile of wood at Father Nelson’s feet.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 67: Ella

				Ella stared through the forest, watching leaves spiral down. The ground held a thin layer of green and brown foliage that mixed with the snow, as if autumn had resumed its proceedings after winter’s initial, early touch. The travelers crunched debris into the ground as they walked.

				“It feels like it’s getting colder,” she said, clutching her arms to her chest.

				“It’ll get even worse in the Ancient City,” Bray said. “It’s by the water.”

				“The never-ending river, right?”

				“Yes. Or the Ocean. That’s what others call it. No one knows how far it goes. Some say it goes forever.”

				“I can’t imagine that. Have you seen it?”

				“Of course. One can’t set foot in the Ancient City without seeing it. You’ll see soon enough.”

				“Does it go forever?”

				“I’ve never seen anything past it.” Bray shrugged. “And I tried. It’s a beautiful sight, for certain.”

				“I can’t wait.” She shivered, still clutching her chest.

				“How about some alcohol to warm you up?” Bray suggested. “I have some extra snowberry, if you’d like.” He tapped the flask on his waist, but Ella wasn’t listening. She’d switched focus to Melora and William, who were scouting the forest a short distance in front of them. They chatted in eager voices.

				Bray and Ella continued walking toward them.

				“They seem to be getting along,” Bray said.

				“I didn’t know what to expect,” Ella admitted. “If it had been planned, I’m not sure it would’ve gone as well.”

				“Sometimes the best things happen like that,” Bray said. “Not all bad comes from unfortunate circumstances.”

			

			
				Ella readjusted the bag on her shoulder. “Getting to know Melora has been like a gift. Hearing about her childhood in Davenport… It’s brought back memories.”

				“I’m sure it has.”

				“In spite of what happened, it seemed like she was happy there.” Ella paused. “At least nobody can take away her memories.”

				“You’re right about that.” Bray unscrewed his flask and took a sip. He sighed as he returned it to his belt.

				Ella’s attention turned to William, who was telling a story about the biggest pig he’d ever seen. His eyes were wide, and he was using his hands to describe it while Melora laughed.

				“This is the happiest I’ve seen William in a while,” Ella said.

				“He seems to be enjoying the companionship of his sister.”

				“He is,” Ella agreed. “But there was an incident…while you were gone.”

				“Another one?” Bray’s tone mirrored her concern.

				“When we were attacked, he was speaking with the demons again. I think he believes he can communicate with them.” Ella lowered her eyes. “Have you ever seen that happen?”

				“A few times.” Bray watched her gravely but didn’t elaborate. Ella couldn’t bring herself to ask any further questions. She noticed the Warden was staring ahead of them, where Melora and William had stopped. Their heads tilted as they looked at the tops of the trees.

				“What is it?” she called out to them.

				But she’d already seen it. Poking out from the tips of the trees, barely visible, were several soaring towers, the crumbled tops covered in foliage. Birds circled the ruins as if they’d been tasked to keep guard. Deep in the distance, an inhuman wail sounded, giving either a greeting or an ominous warning.

			

			
				Ella’s mouth stuck open.

				She didn’t need an announcement to know where they were.

				They’d reached the Ancient City.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 68: Evan

				Evan was impressed. At least there was that. Six hundred militiamen lined the road between the edge of town and the circle wall. It ran past The House of Barren Women, which stood out in the field alone. The men lined up at intervals on both sides of the road all the way to the western gate. Out in the fields, twenty cohorts of six hundred militiamen were putting themselves into square formations. Such a large force would not be self-sustaining. They’d need the support of regular townsfolk, doing the mundane things that townsfolk did. A disorganized mass of men and women, tradesmen, shepherds, pig herders, cooks, tailors, barren women, blacksmiths, cobblers, and laborers spread out over a vast area near the circle wall. They’d all be going along with the army, as General Blackthorn had commanded.

				In the square, sitting in crisp uniforms with stiff backs, atop six hundred horses, sat the cavalry, either at attention in rows or guiding horses to their places. All were spoiling to get moving, to get to the Ancient City, and to end the demon menace once and for all.

				Stopping at the back of the square to catch his breath, Evan saw it all. He’d been out all morning watching the men gather, watching the townsfolk say their goodbyes. There’d been plenty of tears, plenty of good luck kisses and hugs from lover to lover, from mother to son.

				Up on the dais stood General Blackthorn, Minister Beck, and Father Winthrop. Neither Captain Tenbrook, nor newly anointed Bishop Franklin was yet there. Evan would need to be there soon, along with the other two, to make the transition of power formal and visible. But Evan had other tasks to tend to.

				Of all the last minute arrangements and checks he’d had to make that morning, the most important was that of stopping by the Dunlow’s house. There, nearly fifty of the soon-to-be deserters were hiding from sergeants who were searching their homes, trying to find them prior to the army’s march.

			

			
				The rebels were stashed in seven locations around Brighton, all in groups that Evan hoped would help them steel their nerves for the fateful action each was taking. As soon as the army marched through the western gate, each of those men would officially be deserters. When the counts and the names were finally gathered somewhere at a campsite up the road, those men would each be condemned to the pyre. Riders would likely bring the news back from the army to Tenbrook. Evan guessed that Tenbrook would take a ruthless approach to dealing with would-be rebels.

				What Evan hoped, though, was that the list of deserters sent back would contain more names than just those of the men he’d co-opted. Evan knew others would desert, too. Once those men realized the magnitude of their crimes, they’d have to choose between fleeing Brighton or facing the pyre. Evan hoped to recruit them to add to his force of rebels. Why not join? They’d have nothing to lose in doing so. He’d only have to find them before Tenbrook did.

				He hurried off around the edge of the square, making his way to the dais to lay claim to his share of Brighton’s government, such as it was.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 69: Tenbrook

				Impatience was the least of Tenbrook’s feelings at the moment. He wasn’t an emotional man, by any means. He hadn’t expected to be emotional today, the morning he was to accept the reins of the government, to become the most powerful man in Brighton.

				He’d dreamed of a day like this since he was a child. What boy didn’t?

				However, until Blackthorn had called him in for the private meeting and the burning of the first of those desiccated tongues, Tenbrook never dared think such a childish dream would materialize.

				Now, instead of standing on the dais with the departing ministers while the cavalry formed up in the square, Tenbrook was lurking in an alley behind General Blackthorn’s residence, looking at a piece of paper that implored him to meet here at this late hour for a matter of the utmost urgency. Tenbrook told the boy who’d delivered the message to tell the sender that he’d be there. Tenbrook added the extra instruction that if the meeting made him tardy or disappointed, he’d settle his anger with a pyre pole.

				The boy ran off in a fright.

				Now Tenbrook was waiting, not used to emotions he couldn’t repress under his boot. That made him hate the man for whom he waited. Few things irked Tenbrook more than being out of control of his emotions.

				Cocking his head and listening, he heard the stomping of hooves and the rustle of men in their saddles. Orders were still being shouted. The cavalry wasn’t yet formed. The militia waiting past the edge of town was not yet prepared. People were still rushing through the streets to get to some favored place where they could watch their loved ones leave, or just to see the spectacle of so many armed men, marching in formation to some glorious purpose.

			

			
				If only they knew.

				“Captain Tenbrook?”

				Startled by the voice, Tenbrook looked up and silently chastised himself. He’d been lost in his thoughts and had stopped paying attention. Tenbrook looked the man up and down.

				“I am Tommy Dunlow. I sent you the message.”

				“You received my return message then,” said Tenbrook. “I know who you are, and I might ask already, why you aren’t with the militia.”

				“I am here to explain that.”

				Tenbrook laughed. “This isn’t a matter for explanations. Your choices are duty or flame.”

				Tommy Dunlow gulped, gathered his nerve, and proceeded. “You know that my father and my family have long been in General Blackthorn’s disfavor.”

				“I’m already thinking of which pyre pole to put you on,” said Tenbrook. “I came here to listen to an urgent message.”

				“Please,” said Tommy Dunlow, “I only mention that because I wish to restore my family to favor. We wish to stand shoulder to shoulder with the General and show our loyalty.”

				“Most men would actually stand shoulder to shoulder to show their loyalty,” said Tenbrook, “rather than hide in alleyways and talk about it. Why aren’t you with your cohort? Are you a deserter, here to beg forgiveness for your cowardice?”

				Shaking his head, Tommy Dunlow said, “I’ve been invited into a plot to overthrow the government during General Blackthorn’s absence. I’ve been assured that the General will not return. I think he will be murdered.”

				Tommy Dunlow had Tenbrook’s attention now. “How many people are involved in this plot?”

			

			
				“Two hundred.”

				“All deserters?” Tenbrook asked.

				Tommy Dunlow nodded as he said, “All but one.”

				“And who is this one?” asked Tenbrook.

				“The ringleader.”

				“Does this ringleader have a name?”

				“He does,” said Tommy Dunlow. “It is Scholar Evan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 70: Oliver

				Oliver stood in the temple, watching Franklin pace the stage with an ashen face. Franklin didn’t notice Oliver for almost a full minute. When he finally did, he said to Oliver, “I didn’t see you at the ceremony.”

				“When you burned Father Nelson?” Oliver spat the words as a challenge. He hadn’t intended to confront Franklin about it, but his anger won out. “Just because I didn’t let Blackthorn march me out into the square with the rest of you doesn’t mean I missed it. I saw what you did.”

				“I had to.” Franklin’s voice trembled.

				“You have to do a lot of things you subsequently say you’d prefer not to.”

				Franklin turned away and paced to the end of the stage before turning back toward Oliver. The threadbare Bishop’s robe hanging on his shoulders dragged the floor as he paced. In a despondent voice, he said, “I thought you’d left.”

				“Soon.” Oliver stepped up the stairs onto the stage, looking Franklin up and down as he did. “Where’d you get that?”

				Franklin looked down at himself as he came to a stop in front of Oliver. “I found it in a closet in Father Winthrop’s chamber. It belonged to Bishop Garrett.”

				“The Bishop before Father Winthrop?” Oliver asked as he leaned close to sniff.

				“He died long before you were born,” said Franklin.

				With a sour look on his face, Oliver said, “It smells like Winthrop.”

				“Everything in there does.” Normally Franklin might’ve harbored a smile, but not today. Oliver watched him tug the robe to adjust it on his shoulders.

				“Are you going to have a new one made?” Oliver asked.

				Franklin didn’t answer. He looked toward the temple doors. Oliver followed his gaze. Out in the square, the cavalry was forming up. The ministers were waiting. His face showed his nervousness. Finally Franklin said, “I don’t know that I should.”

			

			
				“Why?” asked Oliver.

				“What if Father Winthrop returns?” Franklin grimaced. “I’m afraid to take the risk. If he thinks I had a robe made for myself because I want to remain Bishop, it’ll go badly.”

				Oliver put a hand on the dagger now hanging in its sheath outside his pants. His small knife and his chainmail lay hidden under his garments. “I don’t think Father Winthrop will return.”

				“Why do you say that?” His attention roamed to Oliver’s hand resting on the hilt of the dagger. “What are you planning, Oliver?”

				“You were always my friend, Franklin. Don’t speak to me like I’m a child.”

				Franklin inched closer. “I’m not. I’m speaking to you as your friend. You’ve had hate in your eyes since—”

				Franklin couldn’t say it, and Oliver didn’t mind. He didn’t want to hear the words. The memory of Franklin’s betrayal hurt more than the sores still oozing pus down his back. It hurt almost as much as watching what Franklin had done to Father Nelson out on the pyre.

				Stoking his courage, Oliver stood up straight. “I’m not running away, not yet. I’m marching out with the militia. And I need you to help me. Remember what you promised me? You said you’d assist me in any way I needed.”

				Franklin mouth stuck open in disbelief as he formulated a protest.

				Before he could voice an argument, Oliver said, “I need you to send me out with the soldiers. If anyone asks why, say that you sent me with Father Winthrop so I could tend to his needs. No one will question it.”

				“They won’t, I don’t think. But why would you want to do that?” Franklin’s eyes turned from worry to pleading. “If you go out with them, there’s a good chance you’ll die.”

			

			
				“I know that,” said Oliver. “If I was a full grown man, it might make what I have to do easier. But I’ll get it done. I’ll do what I have planned. All I’ll tell you is to make your new robe.”

				Oliver turned and walked down the stairs.

				“Wait!” Franklin cried, leaving the stage and following after him. “ What does that mean? I have to get out to the dais. The other ministers are already waiting. You can’t leave without explaining.”

				“There’s nothing more to be said.” Oliver looked over his shoulder. When he was sure no one was listening, he pulled Franklin close. In a cold, determined voice, one with enough harshness to let Franklin know he was serious, he said, “Out there in the wilds with the militia, I’ll find the right time, and I’m killing Father Winthrop.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 71: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook stood on the dais between Franklin in his laughable old frock and Evan under his transparent disguise of loyalty. The formalities were all completed. The announcements all made. The cheers that had once echoed off the walls of the square had dampened, giving way to the sobs of crying women and the clomping of hooves.

				General Blackthorn rode tall in his saddle toward the road out of town. Just to his right, but definitely behind, rode Minister Beck, looking awkward and pretentious at the same time. Father Winthrop balanced precariously atop the sturdiest horse in town. Tenbrook suspected the horse would not live to see the Ancient City. What horse could bear such a burden for long?

				The cavalry lined themselves behind the ministers in double-file, following them out. People up the street cheered anew. Tenbrook felt a surge of elation. He ached for the anticipation of glory that he always felt when he led his squadron out to battle the demons. But he’d have to set those pleasures aside. He was in a new role now, one with exceedingly more complex problems to solve and more devious enemies to fight. He glanced over at Evan. The scholar watched the procession with a placid face. Who else was involved in his seditious scheme? Was Franklin? Were others in the Academy? Tommy Dunlow had said nothing of the clergy, but Tenbrook had already decided he wouldn’t leave that question to chance. He’d find out exactly who the traitors were. He had plenty of ways to convince men to divulge their secrets.

				In the coming days, he’d use all of them.
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Preface

				Welcome to Book 4! We hope you’ve enjoyed the series so far, and we appreciate you sticking with us.

				THE LAST COMMAND is the culmination of several plot lines in The Last Survivors. Answers are revealed. Battles are fought and won, or lost. Motivations change. Several of our characters undergo radical transformations in this book—things we have been leading up to, but that are shocking to us just the same (and will hopefully shock you.) As General Blackthorn leads his army into the wild, intent on delivering his last command, no one is safe.

				I wish I could say all our characters will survive.

				I don’t want to lie to you.

				We hope you enjoy THE LAST COMMAND. Bobby and I agree that it has been one of the most intense of the series to write so far. But don’t get comfortable. The remaining few books will be even crazier.

				See you in Book 5.

				 

				Tyler Piperbrook & Bobby Adair
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Chapter 1: Oliver

				Mist and drizzle soaked Oliver’s clothes. The air hung heavy and warm, turning to sweat under Oliver’s arms and on his face, leaving him chafing under the weight of his shirt, coat, and mail. Manure dropped by hundreds of horses at the head of the marching column, mixed with road mud, stuck to Oliver’s boots and pants, adding to the stink of nineteen thousand sweating men and women marching three and four abreast in a line four miles long, soldiers and camp followers, the largest army ever assembled, all on their way to the Ancient City to bring a resolute end to the centuries-old demon scourge.

				Oliver didn’t care about that. He even had his doubts whether it was true. Too many schemes were at play for him to have faith in the lies on men’s lips.

				Oliver had his reasons for sweating under the load of his wet garments and mud-caked boots as he strove to keep pace with full-grown men and women on the march. He was going out as a night thief, intent on finding Winthrop’s tent in a moment when his lazy guards were inattentive. Oliver was determined to sneak into that tent and ram his dagger deep into Father Winthrop’s skull.

				Afterward, Oliver would make his escape and find a place far from Brighton where he could grow up without the constant threat of the belt and pyre, without being forced to tend to the needs of a pompous, cruel buffoon, who wore a fluttery woman’s dress that he called a robe.

				The march out of Brighton took most of the morning. The cavalry went first, wearing their prissy uniforms atop their fine horses with glimmering swords and colorful flags. The ministers, Blackthorn, Beck, and Winthrop rode among them. And why wouldn’t they? It was the safest place. Everybody in the three townships respected the cavalry’s skill at slaughtering demons.

			

			
				Blackthorn’s blue shirts filed out next, three abreast, all in step, a thousand toy soldiers, not good enough for the cavalry, but more than willing to make up for their lack of skill with excessive brutality. They were the city guards, the men Blackthorn called on to enforce his law and keep the townships in line. They rarely had demons’ blood on their hands. They were better at making unarmed men bleed.

				The militia filed out next, organized in cohorts of five hundred. They were sloppy compared to the blue shirts—either unwilling or unable to walk in step—not uniformed but wearing whatever clothing kept them warm when they were going about their daily chores. Most carried spears and axes, some wore swords in scabbards on their belts.

				Between each of the militia cohorts were several hundred camp followers mandated by General Blackthorn to come in support of the army. They were charged with herding the livestock, hauling the food and supplies, cooking meals, repairing shoes, weapons, and clothes—or, in the case of the Barren Women—seeing to men’s pressing intimate needs. With most able-bodied men having been pressed into service in one of the militia cohorts, the camp followers were made up of aged men, children apprenticed in a trade, and older women.

				Oliver walked among this last group, out through the gate leaving the circle wall behind and past the meadows that grew wider with each passing year as men cut more and more timber for Brighton’s needs. They marched into the forest growing thick along the edges of the road, putting the army in the shadow of overhanging boughs. The women around Oliver all carried loads in packs big enough for Oliver to hide inside. None of them paid attention to the forest. Their minds were set on shouldering their burdens and watching the feet of the woman in front or talking about anything to keep their minds off the journey in front of them.

			

			
				When the first demon cried out, everyone tensed. All chatter ceased. Women stared at shadows in the trees. A few screamed. The woman next to Oliver turned and clutched his arm.

				“Did you hear the rumor?”

				Oliver shook his head. He’d been so preoccupied with thoughts of Winthrop that he hadn’t paid attention to the whispers.

				“They say the soldiers ahead killed a thousand demons.”

				“A thousand?” Oliver stared at the woman, whose face was ashen with fright. She had long, gray hair and dark eyes. She nodded as if she knew what the number meant, even though he was sure she didn’t.

				Oliver started looking for dead demons beside the road, but saw nothing but thick trees and endless, wilting brush. A commotion in the ranks ahead changed his mind. Several of the old tradesman and women broke formation, weaving a frightened circle around a demon’s wart-covered, bloody body in the road. Eyes went wide. Anxiety rose in voices. Oliver shuddered and kept a wide berth, as if the demon might spring to life and grab him.

				More dead demons appeared, lying alone or in gangs of a few or a dozen. The monsters were no match for such a massive army, but they weren’t intelligent enough to understand their numeric disadvantage. After the army had marched for another hour, the bodies lying in or near the road felt more like a distraction than a threat. Enough of anything novel turns boring after people see too much of it. The women stopped screaming, and confidence set in among the camp followers. The howls of demons no longer frightened anyone. They were no longer harbingers of running death, but simply annoying stink-beasts that had caused them all to have to leave their homes and friends for a trip into the wilderness. Hopefully a short trip.

			

			
				Maybe even shorter for Oliver.

				He reached into his shirt, ensuring his dagger was still there. As nervous as he was about using it, he was still resolved in his plan.

				A band of demons burst from the trees.

				A group of women several rows ahead of him screamed. Before Oliver could react, more demons poured out of hiding.

				Twenty or thirty. Maybe forty.

				Oh, no.


				Oliver’s heart hammered as the demons tackled several women. He wanted to run as he drew his dagger, but there was nowhere to go. Everyone was pushing away from the demons, a barrage of frantic bodies knocking against each other. Women called for help, but the soldiers were up the road and behind. None were close. Oliver, too small to fight against the push of adults twice his size, was swept in a wave of motion. He cried out as he almost lost his balance.

				“Watch out!” the woman next to him shrieked.

				In a blur of dirty skin moving too fast to allow a reaction, a demon pounced, knocking them both into the mud. All Oliver saw were skirts, boots, and skin as he struggled to get free.

				Oliver’s dagger got away from him in the mud. He scrambled to get a hand back on it.

				A woman kicked him in the gut by accident, trying to kick the demon that had mounted the woman next to him.

				Blood gushed and splattered Oliver.

				Another demon grabbed Oliver’s foot, pulling him toward the trees. With the dagger still out of reach, Oliver wrapped his arms around someone’s leg and took a few smacks as a woman tried to shake him off. Oliver kicked at the demon.

			

			
				It unclenched its fingers.

				Oliver broke free, tucking his feet beneath him and rolling toward the center of the road, getting a hand on the hilt of his dagger just as he got up on his knees. When he looked up, he found himself within arms’ reach of the demon that had jumped the woman.

				With a mouthful of bloody teeth, it looked at Oliver, started to get off the woman, and leaned forward.

				Oliver slashed the dagger across the beast’s face and it screamed, covering its bloody wound with a hand.

				A booted foot caught the beast in the chin, sending it over on its back. Walking sticks and an old spear poked at the beast until it scrambled into the trees and ran away.

				Oliver got to his feet, his dagger in front of him, ready to take a swipe at another demon.

				But they were gone.

				The howling monsters retreated, taking several screaming women along with them.

				Oliver looked up and down the road. Some women stood at the edge, looking into the forest, brandishing makeshift weapons.

				Screams from the forest made it clear that some of the women had been kidnapped.

				A dozen militiamen came running up the road. There was an exchange of words. The women pointed into the forest to implore the militiamen to chase the demons and rescue the women.

				None of the soldiers pursued the demons into the woods.

				Shaking and covered in blood and dirt, Oliver located the woman he’d been talking to. She lay dead on the ground. Her vacant eyes stared into the sky. Her gray hair was matted with blood.

				What have I gotten myself into?


				Oliver shuddered.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Melora

				“It’s beautiful,” Melora whispered.

				Melora, William, Ella, and Bray walked with their heads tilted upward, temporarily forgetting the danger of the Ancient City. They were on an endlessly straight ancient roadway with tall buildings on either side of them. The forest had faded behind, giving way to rows of ancient stone, evenly spaced and swathed in thick yellow foliage. Deep, dark gaps in the sides where windows had once been spoke of hidden treasures, waiting for adventurers to seek them out. The windows extended all the way to the rooftops, where white-tailed hawks circled the crumbled remains of the buildings. In the distance, roadways curved off from the main one, leading to unknown destinations. They passed building after building, each as remarkable as the next.

				“I can’t believe we’re here,” Ella whispered to Melora.

				Melora wondered how many people had walked the streets before her. What had the Ancients looked like? How many had lived in each building?

				Did each of the Ancients have his or her own?

				Several times, Melora envisioned human faces poking out of the dark recesses, ready to whisk her away and show her secrets. The thought of preserved, hidden treasures still lurking in the ruins gave her a sense of elation she’d felt only as a child. A smile stuck to her face as they walked further away from the forest, navigating around chunks of ancient stone.

				Ella pointed at the sky. “I’ve never seen so many birds.”

				Melora looked up and saw them flying, or perched along edges of the buildings’ roofs, squawking.

				“And so many rats,” William added, pointing at the street ahead as he walked.

			

			
				Melora looked down at the rats a breath too late and tripped over a gutted carcass in the road, partially hidden and jutting out from behind a rock. She stifled a scream and caught her balance.

				“Be careful,” Bray warned.

				Melora snapped to attention. She studied the carcass. Judging by the snout and the protruding, half-chewed ears, it was a wild pig. The animal had been caught in the clutches of a beast and devoured. She shuddered as she envisioned its final moments, torn apart at the hands of a heartless demon.

				“The same will happen to us if we aren’t careful,” Bray said solemnly. “We need to keep watch.” He spat on the ground and kept moving.

				Sobered by the discovery, Melora straightened up and followed. She glanced over her shoulder, ensuring that Ella and William were close behind.

				“We need to find shelter,” Bray reminded them. “Be on the lookout.”

				Melora didn’t need Bray to tell her to do the obvious, but she kept quiet as she looked up the face of a building with six rows of windows, like six houses stacked perfectly atop one another. Gargoyle cornices hung on either side of a weathered entrance. Beams with intricate carvings separated each of the massive floors. “How about that one?”

				“It’s impressive,” Ella agreed. “You can still make out some of the detail on the carvings.”

				“But you can also see the path worn away by demon’s feet at the door,” Bray warned, pointing at the threshold.

				They continued past several more dilapidated buildings, stopping when William called their attention to something at ground level.

				“What about down there?” he asked.

				He gestured at a gaping hole in the earth to their right, obscured by dying brush. It appeared to be a tunnel, with walls made of cracked, ancient stone. A collapsed overhang shielded the tunnel from the elements. Several steps led into darkness.

			

			
				“We don’t want to venture down there,” Bray said.

				William guessed, “Did the Ancients live down there?”

				“Some people say that,” Bray said, rubbing his chin. “Those tunnels run everywhere beneath the Ancient City. I’ve always stayed away from them. Lots of demons lurk down there. Although…they say the demons pile gold in mounds as tall as a man down there and have herds of naked virgins.”

				William furrowed his brow. “Really?”

				Ella swatted Bray. “Don’t listen to him, William.”

				William relaxed his face. “You couldn’t see anything without a light. And the demons would find you if you carried a torch. It wouldn’t be safe.”

				“Smart thinking,” Bray said.

				“It’s the perfect hiding place for the demons,” William said, prompting a suspicious glance from the Warden.

				Melora stared into the blackness, trying to imagine what manner of horrors and treasures might lie underneath the city. The familiar odor of demons floated up from the tunnel’s bowels. A long, shrill cry sounded from deep within.

				She shuddered as Bray waved them on.

				Melora scanned the nearby buildings for something less ominous, but still defensible. The structures in the immediate vicinity were tall, although not as magnificent as the ones deeper in the city. Some were better preserved than others, but most were choked in wiry vines and invaded by tree branches. She cast a glance behind her, noticing that they’d traveled far enough away from the forest that the trees had become a green blanket covering the foothills in front of the mountains.

				“We should keep near the forest,” she said, feeling a familiar nostalgia for the wild. “Then we can hunt for food.”

			

			
				Bray followed her gaze. “As soon as we find a suitable building, we’ll stop. Hopefully, it’ll be soon.”

				“I’ll keep a close eye for a building without trails in the dirt,” William offered. “And places without animal bones or demon droppings.”

				“Sounds good. We’ll need a structure with lots of visibility, but with tight entrances,” Bray advised. “That way we can guard them and look out for demons and soldiers. We can fortify the windows and doors once we settle in. Then we can get some rest.”

				William looked at him curiously, a question on his face. “Do demons sleep?”

				Bray stroked his stubbly chin. “They sleep a lot less than people. They usually keep moving so they can hunt. Though some of them have been known to return to the same spot. Some of them lay claim to particular buildings.”

				“Almost like houses,” Melora said in awe.

				“More like nests.” Bray shook his head in disgust. “If you stumble on one of those, you’ll know it.”

				“How?”

				“The stench will make you retch.”

				Melora wrinkled her nose. “Maybe we can stay on the roof of one of the buildings.” Her suggestion called to mind the story told to her by Roger, the settler she’d stayed with after fleeing Davenport. He’d hidden on one of the ancient roofs during his time here.

				Unlike several of her friends, Melora wasn’t afraid of heights. She had vivid memories of climbing the church ruins in Davenport, disregarding the adults’ warnings. She fondly recalled climbing the bell tower at the outskirts of the Andersens’ farm. She’d gone up with Rowan, venturing to the top until they could see the whole village. Rowan urged her not to, but she’d leaned out from the crumbled top, waving her hands in the wind and thinking she was queen of the world.

			

			
				With Rowan gone, she’d cherish that memory forever.

				“We’ll figure out where to stay when we get there,” Bray said.

				They continued traveling. After walking the space of several roads in Davenport, but coming no closer to an end, they reached an intersection where a thinner road ran parallel to the one they were on. Melora peered down the weathered, rubble-strewn street.

				“What’s that in the distance?” William asked excitedly, pointing at a massive structure a half mile away. Melora and Ella held their hands above their eyes. An enormous, circular building under the remnants of a dome occupied most of the road. Rusted steel girders curved over the top, some of them falling out of place and disappearing into the vegetation around the building’s base.

				It was impossible to tell what it was from where they were standing, but Melora guessed it could fit all the people of Brighton.

				“Unbelievable,” Melora whispered. “It’s the size of several farming fields. What is it?”

				“Can we get closer?” William asked.

				“We’re better off admiring it from here,” Bray warned. “Years ago, the roof collapsed, and the inside puddled with rainwater and moss. Lots of nasty things live inside.”

				“Why would the Ancients build something like that?” Ella asked.

				“Maybe they gathered there,” Melora guessed. “Perhaps it’s like the square we use for the Cleansings.” She felt a tinge of nervousness as she spoke the words.

				“No,” Bray said confidently. “It was used to watch games.”

				“Games?” Melora asked.

				“Yes, like the harvest races or the pig pulls. There’s a nickname for it among the Wardens who have ventured here. We call it the Ancient Circle.”

			

			
				“The Ancient Circle…” Melora repeated, the words falling from her tongue. “I wish I could see what went on there.”

				“The rules of their games are too complex for us to understand. They wrote whole books on them. Only a Scholar could read them, and probably no one alive today could understand them.” Bray snorted. “Of course, we’re here today, and the Ancients are gone. That has to mean something.”

				Melora and William furrowed their brows. The Ancients were smarter than anyone. No one disputed it.

				“In one sense, you’re right,” Melora finally admitted. “I’m not sure how they had time to play games, with all the farming and hunting that needed to be done.”

				Bray shrugged. “Maybe the merchants played.”

				That statement triggered a thought in William. He cocked his head at Bray. “Why do you think the Ancients disappeared?”

				“Probably because they spent too much time with useless contraptions instead of catching food to feed themselves.” Bray grinned sarcastically. “Come on, let’s get moving before they tell stories about us.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: Oliver

				It didn’t make sense to Oliver. They’d only marched for half the day, and now the mass of cavalry, militiamen, and drafted townsfolk were spreading out in a field of tall, brown grass to spend the night. Soldiers went to work setting up tents in orderly rows. The townsfolk, many of whom never had the need to travel, many of whom had never been outside the circle wall, banded together around stacks of damp wood, which they hoped to turn into fires. Some had blankets propped up with sticks. A few, brave or stupid, went into the surrounding forest and strung their blankets over branches. The mutterings of those who stayed in the grass, well away from the tree line, all tended to agree that those in the trees were dooming themselves. The demons would come at night and murder them in their sleep.

				Oliver shuddered at the thought of demons creeping through the night to feast on his flesh. He missed the comfort of knowing the circle wall was out there, that the city guard watched the streets, always on the lookout for demons. The adventure Oliver had dreamed existed outside Brighton was so far mostly fraught with dread.

				Looking for a safe spot to make his camp, he walked amongst the thousands of women, boys too young to use a weapon, and men too old to carry one. None of the tradesmen, their apprentices, or their wives showed him anything but a suspicious glance. In their eyes, he was a burdensome boy for whom they didn’t want the responsibility.

				Oliver had only the clothes on his back, some food in his bag, his knives, a bag of coins, a few relics stolen from Winthrop, and a single blanket. His choice with the blanket was to wrap himself in it and lie beneath the clouds, hoping they didn’t turn to rain. Or to prop the blanket on some sticks to convert it into a tent. Either way, he expected to wake in the morning, cold and wet. If he woke at all.

			

			
				Finding Winthrop’s tent was an alternative to bedding down among the camp followers. If Oliver could get into Winthrop’s tent unseen, he could murder the slovenly hypocrite and sneak into the forest when he was done. He imagined if he did do the deed, he wouldn’t stay in camp, so bedding himself down for the night would not be a necessity. He’d walk through the dark until he was so far away from the army and so far from Brighton that he’d never be found.

				The sound of demons howling in the forest—and the attack he’d faced earlier—made him worry about the viability of his plan.

				Campfires were starting to burn damp wood, and thick clouds of smoke floated through the camp without rising into the sky. Oliver passed through one cloud that had lost all of its warmth but still stung his eyes. He passed through another that left him smelling like he’d rolled around in the bowl of a pipe, wet with an old man’s spit.

				Groups of men tromped into the woods with bows, hunters looking for game to feed the mass of marchers. Other bands of men armed with axes attacked the trees at the edge of the pasture. They groused about a cold night to come and looked at the sky with worry.

				That gave Oliver pause. What would happen if the unusual winter warmth turned back to cold and froze the mist into snow? Despite Oliver’s humble life prior to coming into Winthrop’s service, he had never slept without a roof over his head.

				He came to the part of the camp set aside for the militiamen. The neat rows of tents belied the sad shape of the canvas from which they were made. Though of a roughly similar tan color, the tents’ cloth was worn and patched. Many had holes that had never seen a needle and thread.

				The militiamen grumbled and bellyached. None liked the camp followers, though whenever one of the Barren Women came into sight, the soldiers let their gaze linger and betray their thoughts. The older men who looked like they had the experience of many campaigns behind them complained that they’d never reach the Ancient City if it was the General’s plan to bed down so early every day. The old soldiers wanted to march forth, face the demons in the ruins, and be done with it. They wanted to get back to their houses, warm fires, and wives. The younger soldiers sat on the ground and rubbed their feet, complaining about the march. Some questioned whether they should be out in the wilderness at all. Why not stay within the circle wall and let the hordes come to them? One of them chased Oliver off and told him to go back to his mother’s teats.

			

			
				The cavalrymen that Oliver came across did not complain. Their uniforms, though damp, were clean from their time on their horses, well above the muddy road. They looked down on the militiamen with disdain in their eyes but said nothing of it. They were in their element, on their way to war, eager, even, but displeased to be babysitting such a mass of inexperienced militiamen and camp followers.

				When Oliver spied an enormous tent with a dozen fine horses standing behind it and two dozen stern soldiers surrounding it, he knew he’d found General Blackthorn’s quarters. Far in front of the tent, much too far to provide any warmth, dirty militiamen were leaning long logs together into a pyramid shape. When they were done, they’d light a bonfire that would be visible from everywhere on the pasture. On the side of the bonfire opposite General Blackthorn’s tent, a lesser tent stood, giving all the appearance of having been abandoned. Its front flaps whipped back and forth when the heavy air found enough strength to gust. A handful of guards stood near the tent, looking at it from time to time. They were only a grunt past apathy where the tent was concerned.

			

			
				Winthrop’s quarters.


				Oliver walked slowly around the area, observing, learning. If he was going to kill Winthrop and get away with his life, he needed a plan.

				“Hey! Get out of here!” a guard cursed, shooing him away.

				Oliver turned his head, lest he draw any more attention.

				“Go back to the other side of the pasture with the other sluggards, where you belong!”

				“Sorry,” Oliver muttered.

				“If I see you again, I’ll give you a beating,” the guard added.

				Oliver cursed under his breath, wishing he were a full-grown man who didn’t have to suffer the threats of bullies with swords.

				One day, he thought. One day soon.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Melora

				Melora tensed as a demon screeched in the distance. She held fast to her sword.

				She and the others found themselves among several pieces of fallen ancient stone, some as big as Melora’s house in Davenport. In some cases, the stones had sunk into the dirt, creating massive holes surrounded by overgrown weeds and plants. Melora looked up. She bit her lip as she pictured hunks of stone falling from the tall buildings, crushing anyone beneath them. She looked back at the forest. It was even smaller than before.

				“It’s like a maze,” Melora said.

				“The stones will get thicker up ahead,” Bray warned. “We’ll have to be careful navigating around them.”

				Bray was right. A few were short, but most stood taller than her, prompting her to keep her distance. Melora’s fear was that something would jump out and attack. Scuttling sounds reminded her that rats lived in the gaps and crevices. She tensed at several such noises, certain that demons were close by.

				“Stay close,” Bray warned.

				They moved as a unit, keeping only enough distance to swing their swords. William’s sense of wonder seemed to have faded. He hung next to Bray in fear while Melora and Ella traveled behind them.

				A gasp from Ella forced Melora to a halt.

				Melora spun.

				Ella raised her sword. A demon had clambered onto a nearby rock, hissing as it prepared to leap. Ella cried out. Without waiting for it to attack, she charged at it, swinging her blade, cleaving the beast’s ankle. The demon yowled and pitched to the ground. Melora leaped to her aid, spearing the demon, finishing it off.

			

			
				More cries implied more beasts were coming.

				“Come on!” Bray urged, weaving between the rocks.

				Melora and Ella kept close, panting as they hurried through mounds of stone. Melora felt like she was in an ancient trap, navigating a path to which only its creators knew the ending. She whipped around rocks, praying their speed and constant change of direction would throw off any demons. Demon cries were everywhere, but with the rocks obscuring her view, she couldn’t tell from where they were coming. Underneath one of the huge stones, she saw a broken arrow and an emptied traveler’s bag; evidence that someone else had been here and possibly perished.

				And then they were out in the open.

				Melora spun in all directions, inspecting the clear, straight roadway. The debris was spaced out enough that she could see no threats were waiting.

				“We might’ve gotten lucky,” Bray whispered.

				They traveled hurriedly until they’d crossed a dozen overgrown cross streets and the demon cries had faded in the distance. The sky was gray and colorless, a solid blanket lowered by the gods to protect or crush them.

				Soon it’d be dusk.

				“We need to find a building before nightfall,” Bray said. “So keep looking.”

				William pointed at a cracked monolith. “The roof of that building is gone, and the inside is all black as if there was a fire.”

				Desperation crept through Melora’s veins as she studied a building with a caved ceiling, rubble, and stones collecting in the center.

				“That one’s no good, either,” Bray said, pointing to a rectangular building with eight floors that reeked like death. “Who knows what will be scuttling over you at night in there.” Bray grinned sideways at Ella. She ignored him.

				They finally spotted a large, circular building tucked between the ruins of two others. Unlike the buildings on each side, which were covered in layers of brown and green weeds, this one had aged better. Through the open doorway, Melora saw support beams in what appeared to be a cavernous, rounded room. Some of the beams were crumbling, but most weren’t. The walls and ceiling were relatively intact.

			

			
				“How about there?” she asked.

				Bray, William, and Ella studied a set of steps that led up to it, covered by an overhang. They stopped in the street, listening to the squawk of scavenging birds. Bray cocked his head and peered through the entrance. He looked behind them, studying the street.

				“Do you think it’s safe?” Melora asked.

				“It might be.”

				“It looks much better than most of the buildings we’ve passed,” William said.

				“If it’s in good condition, chances are others might’ve noticed it, too.” Bray wrinkled his nose. “We’ll have to be careful. That’s all.”

				They veered toward the building. Melora searched the ground for demon paths. Although a few weeds and stones were disturbed, she didn’t see any obvious signs of demons having passed.

				After a minute of scrutiny through the entrance, Bray said, “Let’s go.”

				Melora shivered as she stepped into the building. The air was cold. It was dry and didn’t smell like demons. The enormous room had plenty of lighting. A few windows placed high above the entrance allowed light to filter to the floor. The rounded roof only had a few cracks, enough to add illumination but not enough to leave it exposed to the elements. A few plants crept through cracks beneath their feet. Stairs wound up the left-hand side of the wall.

			

			
				William reached down and rubbed some dirt off the floor.

				“It looks like it was polished!” he said. “And the walls are made of smooth granite.”

				“What kind of building was this?” Melora wondered.

				Melora looked around the enormous main room. It was filled with waist-high platforms. Most lined the edges of the room, but some were in the middle. She walked to the nearest one and ran her hand over its cracked surface. Her boots crunched on shards of glass. It wasn’t often she encountered glass unless she was looking through a rich merchant’s windows.

				“It looks like the platforms were holding something,” she said aloud. “What do you think it was?”

				“Skulls of the Ancients’ enemies encased in glass,” Bray said with a confident smile.

				“I’m not sure if it’s that,” William said, frowning as he looked around. “Maybe they kept old things here. Maybe the glass was a way of protecting those things.”

				Bray gave him an irritated look when he noticed Ella was listening to William instead of him.

				“An entire building to house things encased in glass…” Melora whispered. “It’s remarkable to think about.”

				She imagined finding some of the treasures—or discovering some of the secrets behind the Tech Magic she’d dreamed about since she’d heard her first tales of the ancient city when she was small. They wandered the cavernous room for several minutes, exploring the platforms as if they might unearth a treasure. The only remnants were the immovable stone and fragments of glass. Melora’s gaze wandered up the cracked stairs on the left-hand side of the room, where the upper halves of several doorways were visible. A balcony along the top floor blocked most of their view of what was inside those rooms.

				“What’s up there?” she wondered.

			

			
				“We’ll check, but we’ll need to be wary,” Bray warned. “Look out for holes in the stairs where a foot might get stuck.”

				Melora, Ella, and William followed the Warden up the stairs, heeding his warnings. William slid his hand along the wall, his face painted with excitement. Melora looked out over the rows of platforms, fantasizing about the objects they’d once held. How incredible it must’ve been to be one of the Ancients, surveying the room.

				A gasp ripped her attention away.

				Ella reached protectively for William. They’d traveled halfway up the stairs, enough to see a demon hunched against the inside of the balcony at the top of the landing. The creature’s head was bowed into its lap.

				“It’s dead,” Bray proclaimed.

				Bray mounted the remaining stairs, walked over to the demon, and prodded it with his sword. The reek of decay filled Melora’s nose as the creature’s head and arms swung to the side. It toppled onto the floor, and its entrails spread around it.

				“It probably came here to die in peace,” Bray said. “Demons eat each other when nothing else is around. You’re lucky I’m here to protect you.” Bray grinned.

				Ella and Melora frowned as the Warden walked past, heading into the hallway.

				**

				The upper floor of the Ancient building was lined with empty doorways. The hallway curved, creating a half circle over the main floor. Melora glanced at each of the thresholds, but didn’t see any movement. Convinced they were alone, other than the demon corpse, Melora, William, Ella, and Bray ducked into the first room.

			

			
				“If others were here, they would’ve run out at us by now,” Bray said assuredly. “Or we would’ve smelled them.”

				Like the expansive platform at the top of the stairs, the room was barren save rectangular display pedestals that lined the walls. An archway formed a half-circle between the first two rooms, providing a view from one room to the other.

				Getting comfortable with the certainty that the floor was free of demons, William wove from one room to the next. The others smiled.

				“Can we stay here?” William asked, pausing long enough to wait for the answer.

				“It seems safe,” Bray said. “The stairs should give us a buffer. We won’t have time to find another building. Night will be here soon.”

				“We can barricade the doorway downstairs, right?” Melora asked.

				“Yes. That’d be a good idea,” Bray said.

				“I saw some broken stones that we should be able to move,” Melora suggested. “It won’t be perfect, but it might give us some time to react if the demons decide to come in.”

				William’s nod betrayed his excitement. “I’ve never stayed in a building with two connected rooms before. Can Melora and I sleep in the second one?”

				Melora smiled, flattered.

				Ella studied him with trepidation. “You’ll need to sleep close to the archway. If some demons come in…”

				“I’ll be careful, Mom. I promise.”

				“I guess it should be okay.”

				No sooner had Ella answered than William traipsed off, unslinging his bag. He set it on the floor in the adjacent room. Noticing Melora’s gaze, he said, “Come on, Melora! Pick your spot!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Fitzgerald

				Fitzgerald sat in a chair in Father Nelson’s guest quarters. She had no desire to leave. Of all the places in the Sanctuary, no one would look for her here.

				She’d already made Father Nelson’s bed, tucking in the sheet corners as he liked, dimming the lights down to one candle so he could do his evening readings. Father Winthrop had instructed her to take care of Father Nelson during his stay, and she’d heeded those instructions, even after Nelson’s death.

				One of his novices had already come for his belongings. Fitz thought she’d seen a smirk on the man’s face as he’d taken the bag filled with clothing and who knew what other valuables.

				She knew the items would never make it back to his family.

				Thinking of Father Nelson’s family brought with it the memory of his papery white skin turning to ash. She’d heard his screams as his body mingled with the smoke in the air. Even though she hadn’t killed Father Nelson herself, Fitz had played the game that had cost him his life, and that game had overwhelmed her with guilt.

				As much as she wanted to blame Franklin, she understood why Franklin had burned Father Nelson on the pyre, just as she now understood why he’d beaten Oliver.

				A position of power was no guarantee of free will.

				She might not have to clean Winthrop’s filthy chamber pot, but she’d have new challenges, all the same. Fitzgerald’s tears were already spent. All she wanted to do was sleep.

				She smoothed the red merchant’s dress over her knees, covering the remaining scabs and bruises left by Tenbrook. The wounds would heal, but her memories of the brutal attack would remain. She’d given a lot of thought about what to tell Franklin.

			

			
				She couldn’t say anything.

				If she told Franklin, he’d make some rash move that might get them both killed, ruining everything they’d built. She told herself what she’d done had been worth it, though the crusted scabs and the twisted memories screamed otherwise.

				The idea of Franklin ruling next to Tenbrook made her sick. The memory of what he’d done would live in every movement, every glance he gave her. She envisioned Tenbrook counting his soldiers, eyeing the next woman he’d attack. The thought chilled her blood. But she remembered what Blackthorn had told her. As far as Tenbrook goes, he’ll forget you once you’re not in his house. She prayed that was the case. She gritted her teeth and choked back thoughts of killing Tenbrook in his sleep. Even if she could get past the guards and the thick doors and manage to kill him, people might suspect her or Franklin. She couldn’t risk that.

				It seemed like such a short time ago she’d been Mary’s dispirited servant; now she was a woman in a position of relative power.

				Franklin would do a better job than Winthrop.

				“He has to,” she whispered, with no choice but to believe it.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: Winthrop

				Winthrop looked across the throngs of people in the campsite, realizing he’d walked so far that he couldn’t see a single cavalryman or militiaman. He couldn’t tell which of the distant tents was his. All he saw around him were the staring eyes of pig chasers and dirt scratchers, cobblers and tailors, harlots and whelps, all with questions on their faces, questions that said: give me answers, give me comfort, give me food, give me warmth.

				They were stupid. They were lazy. They stank of dirty clothes and unwashed bodies.

				Winthrop hurried through them, wishing he could run, wishing he could elude the frightful shadow that was nipping at his heels but was always gone when he cast an eye behind. He wished he could eat something and keep it from running through his gut so fast that he was squatting before he finished chewing. He wished he could close his eyes and sleep without quaking at all the ghosts clawing at him out of the darkness.

				His back and his legs hurt from sitting in the saddle on that sadistic beast of a horse. His crotch was chaffed raw. He was wet to the bone, sweating. His life was misery, and that wicked Blackthorn was the cause.

				Blackthorn’s name was like that of an ancient, unspeakable devil, sending shivers up Winthrop’s spine.

				If only there were a way to exorcise that devil.

				The fear came nipping at Winthrop’s heels again, and he hurried through a gang of gawking onlookers, bowling over an apprentice boy and his wretched master.

				Hurry. Hurry. Don’t let it catch you.


				He headed for a distant bonfire, hoping to keep the shadow at bay.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Oliver

				“It’s god-speak.”

				Oliver looked and listened.

				A scrawny old militiaman to Oliver’s right looked at the big, meaty soldier who’d spoken. “How would you know that?”

				It was a good question, and Oliver wanted to know the answer as well.

				The meaty man looked over at Father Winthrop, who was sitting on a log, much too close to the fire, staring at the flames as they swayed and crawled into the air. He looked back at the skinny man. “You understand what he’s saying?”

				“No,” the skinny man answered.

				“That’s how you know it’s god-speak. Gods talk in a golden tongue that mortal men don’t understand.”

				“How do you know that?”

				The big man turned toward the skinny man, his brow furrowed. “I listened to my elders when I was a boy. They didn’t live in a shack with their pigs like your ignorant parents did. They were educated. They knew things.” The tall man puffed himself up. “My grandpop could read. He even showed me a word or two.”

				The skinny man laughed. “You can’t read.”

				“Didn’t say I could read. I said a word or two. But that’s neither here nor there.” The meaty militiaman pointed at Winthrop. “I know god-speak when I hear it.”

				“What’s he saying then?”

				“I didn’t say I understood it.” The tall man leaned close and in hushed tones said, “If you listen close, some of his words come through to your ear, and the words turn clear in your head.”

				Oliver listened intently. The people of the camp, those who weren’t exhausted from the day’s short trudge on the muddy road, were collecting around the campfires for warmth and the perceived safety of numbers. At first, most were talking, sharing stories, and bragging. As the night settled in and more demon howls echoed in the forest, the mood among the peasants grew more anxious.

			

			
				That’s when Oliver had found Winthrop at one of the bonfires.

				Winthrop’s mutterings had taken center stage. The attention drew others in to see what had everyone’s attention.

				Men brought in logs and stacked them over the fire’s embers to build the blaze up.

				Oliver appreciated the warmth, but he knew the men were doing it to appease Father Winthrop. No one cared about the lowly onlookers such as him.

				“Hear that?” the tall man just over Oliver’s shoulder pointed discreetly at Winthrop.

				“What?” the skinny man asked.

				Oliver listened to see if he could understand any of Winthrop’s mutterings. All of it sounded like crazy talk.

				The meaty guy was losing his patience. “He said the demons are coming.”

				The skinny man looked at the dark over his shoulder. “I don’t need gods talking to me to know that. I can hear ‘em out in the woods.”

				“He doesn’t mean those demons, you frightened woman.”

				“Hey, I’m no woman.”

				The tall man said, “He’s talking about the hordes that we’re going to kill.”

				“They’re coming for us?” The skinny man gulped.

				The tall man nodded. “Earlier, when you was over there pissin’ by the trees, he said the wicked are going to die.”

				“Are you telling me the demons are coming to kill the wicked?”

			

			
				The tall man tucked his thumbs in his belt and looked over the heads of Winthrop’s huddled audience. “That’s exactly what I think.”

				“Who are the wicked?” the skinny man asked. “Us? Because if he’s talking about us,” the skinny man looked over his shoulder again, “I don’t want to stay and find out. I’ll go back to Brighton and take my chances behind the circle wall. I’m not going to die of demon bite out here in the cold.”

				The tall man hushed his voice again and leaned in close. “I don’t think he means us. Besides, you’re not wicked, are you? I know I’m not.”

				The skinny man shook his head. “I’m a good man. I herd my pigs. I keep my wife and kids fed.” He looked around again. “I go to The House of Barren Women from time to time.”

				The tall man slapped him on the back and laughed. “Everybody does that. It don’t make you wicked.”

				“Who is wicked, then? Who is Father Winthrop talking about?”

				In a whisper, the tall man said, “It’s that Blackthorn and that bunch of prissy cavalrymen. That’s my bet.”

				“Don’t say that.” The skinny man’s face turned to fright, and he took a long look around. “Blackthorn hears everything. He’ll put us on the pyre for talking like that.”

				“Blackthorn’s wicked, but he’s no god. He’s a man like us. He can’t hear what we say. If the demons eat anybody, it’ll be him.”

				The skinny man snorted. “No demon can kill General Blackthorn. Everybody knows that.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Beck

				The sound of Blackthorn’s baritone made Minister Beck shiver.

				He peeked out of his tent. Across the campsite, on the other side of the pyramid of flaming logs, Blackthorn stood in front of a handful of his cavalry officers and blue shirted ruffians. He was pointing and ordering. Beck wasn’t able to make out most of what Blackthorn was saying, but he put enough together to know that a band of demons was coming. A hundred, maybe two hundred strong. They’d been spotted following the road toward the camp.

				One only had to listen to the sounds coming from the forest to know they weren’t alone. Demons howled from every direction. Not thousands. Maybe not even hundreds. But they were everywhere. Some near. Some far.

				Nineteen thousand soldiers and camp followers marching up the road had made enough noise to draw in every demon from miles around. The howling would attract even more. It was going to be a long night for the cavalry and the militia.

				Ideas germinated in Beck’s imagination. Not only would the night be long if the demons got close, but it would be chaotic. Dangerous. His plans to sneak back to Brighton were a lot easier to fathom when he wasn’t in the wild, listening to the shrieking of twisted men whose only ache was to feed.

				His hope was that the four soldiers assigned to him might not stay to do so. Duty might call them elsewhere. Even if they did stay, it was a near certainty that their attention wouldn’t be focused on a tent holding one sleeping minister. They’d be watching the shadows beyond the light of the bonfire. They’d be watching for a horde of demons to burst through the trees.

			

			
				Maybe an opportunity was coming together. Beck looked at the trees at the edge of the forest.

				He needed to escape.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: Melora

				Melora readjusted under the blanket Ella had given her, looking through several thin cracks in the ceiling of the Ancient building. The moon looked the same as always—a bright, wondrous bulb. It was hard to believe she was viewing it from the Ancient City. A mixture of excitement and fear kept her awake.

				She swallowed as she listened for William. She hadn’t heard him for a while. She assumed he was asleep, run down from the exhaustive journey. She rolled over, trying to find comfort in her thin blanket. Tucking her hands under her chin, she smelled on her fingers the apple Bray had given her earlier. She had a meal and a place to stay.

				Melora was grateful. Not only to be out from the wild, but to be bedded down in a place with protection. Her hands stung from the cold of night, but it was better than being outside, roaming among the beasts. Every so often, a demon wailed in the distance, but the noises were far enough away that she convinced herself that she, William, Ella, and Bray weren’t in danger.

				She’d just started drifting off when she heard voices. She snapped awake and looked around.

				Bray was whispering to Ella. Melora strained to make out their conversation, but could only pick up a word or two. The Warden was keeping his voice low, but the casual lilt in his voice was one she’d heard before, normally by men who were trying to bed a woman or take a wife. Melora instinctively reached for her sword. She told herself that Ella could take care of herself. If Ella didn’t like Bray’s advances, Ella would tell him.

				Right?

				She recalled Ella’s warning at the campsite when Bray had gone to Coventry. Despite the fact that the Warden continued to help them, Ella was mistrustful.

			

			
				That made Melora wary, too.

				Melora kept alert as the conversation continued. She heard the banter of voices as Ella deflected whatever suggestions Bray was making.

				I should’ve stayed in the same room with them.


				Bray had assured her and William they’d be safe.

				Of course, he had.

				He probably meant to separate them so he could employ his devious plan. Melora was about to spring to her feet when she heard Ella turn over. The conversation faded, leaving only the lingering sound of insects that were brave enough for the weather. Melora kept a silent vigil, but the noises had stopped. Eventually, she convinced herself it was all right to sleep. Thoughts of lustful men were replaced by dreams of Tech Magic. Now that they’d found a place to stay, maybe she’d find some of the Ancients’ secrets that she’d fantasized about since she was a child.

				Melora didn’t remember drifting off, but she did.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: Beck

				From far up the road, the sounds of a battle carried back to the campsite. Beck stood outside his tent, looking both at the woods and at the sprawling camp spread out past the rows and rows of tents that housed the sleeping militiamen. Or that’s to say, the tents that housed the few soldiers who did sleep.

				As Beck understood it, a third of General Blackthorn’s draftees and half his cavalry were either patrolling the camp perimeter in platoon-sized formations or had gone up the road under Blackthorn’s direct command, to take on the noisy horde of monsters that was moving down the road. As for the militiamen who had the chance to sleep, most weren’t in their tents. Some stood by the fires, weapons in hand, watching the forest. Others walked the camp looking for food, Barren Women, or any other distraction that might take their minds off the danger of being outside the circle wall. Of the camp followers, few appeared to be sleeping. The camp was nearly as active as it had been hours ago before the sun went down.

				Beck’s four assigned guards were nowhere to be seen. Whether they’d merged with the platoons of men who were covering the empty pasture between the ministers’ tents and the edge of the forest, Beck didn’t know. He did know that a better chance to escape might not present itself. He already had his boots on his feet and his warm coat to protect him from a night that was turning to harsh cold. He had a knife in a sheath on his hip. He was ready to steal away.

				But out there in the trees, the demons lurked. Shortly after they started howling, they attacked. They’d been attacking the camp since the sun went down. At first, they came in ones, twos, and threes, never at the same time. They had the camp frazzled, but they were easily handled by the platoons of soldiers guarding the camp’s perimeter.

			

			
				Thinking about escape, two unresolved questions kept Beck immobile. If he fled, how could he keep Blackthorn from sending horsemen out to find him? Short of that, what would stop Blackthorn from sending a rider back to Brighton to alert Tenbrook of the desertion? In that case, Tenbrook would scour the city until he found Beck, and then Beck would spend the last moments of his life breathing searing hot air from the pyre flames as they burned away the flesh on his body.

				Beck trembled.

				The more pressing question was whether Beck could evade the beasts in the woods. If they attacked him, he didn’t believe he could defend himself. He had only the most rudimentary skills with a knife, and no experience in fighting anything but a thick slice of pork on his plate. He had no sword. No spear.

				He couldn’t steal the horse Blackthorn had given him to ride. To do that would be the clearest proof of escape.

				A commotion to Blackthorn’s left caught his attention. People screamed. Men cursed, and swords glinted in the light of the fires. Demons howled—half a hundred, maybe twice that. They were attacking.

				Beck stepped quickly in the direction of the noise, getting away from the light of the fire, hoping to see what was happening.

				Men ran in the direction of the fight. Others fled.

				However many demons were attacking the camp, it was easily the largest group of the night.

				Thousands of people across the encampment were on their feet, looking in the direction of the commotion. More were standing up and coming out of their tents.

				Beck started to fear that he might not need to worry about escape. The night was only half over, and the demons were coming in greater and greater numbers.

			

			
				He might die before he got away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: William

				After waiting for Melora to fall asleep, William slipped from underneath his blanket. He held his breath, certain the slightest exhalation might awaken the others. With cautious, creeping fingers, he reclaimed his sword. He got to his haunches. A sliver of moonlight shone through a crack in the walls, providing enough light to see Ella in the same position she’d been in when she fell asleep. Bray was dozing. William had watched the Warden over the past week. He’d studied him enough to learn his habits. Though Bray was observant in the ways of the demons, William was pretty sure he’d miss a cautious, lightweight boy who already knew the path he was taking.

				William crawled on hands and feet until he’d reached the stairs, then slipped down them, avoiding loose stones and rubble. He pressed his boots firmly but quietly, his heart pelting his ribcage. His palms were sweaty on the sword handle.

				Reaching the barricade they’d placed in front of the door, he set down his sword and quietly moved the smallest of the stones.

				Soon he was in the open air. Cold air filled William’s lungs as he drew a breath. The moon turned the buildings into hulking, irregular masses, giants that might uproot and follow him on colossal legs. He kept to the shadows, sneaking down the street, exploring.

				The smell of demons was a potent reminder of the creatures around him. William kept going, driven by curiosity.

				I’m one of them, he told himself. They won’t hurt me.


				In truth, he wasn’t certain. William reached down and brushed his knees. The hard, swollen lumps were still there. He’d noticed more knots when he’d taken a bath in the stream. Thankfully, his mother and sister hadn’t seen.

			

			
				The spreading lumps were proof of what he was becoming.

				Two more reasons for Ella, Bray, and Melora to kill him.

				Would Ella and Melora join Bray when he swung his sword? William wasn’t sure. He no longer knew whom he could trust.

				Swallowing, William let go of that thought and concentrated on the road. He took stock of where he was. He recognized a few of the buildings, even in the looming darkness. They were taller than any he’d ever seen in Brighton, constructed in a fashion he could hardly fathom. Despite the crumbling, decayed edges, the pocked walls, and the faltering tops, he could envision how they’d once looked: tall, proud and unblemished.

				William continued, weaving down several streets, keeping track of where he was. He’d never been alone before. He’d run from his mother a few times, sure, but only far enough to earn a scolding.

				The smell of the demons thickened. A fallen, rectangular shape of stone blocked the roadway. Something rustled behind it. A hiss escaped into the air: mucous-filled and thick. A demon. William stopped and stared at the piece of rubble, shaking. He held up his sword.

				The moonlight revealed the edges of the stone, but nothing more. He gulped. Something else shifted in a nearby building, coming toward him and stopping. He sensed the demons’ presence. Watching. Waiting. Perhaps they knew what he knew.

				They were waiting for him to speak.

				That had to be it. Right?

				Finding his courage, William took a step forward and announced his presence.

			

			
				“Come out and show yourself,” William said, his voice tinny and weak.

				His words died almost as soon as they came out of his mouth. They were accompanied by a shot of fear. He’d given himself up. If the demons didn’t know where he was before, they knew it now.

				He suddenly doubted the authority he’d asserted in the woods. Had the encounter in the forest been a coincidence? Maybe the creatures that’d attacked Ella and Melora had never listened to him at all.

				He glanced over his shoulder. For a brief moment, William considered running back through the streets, calling out for the others.

				But he was too far away. He knew it, and so did the demons. They had him.

				They’ll overtake me before I make it back. It’s too late.


				The first demon crept out soundlessly. William wasn’t sure when it had appeared, but suddenly it was there, lurking next to the rectangular stone like a specter in the night. It stared at him, its eyes glinting moonlight. If it weren’t for the beast’s scraggly, naked form, William might’ve mistaken it for a villager, coming out to greet a passerby. Another demon crept into the open, emerging from a gloomy building to his right, then another, to his left. The three demons took several insidious steps forward.

				William’s panic thickened. Not only had he left his family behind, but he’d also made a decision that might cost him his life. Gritting his teeth, he held up his sword and prayed for bravery.

				“Stay where you are!” he commanded.

				He pushed courage into his words, projecting deepness he’d never found in his young voice. He waited for the beasts to charge, to overtake him in a flurry of limbs, but instead they halted. He blinked to ensure he wasn’t imagining things. The beasts had stopped. Just like they’d done in the woods.

			

			
				Just like he’d hoped.

				A smile crept across William’s face. Ignoring his pounding heart, he stepped forward. The demons made no move to intercept him. They hovered in silence, as statuesque as the buildings around them. If it weren’t for the hiss of their hot breath through their broken teeth, he might’ve convinced himself he was alone.

				William kept walking. He scuffed the ground, testing the beasts’ reaction, but none moved. It was as if the command he’d given before had rendered him invisible.

				Soon the demons were around him in a half-circle.

				The fetid stench of blood and sweat filled William’s nose, reminding him of whatever animals or humans had been unlucky enough to cross the creatures’ paths before. Their breath plumed the night air. He watched their knobby, wart-covered shoulders hitch as they waited for his instructions.

				He pointed to the rock from where the first creature had emerged.

				“Get behind it,” he said. “All of you.”

				He swallowed, hoping they wouldn’t hear the crack in his voice. The creatures stared at him, their red eyes glistening in the dark.

				Then they listened.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook roamed Blackthorn’s dining hall, barely noticing the ornate fireplace or the sprawling table that had enthralled him in his prior meetings with Blackthorn. He’d earned the General’s seat, but he had no time to enjoy it.

				He was focused on the information he’d heard from Tommy Dunlow—a tale of traitors about which he needed to learn the truth.

				Like many other soldiers, he’d learned to tune out the noise around him and focus on a plan of attack. That ability to concentrate was one of the reasons he’d risen in the army’s ranks, outlasting those with less patience and surviving them in the battlefield.

				He stopped pacing the dining hall, running his hands over the decorative boxes that had once contained Blackthorn’s tongue collection. He’d already dumped the remaining tongues into the fire. He had no use for a dead man’s lessons.

				It was time he created his own.

				He reviewed what the backpedaling deserter Dunlow had told him.

				General Blackthorn was to be murdered. That fact alone didn’t concern Tenbrook. Any doubts he might’ve had about the General’s returning were solidified by the insurgents’ foolhardy plan. Let them kill him, or let them die trying. He didn’t care. Even if they failed, Blackthorn would succumb to the disease that had driven him to the wild in the first place, leaving Tenbrook in charge.

				Or Blackthorn would die in battle.

				The deserters on the other hand—they concerned him. Tenbrook had no doubts in the abilities of the soldiers under his command, but a sufficient number of rabble-rousers might be able to overwhelm his army, depending on their numbers. That would leave Tenbrook susceptible to attack. Especially if others in the clergy or the Academy were involved and helping. His best plan was to ferret out the leaders, squeeze the information out of them, and dispose of their bodies. He’d burn the sedition from Brighton, one way or another.

			

			
				No one would question him with Blackthorn gone.

				He wasn’t worried about Franklin. Franklin was as weak as Winthrop had been. Tenbrook had seen Franklin’s indecisiveness as he’d burned Father Nelson. Others might not have noticed his trembling hands, but Tenbrook had. The hopelessness on Franklin’s face was almost as satisfying as hearing the quick-tongued clergyman scream.

				That memory gave Tenbrook a stir in his trousers.

				That left Scholar Evan, the weasel-faced man that Beck had left in charge, the one that Tommy Dunlow had pointed to as the leader. Evan had never concerned Tenbrook, other than walking in Beck’s shadow. Tenbrook wondered if Evan’s intelligence had allowed him to devise a proper plan.

				More than likely Minister Beck was behind it.

				Beck would die in the wild.

				That left Evan to deal with.

				Tenbrook was pretty sure Tommy Dunlow was telling the truth. The threat of the pyre was enough to make most men tremble. He wouldn’t be surprised if Tommy had gone home and laundered the piss from his trousers.

				Of course, he had to consider that Dunlow had given up Evan to preserve his life. Perhaps Evan was the scapegoat that would clear Tommy of all wrongdoing.

				Tenbrook pondered that twice.

				He scratched his smooth chin.

				Tenbrook would keep the Dunlows and their family close by while he sorted things out. Whether that led to the pyre or some other torture of his imagining, he wasn’t sure yet.

			

			
				Footsteps beat the hall outside Tenbrook’s door. The footsteps softened as someone approached the room, probably considering what kind of mood Tenbrook was in, or how lightly he should knock. The respect Tenbrook had gotten from his men before had amplified with his new appointment.

				“Captain Tenbrook?” A voice rang out, a combination of courage and compliance.

				“Come in,” Tenbrook said.

				The door opened, revealing the tall, uniformed figure of Captain Sinko. The man had served at Tenbrook’s side for several battles. Tenbrook trusted him as much as he trusted any man—never fully.

				“I’ve requested the rider secure the list of deserters from General Blackthorn’s army, as you ordered,” Sinko said. “He’ll leave in the morning.”

				“Thank you,” Tenbrook said, unable to suppress a smile. “That will be very helpful. Make sure the census-takers know the importance of naming these deserters.”

				“Of course, sir.”

				He dismissed Sinko and returned to looking at the empty boxes. The army should already be at their first camp, bedding down for the night. He’d have the list of deserters soon. Once he had all the information he needed, he’d start filling Blackthorn’s empty boxes.

				Once Evan’s plan was discovered and taken care of, he’d figure out a way to take care of Franklin.

				Then he’d be the sole ruler of Brighton.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: Oliver

				Sitting by the fire watching Winthrop, still surrounded by more than a hundred militiamen and camp followers, Oliver took his dagger out of its sheath. After his experience with the demons earlier in the day, he didn’t want to be empty-handed when they were getting close. Judging by the wailing from the western edge of the camp, the demons were nearby.

				Winthrop’s voice rose to a bellow of fast words that sounded half like a song and half like a plea to his invisible gods. He stared at the fire. He could have been begging for mercy or calling down thunderbolts. Whatever the purpose, Oliver was bolstered as Winthrop’s babble turned into a droning chant.

				Tens or hundreds of beasts howled. Urgent shouts preceded dying screams from one side of the camp. The demons were attacking in force.

				Winthrop found a new rhythm and a higher octave in his chant.

				Many of the men around the fire chanted with Winthrop, and the mumbo-jumbo noise took on the tenor of a primal song. The soldiers stomped their feet with the rhythm. More men joined in the tune, imagining power in the god-speak language they were repeating. Above the deep voices, Winthrop’s voice soared, enormous and loud. He stood and raised his fists at the sky, shaking them and spinning around.

				The men swayed, bumped each other, and growled.

				Oliver inched toward the fire to get away from the men. He feared he might get bumped to the ground and stomped.

				The sound of the battle at the edge of the camp grew louder and spread over a wider area. More demons were coming.

			

			
				The men around the fire seemed to be falling into a trance, rooted by fear, but growing in courage, a rage at a demon foe hiding its cowardice in the darkness.

				Somebody shouted the word “demon.”

				Winthrop took up the word and all the men chanted it, louder and louder, faster and faster.

				A frenzied lust for demon blood.

				Winthrop shouted a command in his new gibberish and the men roared and broke into a charge.

				Oliver hid from the flow of feet by getting as close to the fire as he dared.

				A moment later, only Winthrop was left, chanting at the sky. Women who’d been in the crowd were the only ones left in a ragged, thin circle around the fire. They drew in close with crazed looks on their faces. They were under Winthrop’s spell as strongly as the men who’d just charged off.

				Oliver took a quick glance around, thinking about taking his big knife and ramming it through Winthrop’s ribcage. He knew immediately that he’d never get away with it. Judging by the looks on the women’s faces, Oliver guessed they’d catch him and beat him to death. Or throw him on the fire.

				Winthrop would have to die another night.

				That left Oliver to decide what to do with himself. With demons attacking in growing numbers, he figured his chances of surviving the night would be better if he were surrounded by a couple of hundred angry, armed men than if he was huddling by a fire with an old fool and a dozen women with only their fists for protection.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: Beck

				Demons ran through the camp. Beck saw their naked, warty forms and their misshapen heads in the silhouettes of the fires. People screamed everywhere. Some chased the demons. Some fought. Some ran.

				Still, there weren’t many. Beck only saw seven or eight. He heard a lot more in the camp and in the forest. All around the camp’s perimeter, sergeants and officers barked orders, telling their platoons to stand fast, to guard their sectors. Men shouted as they walked among the tents, waking any soldiers who might still be sleeping. Men formed up into squads and platoons near the tents and jogged across the camp, searching for demons.

				More screams in the darkness. People were dying.

				Beck looked around. No demons or soldiers were near him. The bonfire between his tent and Blackthorn’s tent was alive with flames, flowing twenty feet into the air, not only illuminating the council’s tents but illuminating Beck. He realized any demon in the woods or running crazy-legged through the camp could likely see him, standing, not moving, not raising a weapon, not running to fight, not running away, waiting for nothing else but to die.

				He couldn’t let that happen.

				It was time to take advantage of an opportunity that might not come again.

				Beck ran into his tent and drew his knife. At the tent’s back wall, he slashed at the worn canvas, cutting half a dozen gashes big enough for a man to leap through. After the last slash, he climbed through the hole and ran away from the bonfire and into the darkest shadows he could see.

				He veered toward the trees, taking time to pause and hide behind tents, looking around and planning his next sprint, his next hiding place.

			

			
				People and demons ran in every direction.

				The thunder of hooves rumbled through the ground. The cavalrymen still in camp were mounted and hunting.

				Or General Blackthorn was returning.

				Or the cavalry Blackthorn had taken up the road had been slaughtered, and the horses were stampeding back to the camp, covered in blood and whinnying in fear.

				Beck wasn’t sure.

				He wasn’t going to find the answer to that question. He bolted across the last patch of dry, brown grass and came to a stop behind a thick tree trunk. He peeked into the dappled black shadows. The forest was darker than he’d imagined. He caught his breath.

				He didn’t see anything moving that wasn’t obviously a bush or a branch—at least no demons seemed to be close by. He heard no beasts crashing through the woods.

				Beck took a last glance at the camp. The situation was the same, chaotic. He made a choice.

				He ran deeper into the woods.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Oliver

				Running near the back of the mob, Oliver didn’t realize what was happening until it was near done. The men who’d taken Winthrop’s words as courage had spread out into a wide circle that Oliver nearly ran into before a man grabbed him by the shoulder, yanking him back. “Not so anxious there, tyke.”

				The men in the circle jeered. Two demons in the center crouched and howled. They were afraid, and their animal terror emboldened the militiamen who pointed their weapons and inched closer. Oliver stepped with them, keeping his dagger pointed in an outstretched hand, but having the wherewithal to look behind him as well. These weren’t the only two demons in the camp.

				The shouting around him grew louder. Men waved their spears and axes, in wild, exaggerated swings.

				The beasts turned in a circle, back to back, growling and swiping at the air.

				Oliver got squeezed out as the circle shrank. He became surrounded by tall men, able to see only those close enough to reach out and touch.

				Metal clanged.

				The beasts howled, and men cursed.

				Curses turned to cheers as blood lust filled their shouts. The men celebrated and hopped around. Even without seeing what happened, Oliver knew. The two beasts were dead.

				He squeezed his way out of the mob. The men were feeling their victory, lopsided though it was. But to kill the beast of their nightmares, even when outnumbering them a hundred to one, had an empowering effect that fascinated Oliver. Men were strange creatures when caught in the frenzy of a mob.

			

			
				The circle burst apart, and Oliver nearly got trampled again. Six men ran out of the group holding the bloody, malformed corpse of a beast over their heads. Another group of men followed, carrying the second beast. All the men cheered again and ran after the bodies.

				Oliver followed. As raucous as these men were, as unconcerned as they were with him, he had no choice but to stay with them. They were his safety.

				The men raced through the camp, shouting and losing none of their bravado until they came to the fire in front of which Father Winthrop still chanted with the women huddled close behind him. The men dropped the dead demons on the ground at Winthrop’s feet, and all of them formed into a circle again, taking up Winthrop’s chant.

				Oliver squeezed through the crowd to see Winthrop and to feel the warmth of the fire.

				Winthrop fell to his knees and laid his hands on a demon’s chest. His voice left him.

				The militiamen stopped chanting and shouting. Even their breathing was near silent as they strained to listen.

				Winthrop bowed his head over the beast and rubbed his hands through the demon’s blood. In a whisper, he said, “You’ve killed the beast to protect me.”

				A few men shouted, “We killed the beast.”

				Winthrop raised his bloody hands in front of his face and looked at them. “You killed the beast to protect The Word.”

				The men took up the chant.

				“WE KILLED THE BEAST TO PROTECT THE WORD!”

				Winthrop pressed his hands to his chest, leaving bloody palm prints there. He looked at his hands again and then dropped to his knees to get more blood. Finding a new power in his voice, he raised his bloody hands to the sky. “Demon’s blood will protect us. With demons’ blood, we will live forever.”

			

			
				“SO SAYETH THE WORD.”

				Only a handful of men spoke it. Oliver recognized the catechism from Winthrop’s religious service.

				“Demons’ blood will protect us,” Winthrop said in a stronger voice. “With demons’ blood, we will live forever.”

				“SO SAYETH THE WORD.”

				One of the soldiers ran forward and dropped to his knees across the demon’s body from Winthrop. “Bless me, Father.”

				Winthrop stared at the man for a second, as though he’d appeared out of the ether and not from the mob. Winthrop looked around him with crazy eyes that seemed unable to find a focus.

				“Bless me, Father, please. Grant me the protection of the demon’s blood.”

				Winthrop pressed his hands to the man’s chest, leaving two bloody palm prints.

				The soldier jumped up and marched around the circle, showing off his marks and yelling victoriously at the sky.

				Another man ran over and dropped to his knees in front of Winthrop, awaiting the same mark. “Bless me with demons’ blood father.”

				Winthrop pressed two bloody palm prints onto the man’s chest.

				Oliver shivered.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Beck

				Beck stood amongst the trees feeling something he’d seldom felt in his life: inadequate. Somewhere in the general direction behind him, men fought with demons in the camp he was running from. In every other direction, things moved through the forest—big, man-sized things. Some howled. Near. Far. In between. A demon could be lurking behind the tree right in front of him, and Beck wouldn’t know it until its warty hands were grasping for his throat and its bulbous head full of bad teeth and stinking breath were leaning in for the kill.

				Assuming he lived through the night, could Beck learn how to survive in the forest? Sure. He could develop the skills to defend himself with a weapon. If those dunces in the militia could, then Beck could as well. But because they were all ignorant men with dim thoughts, Beck had always assumed that life outside the circle wall was something he could figure out with ease as he went along. It was the basis of his escape plan: sneak away from the camp and figure it out as he strolled his way back to Brighton. Simple.

				Only it wasn’t.

				In fact, Beck was faced with such a host of little and big problems that he kept thinking the same thought over and over again: that he’d made a mistake that would cost him his life.

				The night was getting colder. Beck’s coat wasn’t thick enough to keep him warm. His first mistake.

				Or maybe his second.

				He couldn’t start a fire to warm himself. The simple truth was that he didn’t know how. He’d never done it on his own and had only watched with the vaguest curiosity while a serving girl started the fire in his hearth. But even if he could build a fire, would it be wise to do so? Fire would draw the forest monsters in.

			

			
				Beck hadn’t troubled himself to think about how he’d find his way through the woods. Having lived his whole life with marked roads in a town he knew well, and being a man of high intellect, he assumed he’d figure it out by watching the direction the army traveled. Now he’d lost his sense of direction. The frenzy of the escape had confused him. As he stood in the shadows of the moonlight, wanting badly to go home to Brighton, he had no idea which way to travel. He only knew that the army had marched a half day prior to settling down to set up camp for the night. So Brighton was a half-day in some direction from where he stood in the woods.

				On the question of food and water, Beck hadn’t had time to grab provisions. The escape had been a spur of the moment decision, brought on by opportunity and fear. If he got lost in the forest and wandered for days, food and water would become an increasingly urgent need. If he came across a river or a stream, he could drink, but he had no clue how to catch a rabbit or a bird. He didn’t know what a berry bush looked like. He didn’t know which trees bore nuts.

				Beck spun in a slow circle, looking at what little he could make out in the dark: trees, shrubs, and shadows.

				Could he even find his way back to camp? Had he already lost that option?

				He wasn’t sure.

				Beck chastised himself. To go back was to admit cowardice. It was an admission of failure. It was likely to lead to his death. General Blackthorn might put him on a pyre as punishment.

				Beck stepped quietly in the direction he’d been moving.

				He decided he’d know where the demons were because they were noisy. Their problem. Beck knew he could be quiet. That was the advantage of intellect. He’d already figured something out that was important to staying alive. Maybe the most important thing. Silence saves lives.

			

			
				His confidence growing with each step, Beck realized that his worries were magnifying the problems he was facing. He started to keep count of all the noises he heard in the woods. He tried to guess how far they were from him, and in which directions they moved. Tracking all the noises that he assumed were demons, he kept busy until he came to a creek and stopped.

				He knelt by the water, feeling pretty good at already having found a solution to one of his problems. Impending thirst.

				A sound of splashing from down the creek didn’t sound like water running over rocks or cascading off of ledges. It sounded like feet. That got his attention.

				For a time much longer than he should have, he squatted on the bank of the creek, watching the water’s silvery surface disappear far downstream around a high bank. The sound came from down there, and it seemed to grow louder.

				He breathed deliberate breaths and told himself not to let his panic rise again. The sound could be the creek flowing over rocks, and his imagination was making it louder.

				Still, he couldn’t take his eyes away from where the creek disappeared around a bend.

				A howl echoed up the creek.

				Beck’s breath caught in his throat.

				Grunts and yelps mixed with the splashes. A handful of demons were coming up the creek.

				It was time to panic.

				Beck leaped across the water and slipped in the mud on the other side. He scrambled to hold onto roots and pull himself up the steep bank. Muddy stones rolled down and splashed into the water. A branch snapped in his hand. Dry leaves on a small bush rattled. Beck got a handful of a thorny plant, cursed under his breath as he let go, and rolled onto level ground at the top edge of the bank with his feet still hanging over the edge.

			

			
				The noise from up the bank stopped.

				Beck looked far downstream. Two demons stood in the water, their misshapen, wart-covered heads silhouetted by the moonlight. Beck froze and held his breath. Maybe they hadn’t seen him.

				One howled and sprinted.

				Beck didn’t need to know what that meant. Instinct took over, and he scrambled to his feet and ran as fast as he could.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Melora

				When Melora opened her eyes, her brother was slipping back under his blanket.

				“William?” she whispered.

				She sat upright, certain she was dreaming. But the guilty look on William’s face showed her she wasn’t. An early morning sun had replaced the moon through the cracks in the ceiling. William’s face was red from the cold. He looked around, meeting her eyes for a second before pulling the blanket over his head, lying perfectly still.

				“William?” she whispered again.

				Melora wiped the sleep from her eyes. She looked through the archway, wondering if Bray or Ella had seen what she had. Ella was facing the other direction under her blanket. Bray sat hunched against the wall, his sword in his lap, his eyes closed.

				What had William been doing?

				Melora sat upright, contemplating waking the others.

				“William?” she whispered again.

				No answer.

				Maybe he’d been going to the bathroom. That might explain the guilty look in his eyes. Perhaps he was embarrassed.

				Melora lay back down on the floor and closed her eyes. She listened until she heard the rhythmic sound of William breathing again. It seemed like he’d fallen back asleep. Whatever he’d been doing, he didn’t appear to be hurt.

				She’d talk to him about it in the morning.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: Oliver

				Oliver sat on a log, watching. The sun wasn’t up yet, but its light had turned the cold sky from black to gray. The fire blazed tall with branches and logs added through the night. Winthrop, his voice hoarse from babbling, still murmured and laid his hands in the blood of the dead demons scattered around. Earlier, when the sky was still a blanket of black sparkled with stars and the demons still ran through the camp, Winthrop had drafted the women nearby. He declared them priestesses and laid his bloody hands on their cheeks. They followed Winthrop around the fire. They knelt when he knelt. They chanted when he chanted. They stood when he stood.

				All through the night, men kept coming in for his blessing. Oliver had no guess as to how many of the militiamen wore Winthrop’s bloody handprints on their chests, but it was more than the few hundred that had started gathering around the fire at the beginning of the night.

				Curious about the camp now that the morning light was coming, Oliver stood on his log and looked around. The rushing and running had come to an end. No more demons afoot. No more came out of the woods. Men walked aimlessly, some proud and tired, others dragging their weapons on the ground, exhausted by their first night outside the circle wall.

				The familiar smell of burned wood and burned flesh floated with the smoke. Demon carcasses were being burned elsewhere in the camp. Nobody was cooking breakfast.

				Oliver realized how tired he was after having gone the night without a wink of sleep. He remembered stories he’d heard when he was small about heroes in the cavalry who’d gone days and days without sleep during their demon wars. Oliver didn’t see how that was possible at the time.

			

			
				Now he did.

				He looked around for the cavalrymen and saw some on horses patrolling the perimeter. He looked toward General Blackthorn’s great tent, standing out near the edge of the camp. Men and horses were there, but they were all too far away for Oliver to identify individuals. Blackthorn might be sitting on his horse there by his tent, or he might be inside, sleeping. Or he might be dead.

				Not likely. Half the people in Brighton believed he couldn’t be killed.

				Oliver hopped off the log and sat back down. He didn’t know what was going to come of the day, whether Blackthorn was going to march the army or rest it. Either way, nothing was going to happen soon. None of the tents were taken down. Nobody had eaten yet. If the army was going to march, it would take hours to get it organized and get moving.

				Oliver took one more look around to make sure no demons were still around. Satisfied that they weren’t, he unrolled his blanket, laid it on the ground beside the log, curled up on top of it, and pulled it over his body.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Ivory

				Ivory gripped the edge of the strange metal contraption, listening to the keen of the wind and praying he wouldn’t pitch into the water. The night before had been terrifying, floating in the bay, watching the bear-man circle the beach until darkness blended him into the shadows. The thin blanket in Ivory’s bag had hardly kept him warm. Between the waning daylight and the lack of decent wind, Jingo hadn’t wanted to sail until morning.

				Now that the sun was up, they were moving.

				The towering, flapping piece of fabric above Ivory felt like some ancient monster, ready to come loose and enfold him in a deathly embrace. His face paled as the Ancient City receded to the north.

				“With the wind gusting, we should be able to get some momentum and escape the man on shore,” Jingo said. “But we’ll keep to the coastline. We’ll travel south for a while.”

				“Okay,” Ivory said, his hands shaking.

				“There’s no need to be scared,” Jingo said, seeing his nervousness. He pulled at the ropes and cords of the ancient device in some pattern Ivory didn’t understand.

				“What if we tip over and fall into the water?” Ivory asked nervously.

				“We won’t. This thing was made to stay afloat as long as you operate it correctly. See this?” Jingo pointed to the piece of fabric, which he’d pulled taut using the ropes. “The sail was meant to run on the wind. I made it myself.”

				Ivory watched the bear-man on the distant banks, skulking back and forth. After a while, he faded into a distant dot and disappeared as they sailed further out. The danger of being caught had been superseded by the hazard of falling into the ocean and drowning in the bottomless water.

			

			
				A gust of wind carried them even farther.

				“What if an animal reaches out from the ocean to grab us?” Ivory asked, peering cautiously over the edge of the floating object, watching it churn through the water, thinking he’d see a pair of eyes staring back at him. All he could think about were the species Jingo had told him about.

				“Don’t worry. The creatures that live in the water don’t have hands. You don’t have to worry about them, as long as we stay on the boat.”

				“I’ve never been this far from the shore.” Ivory chewed his lip. Although he’d swum in the River of Brighton, as some of the more rebellious youth did, he’d never strayed far enough to put his trust in the current.

				“At one time, millions of ships sailed on the ocean. Remember I told you about them?” Jingo asked.

				“Tech Magic,” Ivory whispered.

				“I know you think they’re Tech Magic, but they were pretty common.”

				“I thought all the Ancients’ contraptions decayed over time. How does this one still function?” Ivory asked with a frown.

				Jingo pointed at the compound bow, which Ivory was still clutching in his lap. “The hull is made of aluminum, like your bow. That’s why it didn’t rust. Of course, I had to do some work on it.”

				“The hull…?”

				“The bottom of the ship. I haven’t sailed this ship before now. I was waiting to take our first trip together.”

				Ivory felt a swell of gratitude. “I appreciate your waiting for me. Is this what you do all day in the Ancient City? Work on ancient boats and other devices?”

				“Among other things,” Jingo said. The look of pride in his eyes showed that he hadn’t taken offense to Ivory’s remark.

			

			
				“If I knew such wondrous things were possible, I’d never leave the Ancient City. I’d never go back to Brighton.”

				Looking out over the water, Ivory couldn’t focus on any one thing. The dark blue water was as awe-inspiring as the boat they were riding on. The massive, plant-fused buildings were smaller—but no less impressive—than when Ivory had looked at them from the shore. Massive towers dotted the land in various sizes, losing their imperfections, such that Ivory could imagine the Ancient City as it must’ve looked all those years ago to the people who had inhabited it.

				“The boat is the surprise you wanted to show me,” Ivory reiterated.

				“Yes.” Jingo let loose one of the ropes as a gust of wind ripped through the sail. “We were lucky that we reached it before the bear-man got to us yesterday.”

				“How does it work? Can I learn?”

				“I’ll show you once we clear the Ancient City.”

				“Okay.”

				The boat rocked and swayed as they navigated the water, cutting through the ocean as neatly as someone might walk over land. Ivory had never traveled so fast. If someone had told him he’d glide over the ocean one day, he’d never have believed it.

				And now look at me…


				Finding a burst of courage—and relaxing now that they were rid of the bear-man—Ivory let go of the edge and dangled his arm off the side of the ship, letting the cold wind ripple through the fabric of his shirt. A tingle of exhilaration drifted through his body. The Cleansings of Brighton and the teeth of the demons had never felt so far away.

				“How long have you been working on this?” Ivory asked.

				Jingo let out a laugh. “Quite some time,” he said. “I haven’t sailed in many years.”

				“You haven’t?” Ivory asked with shock.

			

			
				“Not since I was very young. But I’ve been reading books.”

				A heavy gust of wind took the sail, drowning out the end of Jingo’s sentence. Ivory waited until it subsided before speaking again.

				“We could live out here,” Ivory marveled. “No demons or soldiers or bear-men to contend with ever again!”

				“The ocean is a very dangerous place,” Jingo warned. “Without navigation systems to tell us where we’re going, and with no access to weather forecasts, we’d be risking our lives with each trip. That’s why we have to stick to the coastline.”

				“I don’t understand half of what you just said.”

				Jingo smiled patiently. “The Ancients used to have ways to predict the weather, and to tell them where they were headed. They had devices to tell them where to go.”

				“I can’t imagine that.” Ivory waved to the vast ocean. He thought for a moment. “There must be other people out here, perhaps doing the same thing we are, right? What if we run into them? There could be other people we’ve never met out here.”

				“Without those systems, it’d be very risky for anyone to travel.” Jingo pointed to the distant shore, where waves crashed against the banks. “The power of the ocean is beautiful, but also deadly. If you get caught in a storm, you might never make it back.”

				Ivory stared at the blue ocean, feeling the urge to reach out and dip his fingers in the swells. “We could make it work. Why not try? We could be free of the townships. Free of everything!”

				“The idea is tempting,” Jingo admitted.

				“I don’t see ever returning to Brighton, or to Beck. We can find a place where there are no demons. Maybe we’ll even find more people. Imagine what they could teach us!”

			

			
				“I suspect most of the world is the same as here,” Jingo said cryptically.

				“You mean most people are demons?”

				“Yes. Most. And besides, there is still more to be done in Brighton and the other townships.”

				“I don’t understand,” Ivory said, his hope deflating. He’d always felt that Jingo expected something from him, but he still wasn’t sure what. “We already know what’s back there. We have no idea what’s out here.”

				Ivory waved a hand at the endless swath of ocean, hoping to convince his teacher. Jingo peered out over the water, letting the sail go and reducing speed. The wind died, leaving them to float gracefully. They remained in silence for a few moments, taking in the tranquil landscape and the distant land. Ivory already knew the argument was over.

				“My father and my uncle are dead,” Ivory tried, tears stinging his eyes. “Brighton seems to be getting worse and worse. And the man chasing us is a threat to both of us. We might have lost him now, but he’ll find us again. He’ll discover our books. He’ll bring others.”

				“That may be true, but there’s a chance what you’ll find out there is worse.” Jingo waved his hand at the ocean and distant land, a solemn expression on his face.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Beck

				Exhausted and panting, Beck leaned against a tree. His face dripped with sweat despite the cold. His knees were ready to buckle. He looked up the game trail he’d been running on. The demons were out of sight, but they were still back there, following.

				Damn beasts. Can they run forever?


				Beck knew he couldn’t.

				Much earlier, Beck had tried hiding among some rocks at the base of a cliff. He’d gotten a chance to rest, but the respite had nearly cost him his life when the demons realized they’d lost their quarry and retraced their path. Beck had been so exhausted by then that he convinced himself that he’d succeeded in evading the demons and wasn’t paying attention to the sounds around him.

				By the time he realized the demons had come back, his only path of escape was to scale the sheer wall of rock. The damn demons came right up after him, forcing him to climb faster than was safe. By some miracle, he made it to the top just ahead of snapping teeth. He ran into the trees.

				Beck eventually found another stream and he’d run down that for a good part of the night, but didn’t lose the demons on his trail.

				He thought about climbing a tree and gave up on that idea almost immediately. A tree was a dead end.

				When he came across the game trail, he ran fast, giving up on thoughts of staying quiet. Stealth hadn’t served him as well as he’d hoped. Instead, he chose to test brutish endurance versus will. Beck bet his life that he could run farther and faster than any stupid beast with an off-balance head covered in calcified tumors. He bet his joints, untainted by fungal roots, would glide smoothly over enough miles to lose the demons on his trail.

			

			
				Though that plan seemed, at first, to be on the verge of success, it also nearly killed him. In his hasty formulation and execution, he’d focused too much on the demons at his heels, forgetting that the forest was teeming with them.

				Now, hearing him noisily running up the game trail, a beast waited in ambush. Only the demon’s mistimed pounce saved Beck’s life. In missing Beck, the monster slammed its head into a tree so hard it dazed itself and fell to the ground. Beck took the opportunity to sprint away as the beast howled. Before long, the sound of more demons came up the trail behind him, fresh ones that hadn’t been running all night already.

				Out of new ideas, Beck had no choice but to keep running—a race he feared he’d lose.

				With the sun up, Beck spotted a wash of morning light up ahead. Thinking it might be a stream or a river, hoping it might be the army’s camp, Beck ran hard on reignited hope.

				When he got close, he saw that it was a road.

				Good enough!


				Roads were for people and horses. Maybe he’d find help.

				Beck burst out of the bushes and immediately stumbled among dozens of bloody corpses. He scrambled to his feet, seeing slain demons, dead horses, and the bodies of some of Blackthorn’s cavalrymen around him. Looking down the road in one direction, he saw bodies lying across the muddy tracks and sprawled in the underbrush on both sides.

				In the other direction, the road ran straight for a long, long way. Down a hill and half way up the next, Beck spotted horsemen, a squadron of Blackthorn’s cavalry. They were riding away.

				Beck shouted at them, running with all he had left.

				“Help! Help!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: Ivory

				Ivory and Jingo fell silent as the waves lapped gently at the boat. The wind had died down, leaving them to the gentle whims of the current.

				Gaining courage and taking comfort in his teacher’s presence, Ivory leaned over the water, glancing at the side of the boat. He’d hardly had a chance to see it in the dark building in which Jingo kept it.

				The smooth metal of the boat was as beautiful as anything Ivory had seen. He surveyed the craft from end to end, marveling at the sleek composition. He got up and walked to the other side. He was surprised to find words gleaming on the hull. His brow furrowed as he considered how something could still be written there.

				“Did you write that?” he asked Jingo, beckoning to the phrase.

				“Yes.” Jingo’s smile was coy, almost mischievous. “I did that when I fixed it up. Can you read what it says?”

				It took a moment for Ivory to determine the meaning of the letters. When he did, he found himself more confused than ever. He repeated the words to Jingo.

				“She got the house?”

				“Yes.”

				“Who’s ‘she’?”

				Jingo released the ropes, peering out across the ocean. “It was a reference to the family I spoke of before. It was a joke.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				Jingo laughed. “I don’t expect you to. Like I said, Ivory, every place has its problems. Even the Ancients with all their Tech Magic had plenty of things to deal with.”

				Deciphering the meaning behind Jingo’s subtle phrasing, Ivory asked, “Do you mean you had things to deal with?”

			

			
				“Yes.” Jingo’s head tilted and he took a pained expression. “I’d do anything to see my wife and child again. Regardless of the differences we had.”

				“I’m sorry to bring back the memory.”

				“Don’t apologize.” Jingo cleared his throat. “I think it’s about time to tell you some things, Ivory. Things I haven’t spoken about in years.”

				“About what?”

				“I’m going to tell you about my family.”

				Jingo’s face was melancholy as he stared out into the vast expanse of ocean. Unusual white birds with black-tipped wings circled and cawed.

				Gesturing at the now tiny buildings, Jingo said, “I came to the city as a young man. Before that, I lived in a small town.”

				“How small?” Ivory asked.

				“I use the word “small” only because it would be more familiar to you, so you can understand the scope of how many Ancients there were. The town I lived in had twenty-seven thousand people.”

				“That’s bigger than each of our townships,” Ivory remarked in awe.

				“Yes. And that was considered a modest town. There were many small towns like that everywhere, and then there were the cities, such as the one in the distance.”

				“Was it always called the Ancient City?” Ivory asked.

				“No. That is a name used by the people of Brighton. Ancients called it something different. It doesn’t matter anymore.” Jingo paused to chew his lip, and Ivory saw the memories flicker across his face. “What matters is that I came there as a young man, receiving my education, just as you are receiving yours.”

				“Was your teacher as knowledgeable as you?”

				“I had many teachers. So many that I don’t remember all their names and faces.”

			

			
				Ivory’s jaw stuck open in awe. He couldn’t imagine being taught by so many people. “Is that why you’re the smartest man?”

				Jingo’s mouth curved into a smile. “Not all teachers are as wise as they think they are.”

				“I think you’re joking with me again.”

				With a laugh, Jingo continued, “Each of the teachers taught a particular topic of study. Some were masters of science. Others were masters of the spoken language. Others were masters of art.”

				“Art?” Ivory asked, confused. “I can’t imagine someone being entirely focused on that.”

				Jingo laughed again. “Survival was easier then. Systems were in place so that people could devote their energy to specific things.”

				“That sounds incredible.”

				“The Ancients were more worried about trivial things than survival—at least, most of them were. In hindsight, they should have been more careful.”

				Looking past Jingo’s cryptic message, Ivory asked, “Which of these things did you study?”

				“Liberal Arts.”

				“You were an artist?” Ivory asked. He imagined Jingo painting the depictions he’d seen on the wall in the Sanctuary.

				“Not quite as you imagine. I studied different ways of thinking, the way different types of people lived, the ways we perceive things.”

				“Is that why you became a teacher to us?”

				Jingo shook his head, a grin on his face. “I wasn’t a teacher back then. Instead of using my Liberal Arts knowledge, I became a painter. I painted the insides of people’s houses.”

				“So you did paint pictures on the walls?”

				“Yes, but my job wasn’t related to my studies. The Ancients coated the walls with paint. It was both aesthetically pleasing, and a way to protect the wall. It was a tradesmen skill.”

			

			
				“Did you make a lot of coin?”

				“No,” Jingo said bemusedly. “The pay for painters was low. My intent was to do something greater, but it was hard to market my particular skills. Or maybe I just became too complacent.”

				“Complacent?”

				“Used to things. With all the technology we had back then, many people lost their motivation. Or at least, I did. That’s when I met Cecilia.”

				“Cecilia,” Ivory said, rolling the mysterious name off his tongue. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone named that.”

				“It was a common name back then,” Jingo explained. “But the woman attached to it was far from common. She was beautiful in a way you might view one of the queens when Brighton used to have them.”

				“It sounds like you were lucky.”

				“I was. Cecilia was desired by many suitors, but in the end, she chose me.”

				Ivory furrowed his brow. “You say she chose you. Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

				Jingo shook his head and laughed again. “Not back then. Things were different, Ivory. Maybe if they hadn’t changed… Well, we could speculate on that all day.”

				Ivory frowned, wanting to understand his teacher, but having difficulty. “Women choosing their men. It seems so strange to me. You said she bore a child?”

				“Yes. She became pregnant. We were happy, but it was a surprise to both of us.”

				“You thought she was barren?” Ivory deduced.

				“No. It was the opposite,” Jingo said. “We hadn’t planned on conceiving any children. Cecilia’s job paid very well. She worked in one of the tall buildings you see from the top of the tower.”

			

			
				“Wow. I can’t imagine that,” Ivory said. “Did she make more coin than you?”

				“Much more. She paid me to paint her apartment. That’s how we met.”

				“I see.”

				“We fell in love, and I moved in with her. A few months later, our daughter was conceived, and nine months later, she was born. Her name was Andrea.”

				“Andrea,” Ivory said. Picturing Jingo holding a baby in his arms was as difficult as picturing him without all the warts and bumps.

				“She was beautiful,” Jingo said sadly. “I loved my daughter. And I loved my wife. Raising Andrea was difficult because most of our family lived elsewhere. We paid for someone to watch her while we worked. But the cost for her care was almost as much as I earned painting. So Cecilia and I discussed it, and we decided that I should stay home and raise her.”

				Ivory shrank back in surprise. “You watched your daughter while your wife earned silver?”

				“That wasn’t uncommon, either.” Jingo barely noticed his reaction. “Anyway, those years were some of the best of my life. I taught my daughter how to walk, how to speak. She learned so quickly. Watching her grow was the most rewarding experience I’ve had. Nothing has eclipsed that feeling, before or since.”

				A sad smile crept across Jingo’s face, and Ivory could tell the joy in his memories accompanied the pain in his heart.

				“But those years bred jealousy between me and Cecilia. My daughter and I grew closer, but Cecilia and I grew apart. When Cecilia got home from work, she was tired, unable to spend much time with us. The hours she didn’t spend at work were spent on a personal device that connected her to the tower. She was miserable. Soon Andrea was in school, and I found another job. I told Cecilia she should leave her position, but she refused. And then the tower laid her off.”

			

			
				“Laid her off?”

				“We don’t have an appropriate term for it now. But it meant the people in the tower no longer wanted her to work there. They stopped paying her silver.”

				“Nobody tells the farmer to stop farming, or the blacksmith to stop making metals. They do what they have to do to survive.”

				“Things were different back then.”

				“It sounds like it. If she was miserable there, shouldn’t she have been happy at home?”

				“Perhaps. But years of unhappiness led her to twist the blame onto me. What should’ve been a blessing ended up ruining our marriage. We fought a lot. She blamed me for things, and I blamed her. Who knows, I probably deserved it.” Jingo squinted out into the ocean as if he might find the answer in the waves. “Less than a year later, Cecilia divorced me.”

				“Divorced?”

				“Almost half of the marriages in the ancient world ended when the man and woman split up, taking their share of the possessions.”

				“The only way to take a new spouse in Brighton is when someone is infected with the spore, or when someone dies of illness.”

				Jingo gave Ivory a long look. “The people of Brighton have their own methods of getting rid of their spouses.”

				“What happened then?”

				“She told me to leave, and she kept most of my things. More crushingly, she kept Andrea.”

				Putting the pieces together, Ivory asked, “Is that why you painted the message on the boat?”

				“You learn quickly, Ivory,” Jingo said with a laugh. “I wanted to fight to keep Andrea, but I didn’t want my daughter to resent me. And I still loved Cecilia. So I left without a fight. Whenever I wasn’t working, I visited. I did what I thought was right.”

			

			
				“What happened to Cecilia?”

				“Cecilia found another tower to work at. She found another husband.”

				“And you?”

				“I kept working. I saved. I visited when I could. But something happened to Andrea over those years. She got older, and she didn’t want to see me as much. She became comfortable with her new life and Cecilia’s new husband. The bond we shared seemed to be fading, and I didn’t know how to fix it. She started skipping our weekends together. She spent time with friends instead. She stopped answering when I left messages on her ancient device. I could feel the distance growing, and I felt like I’d lost her.”

				“How’d you get her back?” Ivory asked, figuring Jingo must’ve found a way.

				“I didn’t.” Jingo opened and closed his eyes, giving a look of pain. Normally, it was an expression he wore when his joints were flaring up. Ivory could tell this pain was worse.

				“What do you mean?”

				“The spore had already started spreading. Nobody knew what it was, at first. If we had, maybe I would’ve insisted on staying with them, despite our differences.”

				“Did they become demons?”

				“They never made it that far. By the time I got to them, they were dead.”

				Jingo dabbed at a spot next to his eye. The boat rocked on the waves, splashing water over the side and onto Ivory. Jingo pulled his hood over his wart-covered face. Ivory couldn’t tell if he was cold or crying. He fell silent, knowing better than to ask. After a few moments, Jingo composed himself.

			

			
				“Do you know the building you see when you look out the east window of my tower? With the cracked columns?”

				“Yes.” Ivory nodded, visualizing the collapsed building with the barricaded entrance. Jingo had pointed it out many times. He’d often wondered what treasures lurked within.

				“That’s where Cecilia, Andrea, and I lived. That’s why I chose to live in the tower that we spend time in now. So I can be close to them, even though they’re dead.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Melora

				The next time Melora opened her eyes, the sun was high in the sky, and Ella and Bray were awake. The muffled conversation she’d heard the night before came flooding back. She pushed aside her blanket, watching her mother and the Warden. Neither acted differently. Ella’s smile seemed sincere; Bray grunted his usual hello. If anything had happened, Ella showed no signs of it. Melora looked for William.

				He was still asleep.

				Her memory from the night before seemed like a dream. She walked over to check on her brother. His mouth hung open, and he was snoring. Noticing Melora hovering over him, Ella walked over to join her. They stared at William together.

				“He’s tired,” Ella whispered.

				“We all are,” Melora agreed.

				“It took me a while to drift off.” Ella’s expression was grave. “I heard demons screaming from far away.”

				“I heard them, too,” Melora said. “Never close, but always there.”

				“I don’t sleep the way I used to,” Ella admitted. “Not without the circle wall around us.”

				Melora had the brief thought of telling Ella about William, but a rustle from the other room reminded her that Bray was there. For some reason, she didn’t want to speak in front of him. She’d wait and speak with William when he woke up. Then she’d figure out what he was up to.

				She got her chance after breakfast. After cleaning, Ella and Bray excused themselves to go to the bathroom outside. Melora agreed to stay and watch William, who was still sleeping.

				She hovered next to his blanket, rousing him with a shake. William’s face was groggy. He looked at her with a blank expression, slowly taking in his surroundings as he came to consciousness.

			

			
				“Where’s Mom?” he asked.

				“Outside,” Melora said, looking in all directions to ensure that was true. “Listen, we need to talk. I know you went somewhere last night.”

				William’s face went from confused to nervous. “What did you see?”

				“I saw you coming back. Where did you go?”

				William bit his lip and looked away. Melora had seen the look enough times to know he was conjuring a lie. “Tell the truth. I’ll be able to tell if you’re lying.”

				William studied her for a moment before answering. “I stepped outside for a minute. I wanted to see the buildings at night.”

				“Why would you do that?” Melora held his gaze.

				“I only went a few steps.”

				Melora watched him intently, trying to determine if he was lying. His guilty stare could just as easily be nerves. “You can’t do that here, William. You can’t go roaming around on your own.”

				“I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. Are you going to tell Mom?”

				Melora softened her tone as she watched William. He was sick. He was turning. Did it even matter anymore? She recalled hunting rabbits with William the day before, watching his excited expression. “Not if you promise me you won’t go out again. Can you do that? Can you promise me?”

				“I swear it,” William said. “I won’t go out again.”

				Melora nodded. Casting aside the blankets, William blinked the remaining sleep from his eyes while Melora went to fetch him some breakfast. She came back and handed him a piece of dried pork. He took it gratefully, munching and watching her. Melora smiled as he wiped the remnants of the jerky from his face.

			

			
				“There’s something else I wanted to ask you about,” Melora said.

				“What is it?”

				“Did you hear Bray and Mom last night?”

				“No.” William furrowed his brow. “What were they doing?”

				Melora stared out into the hallway before answering. “Talking, I think. I’m not sure, but it sounded like Bray was bothering Mom.”

				“Bothering her?” William’s body bristled, and he stopped chewing.

				“Not in a violent way,” Melora clarified. “In a…different way.”

				“Like he wanted to lie under her blankets?” William asked.

				Melora cracked a smile at his observation. “Yes, exactly that. Have they done that before?”

				“No.” William’s face was stoic. “Mom hasn’t been with a man since Dad died.”

				Melora nodded. “I’m sure that’s true. But we’ll keep an eye on Bray, just the same.”

				“Okay,” William said.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Blackthorn

				General Blackthorn dismounted in front of his tent. Holding the reins, he ran his gloved hand over the horse’s snout. It was a sturdy horse with a strong heart, but after an entire night carrying Blackthorn, it needed rest. It didn’t understand the necessities of duty. It only did as it was commanded.

				Blackthorn looked at the camp spread over most of the meadow. It was a vast, disorganized throng. Tents were everywhere. Many were down. Some had been trampled in the night. Fires burned. People gathered around them. In other places, they sat in groups. Platoons of militiamen guarded the perimeter between the camp and the forest. From the look of them, they were tired. Tired and undisciplined. Their ranks were ragged. They shuffled rather than marched. Some dragged their weapons and hung their heads.

				They disgusted Blackthorn. Real men shouldered their burdens and rose to the challenge, no matter what the hardship. These weak militiamen were letting the rigors of battle defeat them after just one night.

				Blackthorn hated their weakness.

				His aversion to them made easier what had to be done, relieving some of the guilt of his deceit.

				Captain Swan stepped up. “What are your orders, sir?”

				“See to the horses. Give them until mid-morning, and then we’ll march.” Blackthorn gestured at the rabble under his command. “Let them know. That will give them time to eat as well.”

				“Shall I send out scouts for a place to camp?”

				“We’ll camp on the hill by the river, in the pass.”

				Captain Swan nodded. Both he and Blackthorn knew the place, as did most of the cavalry. The pass was a narrow trough of a valley seven miles long, between walls of stone a thousand feet high. A river ran down the center, placid in places where it flowed through meadows and the valley floor widened to a half mile. In other places the water ran swift through forests of tall pines. Just over half way through the pass, the canyon bent in a hairpin turn and at the inner elbow of the turn a hill rose up twice the height of the pines but still much shorter than the granite walls. With views both up and down the canyon, it was a favored campsite for the cavalry when they were ranging in the area on patrol away from Brighton. It was defensible, and on those nights when the demons came, they only approached from one end of the valley at a time. The demons didn’t have the ability to coordinate an assault from both sides of the mountain range.

			

			
				Swan asked, “Shall I send a squadron to ensure the valley is clear?”

				Blackthorn shook his head. “We’ll keep scouts out, as usual. In front, behind, and to our sides when possible. As for the valley, if it is full of beasts, it matters not. The mission of this army is to slaughter them. If we find them there, we’ll put this militia to the test.”

				“Yes, sir.” Captain Swan stepped away and then stopped. “What of the distance? If we stop in the meadows along the river, it is only a half day’s march from here.”

				“These soldiers,” Blackthorn’s reluctance to use the word was obvious from his tone, “will be lucky to march that far today.”

				“Yes, sir.” Captain Swan looked to his left toward a handful of cavalrymen standing close to a tattered Minister Beck. “What of him?”

				Blackthorn passed his horse’s reins to his attendant. “Find eight dependable men. It seems Minister Beck was too slippery for the previous four to handle. Is Father Winthrop still in camp?”

				“Yes, General.” Captain Swan scanned across the meadow and pointed. “Down there. You see that large gathering? He’s at the center of it.”

			

			
				General Blackthorn squinted. The last he’d seen of Winthrop, he’d been stumbling around aimlessly and mumbling. “Why are they around him?”

				“Some kind of ceremony. I don’t understand. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

				“Is he preaching?”

				“Sort of.” Captain Swan turned back to the general. “He’s singing. Touching the corpses. Wearing demon blood.”

				Blackthorn grimaced.

				“The men down there seem to believe he’s made them invincible.”

				“Superstition only protects from monsters of the imagination. We’ll see how invincible these men are when the demons come to eat their flesh. Send some of your men down there to keep on eye on Winthrop.” Blackthorn looked back at Beck. “I’d as soon watch a young mother’s toddlers than keep these ministers on a leash.” Blackthorn saluted his captain. “That’ll be all.” He waved Minister Beck to come over.

				Beck walked up, haggard, bruised, and bloodied, but with no wound that had done more than break the skin. He stopped in front of Blackthorn.

				“You’re lucky to be alive,” said Blackthorn. “The forest is no place for a man who has spent his life with his nose buried in ancient books.”

				Beck pointed to the tent he shared with Father Winthrop. “The demons came and—”

				Blackthorn stopped Beck with a raised hand. “I’m too tired for lies. I’ve doubled your guard to protect you from the demons. If my captains or I find you outside of their company again, I’ll assume you are a deserter.” Blackthorn leaned closer to Beck. “In my army deserters are burned.”

				“I—”

			

			
				Blackthorn turned and walked toward his tent. “Good day, Minister Beck.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: Bray

				Bray stood at the entrance of the ancient building they’d spent the night in, surveying the magnificent towers up and down the street. A thin mist encircled the tops, making its way from the ocean. Birds circled in slow, lazy patterns. He looked over at Ella.

				“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

				“Yes. It is.”

				Her eyes sparkled with a wonder he hadn’t seen since she’d found Melora. The Ancient City was magnificent to behold. He recalled the first time he’d seen it when he’d had the same look in his eyes. He’d been fourteen. Fuller had taken him through the woods and into the outskirts of the Ancient City, showing him the marvelous buildings and crumbled ruins, just like he was doing with Ella, William, and Melora.

				“How’d you sleep?” Bray asked.

				“Good, thank you.”

				“It would’ve been warmer if we shared a blanket.” Bray smiled.

				“We wouldn’t want to give William and Melora any ideas.” Ella dusted off her pants and looked away. He thought he detected a smile. After a few moments of silence, she cleared her throat.

				“You said the ocean is close?” she asked.

				“Yes. Off that way,” Bray said. “We can see it today if you’d like.”

				“I’d love that. I’ve heard so many stories. I can smell the salt in the air, just like people said.”

				“Not many are lucky enough to smell it and come back to tell the story. I should scout the area first. Make sure there are no demons. Maybe collect a few skins.” Bray pulled his sword, wiping at a stubborn stain. “I’ll check out the area and come get you when it’s safe.”

			

			
				“How long will that be?” Ella asked.

				“Long enough to make you miss me.” Bray smiled at his evasive answer.

				“I’m going to check on Melora and William,” she said, turning toward the doorway. “No need to hurry.”

				He watched her go for longer than was necessary before venturing away from the building. She might have rejected his advances, but he’d win her over eventually. In any case, he was glad to be back with her.

				Bray smiled as he walked down the cracked street.

				**

				Bray crept through a thick pocket of dying foliage, making his way down a steep slope and into a paved gulley at the bottom. He was careful not to bend any branches or forge a trail, even though the ground was hard.

				He didn’t want anyone following him.

				Not when his wealth was concerned.

				Across from him, a steep slope similar to the one he was traveling curved down to the gulley in the center. Normally the middle was puddled with rainwater, but now it was encased in a thin layer of ice. As Bray broke through the underbrush and onto the ice, he looked left, studying a protruding wall of stone that housed a single, circular tunnel at the end of the gulley. A gray squirrel scurried ahead of him, chattering as it fled. He studied the entrance carefully.

				Nothing seemed disturbed. The opening was partially covered by a piece of ancient stone that he’d put there years ago.

				In all that time, it’d held up.

				Approaching the entrance, he looked around. No one seemed to be watching through the thick foliage on either side of the gulley or up the slopes. Setting down his sword, he moved the stone and climbed into the narrow entrance, letting his eyes adjust to the thin light. He retrieved his sword and crawled inside, his knees scraping against the stone as he ventured farther into the cave. At one time, the tunnel might’ve contained water, but it had dried up. Bray had no idea what the Ancients had used it for.

			

			
				He didn’t care.

				He crawled deep enough so that the light didn’t penetrate, far enough to reach a small room with just enough light from the cracks above to see. He held his breath and listened. Occasionally he encountered a possum or a raccoon in the tunnel, but never anything bigger. The other entrances leading to the room were barricaded. He made sure of that.

				Satisfied he was alone, Bray located a thick, latched wooden box with metal hinges on the side. A swell of excitement went through him as he dug a key from his pack and opened the lid, admiring the piles of silver and jewelry he’d collected or stolen over the years. Several were rare—pieces he’d taken from merchants that were too rich to notice. He held up a long, thin necklace, smiling as he envisioned the wealthy woman he’d plucked it from. She’d fallen asleep in the front room of her house and had forgotten to lock her door. Bray had pilfered it from her neck, bristling when he’d heard her husband coming down the road. He’d escaped out an open window in the back of the house. He smiled at the daring encounter.

				Bray breathed a sigh of relief. His stash was safe. That meant he’d have something to sell when he was old and unable to slay demons.

				Reaching into his bag, he pulled out the earnings he’d made since his last deposit, counted them, and tucked them into the box. He locked it.

				Then he headed back to the ancient building.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Blackthorn

				Blackthorn watched the licking flames transform an uncertain fire into a raging morning blaze. In a few hours, they’d leave. All around him, soldiers unslung bags and prepared meat. The excited chatter of the day before had settled into road-worn comfort, an acceptance of the mission. It always did. Times like this bred memories of past battles, grim laughter, and recounting of old comrades. Blackthorn often listened to these conversations.

				Not today.

				Blackthorn wasn’t thinking of demons or the decision he’d made. He was revisiting his younger years—memories he hadn’t considered for some time. He knew that nostalgia was the path to a weak man’s heart. His father had taught him that. But the aches and pains in his bones prompted feelings of weakness that he’d buried years ago.

				The disease was consuming him. His legs were swollen. Fatigue rode on his shoulders. He wished he could blame it on fleeting youth, but Blackthorn knew better. He was dying. All that was left for him was to carry out the plan, to save the people who’d grown to fear and hate him and hope they’d remember him as something other than a tyrant.

				Would Tenbrook carry on his legacy in the way Blackthorn hoped? The more he thought on it, the more uncertain he was. He’d given Tenbrook several lessons before he left, but nothing could bequeath the amount of experience he’d gained in his lifetime. Blackthorn’s lessons were from riding on a horse, not talking in ornate dining halls and sharing stories that couldn’t be seen with the eyes. Tenbrook would substitute his experience for Blackthorn’s, coloring it with whatever interests he had in his mind.

				Blackthorn hoped those interests were aligned with Brighton’s.

			

			
				Stretching his legs by the fire, Blackthorn resisted the urge to massage his swollen skin. Showing weakness would be as good as condemning himself to death. He looked around, but none of the soldiers were paying him attention. He gritted his teeth and numbed his pain with memories of his youth.

				Instead of remembering his father, the man who had taught him to swing a sword, he recalled his grandfather, Phineas, the man who’d cared for him in General Blackthorn’s absence. Among the many lessons Phineas had taught, there was still one that confused him.

				**

				Twelve-year-old Blackthorn walked through the forest, kicking off the pine needles that clung to his boots. Phineas followed a few paces behind. Even though they were within the circle wall, Blackthorn envisioned demons lurking behind the trees, waiting to spring. He swung his sword, wishing he were battling them. It wasn’t until Phineas scolded him that Blackthorn realized he’d walked several paces ahead of his grandfather.

				“Hold on,” Phineas called, limping to keep up.

				Blackthorn spun and found a look of shame as he saw his grandfather hobbling after him. Phineas walked with the assistance of a crutch. The left leg of his trousers was pinned up just above the ankle, the result of a nasty demon bite years earlier. That demon bite had condemned Phineas to a life in town. Or at least, Blackthorn thought of it as condemned.

				“Sorry, Grandpa,” he said.

				“I don’t have the energy you have,” Phineas admitted. “Not anymore.”

				Blackthorn didn’t answer.

				Phineas took his grandson’s side. He never admitted his weakness in town, but every now and again, he slipped up in front of Blackthorn. Perhaps sensing the look of guilt on Blackthorn’s face, Phineas reminded him, “I was the General before your father rode out to battle. I taught him everything he knows. Don’t forget that.”

			

			
				“You’ve told me, Grandpa,” Blackthorn said, anxious to get back to his game.

				It was easier to envision his father, the current General Blackthorn, slaying demons and riding out with the cavalry than to imagine his grandfather doing the same. The man had been injured as long as Blackthorn had known him.

				Blackthorn’s attention shot to the forest floor as a squirrel ran by. He raised his sword. If only the critters weren’t fast enough to outrun him. He chased it back into the trees while Phineas hobbled after him.

				The excitement of chasing the squirrel gave way to the anticipation of what they might find in the snares. Blackthorn smiled excitedly. His grandfather often let him collect the animals, finishing off the ones who were still struggling against the rope and hadn’t been picked off by a larger predator. His grandpa had taught him the importance of keeping up with the traps. Full traps meant a fresh meal they could deliver to the cooks.

				“Where do you think Dad is now?” Blackthorn asked.

				“Probably a dozen miles from the circle wall,” Phineas said.

				“Do you think he’s fought demons yet?”

				“I bet he has. If the forest is filled enough that he had to call up the cavalry, there are bound to be some demons close to the circle wall.”

				Phineas’ confirmation was enough to make Blackthorn’s imagination wander. He pictured himself among the other soldiers, fighting bravely. “I wish I could be there with him.”

				“You will, in time. Don’t rush your lessons. You’ll know all you need to know soon enough.”

			

			
				Blackthorn’s face settled into anxiety. “Sometimes I wonder whether he’ll come home.”

				Phineas put his hand on Blackthorn’s shoulder. “To die in battle is an honorable thing. You know that. We all do.”

				“Of course, Grandpa.”

				They continued through the forest. This time, Blackthorn stuck close to Phineas. Thick oak and pine trees gave way to a small clearing, and it was at the edge of that clearing in which Blackthorn and his grandfather liked to set their traps. Blackthorn kept his eyes peeled for a splash of movement in the forest, an animal writhing against a rope.

				“Be careful,” Phineas warned, as always.

				Blackthorn forced himself to slow down. The presence of a human sometimes caused the rare animal to break free of its binding. He didn’t want to risk losing a catch. Creeping closer, Blackthorn’s heart pounded as he saw something struggling against a trap. He snuck over to the snare, feeling a jolt of joy. A small rabbit had entangled its leg. Sensing Blackthorn and Phineas, it kicked frantically, spraying up dirt and debris.

				Blackthorn knelt down next to it. He readied his knife as his grandpa taught him.

				“Wait,” Phineas said from behind him, startling him. He hadn’t even been aware his grandfather had snuck so close.

				Phineas gently pushed him aside and grunted as he set down his crutch. He grabbed hold of the snare, inspecting the rabbit.

				“What is it, Grandpa?”

				“See these wounds?” Phineas pointed at some marks around the rabbit’s neck. “It got free once already. It tangled its leg before it could escape again.”

				“At least we got it,” Blackthorn said with a smile.

				He looked at Phineas, expecting a smile in return, but his grandfather was still watching the rabbit. The animal stared at them with fear-stricken eyes. It kicked its legs as if it might manage a last ditch escape. Phineas turned the rabbit over in his hands, careful not to drop it.

			

			
				“It’s small,” Phineas said. “Too small for eating.”

				“The cooks can make soup with it, then,” Blackthorn suggested. “It’ll keep us warm when the sun disappears. Isn’t that what you always say?”

				“Not this one,” Phineas said after a reflective pause.

				“What do you mean?” Blackthorn asked.

				“It’s young. Barely old enough to have seen a winter.”

				“You always told me never to waste a fresh rabbit.”

				“We’ll find another,” Phineas said assuredly, untangling the rope while the rabbit continued kicking. He held the rabbit as if it were a curious piece of silver.

				Blackthorn’s brow furrowed in confusion. He’d never seen his grandfather release a rabbit before.

				“What are you doing?” Blackthorn asked. “The other traps are empty. We won’t bring anything back if we let it go.”

				For a moment, Blackthorn wondered if Phineas wanted to kill the animal himself. Maybe his grandfather was teaching him a lesson that he didn’t understand.

				“You can borrow my knife if you want,” Blackthorn offered. He patted the sheath at his side, hoping the suggestion would bring the conversation back on track.

				“We aren’t going to kill it,” Phineas said again, inspecting the rabbit’s raw neck.

				“It’s injured, Grandpa. If we let it go, it’ll be killed by another predator anyway.”

				“Maybe it will,” Phineas said, biting his lip. “Maybe it won’t. There’s a chance it’ll survive.”

				Before Blackthorn could protest further, Phineas let go of the rabbit, allowing it to dash into the woods. Blackthorn made a move to chase it, but Phineas held him in place.

				“Let it go,” he said firmly.

			

			
				Phineas kept his hand on Blackthorn’s shoulder until the rabbit had disappeared. Then he began resetting the snare.

				“I don’t understand why you did that,” Blackthorn said, frustration seeping into his voice. “I wanted to kill it. It will die anyway.”

				Phineas scratched his chin. “The marks on its neck are proof of the fight it has. Getting its leg caught was an accident.”

				“Accidents get people killed, Grandpa. You taught me that. So did Dad. The accident with your leg almost got you killed.”

				Phineas frowned for a long moment. He stared at Blackthorn with a scowl on his face, then let his face soften. He gestured vaguely in the direction of the circle wall, which was far enough away that Blackthorn could only imagine it. “Out there in the wild, that might be true. But inside, we sometimes have choices. And those choices are the only things that separate us from demons.”

				“But that choice means we won’t have fresh rabbit tonight.”

				“Maybe not.” Phineas stood, grunting as he picked up his crutch and tucked it under his arm. “But we’ll survive. We’ll kill rabbits tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. But right now, killing that rabbit wasn’t the right thing to do. Sometimes, something has to matter.”

				Watching his grandfather hobble away, Blackthorn’s face remained befuddled. He tested out those words. “Something’s got to matter,” he murmured, as he watched his grandfather walk away into the forest.

				**

				Blackthorn chewed his lip as he recalled that moment. As a child, he’d puzzled on it for days, coming to no conclusion. Finally, he’d let it disappear in a haze of immature memories, destined never to resurface until now. At the time, he’d wondered if the rabbit had reminded Phineas of himself. Now he wasn’t so sure.

			

			
				Staring at the fire, the memory returned with such clarity that he turned his head to make sure Phineas wasn’t standing next to him. He wasn’t.

				Several soldiers broke the silence, boasting about the demons they were going to kill that day. Another talked about his wife. These were the conversations Blackthorn was used to. Not memories of a dead grandfather.

				Still, he couldn’t keep from puzzling over his grandfather’s words.

				He knew the nineteen thousand men he’d brought into the wild had to die. But still, Phineas’s words echoed through his head.

				Something’s got to matter…


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook swung his sword in the empty courtyard behind Blackthorn’s quarters, weaving his blade through the air in a sequence of drills. Behind each blow, he envisioned a shrieking demon, spewing blood from severed limbs, or better yet, a secret conspirator, plotting to unseat him. He’d rather be on the battlefield, slaying real enemies, but he knew that his patience would pay off.

				Soon he’d have the same thrills in Brighton.

				Several pairs of eyes bored into him from the fringes of the courtyard. Most were his soldiers, men he trusted; that is, trusted enough. A few were remainders of Blackthorn’s blue shirts, left behind to guard the house. He knew that most would follow him with the same fervor with which they followed the General.

				But not all.

				There were bound to be a few that were secretly envying his position, or questioning his abilities. His drills were a way to keep the battle-hardened edge of a cavalryman. A soft administrator would be an easy target for a strong-armed brute. A hard man with a fast sword would quash most insolent thoughts before they matured into ambitions to unseat him.

				Giving one last swing, he sheathed his weapon and wiped a string of sweat from his brow. Only then did he realize the weather had warmed. The snow had retreated from Brighton’s streets, leaving only the sting of the wind against his nose and cheeks. He wondered how Blackthorn’s army was faring in the wild. He was glad not to be on a parade to his death with all those expendable men and women, but he envied them that they were marching to battle with the demons.

				Looking in the distance, Tenbrook saw several of his soldiers opening the courtyard door, admitting a horse and rider. He watched with a solemn face as the man leaped from his horse, tied it to a nearby post, and crossed the courtyard. The soldier’s stride was purposeful and invigorated. Tenbrook didn’t have to ask the man to know he’d ridden straight from the army without stopping.

			

			
				Tenbrook’s orders were always obeyed.

				“Do you have it?” Tenbrook asked, skipping the unnecessary colloquialisms.

				“I do, sir,” the rider stated.

				Wiping tears from his eyes—tears not born from sadness, but from the cold wind in the man’s face on his hard ride—the rider dug a note from his blue shirt and handed it to Tenbrook. The rider waited expectantly as if Tenbrook might unfold it and read it aloud, but Tenbrook simply pocketed it.

				“How’s the army faring?” Tenbrook asked.

				“They’re tired, sir.”

				“Have they gotten far?”

				“About twelve miles past the circle wall. They’ve suffered some demon attacks.”

				“Of course.” Tenbrook nodded. Nowhere outside the circle wall was safe.

				“I think the farmers and women are slowing them down. They’re not used to the conditions.”

				Tenbrook knew that was true, as well. Blackthorn’s army was aware of the risk, but the reality of the situation was that they’d probably die of the inevitable cold or starvation first. Either way, the nineteen thousand would never return. Blackthorn would make sure of that.

				“Are those names accounted for in the list you gave me?”

				“Yes. The list contains only the deserters.”

				“Thank you. That’ll be all, soldier.”

				The rider glanced at Tenbrook, then at his pocket, probably hoping Tenbrook would reconsider his decision to read the note in front of him. Tenbrook waved him away.

			

			
				The rider walked dejectedly back to his horse. Tenbrook waited until he’d mounted it and ridden away before he pulled out the note and stared at it.

				Two hundred names were scrawled in neat handwriting. Tenbrook recognized a few names among the traitors—merchant’s sons, or well-known farmers. He bit his lip in unexpected anger, tasting blood. Like Scholar Evan, he ruled by logic. He wanted nothing more than to bring all two hundred men to him and torture them, adding their tongues to his boxes. But he knew the deserters might inflict casualties he couldn’t afford. He needed to find the scope of the plot against him.

				He needed the leaders.

				He’d call in Scholar Evan first.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Franklin

				Franklin walked the halls of the Sanctuary, his robe dragging the floor. Much like the position he’d found himself in, it was too large for him, but he was doing his best to manage. Ever since Winthrop had gone, the Sanctuary felt like a different place. Walls that once bled fear now whispered promise. For several days, Franklin had walked those corridors with trepidation, fearing the Bishop might spring from behind a closed door, waiting to accuse him. After the farewells had died, he’d grown more comfortable in his new existence.

				The only thing missing was Fitz.

				He’d been looking for her for several days, but had been unable to locate her. A few times, Franklin had been positive he’d heard her voice in the hallways, but when he’d turned the corner, no one had been there. He convinced himself each time it must have been his imagination. Fitzgerald must be hiding. She must hate him. Not for his beating of Oliver—she’d gotten over that—but for his burning of Father Nelson. He couldn’t blame her.

				He was wrought with guilt.

				All of the clergymen had treated him differently since that day. Whether it was fear of the same treatment or a newfound respect, Franklin couldn’t be sure. But he knew he had to use it to his advantage. Blackthorn’s lessons were a lingering voice in his ear.

				“Burn one today or twelve tomorrow.”


				The lesson was true, as terrible as it was. On top of that, he still couldn’t believe he’d allowed Oliver to leave. He tried to convince himself that it was the right thing to do.

				To ease his guilt, Franklin had thrown himself into The Word, wrapping himself in his recitations. He’d already spoken with the clergy, ironing out the details of his new role. It was time to prepare his sermon.

			

			
				Nearing the end of the hall, Franklin headed for his new chambers and opened the door. He expected to find his usual belongings and books scattered across the desktop, along with the notes he’d been taking.

				Instead, he found Fitzgerald.

				Franklin gasped. He hesitated. For a moment, he feared he had walked into the wrong chambers, and that he was about to get a scolding. The familiar bed sheets and belongings assured him he was in the right place.

				“Fitz?” he managed, still not able to believe he wasn’t dreaming.

				She walked toward him. Franklin held up his hands, preparing for a slap or a tirade. He was surprised when she embraced him. Franklin buried himself in Fitz’s hair, taking in smells that he thought he’d never inhale again.

				“Where have you been?” he asked, tears in his eyes. “I’ve missed you so much.”

				She leaned back, studying him. “I needed some time to think things over.”

				Franklin paused, afraid to say something that might send her away again. “I know you must hate me. I—”

				“I don’t want to hear it, Franklin.” She put her finger to his lips, silencing him. “Not that I don’t want to, but I can’t hear it. Do you understand?”

				Franklin nodded gravely. “I understand.”

				“We need to move past all of this. I can’t think of death and suffering anymore. Winthrop is gone. That’s what’s important. It’s the only thing that has allowed me to sleep these past few days.”

				“I know. I’ve been telling myself the same thing.”

				They embraced for several seconds. Franklin felt a rightness in holding her, a desire to forego his duties and devote all his time to her. Father Nelson’s screams seemed to disappear as they hugged. Composing himself, he smiled.

			

			
				She pinched the folds of his robe. “Where’d you get this?”

				“It was Bishop Garrett’s. It doesn’t quite fit. I was going to have it tailored.”

				“You look silly,” she said, batting at the folds.

				Franklin nodded and smiled. “I’m getting used to it.”

				“I assume you’re getting used to a lot of things.” Fitzgerald beckoned around the room. “Like this new bed. Do you like your new quarters?”

				“It’s a lot bigger than a novice’s room.”

				“It seems comfortable.” Fitz smiled coyly.

				“It is. I haven’t been doing much sleeping, though. I was too busy worrying about you.”

				“It looks like you’ve been putting together some notes for your sermon.”

				“I have mass coming,” Franklin confirmed, nodding. “I’ve been studying the reference books that Bishop Garrett left to Winthrop. I don’t think Winthrop ever touched them. I found them in his closet.”

				“Winthrop can’t read, can he?”

				“No. Even if he could, he wouldn’t look at them. Winthrop can’t imagine anything in a book that isn’t already in his head.”

				“We won’t have to worry about him anymore.”

				“I hope.” Franklin smiled, feeling a vindictive happiness at the thought of Winthrop in the wild. He motioned to his desk, which was littered with papers and notes. “I’ve picked a lot of passages from these reference books. I’m thinking of incorporating some of them in my sermon. But I’m having trouble putting all of it together. It’s a lot harder than it looks.”

				“I can help, if you’ll read them to me,” Fitz said. “This will be your first mass since Winthrop left. I know it’ll be important.”

			

			
				“That would be great.”

				“First I have duties to attend to.”

				Fitz headed for the door.

				“Wait!” Franklin said, not realizing how loudly he’d spoken. “Where are you going? I haven’t seen you in days.”

				“I have beds to make, floors to clean. I’m behind on all of them.”

				“You don’t need to do that anymore, now that I’m Bishop.”

				“Of course, I do. I can’t just relax in your quarters all day.” Fitz smiled.

				“That doesn’t matter anymore, with Winthrop gone,” Franklin said. “I won’t treat you like he did.”

				“Now that you’re in charge?”

				Franklin blushed, still not used to that fact. “Stay with me for a while longer?”

				Fitz bit her lip. “I suppose I could.”

				“You can help me with my sermon.”

				Fitz smiled as she walked back toward him. He took her by the waist and pulled her onto the bed.

				“I think you want me to help you with other things.”

				**

				Franklin lay next to Fitz, staring at the ceiling. The anxiety and fear of the past few weeks seemed to have melted with his reunion with Fitz.

				“It’s hard to believe so many people are gone,” Fitz said, clutching Franklin’s hand. “The streets seem just as full, with so many people from other townships and villages. But I know they won’t be here forever.”

				“Some of them are already sneaking back to their villages, with Blackthorn gone. Even though there is no military outside of Brighton to protect them.”

			

			
				“That’s dangerous. Hopefully, they’ll survive the journey. At least we don’t have to worry about the famine. Those that remain here will be in Brighton for a while. Then they’ll return to their own villages and use their own food stores. Blackthorn’s army will feed themselves in the wild.”

				“That’s true.” Franklin bit his lip, thinking about the coincidence of that fact. “It’s funny how that worked out.”

				Fitz propped herself up one elbow to look at Franklin. “We should probably get dressed so you can get back to your sermon. You don’t want the clergy to think you lay with women all day, do you?”

				“I could stare at you all day,” Franklin mused.

				“I know you could, but you shouldn’t.”

				“You’re right,” Franklin admitted. “You always are, Fitz.” He sat up next to her and located his robe on the floor.

				“I still say that robe looks silly.”

				“Oliver told me that, too.” Having mentioned Oliver by accident, Franklin averted his eyes.

				“Where is Oliver, anyway? I haven’t seen him in a while.” Fitz looked around the room as if Oliver might be hiding somewhere.

				“He’s not here.”

				“What do you mean?” Fitz’s brow furrowed as she studied Franklin. “Not at the Sanctuary?”

				“No. He’s not in Brighton.”

				“Where is he?”

				“He went out with the army.”

				“The army?” Fitz gasped, covering her mouth in shock. “What is he doing with them?”

				Franklin paused as he tried to figure out the best way to explain things to her. Ever since Oliver had left, Franklin had fought the desire to chase him down, to force him back to the Sanctuary. The only thing stopping him was the promise he’d made to Oliver. He needed to be his friend for once.

			

			
				I’ve hurt him enough.


				With a sigh, he launched into his explanation.

				“He practically begged me to let him go out with the army,” Franklin said. “He hates it here.”

				“I know, but Winthrop is with the army!” Fitz said, shaking her head. “Why would he go with Winthrop, when he hates him? He could’ve been safe, especially with you as the Bishop!”

				“That’s the thing. He wants to…” Franklin looked around as if saying the words might be a betrayal. He stared at the thick wooden door on his quarters. “I don’t know how to say this.”

				“Tell me, Franklin.” Fitz stared at him with accusatory eyes.

				“He wants to kill Father Winthrop.”

				Fitz sat up straight, the revelation sending her into panic. “Kill him? And you let him go? What were you thinking?”

				“He wanted to leave, Fitz. I tried everything to stop him.”

				“You could’ve ordered him to stay! He’s a novice—your novice—now that you have Father Winthrop’s position!”

				“He was determined. You should’ve seen his eyes, Fitz.”

				“All the beatings you and Father Winthrop have given him have tormented him, Franklin. He needs protection, not to be sent out in the wild!”

				“That’s the thing, Fitz,” Franklin said, his lips trembling. “I could’ve forced him to stay. The person I was a few days ago might’ve done that. But after seeing Oliver’s face, I know he would’ve hated me. He would’ve lived the rest of his life resenting me.”

				Fitzgerald shook her head, her face filled with concern. “Resenting you is better than dying. He’ll be killed out there!”

			

			
				“I’m not so sure,” Franklin said, trying to put his mixed feelings into words. “He’s…changed, Fitz. He bought himself weapons and some armor I’ve never seen before.”

				“Armor?”

				“Some kind of strange metal shirt. It will protect against the demon bite. One of the blacksmiths made it for him.”

				“Where did he get the coin for that?”

				“I’m not sure. He’s resourceful. This is a strange thing to say, but I think he might succeed in killing Father Winthrop.”

				“Succeed?” Fitz shook her head. “My God. Then what? What becomes of him? We have to stop him, Franklin. We have to find a way to get him back to the Sanctuary. I hate Winthrop as much as you do, but Oliver must be stopped.”

				“Even if I could stop him, I wouldn’t,” Franklin said. “I promised.”

				Fitz stood from the bed, anger written on her face. She grabbed her dress. “If you won’t go get him, then I will.”

				“Fitz, please!” Franklin jumped from the bed, taking her arm. He pulled her toward him. “I can’t lose you, too. As much as I fear what might happen to him, I’ve accepted that Oliver needs to make his own choices. I promised him that, as his friend.”

				“I don’t—”

				“Trust me.” Franklin put all his resolve into a stare.

				“A friend?” Fitz sat on the edge of the bed, smearing worried tears from her eyes. “And if he dies? What will you do then?”

				“He has what he needs to succeed in his mission. I believe he will succeed.” Franklin kept his eyes on Fitzgerald’s. “I’ve been thinking about it. If Oliver is successful, this will be the last thing solidifying what we’ve worked for, Fitz. This could be our guarantee that the Bishop’s seat will stay with me.”

				Fitz watched him with tears in her eyes. “You would trade his life to secure your position.”

			

			
				“If I send for him, it’d be more suspicious than letting him go,” Franklin said. “Please. You have to trust me on this, Fitz. I have faith in him. I know he’ll be back.”

				“I-I want to trust you.” She reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “I just want Oliver to be safe.”

				“So do I, Fitz. So do I.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: Oliver

				Oliver marched down the pass with the army for most of the afternoon. The road they followed had been there since the days when the Ancients wielded Tech Magic to shape the world. In places, the ancient stone was flat, smooth, and wide enough for a dozen horses to walk abreast. In other places, the only evidence of the road were the ruins of structures scattered solitarily and in clumps at inexplicable intervals along a muddy path.

				When the march was ordered to halt for the day, it was immediately clear to Oliver that the army would not be camping together, but would be spread out in small meadows along the road and river. Worse still, most of the army had passed a bald hill and were setting up camp in a part of the canyon far away and around a bend. That seemed to Oliver like a wall dividing the army.

				Demon howls had been echoing off the rock faces throughout the day. And though no demons had attacked during that day’s march, the old men and the women kept looking over their shoulders, thinking about what had happened the day before. The pigs and sheep bolted and ran ahead whenever the howls grew too loud. The only thing that kept everyone from running ahead of their slower comrades was the knowledge that two cohorts of militia—a thousand men—were at the rear of the column, there to protect the camp followers should the pursuing demons decide to come.

				Adding to the tension of the demons up the valley, a new rumor was spreading among the camp followers. A supply train of a few hundred draft animals and soldiers bringing supplies from Davenport was supposed to have met the army along the road earlier that day. The stores were intended to make up for the obviously insufficient stock of food the army brought with them. The supply train didn’t show up, and no one knew where they were. The prospect of empty bellies and a north wind growing colder by the hour had everyone griping.

			

			
				Rather than camp in a small meadow among camp followers, Oliver decided he’d be better off spending his night as far from the tail end of the army as was possible. He left the company of the women he’d walked near all day and followed the road through a dense stand of pines, looking for the next clearing.

				He came out of the trees to find himself among the men he’d been among the night before, those who’d huddled around Winthrop’s fire, those with bloody handprints on their chests. Most of them were busy strutting and puffing their chests, displaying spattered demon blood on their faces and arms, and bragging of their exploits. They already had a fire burning with flames reaching twenty feet high. They were adding logs to it and others were in the trees nearby, chopping. They were preparing for another night of killing monsters.

				When a cheer rose up among the men, Oliver spotted Winthrop ambling up the road followed by the dozen women from the night before, all with Winthrop’s bloody handprints on their faces. That’s when Oliver realized that the number of men in the meadow had grown significantly. Four or five hundred men, Oliver guessed, had deserted General Blackthorn’s cohorts and chosen to band together under Winthrop.

				Even Oliver knew that was a new problem in the making for Blackthorn’s control over the army.

				Winthrop, burdened by the fatigue of night upon night of little or no sleep, made his way to the fire. The men spread apart to open a reverent path for him. Once at the fire, Winthrop dropped to his knees and stared at the flames. His lips moved, but none of his senseless rants found their way to Oliver’s ear. The bloody priestesses lined up in a semicircle behind Winthrop. Most of the militiamen gathered around. Camp followers came down the road and took spots around the fire. Unmarked men from other cohorts came to see Winthrop’s bonfire-temple. A rumor of Winthrop’s spiritual power was running through the army, and the lie of invincibility was tempting.

			

			
				Oliver knew it was all a lie, people reading something into Winthrop’s slip away from sanity. Oliver had been watching it for weeks as Winthrop sat in his room in the temple cowering from ghosts in the shadows. Winthrop had stopped sleeping. He’d stopped eating. And his mind was gone. Perhaps these foolish militiamen would figure it out, too. In the meantime, Oliver guessed empty tents likely lay somewhere up the road, deserted by men with more gullible curiosity than sense. If Winthrop found the stamina to yammer through the night again, Oliver might claim an empty tent and get a full night’s sleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Ivory

				“I’m sorry about your family,” Ivory said to Jingo, feeling a pit in his stomach as he reflected on the story his teacher had told him.

				“You don’t have to be sorry,” Jingo said, lowering his head. “Regardless of my age, the peculiar nature of my infection makes my memories sharper than they would’ve been. I still have those.” He tapped his misshapen head, making Ivory wonder how many other lessons he had stored there.

				Hoping to take Jingo’s mind in another direction, Ivory asked, “Can you show me how to sail?”

				Jingo perked up. He glanced at the water around them, then at the distant shore. In the time they’d been talking, they’d drifted a ways, but Ivory saw the tips of familiar buildings in the background.

				“We’ll need to watch the sky for storms,” Jingo said. “But we should be safe, as long as we keep the coastline in sight. Like I said, I don’t want to get too far from land.”

				Ivory gave a cursory glance at the shore, but saw nothing menacing lurking there. The Ancient City looked quiet and peaceful on the northwestern horizon. If he hadn’t known the dangers that lurked within, Ivory might’ve hesitated to believe them.

				“Where should I sit?”

				“Over here.” Jingo made room, allowing Ivory to scoot over onto a bench with him while he showed him how to work the ropes. He pointed at an object hanging into the water behind them. “That’s the tiller. Use it to head in the direction you want to go. But be careful; it works the opposite way you might think it does.”

				“Okay,” Ivory said, his eyes wide. He gingerly took the ropes, asking for guidance when needed.

			

			
				“We’ll use the wind. Going downwind is much easier. On our return to the city, we might need to trim the sail and cut diagonal patterns. I’ll explain those terms to you as we go.”

				Ivory nodded, absorbing Jingo’s instructions. His start was precarious, but before long he was relying on Jingo only occasionally. The wind was moderate enough to make learning easy. At the same time, he worried about the strong gusts Jingo had warned him about. According to his teacher, a storm could throw them off course and into a dangerous situation.

				As they sailed further from the city, Ivory’s wonder grew. It felt like he was riding atop some great ancient horse, cutting over the landscape effortlessly. Several times, he wondered if he might be dreaming, destined to wake up and find himself in Brighton. He recalled what he’d told Jingo earlier. He couldn’t imagine returning. Not after this.

				They progressed until the towers on the shore grew sparse, and the buildings became shorter ones, covered in weeds. Rubble jutted out of the water, carried away from the shore and battered against the rocks.

				“I wonder how long it’s been since anyone passed this far south,” Ivory called wondrously.

				Jingo smiled, cocking his head as he appraised the landscape. “Many of these areas used to be filled with docks and boats, but they’ve all sunk. People made their living here in ancient times, catching fish from the ocean.”

				“I think I’d like that,” Ivory said, imagining being out on the water all day long. He tilted his head to the sky to take in some of the sun’s warmth. Staring at the seemingly never-ending banks, he asked, “How far does the land go?”

				“A lot farther than you can imagine,” Jingo said. “We could sail for days and still keep sight of it.”

				“You’ve told me how large the world is. I guess it was hard to believe until now.”

			

			
				“We’ll explore a little further. Then we should probably turn around.”

				They traveled past the rubble to areas with less evidence of civilization. Ivory envisioned himself in the forest, living a peaceful life among the trees, hunting when needed, building a house away from the unrest of Brighton and the dangers of the Ancient City. That life would be much better than a life with Beck, or even a life as a Scholar. What better way to learn about the world than to explore it with Jingo? Books offered a view of the world, in one way, but exploring it was a different thing.

				Movement from the banks distracted him.

				“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at a cluster of trees.

				Jingo didn’t respond. He didn’t have to. A group of demons crept through the trees, wading into the water. They splashed one another, flailing their arms. One of them rolled naked in the muddy banks by the shore. Their shrieks carried over the ocean. Near to town, Ivory might’ve seen a family doing the same thing, cleaning and collecting water.

				This group was of a more malevolent nature.

				Jingo and Ivory tensed as they watched the horde. Ivory’s hand was stiff on the tiller as if the slightest movement might alert the beasts. He held his breath. They watched the beasts in silence for a few moments, praying they wouldn’t be noticed.

				Something jostled the boat.

				Ivory gasped and looked around. He clutched the ropes.

				“What was that?” Ivory hissed, thinking some creature had come to tip them over.

				“Just a rock, I think,” Jingo whispered.

				Ivory looked over the edge, watching a dark shape glide underneath the boat. The scraping continued for several seconds before the boat floated into clearer water. They’d passed the obstacle, but they’d alerted the demons.

				The creatures’ heads turned as they stared at the boat. For a moment, the two groups locked eye contact, stuck in an indecisive moment of scrutiny. The world fell silent except for the lap of the current. Ivory’s heart rammed against his ribcage. He instinctively looked for his bow, which was tucked at his feet.

			

			
				One of the beasts broke the silence. It charged, shaking a disproportionate arm as it waded deeper into the water. The other creatures joined in the frenzy, running after it and filling the air with frustrated shrieks. Whatever happy ritual they’d engaged in before was gone. They kept coming until they were up to their chests, then stopped, watching the passersby.

				Ivory grabbed the bow. He measured the distance to the shore, which was a few hundred yards. Thankfully the beasts weren’t coming any further. He doubted they knew how to swim.

				“They won’t get to us,” Jingo confirmed, but his tone seemed uncertain.

				The beasts crouched at the waist and screamed. Ivory didn’t need an interpretation to know what it meant. If they were on shore, the beasts would shred them and feast on their bones. The creatures followed them down the bank until the boat had passed them, their shrieks mingling with the gentle winds.

				Ivory’s enthrallment with the ocean subsided.

				“For a while, I hoped they were gone,” Ivory admitted. “I was even thinking how nice it would be to pull up somewhere for a while.”

				“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Jingo confirmed as he leaned over and inspected the hull. “If we hit another rock like the one we ran over before, we might sink. We should probably head back to the Ancient City.”

				Ivory looked around as if more beasts might emerge, but he saw only forest. His nerves rattled, he concentrated on sailing until Jingo beckoned for him to turn around.

			

			
				“I’ll take over. The wind has subsided a bit, so we might have to tack.”

				Ivory handed Jingo the ropes. He didn’t ask what the terms meant. He knew Jingo would explain them when the time was right.

				“We’ll go a bit further out, so we don’t rile the beasts up again,” Jingo suggested.

				“That’s a good idea.”

				Jingo swung the boat around while Ivory stared at the shore. Now, instead of seeing a tranquil forest, he saw demons lurking behind each tree trunk, or hunkered behind each rock. Several times, he thought he saw the bear-man lurking in the woods, as if he, too, were watching. He gripped the edge of the boat as Jingo faced the other direction.

				He was still having paranoid thoughts when he saw something on the coastline behind the ship. Blinking to ensure he wasn’t seeing things, Ivory cried out for Jingo’s attention.

				“Over there!” he said.

				He pointed to the distant trees, where several spaced-out tendrils of smoke drifted into the air. The disturbance was far enough inland that he couldn’t see the source.

				“What’s that?” he asked.

				“I’m not sure,” Jingo answered dryly.

				“We should go back!” Ivory said excitedly.

				“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Jingo warned.

				“Why not? There must be people there! I’d never guessed there’d be people south of the Ancient City.”

				“It might be forest fires. There’s no way to know for certain.”

				“I don’t think so. It’s people, Jingo. I can feel it.”

				Jingo frowned. Wanting to prove himself, Ivory listened through the keen of the wind, trying to detect any evidence of human presence, anything that might give credibility to his theory. But all he heard was the water, the wind, and the circling birds.

			

			
				Sensing his frustration, Jingo said, “Even if it were people, they might be more dangerous than the ones you know, Ivory. We won’t be able to see them without going ashore and hiking.”

				Ivory’s heart pounded as he watched the smoke get further and further away. Clues to someone else’s existence were erased with the passing miles.

				“It’d be more danger than it’s worth,” Jingo added, gripping the tiller and steadying his course. “Trust me.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Evan

				“Scholar Evan,” Tenbrook said, flashing a smile that Evan couldn’t decipher. “Or should I say, Minister Evan?”

				Evan swallowed, uncertain what to say. Opting for the safe route, he said, “Only for a short time. I don’t think of it as a title, so much as a set of duties until Minister Beck returns.”

				“Ah, duties,” Tenbrook said, motioning for Evan to take a seat. “That’s why I called you in. We’ve both inherited lots of them.”

				“We certainly have.”

				Evan pulled the chair out and sat, simultaneously trying to cut through the platitudes and figure out why Tenbrook had requested his presence. He still couldn’t believe that he’d assumed Beck’s position. Sure, he knew his duties; the ones that Beck hadn’t drilled into him, he’d picked up. But practicing the role and sitting in it were two different things.

				He swallowed as he eyed Tenbrook, whose aura seemed to have changed from conversational to contemplative. Evan wasn’t ignorant about who was in power among the Elders. He knew Tenbrook’s sword was swift enough to cut through the clergy’s and the Academy’s tongues, just like Blackthorn’s. He was nervous. On top of that, he’d heard the rumors about Tenbrook. He trusted Tenbrook as little as—or even less than—he trusted Blackthorn. That was one of the reasons he and Minister Beck had organized the revolt in the first place.

				He swallowed and waited.

				After an intolerably long silence, Tenbrook made his way over to the table but remained standing.

				Evan questioned whether he should’ve taken his chair. He knew social games. By sitting, he’d put himself in a position of inferiority.

			

			
				But he couldn’t risk disfavor.

				“I admit we haven’t had much contact in the past, aside from several discussions on numbers,” Tenbrook said.

				“Of course. You were busy on the battlefield,” Evan offered.

				“I’m hoping that will change going forward. From what I’ve seen, you’re quite intelligent. Your theory on the famine was quite astute and quite convincing.” Tenbrook smiled, and Evan looked for insincerity behind that compliment. If it were there, he couldn’t see it.

				“Yes,” Evan said. “I worked very hard on that.”

				Tenbrook stepped back from the table, eyeing a row of empty boxes on the mantle. “I’m not going to be coy. We both know there’s a chance the leaders won’t return. And if that happens, our temporary duties are permanent.”

				Evan looked around as if someone might be waiting to ambush him. He nodded without speaking, not wanting to implicate himself.

				“That isn’t a surprise to you, is it?”

				Evan shrank in his chair without realizing it. “Of course not. Our leaders—and our soldiers—know the harm they place themselves in each time they go outside the circle wall.”

				“Of course. The soldier’s commitment is to preserve the safety of the rest. It is a duty that sometimes turns into sacrifice.”

				“Of course.”

				“It was you who came up with the list of names to go outside the circle wall, was it not, Scholar Evan?”

				“Yes,” Evan said, swallowing as tried to determine if there was an accusation behind that statement.

				“By providing that list of names, in essence, you controlled who might live and who might die. That was a powerful decision you made.”

			

			
				“In a way, yes,” Evan said. “Though my intention was only to follow Beck’s orders, which were, in turn, Blackthorn’s orders.”

				“Of course. You did the best job you were capable of doing.”

				“I always do.” Evan was unable to resist the compliment this time.

				“You do your job like a soldier does his.” Tenbrook paused, examining Evan. “Even though you are a Scholar, you understand the mindset and the ambitions of The People. And that is why I trust you, Evan.”

				Evan kept his smile, knowing better than to believe it.

				“How many people are currently in Brighton?” Tenbrook asked, drumming his fingers on the table.

				Evan paused. He knew the answer, but he still wasn’t sure how quickly he should regurgitate it. “Twenty-eight thousand, including the people that were left behind from the other townships and villages,” he said finally.

				“And how many soldiers do I have under my command?”

				“Enough to protect the farmers, merchants, and clergy,” Evan said evasively, his nervousness returning.

				“And the Academy,” Tenbrook added. “We can’t forget your Scholars. We protect you, as well.”

				Evan gulped, but didn’t speak.

				“Back to my original question, we have enough to preserve order.” Tenbrook relaxed his tone, waving a hand. “But not enough to keep Brighton under our authority, if a widespread revolt were to happen.”

				“I don’t know,” Evan said evasively. “I haven’t studied military strategies as you have. I’m sure you have those things covered.”

				Tenbrook smiled. “Even though our guards are well-trained, there is a large disparity in numbers between the guards and The People. Burning and spiking help enforce our authority, but they are no guarantee that people will follow the laws. Surely, your logic can tell you that.”

			

			
				“Of course.” Evan swallowed.

				“And that is why I called you in.” Tenbrook lowered his arm and walked over to the mantel, running his hands over the boxes sitting there, the rumored contents of which weren’t lost on Evan. He met Evan’s eyes. “I fear we’re facing a test already, only a few days into our leadership.”

				“What do you mean?” Evan asked. He felt as if his bladder might cut loose.

				“I have come into information over the last few days. Information that troubles me, to say the least.”

				Evan kept Tenbrook’s gaze, wanting nothing more than to look around and find the soldiers that were about to spring out and carry him to his death.

				“What information?” Evan asked.

				“A plot to overthrow our government.”

				“My God…” Evan gasped. How much did Tenbrook know?


				“It has come to my attention that a group of people have deserted Blackthorn’s army. They are planning a revolt on our government as we speak.”

				“A revolt?” Evan asked.

				“I’m waiting on a list of names. Suffice it to say, these treasonists will be dealt with swiftly.” Tenbrook paused. “But that’s not why I’ve brought you in here.”

				Evan felt his heart beating behind his eardrums. He could feel his ears turning red. “I doubt these deserters will pose a problem for you, or for us.”

				“My guess is that most of these treasonists are farmers or merchants, as harmless as the pigs that wander the streets. They’re looking to capitalize on the adjustment of rule. A peasant’s game.” Tenbrook watched Evan as he spoke. “Or at least, that’s what I thought initially.”

				“What do you mean?”

			

			
				Tenbrook lowered his hands from the boxes. “It has come to my attention that other people might be involved. People in higher positions.”

				“Higher positions?” Evan squeaked.

				“Yes. I don’t think those deserters came up with their own idea. They’re not smart enough to organize.”

				“You think someone else is behind this plot?” Evan asked, trying to swallow his encroaching bile.

				“I do. According to my source, this plot wasn’t unleashed in the streets, but in buildings such as this one. It’s possible it might be my own soldiers. I haven’t even ruled out the clergy, or perhaps someone at the Academy.”

				“The Academy?” Evan could barely contain his fright.

				“Yes,” Tenbrook said, shaking his head. “I was as surprised as you are to learn this. I knew the change in leadership would come with its challenges, but I never expected they’d come this suddenly or this soon.”

				Evan lowered his eyes, hoping Tenbrook wouldn’t see the fear in them.

				“I need your help, Evan. You seem to have a keen eye for the goings-on of Brighton—at least, in the places that I have no reach: places like the Academy, the clergy, and the marketplace. I trust you. Your task—and one of which I hope you’ll see the importance—is to find out who is behind this plot. We cannot burn these people if we don’t know who they are. I will sort through the people in my army, and you’ll do the same for these other groups. Will you help me get to the truth? Will you solidify my trust in you?”

				“Of course.” Evan nodded.

				“The plan threatens not only our positions but our lives. I hope you understand the gravity of our situation.”

				“I do,” Evan said.

				“In the coming days, you’ll hear about some people disappearing, people who are on this deserter’s list. We’re going to use every tactic available to us to glean information from them. The safety of Brighton depends on it.”

			

			
				“Of course. We do what we must.”

				“Needless to say, you’ll be expected to speak a word of this to no one.”

				“I won’t speak of it to anyone.” The words made Evan’s stomach churn as he held onto his breakfast. He thanked the gods he hadn’t been named. Of course, he had no idea how long that silence would last.

				“I wouldn’t have brought this to you if I didn’t think you were capable of finding out the truth.”

				“I appreciate your candor.”

				“We’ll do what needs to be done.” Tenbrook waved his hand as if he’d rather be rid of the discussion. “And then we’ll continue on to more important matters.”

				“I’ll keep quiet,” Evan reiterated, wanting nothing more than to get out from underneath Tenbrook’s glare.

				“Good.” Tenbrook stared at Evan, his eyes dark and piercing. “I’m glad we agree on this.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Blackthorn

				The hill at the hairpin bend in the river was a favored spot for Blackthorn’s cavalry to camp when they were hunting demons in the valley. The top was flat and broad, providing enough room for a hundred men and horses to spend the night. With all the trees on top having been chopped down for firewood in years past, it afforded an unobstructed view both up and down the valley. A horse could easily trot up or gallop down the gentle slope of the ancient road on its path over the hill. Apart from the road, the hill’s slopes were too steep for a successful attack to be mounted. That gave defenders on the hill a significant advantage when the demons came.

				Astride his massive black horse, in a spot on the hill where he could survey his doomed army settling in for the night in the clearings along the ancient road on the valley floor, Blackthorn watched. Nearly a mile from end to end, campfires burned in the shadow of the mountains, marking where the soldiers and camp followers were cooking or huddling against the cold. Blackthorn doubted many would sleep.

				The demons that had been following the army all day were gathering upriver. When they felt confident in their numbers, when the sun sank low enough and their blood lust ran high enough, they’d come.

				The militiamen who’d been given the opportunity to sleep the night before were at the rear of the column in a narrow part of the valley. They’d built a row of fires stretching from the granite cliffs all the way across to the edge of the river. They didn’t set up tents. They knew they wouldn’t sleep. They were readying themselves for the long night to come.

				But they wouldn’t be ready. In those two cohorts, fewer than a hundred had the experience of battle behind them. The rest were either afraid or overconfident, with heads full of childhood stories that bore little resemblance to real war.

			

			
				Still, they had the advantage. They’d likely outnumber the demons coming down the road, and they had the additional resources of training, weapons, and bonfires. The row of fires, if the men set up their defensive line close behind, would ease the brunt of the demon attack and further leverage the militia’s numerical advantage.

				“How many do you think are out there, sir?” asked Captain Swan.

				“With the echo, I can’t put a number to it.” Blackthorn stared at the distant line of fires that marked the defensive line at the army’s rear. “Do you have a guess?”

				“At least a thousand, sir. Perhaps two.”

				Blackthorn didn’t agree, though he knew Captain Swan could be right.

				Behind the line of fires, camp followers were trickling down the valley, moving away from the coming battle. Blackthorn said, “The fools should be resting. They’ll get little sleep as it is.”

				“They’re afraid, sir.”

				Blackthorn hated fear. He hated it more as he realized what he was seeing. “The reserve cohort, do you see the formation?” Five hundred men should have been camped just down river from the thousand tasked to defend the army’s rear flank. The five hundred were gone, melted into the mass of retreating camp followers.

				Following the line of the road, Blackthorn pointed at a bonfire much bigger than any other fire in the valley. “Winthrop?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“How many men does he have with him now?”

				“At least five hundred, sir.”

			

			
				“And what do your men tell you, the ones keeping watch on the situation?”

				“The same as last night. Chanting. Sermonizing. Rituals. The men are bolstered by it.”

				Blackthorn appreciated the boost to the men’s morale, but he didn’t like how it was happening. As unlikely as it should have been, as unaware as Winthrop seemed to be of the reality beyond the craziness in his head, he was gaining power. That was a danger that could not be allowed to grow. Blackthorn put that aside for the moment, a problem to be solved at a later time.

				Blackthorn turned his attention toward the other side of the hill, down river. He pointed to the lead elements of the Army setting up their defenses for the night. “Though it seems that all the demons on Brighton’s side of the mountains have followed us into the pass, more than you can imagine live on the other side of these mountains. If they come, we’ll need our strength from the front tonight more than we’ll need it behind.”

				“Do you believe they’ll come from both directions, sir?”

				“It is not whether I believe they will; I know they could. That is what we must be prepared for. Send two squadrons forward. Keep them well back of the foremost defensive line. You stay with the other two squadrons camped on the hill. Support the forward squadrons as necessary. Rest your men as much as you’re able.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“We’ll divide command of the battle tonight. I’ll keep two squadrons of cavalry to support our position in the rear.”

				“Sir?”

				“You do not understand?”

				“Would it not be better for you to remain here on the hill to direct the whole army?”

				“Yes.” Of course, it would. Blackthorn didn’t need that question from Captain Swan. “You’re a capable captain. You’ll have no trouble managing the defense at your end. Tonight, I may need to swing my sword and shed demon blood. It has been too long since I rode with my brothers into battle.”

			

			
				“I understand.”

				Something’s got to matter…


				As inevitable as the death of the army was, Blackthorn wouldn’t die without a fight.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Evan

				Evan hurried from Blackthorn’s house, looking over his shoulder. Only when he realized he might draw suspicion did he slow his pace.

				Calm down. You’re not in danger. Not yet, he told himself.

				The truth was, he wasn’t sure. One or more of the deserters were untrustworthy. In only a few days, his and Beck’s plan had unraveled. How could this have happened? Where were the Dunlows? Did they know about this?

				And what was Beck doing now? Did he know the plan had been foiled? Evan’s foolish hope was that Beck would’ve absconded by now and returned so they could make a decision on what to do.

				I need to warn him.


				Evan needed to send out a rider to the army. He just hoped he’d catch Beck in time, before he did anything that implicated him too strongly or that Beck couldn’t talk his way out of. Cursing the danger he’d put himself in, Evan scurried down the alley, trying to determine who might’ve spilled the information.

				In truth, it could’ve been anyone. The deserters were peasants, not soldiers. Tenbrook was right. They were scared men, risking their lives, fearful of the pyre like everybody else. That was the downfall of his and Beck’s plan. Not that he and Beck hadn’t thought things through, but that the men they’d recruited weren’t as motivated as he and Beck were. That thought led to another.

				What if the Dunlows had betrayed him?

				Evan had been so busy rounding up horses and weapons that he hadn’t spoken with them in a while. A surge of dread coursed through him. If he’d spooked the Dunlows, they might’ve sold any number of lies to the new General.

				But that didn’t make sense.

			

			
				If the Dunlows had spoken, wouldn’t they have given him up to Tenbrook?

				It didn’t sound like they had.

				He knew they’d used Minister Beck’s name to do their recruiting. They obviously knew Evan was involved. Any one of those deserters could’ve flipped and gone to Tenbrook, hoping to curry favor.

				Unless… What if Tenbrook already knew Evan was involved? What if the meeting was an attempt to stack the pyre kindling around his feet?

				Evan swallowed.

				Dammit.


				There was no way to know.

				Evan felt like he was a man tossed into the River of Brighton with his arms lopped off, kicking desperately for the banks. For a second, he contemplated throwing the whole plan, blaming the whole conspiracy on the Dunlows. He might get away with it. Tenbrook would be more apt to believe an appointed Elder than a scorned merchant’s family with a grudge against Brighton. Of course, that meant the plan was finished. Could he do that to Beck?

				What should I do?


				Evan paused and looked around the deserted alley, his heart pounding. Even though he’d accepted that death might be the result of his participation, he wasn’t ready to give up yet. He couldn’t make a rash decision that would get him killed.

				He needed to think logically. He’d promised Tenbrook he’d look into the conspiracy. That was all. That should give him leeway to figure out what was going on.

				I’ll talk to the Dunlows.

				I’ll just make sure they don’t suspect anything is wrong.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah paced the muddy shore, waiting for the strange contraption to float back over the water, even though he knew Ivory and the strange man weren’t coming back. His anger rose as he replayed the escape in his head. If they hadn’t seen him yesterday, he would’ve caught them. He would’ve squeezed their necks until they divulged their secrets. Instead, he’d been squishing through the banks of the salty, shit-ridden ocean for more time than he cared to think about. He stomped the ground, watching wet soil cave around his massive boot print.

				Who the hell was Ivory with, anyway? It appeared the man had been controlling the device, whatever the hell it was. That led Jeremiah to reconsider the man’s features. He’d certainly looked like a demon when Jeremiah had seen him yesterday. Between his odd gait and his pale, swinging arms, he’d been different than any man Jeremiah had ever seen. The more Jeremiah thought about it, the more he was certain he’d been one of the beasts.

				Jeremiah grunted and spat in the water. It had to be a special demon if it was helping Ivory, instead of playing in its own shit.

				“Strange,” he muttered.

				He’d never seen anything like it before. But that wasn’t even the most interesting thing. If Ivory and the demon had Tech Magic, they might possess even more interesting treasures than piles of moth-eaten books. There might be a hoard of treasures close by, things that would make Jeremiah a powerful man, indeed.

				Jeremiah spun, his attention roaming from the never-ending ocean to the building the floating object had come out of. He squinted as he tried to see the cavernous, dark space. He took a step toward it. It was doubtful Ivory and the demon would return anytime soon. Not when they knew he was after them.

			

			
				But maybe that would work to his advantage.

				Grinning, Jeremiah pounded up the bank and toward the street, heading for the entrance to the building.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Tommy Dunlow

				Tommy Dunlow peered out the glassless windows of the ramshackle house, hidden just past the busy corner of Market Street. Timmy stood next to him. Unlike the house they lived in, filled with opulent objects and sparkling treasures, this one was filled with sweaty men and sparse furniture. Bands of deserters milled around them with nervous grunts and clipped conversation, waiting for the stream of soldiers that would force them into a confrontation.

				Tommy and Timmy knew Evan’s plan had been hopeless from the beginning.

				As much as Tommy and Timmy hated Blackthorn, they were smart enough to know a political move when it presented itself. The other day, Tommy had given up the conspiracy to Tenbrook. His hope was that he and Timmy would ingratiate themselves to Tenbrook, who in all likelihood would be the new General if Blackthorn didn’t return. They would restore their family’s status in Brighton.

				Tommy had also sold a lie that Blackthorn’s life had been threatened. It wasn’t true, as far as he knew, but it was enough to severely implicate Evan.

				There was a good chance Blackthorn would die in battle. Rumors of the horde indicated that it was the largest band of demons Brighton had ever encountered. Regardless of Blackthorn’s bravery, Tommy and Timmy hoped the sheer number of demons would strike him down.

				Either way, the Dunlows’ hands would be clean.

				At least, that was their hope.

				Tenbrook had promised he’d send a note to Blackthorn excusing the twins of their military duties. He promised he’d keep them safe.

				They’d heard nothing since that initial meeting.

			

			
				Several times, Tommy had sent messages to Tenbrook, hoping for another word with him, but none of his notes had been answered. He’d even crept close to Tenbrook’s house, hoping for a conversation, but guards surrounded the property.

				Tommy was afraid that showing his face again might lead to his death.

				And so—after several days of frayed nerves and frantic conversations—Tommy and Timmy had moved their band of deserters from their house to this new location on Market Street and had hidden their family. Not wanting to spook Evan, they’d sent word to him. Now they were waiting. For what, Tommy didn’t know. It was getting harder and harder to placate the men around them, who were expecting Tommy and Timmy to lead them into battle.

				Tommy swallowed with fright.

				They were essentially hiding among a band of men they’d betrayed—men who would string them up and gut them if they knew. But what else could they do? If they remained at home, the neighbors would report them for deserting, and Tommy and Timmy’s family—their father, mother, and sisters—would be implicated.

				Tommy stared out the window, catching glimpses of the farmers and merchants down the road, peddling their wares. Fear burned in his belly. At any moment, he expected to see a cordon of soldiers rushing toward the house. He’d give up. Hopefully, the other insurgents would die in battle, and Tenbrook would spare Tommy and Timmy’s lives.

				Timmy tugged on Tommy’s arm, interrupting his thoughts.

				“Who’s that?” Timmy hissed, pointing a nervous finger out the window.

				Tommy peered past a cluster of women with baskets, catching sight of a familiar form headed in their direction, a hood over his head. The man was walking hurriedly, staring at the ground.

			

			
				“I recognize the walk,” Timmy said.

				“So do I.”

				“I think it is Scholar Evan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah drew his sword as he stepped into the ancient building. The smell of the salty, damp air bit his nostrils. He crept through a walkway in the interior that lined the left wall, temporarily forgetting the pain in his arm. Whatever he found in the building might make his injury worth it.

				Cracks in the building’s walls shed rays of light into the building. Once his eyes adjusted, he had enough light to see water glistening to his right, more than he’d seen the night before. He assumed that was where Ivory and the demon had stored the strange contraption. He hugged the narrow walkway, wary of the several-foot drop into the water. He knew that losing his footing might lead to his death. Jeremiah couldn’t swim. He had no idea how deep it was. His echoing footsteps added to the mystery of what might lay ahead of him.

				Jeremiah cursed as he crunched over loose stones and debris, following the path until he noticed a staircase. He huffed in triumph as he found dusty boot prints. The prints overlapped on the stairs as if someone had made numerous trips.

				Demons’ feet were bare. A person had been here.

				His grin widening, Jeremiah traipsed up the staircase. His heart hammered as he carried his sizeable weight, but he didn’t slow down, and he didn’t stop. The prospect of a room full of treasure drove him on.

				Lungs burning, he reached the top of the staircase, finding several shut doors in a hallway at the top. Most of the doors in the Ancient City were broken down, ravaged by years of scavenging and demon activity.

				These were intact, or, at least, closed.

				Although there were footprints next to every door, the majority led to one door in particular. Examining it, Jeremiah saw the tarnish worn off a metal handle. The handle alone would be worth something.

			

			
				My efforts are already paying off.


				With a smug snort, he yanked the handle. The door wouldn’t budge. He paused for a moment, considering whether it would be worth the gamble to break the lock. What if nothing was inside the room? Outside, the waves lapped against the shore. Demons screeched in the distance.

				With a grunt, Jeremiah stepped back and heaved himself against the door. The door gave way on the third slam.

				He barged into a well-lit room.

				He gasped.

				Shelves lined every wall, filled with books. Some were stacked on top of each other. Several rusted metal chairs sat by the window, as if someone spent considerable time in one position. A book had been left on one of the seats as if the owner meant to come back to it. Looking around to ensure he hadn’t entered a trap, Jeremiah lowered his sword and walked around, inspecting the books carefully. Although he had no taste for such things, he knew he’d discovered a pool of money.

				The books dazzled him enough to make him forget the other treasures he’d expected. He picked the book up from the chair, unsurprised to find several pictures similar to the object he’d seen on the water. His grin widened.

				If he could read, he might be able to decipher the Tech Magic these books held. Even as he had the thought, he knew that was a fool’s dream. Jeremiah would never have the patience for that. He might be adept at hunting creatures in the wild, but that was the extent of his talent.

				Beck could read.

				Beck had promised him a thousand coins. A grand sum, for certain. But what if Jeremiah could have the coins and the Tech Magic? What if he could force Beck not only to give him the money but also to provide him with powerful devices that might solidify his status? Jeremiah laughed as he pictured using some Tech machine to ride over the dunces that had wronged him.

			

			
				A childish laugh escaped his throat. His body filled with such giddiness that he couldn’t remember feeling this way since he was a boy. His future was sitting in front of him in yellowed pages and spines, and all he could think of was revenge.

				He laughed until his body ached and his sides felt like they might burst open. Then Jeremiah sat down on the chair by the window and pulled out his snowberry.

				It was time to celebrate.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: Evan

				Evan scooted up the worn steps and rapped on the door at the end of Market Street. The conversation drifting from the open windows ceased. The men inside listened. Evan cocked his head enough to see a dirty face peering back at him through an opening. A few seconds later, the door swung open, and someone escorted him inside. Evan swallowed the thought that he might be in danger. He dug his hand in his pocket, verifying he still had his knife.

				Evan wasn’t a fighting man, but he wasn’t stupid.

				Unlike the house he’d entered several days ago, this one was dirty and looked like it’d been used to store animals. The air reeked of men’s bad breath and unwashed armpits. He looked for Timmy and Tommy in the room but didn’t see them. All around him were faces of deserters whose names he didn’t know, and probably would never know.

				A dirty-faced man pointed him to a back room, indicating that he’d have to escort himself. Evan nodded at several groups of men who had stopped conversing to stare at him. They seemed agitated and nervous. He made his way through a main room and into a back quarters, crossing a threshold that didn’t have a door. Tommy and Timmy were inside, watching him. He noticed they were standing by the window, next to a table filled with knives and swords.

				“We expected to hear from you yesterday,” Tommy said, doing nothing to hide his agitation.

				Evan looked for something deeper in Tommy’s tone, but couldn’t find it. “I’m sorry. I’m still gathering up horses and more weapons. I got your note about moving to the new location.”

				“When are we going to strike?” Tommy asked.

				“I’m working out the details,” Evan said evasively, realizing he hadn’t thought the conversation through. His hope had been to find the truth in Tommy and Timmy’s eyes. They looked nervous, but maybe those nerves were normal? Evan glanced through the open threshold. Some of the conversation in the main room had ceased, giving way to stares and eavesdropping.

			

			
				“Are all your men accounted for?” Evan asked, keeping his voice low.

				“Of course.” Timmy drilled Evan with his stare. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

				“I wanted to make sure none had reconsidered.”

				“Of course not,” Tommy said, furrowing his brow. “You asked us to round up men, and we did. We trust them as much as we trust you.”

				“When can we expect word from you on the attack?” Timmy asked, his impatience growing.

				“Very soon,” Evan said. “I’ll have word to you by tomorrow.”

				“We’ll be here waiting.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Tommy Dunlow

				“Do you think he believed us?” Tommy whispered to Timmy as they watched Evan weaving between the market dwellers, his frock billowing behind him.

				“I hope so. We have to get out of here, brother. The situation will only get worse.”

				“I agree. I think if we stay here, we’ll end up dead.”

				“Did he seem strange to you?”

				“It was hard to tell. Evan always seems strange.”

				“This silence from Tenbrook is making me nervous. Let’s send another note to him. If we don’t hear from him, we’ll consider approaching his house.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Oliver

				Nobody paid attention to Oliver. Why would they? He was just a boy.

				As he walked up the road, he spotted Blackthorn’s tent up on the hill at the bend in the river and made that his goal. Oliver knew another tent up on that hill would go unused, a big tent, probably with warm furs, thick pillows, and with any luck, food. Winthrop’s tent. Since Winthrop had gone crazy and seemed content to spend another night chanting nonsense by a fire, while demons howled in the woods upriver and militiamen brought twisted bodies as offerings, his tent would go unused, again.

				What safer place to sleep than on a hill in the center of the army’s strength?

				At the base of the hill, Oliver got off the road and worked his way up the hazardous slopes above the river. Few trees grew on the steep side of the hill, but plenty of bushes provided cover and something to grab onto when the footing grew treacherous. Saplings sprouted among the bushes where the steepness of the side of the hill eased near the top, providing more than enough cover to keep Oliver hidden.

				Oliver raised his head above the shrubs to get a look at the top of the hill and to get his bearings.

				Several rows of soldier’s tents were lined up across the hill’s flat top. Horses and men were among the tents, busying themselves with chores that were of no concern to Oliver. One part of the hill stood at a higher elevation than the rest, and that’s where Blackthorn’s tent stood, along with Winthrop’s.

				Oliver worked his way around the slope so that he’d come up again closer to Winthrop’s tent. To his dismay, the slope of the hill grew steeper, falling away to the rocky river far below. Oliver looked down, but the height was frightening. He shivered, unsure whether it was the decreasing temperature or distance to the rocks below. He looked up and pressed on.

			

			
				Far down the canyon, the demon howls that had been growing through the late part of the afternoon seemed to double, as though the band of demons down there had been joined by another horde. Oliver was glad he wasn’t at that end of the valley. He feared how things might turn out, even with Winthrop’s brave peacocks strutting around his fire.

				Hundreds of horses’ hooves suddenly rumbled the dirt under Oliver’s feet. Officers shouted commands, and Oliver saw a column of cavalrymen gallop down the hill, heading back up river in the direction of the coming horde.

				Climbing to the top of the hill, raising his head above the height of the bushes again, Oliver realized why Blackthorn had chosen the hill for his camp. Oliver saw the whole army in the fading light, those up river, and those around the curve in the valley down river.

				It was a magnificent sight that gave Oliver pause. In his entire life, he’d never seen further than when he looked across the fields to the circle wall. From time to time he’d climbed a tall roof to get a view over the wall and see the endless forest and the snowcapped mountains in the distance. But none of that seemed real. It was too far away, too unreachable. Below him, running up and down the valley, were men and women, part of a vast army that might be the most powerful thing the world had ever seen.

				A coughing man brought Oliver’s attention back to his task as he sank lower into the bushes to keep himself hidden. He looked around and spied the tent that had to be Winthrop’s. Guards stood nearby—eight of them. None were watching the tent, though. Five were staring upriver, watching the squadrons of cavalry gallop away. The other three were watching downriver where it looked like the bulk of the army was camped in row upon row of tents with hundreds of cook fires glowing among them.

			

			
				With the guards distracted by the cavalry, and with the rumble of horses’ hooves still drowning out most other sounds, Oliver figured the best time to sneak into Winthrop’s tent was at hand. He hurried between the bushes, crouching as he ran, looking right and left, keeping watch on the guards. When he got close, he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled quickly, still hearing the horses and feeling with his hands the power of their hooves beating the earth.

				When Oliver reached the last of the bushes, he was only a quick dash of ten or twelve paces from the back of the tent. Because he was so close, and because Winthrop’s tent was so large, Oliver was able to see only two guards, apparently stationed to keep watch on the rear corner of the tent. But they weren’t. They were watching the cavalry head upriver.

				With the sound of the cavalry diminishing, Oliver felt an urgency to finish his task.

				He heaved two quick breaths to shore up his courage and sprinted across the gap, dropped to the ground beside the tent, lifted the canvas, and rolled inside. He froze in the dim light of a single candle, feeling fur under his hands and smelling the familiar odor of Winthrop stench.

				He’d chosen the right tent.

				Before Oliver’s eyes adjusted to the light in the tent, he rolled to get himself away from the canvas wall. He sat up and looked around. The candle burned on a short pole hammered into the ground at the center of the tent, which was two to three times the size of the room Oliver shared with Franklin back in the temple. Most of the tent was hidden in shadows, though, too dark for Oliver’s eyes to yet make out.

				Someone coughed.

				Oliver froze.

				Was that the guard again?

			

			
				It sounded like it came from the shadow to his left. Oliver studied the shadow, ready to flee if he saw someone there.

				Would the guard’s voices, their coughs, and sneezes sound so close through the canvas?

				No. They should be muffled, at least. Oliver found himself caught between the choice to run or stay.

				A man’s voice said, “What are you doing in here, boy?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Blackthorn

				Blackthorn heard the sound of fighting before the last of his cavalry was off the hill. It was a sound so familiar, he’d have known it if it had been coming from twice as far away, five times as far. Demons shrieked their guttural cry of war. Men yelled to lie to themselves that they had courage that wasn’t within them. Others screamed as they took flight, like injured women discarding their dignity with their last breath. Those kind of men sickened Blackthorn. Those were the men who had so much cowardice in their hearts it shamed them not to throw it on their brothers after they’d proven to those very same men that they’d let them down. Weak men. Useless men. The kind of men that deserved to die.

				Blackthorn called orders to rally the militiamen camped beside the road as he galloped past.

				Conflicting goals battled in his heart, just as the battle was reaching a fury far ahead. From the sound of the men’s voices, he knew his weak, poorly trained militiamen were being overrun. That urged him to spur his stallion to run faster, to rescue those he could, to form a defense that would stand against a demon horde.

				But Blackthorn’s goal in bringing nineteen thousand feeding mouths into the wilderness was to get them killed so that Brighton would survive the coming famine. To meet that goal, he’d be better served turning his squadrons around and racing back to the top of the hill. If he did that, he knew in his heart that everyone upriver of the hill, everyone that he was riding past in their tents or by their fires, would die before morning.

				But Blackthorn had the soul of a soldier. He couldn’t stand aside and allow the slaughter.

				Something’s got to matter.


			

			
				The cavalry charged past Winthrop’s disciples, all standing by the road, looking upriver toward the battle as though they had no understanding of what was going on, as if they had no responsibility to pick up a weapon and run ahead to defend their brothers.

				They sickened Blackthorn, too. Peacocks and braggarts.

				A flood of women, old men, and apprenticed boys crowded the road and the open ground between the cliff and the river. The camp followers knew what was happening behind them. They had few weapons to defend themselves from the coming demons, and they were terrified.

				Spurring his horse, Blackthorn charged into the fray.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: Oliver

				Oliver recognized the voice of Minister Beck in the tent. He panicked. The voice was one of the sounds of Cleansing Day, one of the voices that sent men and women to the pyre. As softly spoken as Beck’s words were, they carried the chill of death.

				“Speak, boy.”

				Not knowing what to say, Oliver chose manipulation. Maybe Beck had some pity in his heart. Oliver whimpered, “I was cold.”

				“You’re dressed warmly enough.” Beck shuffled and sat up. “Come closer to the candle so that I can see you clearly.”

				Oliver looked at the tent wall behind him. He could roll back out the way he came, run into the bushes and be halfway down the hill before any of the distracted guards thought to turn around.

				“I mean you no harm.”

				“That’s a lie.” Oliver hadn’t meant for that thought to turn into words. It just did. Like they all did.

				Beck laughed. “Why do you say that?”

				Oliver didn’t answer. He’d made a mistake with his quick, sharp tongue. He looked back at the tent wall. He knew he should run.

				“Come, boy.” Beck got onto his knees and moved into the candlelight. “I’ll make you a deal. I won’t call out to the guards. Come into the light and let’s talk.”

				“I’d rather not.” Oliver shuffled away until his back was touching the canvas.

				“You can leave if you like.” Beck sighed. “But I’d thought you were smarter than that. More curious, at least. You don’t need to come into the light. I know who you are.”

				“How?” Oliver was confident Beck was lying.

			

			
				“Your voice. I’ve heard it before. You’re Winthrop’s youngest novice, Oliver.”

				Oliver slumped. He’d been outwitted. He knew Beck was smart. Everybody said he was, but Oliver thought he could match wits with the minister. He’d let his arrogance convince him to stay when he should have slipped beneath the canvas and run at the first uttered syllable. He’d let his voice betray him.

				“Go, if you like.” Beck retreated into the shadows, and Oliver heard him lay back down. “Go.”

				“You know who I am. You can have the guards find me.”

				“Not if you run now. I have no doubt you could get away.”

				“They’ll find me in the camp in the morning, or when we march tomorrow.”

				“You’re telling me you’d be stupid enough to stay with the army, knowing the soldiers would be searching for you? Why not run into the forest? Be done with this folly. Be done with Brighton and its ignorance and cruelty.”

				That seemed like an odd segue of questions. Oliver didn’t run. “Cruel and ignorant?”

				“You’re smart enough to agree on that at least.”

				Oliver paused, then asked, “Did you send Evan to recruit me?”

				Beck laughed. “These tent walls give us some privacy, but don’t make the mistake that a determined listener would not hear all that goes on inside.”

				Oliver found Beck frustrating. “Talking to you is not like talking to Father Winthrop.”

				“Because you can’t toy with me the way you toy with him?”

				“No,” Oliver lied. It was a defense.

				“You do. I’ve seen you do it, on occasion. I’ve heard rumors that you do it frequently.”

				Caught in the lie, Oliver deflected. “I go unnoticed when I’m in the company of the ministers, standing by the wall with Franklin, or filling your cups with wine, but I’ve seen you do it, too. More so than me. And you’re cruel about it as well.”

			

			
				Beck laughed again, so long and so loud that a guard pulled the flap at the tent’s doorway partially open and called in, “Minister Beck, are you okay?”

				“Go away,” Beck ordered. “I’m reading an old book. Leave me be.”

				The tent closed up.

				Beck got off his pallet and came to sit in the light of the candle. “Yes, young Oliver. I am cruel to Father Winthrop, overtly, as you’ve seen, because I want him to know the disdain I hold for his superstitious ignorance. But I wrap my barbs in kind-sounding words as well, just as you do with yours. We are both pitiless to him. To me, he can only sputter and turn red in the face. For your cruelty, he beats you. Is that true?”

				“It is,” Oliver admitted.

				“Yet you continue. Am I right?”

				“You are.”

				“You don’t enjoy the beatings, do you?”

				“I don’t.”

				“Why not remain quiet?” Beck asked. “You’re a bright boy. Why not cloak your insults so fully that Winthrop doesn’t understand them?”

				Oliver thought about his motives before answering. The behavior had become as much a habit as anything. “I suppose I want him to feel humiliation. Whether he admits it or not, I want him to feel the embarrassment of his hypocrisy and stupidity. I want him to know that despite being a boy, I’m so much smarter than him that I can toy with him.”

				“And the beatings, they’re worth it?”

				Oliver thought about the scars on his back and the pain he’d endured while earning them. He realized that the beatings weren’t worth the satisfaction he felt at belittling Father Winthrop. In Oliver’s asymmetrical war with Father Winthrop, the blubbery hypocrite had won a long time ago. That was why Oliver had chosen finally to abandon sharp words and take up a sharp blade.

			

			
				The insinuation in Beck’s question was true.

				The beatings weren’t worth it.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41: Blackthorn

				Militiamen ran for their lives, diving out of the way as a double-file column of cavalry charged up the road. Demons were among the fleeing men, chasing and killing. Few men were fighting.

				Leading the charge, Blackthorn raised his sword and swung hard to cut the neck of a demon racing beside the road. Blood sprayed. The demon’s head spun through the air and bounced on the ground. Blackthorn felt the worries of his old, weak body wash away. He spurred his horse and swung his sword again.

				He kept fighting until there were no more running militiamen. The cavalry had charged into the midst of the demon horde. The monsters were in the grass fields, thick in the trees, and wading at the edge of the river. Those in the road got trampled by horses, which were trained to do just that. The demons near the road caught blades and lost their arms, hands, or heads.

				Being at a narrow part of the valley with no room to maneuver, there was little Blackthorn could do to save the militiamen he’d passed except kill demons coming in their direction. He pursued the only tactic available to him, to continue charging straight down the road, slaughtering as many twisted men as he could find. The militia behind him was getting further by the second. They’d have to find the courage in their hearts to stand and fight, or at least, defend their lives from the demons in their midst.

				When the horde thinned and the valley widened into a meadow big enough for the column to make a galloping turn, Blackthorn led them off the road. He kept them running. To stop and turn the column around would be to lose momentum and to risk being overwhelmed by demons from every direction. Blackthorn veered right, away from the river, and over the grass.

			

			
				Demons fell.

				With only a hundred or so monsters spread across the field, getting confused about circling horsemen and the changing direction of the column, it was easy cutting most of them down, even easier than when they were running away in fright. Even fearful demons had the good sense to look over their shoulders and dodge the blades. Confused demons didn’t.

				Once back on the road, the job got easier. Most of the demons were running toward the screaming carnage ahead, trying to get a mouthful of slaughtered man-flesh before their brothers tasted all the warm blood for themselves. In their noisy running, panting, and howling, they didn’t realize the cavalry was behind them.

				It was simpler, but less satisfying work, cutting them down from behind. Blackthorn liked the feeling of killing a beast intent on ripping out his throat.

				The column passed a pair of horses swarmed by demons and didn’t slow to attempt a rescue of downed comrades. To do so would have cost many more lives. The cavalry’s strength lay in their speed and the momentum of their galloping horses. To give that up was tantamount to suicide in a battle with the raging hordes.

				Soon the cavalry charged through the thickest of the horde and came out on the other side among the routed militia. Just ahead, demons were rampaging among the weaker, unarmed women and old men, the fleeing camp followers. Angry over the collapse of the rearguard, Blackthorn searched for a place to wheel the cavalry around again, to make the charge back into the attacking mass.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42: Franklin

				Franklin walked nervously through the Sanctuary, noticing how empty it looked without rows of people to fill the pews. His footsteps echoed off the walls as he strode onto the stage. He stopped and inspected the room. Tomorrow, he’d give the first sermon since Father Winthrop left.

				He hoped he was ready.

				He’d picked his passages and practiced his readings in front of Fitz, but reading them in front of the congregation was a different thing.

				Father Winthrop’s chair sat in its usual spot, a lingering tribute to the foul, evil man. Franklin sucked in a breath as memories he’d rather forget came back to him. He envisioned Winthrop sitting in that chair, giving orders, looking down his pointed nose at his congregates. Worse, Franklin saw him sitting there as he gave Franklin the order to whip Oliver. That memory was the worst.

				The chair’s plush cushion bore the shape of Winthrop’s gigantic backside. A wisp of fermenting sweat gave Franklin a shudder.

				Franklin envisioned hacking that chair to pieces, burning it on the pyre. He clenched and unclenched his fists. Fear of Winthrop’s return was the only thing that kept him from acting on that fantasy.

				Movement in the back of the room distracted him. Startled, Franklin looked up and found Novice Joseph—one of the younger novices—scurrying in the other direction. He was holding a rag and a bucket. It looked like he’d been watching Franklin.

				“Wait!” Franklin called, loud enough to panic the fleeing boy.

				Joseph stopped and spun as if he’d been caught digging in the coffers. He stood in place, waiting for a scolding. His eyes were wide.

			

			
				“Come here,” Franklin beckoned. “It’s all right.”

				Joseph obeyed slowly, carrying the bucket in front of him as if it might save him from a blow. He stopped before the stage.

				“Come up here,” Franklin said, waving him up.

				Joseph hesitated before following his instructions.

				“What are the rag and bucket for?” Franklin asked.

				“I’m cleaning the windowsills, sir. Father Winthrop told me to do it before and after each sermon.”

				Franklin grimaced as he recognized another of Winthrop’s petty punishments. “That seems excessive.” He paused before adding, “Father Winthrop is gone.”

				“I wasn’t sure when he’d be back. I didn’t want to disobey,” Joseph said, gazing at the floor.

				“I know the feeling.” Franklin sighed. “What offense did you commit?”

				Sensing that he wasn’t going to be beaten, Joseph set down the bucket, his courage growing as he said, “He caught me eating the crust of his bread from the trash. Even though it was being thrown out, he said it was disrespectful to eat the remnants of another’s meal.”

				Franklin shook his head. “I know how difficult it is to get enough food around here. Are you hungry?”

				Joseph looked around the church as if he were being ensnared. He looked back at Franklin.

				“A little,” he admitted.

				“I’ll tell you what. When you collect my meal from the cooks, tell them I’m especially hungry, and that I’ll eat it in my quarters. I’ll split it with you.”

				“You will?” Joseph’s eyes showed his disbelief.

				“Yes. But you need to keep it between us.” Franklin knew the ramifications of appearing too generous in front of the other clergymen. He projected a warning into his stare.

			

			
				Joseph nodded eagerly before turning his eyes to the floor. “Thank you, Father Franklin,” he said, starting to leave.

				“Wait,” Franklin said, halting him.

				“Yes?”

				“Did you bring that chair in here?” Franklin waved a disgusted hand at Winthrop’s plush seat, which was positioned in the spot where the lectern had been.

				“Yes. Father Winthrop asked me to bring it in here when we aren’t performing service. I assumed you’d want to do the same.”

				“Take it back wherever it came from. I don’t ever want to see it again.”

				“Yes, Father,” Joseph said. He set down his rag and bucket. Franklin thought he saw a smile on the boy’s face as he hauled the oversized seat away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43: Blackthorn

				With blood dripping from his blade and his horse sweating as much as he was, Blackthorn felt the weight of his efforts like never before. He spotted Winthrop’s band of decorated nitwits, nearly a thousand of them, in a massive huddle around a bonfire, listening to the bishop wail at the darkening sky, while women and boys ran for their lives past them. Blackthorn’s fatigue vanished, and his anger burned bright, refilling his failing body with the strength of his youth.

				Blackthorn led the cavalry toward Winthrop’s blood-bedazzled acolytes.

				Many of the men on the fringes were blooded, not with Winthrop’s handprints but with fresh red from their comrades and from demons. They’d been in the battle up the road, and they’d run away. If they hadn’t run, they wouldn’t be so far ahead of the coming horde.

				Blackthorn hated every single one of them.

				He slowed the charging horses and ran them around the perimeter of Winthrop’s encircled men. He yelled, “Now is the time to take your courage and charge the demons!”

				Few of Winthrop’s faithful paid Blackthorn any attention.

				The horses ran another circuit around the men. “Come, charge!” Blackthorn yelled again. “If you stand where you are, you’ll die!”

				Not a man moved.

				Blackthorn looked up the road toward the hill. Another fifteen hundred militiamen were ahead in their camps. If they were coming to the battle, they were forming into lines and readying themselves to fight as they’d been trained to do. Or they were dallying because like all the other militiamen, they were afraid and finding excuses to stay in the rear.

			

			
				If not for the women running and crying, Blackthorn would have ridden his cavalry out of the morass and made his stand on the hill and to hell with all of them. But no matter his goal—to lead them all to their extermination—he couldn’t overcome instincts hammered into his soul through a life of service protecting the people.

				He had to fight.

				Frustration took over, and Blackthorn motioned for his cavalry to wait outside the circle of Winthrop’s folly and he drove his horse toward Winthrop, not caring if he was bumping or trampling Winthrop’s glazed-eyed onlookers.

				Once at the center of the circle, Blackthorn looked at a tall man with Winthrop’s red handprints on his chest. “Are you afraid, man?” Blackthorn pointed at the throngs of women running past. “Do you let your women do your dying? I command you to charge.”

				“When the gods command Winthrop,” the tall soldier said, “and when Father Winthrop commands me, I will—”

				Blackthorn slashed his sword down, and the man’s head rolled across the ground. He wheeled his horse, looking for the most expeditious solution to his immediate problem, telling himself that when the battle was done, a thousand men with red handprints on their chests would lose their heads.

				Blackthorn stopped his horse in front of Father Winthrop, who seemed not to see him, but chanted and beseeched the sky.

				“Tell your children to charge,” Blackthorn commanded.

				Winthrop didn’t respond.

				“Tell them!” Blackthorn yelled.

				Winthrop chanted.

				Blackthorn raised his sword and swung it down, slapping Winthrop across the face with the flat side of the blade.

				Winthrop fell as his nose and lip spilled blood. From the mud, at the feet of his stunned priestesses, Winthrop looked defiantly up at Blackthorn. “You dare.”

			

			
				“I do. End this superstitious farce and tell these fools to raise their weapons and fight.”

				Winthrop bounced to his feet in a move so agile it surprised Blackthorn. “When the gods deem the time, I will tell them to march!” Winthrop raised his chin, exposing his neck. “Cut if you dare.”

				Tempted, Blackthorn resisted. The tactician in him knew that if he removed Winthrop’s head, he’d as likely end up fighting Winthrop’s foolish congregation as bringing them back to their senses. Knowing he couldn’t fight with zealots and demons at the same time, he spurred his horse. The massive black animal reared up, whinnied, and spun around. Blackthorn charged through Winthrop’s fools, doing his best to trample those in his way.

				Once out of Winthrop’s band, he called the charge and led his cavalry back down the road, back to kill the demons.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 44: Oliver

				“Do you want something to eat?” Beck asked.

				Oliver all but jumped at the offer. He hadn’t eaten much since leaving Brighton, being very careful with the limited food he brought along for himself.

				Beck stood up and walked across the tent. He picked up a platter from the darkness in one corner and brought it over to the ground beside the dimly burning candle.

				Oliver looked at the platter. A full loaf of bread, butter, and meat.

				Beck sat down beside the platter. “I’ve already eaten. This was meant for Winthrop, but I suspect he hasn’t eaten a thing since we rode through the city gates. If you don’t eat this, the guards will share it later when they come to pick up the platter.”

				Oliver moved over and sat near Beck. He resisted the urge to reach out for the meal.

				“It’s okay,” Beck said. “It’s rather delicious. Apparently Blackthorn saw fit to bring his cooks and maids on this expedition.”

				“Is this because of Evan?”

				“What?” Beck asked.

				“You’re being kind to me because of my dealings with Evan,” said Oliver. “I’m nothing. I’m one of Father Winthrop’s toys. He beats me because he gets pleasure from it. I’ll never be a priest. I’ll never be anything more than I am now.”

				Beck rubbed his chin. “Your dealings with Evan? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Yes, you do.” Oliver had seen men lie before. Beck was good at it, but Oliver was pretty sure that he was lying. Of course, Oliver had a host of suspicions and deductions to support his conclusion. In a hushed voice, Oliver said, “You have no reason to be kind to me except that you feel an obligation to me, because, through Evan, I’ve been in your service.” Oliver changed to a whisper. “Helping with your plot.”

			

			
				“What did Evan tell you?”

				“Is that an admission?” Oliver asked.

				“It is a question,” said Beck, “validly asked. If I were allied with Evan in this plot you speak of, or if I weren’t, I’d ask the same question. Would I not?”

				Oliver snorted his frustration. Beck was right. And damn him for outsmarting Oliver again. Oliver’s clever little traps were not going to work on Beck, as they had always worked on Winthrop. “If you were the guiding hand behind Evan’s actions, he never admitted it. He was steadfast about that.”

				Beck nodded and smiled.

				“I suppose,” said Oliver, “in having admitted to you now that I was involved in a plot of some kind with your top Scholar, and having done so based on the assumption that you were behind it, if I’m wrong,” Oliver reached down and tore off a piece of the smoked meat, “I suppose this would be my last meal. I should enjoy it.” He put the meat in his mouth. It was as delicious as promised.

				“Don’t worry,” said Beck. “You won’t be going to the pyre. On my word.” He cocked his head toward the tent wall. “Based on the sounds from down the valley, though, I can’t promise you you’ll live through the night.”

				Oliver silently agreed. Perhaps he wouldn’t spend the night in the tent. Maybe he’d only stay if the battle died down. If it didn’t die down, he’d likely have to find a place to which to run. “Do you think the cliff walls can be climbed?”

				Beck laughed. “If the battle goes badly, I think many will find the answer to that question tonight.”

				Oliver ate some bread. “Why are you being guarded?”

				“To protect me.”

			

			
				“I think that’s a lie.” Again, Oliver regretted what he’d just said. It was too blunt.

				Beck smiled and leaned back on a pillow. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”

				“Warmth.” Olive lifted the bread. “And food.”

				“You’re in camp, but you’re not with Winthrop. Why? Does he know you’re here?”

				Oliver didn’t answer. He didn’t have a lie ready.

				“It seems we both have secrets,” said Beck. “Maybe we can be of use to each other.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 45: Blackthorn

				Behind Blackthorn, the cavalry charged down the road, clearing it of demons and fleeing militiamen.

				When they’d reached one of the many grassy meadows large enough to maneuver in, Blackthorn led the cavalry off the road and attacked the demons in their flanks as they ran toward a mass of screaming women ahead of them. Demons fell.

				The column made a circuit of the meadow and by Blackthorn’s estimate, killed nearly half the monsters in it. Of those left, many continued and ran into the woods, hypnotized by the sound of screaming prey. Other twisted men charged the cavalry, and all of those paid for that choice with their lives. Other demons found their wits and ran away from the slaughter, back to the forests far up river. But for every demon, down or gone, more poured out of the woods, too frenzied by the carnage around them to know that death awaited them on the grass.

				The cavalry crossed the meadow and Blackthorn decided it was time for a different tactic. He’d line the cavalry with their backs to the cliff wall and ride across the meadow side by side, ridding it of the demons before lining them up to charge further up the road.

				Blackthorn rode along the wall, putting that plan together in his mind, figuring out how many rows of cavalry was right given the width of the meadow. With his attention focused on the grass between him and the river, he didn’t realize a demon was hiding in the rocks at the base of the cliff. A shout from the man behind startled Blackthorn into looking left, just as a demon pounced off of a rock at the height of Blackthorn’s head.

				Blackthorn tried to twist and duck. With his sword in his right hand and nothing in his left, he didn’t have the option of raising his weapon and skewering the beast when it came down. Blackthorn did his best to dodge the demon.

			

			
				But Blackthorn wasn’t as young as fighting made him feel. He was old. He was worn out. And he was slow.

				The beast hit him from the side, knocking Blackthorn off the horse. Without time to do anything but fall, Blackthorn hit the ground with his weight and the weight of the beast on top of him. The impact drove the breath from his lungs and he hit his head so hard he didn’t notice the sharp pain in his shoulder.

				On instinct, Blackthorn rolled away as the demon tumbled off. Blackthorn tried to raise his blade. His arm didn’t respond.

				The beast shook its wart-covered head and got up on its hands and knees.

				His head still spinning, Blackthorn got to his feet, took his sword in his left hand, and awkwardly hacked the demon across its back.

				The beast’s spine severed, its rear legs went limp, and it howled as it turned to look at Blackthorn and grabbed at his feet. Blackthorn swung again, lopping off the demon’s arm. The third slice from Blackthorn’s blade severed the beast’s head.

				Blackthorn fell to his knees. He thought he might black out. He fell forward and caught himself with a hand. Pain in his right shoulder made him wince.

				Two of his cavalrymen were suddenly beside him, asking questions and reaching in to help him up.

				“Back to your horses!” he ordered. “Charge the demons!”

				A captain shouted a command and cavalry hooves shook the earth. Still, the two men beside him stayed.

				Blackthorn straightened up, and with a helping hand under each arm, he got to his feet, swaying and doubting if he could stay upright without support.

				“Can you ride, General?”

			

			
				Blackthorn nodded. “Of course.” It was a lie. He could barely stand. “My horse.”

				Another cavalryman appeared with the reins to Blackthorn’s mount.

				One man said, “We need to get the General back to the hill.”

				Another said, “I’ll get help.” He hurried off, leaving Blackthorn with only one hand to support him.

				Blackthorn stumbled forward, shrugging off the hand helping to hold him up. He reached out and grabbed the horn on his saddle. His head still swam, but it grew clearer with each breath. His right shoulder was doing him no favors. He tried to raise his right arm, but a severe pain obliterated his will to continue. He dropped the arm and gave up.

				“Your sword, General.”

				Blackthorn looked at a man holding his sword out. He hadn’t realized he’d dropped it. An unforgivable sin. Blackthorn heard his father’s voice in his head, telling him he was weak. Blackthorn took a deep breath.

				“Sir? Sir?”

				“I’m fine.”

				“Sir, can you ride?”

				“I can ride.” Blackthorn leaned his head on the saddle. “I need a moment.”

				“We need to get you in the saddle, sir.”

				Blackthorn drew himself up to his height. A half dozen of his men were around him, three mounted, the others standing close. Their orders were to leave a downed man behind. That was the rule in the cavalry. He knew these men had saved his life. He’d remember their faces and find a reason to send them all back to Brighton before the end came to his army.

				Taking hold of his saddle horn, he planted a foot in the stirrup and heaved himself onto his horse as his right shoulder exploded with pain so severe it threatened to knock him right back off again.

			

			
				“General?”

				Hands reached up to steady Blackthorn on the horse. He took a few more breaths as the pain in the shoulder swept past. He’d have to ride with just one hand, but that was a habit as ingrained as walking. The difference was that he wouldn’t be able to swing a sword.

				The cavalrymen around Blackthorn mounted up. Another six showed up. One of the soldiers barked an order, “Back to the hilltop.”

				“No!” Blackthorn countermanded.

				The horsemen looked at him, indecision and concern on their faces.

				Blackthorn sat up straight in his saddle. “What cavalryman leaves the battle when the demons still run? No man in my squadron. Not I.”

				A few of the men looked at one another, but most of them smiled grimly and nodded.

				“My right arm is of no use to me at the moment, but who needs a blade to run down demons?”

				The men cheered, and for a moment, Blackthorn hearkened back to that moment when he took over his father’s charge all those years ago. As much as Blackthorn doubted he’d be able to stay on his horse in a full gallop, he shouted, “Follow me!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 46: Winthrop

				“It is time.”

				Every eye gazed on Winthrop.

				Winthrop looked around, wondering where the words had come from. Certainly he’d said them. He hadn’t planned to say them. He hadn’t even thought them. He’d been singing the chant that lullabied his fears into submission, when down his tongue and past his lips, those words rolled as if dropped in the back of his throat by a god with a plan. So Winthrop repeated them louder, and with all the force that years of sermonizing had given him, he said, “It is time. Slay the demons. Bring me the dead. Go! Charge!”

				A thousand men roared and raced into the face of the demons coming through the trees all around them.

				Screaming followed. To Winthrop’s ears, the shrieks sounded like pyre music. That’s what he called it in his head when the wenches and weaklings on the poles in the square angelically sang to the heavens. Pyre music.

				Demons feeling blades cleave their limbs sang the same song. Men with demon teeth tearing their throats harmonized the gods’ tune. With the music in Winthrop’s ears, his cloying fear finally dripped away, leaving only bliss so pure that tears rolled over his round cheeks. He changed his chant to match the victory the gods had put in his heart.

				The priestesses took up the new tune.

				Unable to stand with so much of the gods’ dizzying ecstasy coursing through him, Winthrop fell to his knees and raised his hands to the sky, bellowing a happy wail above the sound of the dying around him.

				Harmony.

				Pyre music.

				Demon song.


			

			
				Man’s dreams turned to heaven with biting teeth.

				A body dropped on the ground in front of Winthrop, pulling him from his trance. Winthrop looked up.

				A man stood, panting, doused in blood. He slapped a hand on his chest. “I’ve earned the mark, Father.”

				“To your knees, my son.”

				The man fell to his knees across the body from Winthrop.

				Winthrop put his hands in the demon’s warm blood and pressed his palms against the man’s chest. “Bring me another, my son.”

				“I’ll bring you ten.” The man stood, hollered like an animal and rushed away.

				“Gods be with you, my son.” Winthrop leaned forward and pressed his hands on the dead demon’s torso, squeezing warm blood out of a gaping wound in its chest. The blood pooled on the pale skin and flowed over Winthrop’s hands.

				Beautiful red.

				Warm crimson.

				Life in my hands.


				Like a god.

				Men bow to my will.

				I’m more than a messenger for the gods.

				I am a god.

				I am a god!


				It was true. It was obvious.

				Winthrop realized he had always been a god, born into the tragedy of man’s suffering, only to find the truth of his being in the cradle of bloodshed and demon’s wrath.

				I am a god.

				All will bow.

				All will grovel.

				A god.


				A woman laid a hand on Winthrop’s shoulder, breaking his moment of perfect introspection, and he looked up to see a slobbering demon running at him with fire in its eyes and clawed fingers intent on tearing at his divine throat.

			

			
				Oh, foolish beast.


				Fear did not soil Winthrop’s robes with the piss of a weakling. He did not collapse. He did not cry.

				Winthrop was invincible, untouchable to the hands of dirty beasts of a mortal world.

				Still, the monster was close.

				The hand on Winthrop’s shoulder let go as the priestess ran past him, into the snapping jaws of the demon.

				The demon grabbed her, bent her backward and sank his teeth into her flesh. Blood gushed. The woman added her scream to the pyre song. The demon stood tall and howled its victory at the sky.

				Too soon.

				The bleeding woman wrapped her arms around the monster’s waist and pushed it off balance. Driving her legs as the demon tried to understand what was happening, the two fell into the heart of the bonfire. Then the pyre song trilled in earnest.

				I am a god.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 47: Oliver

				Oliver ate his fill while he and Minister Beck talked about life in the Academy and about Oliver’s life before he’d come into the service of Father Winthrop. Despite the difference in age, despite the difference in station, the conversation started to feel like a talk with a friend, like a talk with Franklin when the two were sitting in their dorm room, sure that Father Winthrop had gone to sleep.

				It was strange, one of the strangest yet most comfortable times in Oliver’s short life.

				“I think you may get to sleep here tonight, after all.” Minister Beck cocked his head with an open-mouthed smile. “Do you hear?”

				Oliver had stopped paying attention to the battle. He’d let the false security of the tent walls shield him from a world where cruelty lived in every man’s heart, and death was raging by the thousands up the valley to kill every child, woman, and man. But the sound was nearly gone.

				“Do you hear?” Beck asked again.

				“We’re victorious?” Oliver asked.

				Beck laughed and shrugged. “Or all the soldiers are dead, and the beasts are running up here to slay us as I speak.”

				Oliver looked around and thought about his escape route: under the tent flap, through the blueberry bushes, down the hill, into the river. It ran fast around the bend below. He could lose any chasing demons there and climb the tumble of rocks on the far side of the river. It had to be full of crannies small enough to hide a boy his size.

				“Victory,” said Beck. “I’m sure it is victory. I don’t hear the demons howling like they were before the fighting started.”

				Oliver nodded.

			

			
				Beck stood up. “I’ll check.” He walked to the flaps covering the tent’s entry and let himself out.

				Oliver heard conversation outside though he couldn’t quite make out what was being said.

				A moment later, Beck came back into the tent, bringing with him a cold wind that chilled the comfort of the tent. “Our army has won again. The only demons left up the river are running away.”

				“And around the bend going down river, at the front of the army?” Oliver asked.

				“No demons came that way. The soldiers there are resting and telling each other false stories about conquests in love and war.”

				Oliver laughed, near giddy to have the threat of death gone again, at least for a while. “Why do men tell lies, when the truth is interesting enough?”

				“When you get old enough to feel desperate to impress a woman, tell me then.”

				“There are no woman up there with the army,” said Oliver. “They’re all back with the camp followers.”

				“Habit, I suppose.”

				“May I ask you a question?” Oliver straightened up.

				“Your curiosity has no bounds.”

				“I apologize.”

				“Don’t,” said Beck. “It was an observation, not a judgment. I wish more people were as curious as you.”

				“Really?”

				“Truly. What do you want to ask?”

				“When Scholar Evan convinced me to join in his conspiracy, he told me that I might one day be able to leave Father Winthrop’s service and join the Academy. He said I was a smart boy. Was that true, or was Scholar Evan lying to me to get his way?”

				“About that, Oliver, he was telling the truth. I’ve observed you from afar for some time now.”

			

			
				“You watch me?” Oliver figured that had to be a lie.

				“I watch everyone I happen to find myself in a room with. You know, for those times when men tell lies and other men pretend to believe, I only pretend to listen. Instead, I watch others to see what they’re doing, how they’re reacting, and what they’re saying. You came to my attention some time ago. I’ve known for a long time that you were intelligent. Until tonight, I had no idea how bright you were. I wish I’d have brought you into the Academy long ago. I wish on that day when your parents were taken to the pyre, your father had asked me to accept you as a Scholar. Unfortunately, he asked Father Winthrop to take you as a novice.”

				Oliver didn’t believe Beck. “I’ve seen you on the dais from my place in the square when I was younger. I’ve heard mothers and fathers make that request of you many times. I may be wrong, but you’ve never taken any peasant child into the Academy.”

				“I’ve taken some,” said Beck. “But not in a long time. When a parent’s dying wish is that I accept their child, I most often agree, but I have to evaluate the child for aptitude before I allow them into the Academy. Sadly, most children are mentally capable of nothing more challenging that planting seeds and hauling wheat at harvest time. You’re different. I’d have lied to your father that I would accept you, but then after evaluating you, I’d have made that lie into a truth.”

				Oliver smiled, pretty sure the compliment was sincere.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 48: Blackthorn

				The sun had long since set. The last of the demons had run back up the canyon with the echo of hoof beats branding terror into their fungal brains. Two fresh cohorts of militia were in place to guard the rear, in case more demons came down the canyon for what remained of the night. The cowards that ran when the demons first attacked, or what was left of them, Blackthorn put to work hauling the bodies of their comrades to the funeral pyres. Those fires would burn through the night and into the next day, long after Blackthorn marched the army out the other end of the pass.

				As for the camp followers, Blackthorn could only guess at the number who’d died. Maybe a third of them. It sickened Blackthorn that the militia could be so weak of heart as to let the demons run past them to slay the wives and mothers of their comrades. Thankfully, that choice had cost most of those militiamen their lives. It would save Blackthorn the trouble of seeing to their early demise.

				That left Winthrop’s blood-bedazzled lackeys. Judging by the number of them walking among the dead, and by the few Blackthorn saw lying dead in the mud, they had not paid much of a price for their insubordination.

				Blackthorn wanted all thousand of their heads on spikes to line the road of the canyon from end to end, a reminder to everyone who passed what price was to be paid for failing your brothers in arms. And that was what they did. When the time came for them to raise their swords and axes to fight the demons as others were fleeing, they did nothing but listen to that lard Winthrop moan at the fire.

				They’d finally chosen to enter the battle once the cavalry had broken the back of the demon charge and half of the demons were fleeing. With overwhelming numbers relative to those demons still in the fight, of course, Winthrop’s handprint brothers had lost so few; no wonder they felt victorious. But their victory was a lie. They were little more than wash maids, cleaning up the battlefield after the cavalry had done its work.

			

			
				Of Blackthorn’s two squadrons, two hundred experienced horsemen, nineteen were dead and nearly that many were wounded. Some of those could still ride. Some of those would die of infection in the coming days.

				The remainder of General Blackthorn’s two squadrons followed him down the road and trotted into the meadow, where Winthrop’s imbeciles were on their knees among the bodies of their kills, dipping their hands in demons’ blood and covering one another with handprints.

				Blackthorn ordered his men to draw their weapons, line up across the end of the meadow, and wait. It angered him that his arm had been injured and he was unable to unsheathe his own sword. With only twenty of his horsemen following him, Blackthorn rode into the morass of bloody, worshipping fools.

				Some of the fools stood and watched Blackthorn’s horses come among them. Some looked at the lethal cavalry lined up across the end of the meadow. Some of Winthrop’s worshipers were so enthralled with their work that they didn’t notice Blackthorn’s horses coming their way. Those mesmerized worshipers paid for inattention when a hoof came down and broke their legs or crushed their skulls.

				Blackthorn’s twenty horsemen, trotting in the chevron formation so favored by his father, were callous toward the fools in front of them.

				At the center of the meadow, the bonfire had been restocked and cast a flickering orange and yellow light outward. Beside it, Winthrop stood and chanted. His arms were red to the elbows with the blood of the demon corpses surrounding him. Several dozen women knelt in a semi-circle behind him, all with bloody handprints on their faces.

			

			
				At the edge of the open ground that was Winthrop’s court, Blackthorn raised a hand to halt his cavalry. They formed their own semicircle around the fire.

				Blackthorn, without a word to Father Winthrop, walked the big horse around the fire and into Winthrop, knocking him down.

				Winthrop fell onto the bodies of the demons behind him. He huffed and spat and tried to get up.

				Blackthorn kept his horse moving at a steady walk and knocked Winthrop down again.

				Winthrop tumbled onto a row of his priestesses who skittered away.

				When Winthrop tried to get out of the horse’s way, Blackthorn turned and bumped Winthrop again, knocking him over, herding him to the river.

				All of Winthrop’s minions were on their feet. Some had hands on swords, but none had the courage to raise a blade. Blackthorn almost wished one would. He decided he’d like to pit the remains of his cavalry against these thousand men. He’d kill them all and spike their heads.

				Winthrop fell over again, sputtering something about being a god. Blackthorn didn’t care. No words Winthrop could utter would make a difference to anything of consequence in Blackthorn’s mind. Winthrop was no god. He was a bipedal pig.

				When Blackthorn’s horse bumped Winthrop into the river, Winthrop shrieked with the voice of a startled crone, “It’s cold!” He got precariously to his feet to look at the rushing water at his knees.

				Blackthorn stepped his horse into the water to knock Winthrop onto his butt.

				Winthrop shrieked again.

				Blackthorn leaned down, fixing Winthrop with a hateful glare. At that moment, had Blackthorn been able to raise his arm, he’d have cleaved Winthrop in two and watched his intestines and brains float over the rapids as they went downriver. “If your flock ever refuses to fight when I call, I’ll stake you to your fire and burn you on the spot.”

			

			
				Blackthorn wheeled his stallion and galloped away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 49: Winthrop

				Winthrop sat in the river as a thousand eyes stared at him. He watched Blackthorn go. Blackthorn, the blasphemer. Blackthorn, the heretic. Blackthorn the devil.

				I am a god.


				The mouths of his followers were silent. Their eyes were humiliated for him. Their faith was shaken. The god fire he put in their souls, the demon-blood invincibility he marked on their chests, would fail without faith.

				Winthrop felt his night ghosts swimming in the darkness over his head. He felt them sliming through the icy cold water, dragging their dead skin against his. They wanted to pull him into the rapids. They wanted to take his life. They thought Blackthorn’s humiliation had exposed his weak soul.

				I am a god.


				Spit-drenched syllables dribbled out of Winthrop’s mouth.

				Sounds became words. Words turned into sentences, none of which sounded like language to Winthrop, but the words didn’t come from his head. Winthrop looked at the sky. Somewhere up there, his god brothers and sisters lived with the stars and the moon, and they were speaking to him. They were speaking through him.

				But Winthrop wasn’t understanding.

				He’d felt their touch. He’d been one with them. His divinity flowed through him and out to the faithful, and through their faith, they’d conquered the demon horde.

				The water around Winthrop’s legs and butt lost its cold. In fact, he felt nothing at all but the pleasant wash of the current on his skin.

				More sounds came, god-speak. He didn’t understand it with his head. He had to understand it with his faith. That’s where he’d become weak. When Blackthorn’s black beast horse had startled him out of his trance, he’d lost the grip on his faith. He’d fallen from god to man. He’d turned back into the weak, fearful thing he’d been in Brighton before god-speak and demons’ blood freed him.

			

			
				Winthrop jumped to his feet and raised his hands to the sky. He shouted, “Victory!”

				The move surprised the onlookers.

				Winthrop turned and marched farther into the river. He stopped when the water was at his waist and the current threatened to pull him downstream. He dunked himself in the cold, grabbing onto a large rock to hold himself to the bottom, while his face and chest felt the freezing water. He stayed on the bottom while his lungs urged him to surface. They burned. They told him he was no god. He was a man who needed to breathe. He was mortal and they were going to prove it.

				But that changed. His skin stopped feeling the cold. He was a god again.

				Winthrop jumped to his feet, cleansed of dirt and blood by the river’s current.

				I am a god.


				He started to chant. “Victory!”

				Men on the shore joined in, some with enthusiasm, some not.

				Dozens of the priestesses waded into the water. They dove in around him. When they each surfaced, they stood and braced themselves against the current and sang Winthrop’s victory chant.

				More men on shore took up the song.

				Winthrop felt the fire of inspiration in his god voice and he bellowed, “The demon came for us when the moon was high. We killed him.”

				“VICTORY!”

			

			
				“He came this night in a horde, like the stars in the sky.”

				“VICTORY!”

				“Like the grass on the prairie.”

				“VICTORY!”

				“We killed him. We killed them all.”

				“VICTORY!”

				“Children of the gods.”

				“VICTORY!”

				“My children.”

				“VICTORY!”

				“Come to the water. Wash away your weakness. Wash away your fear.”

				Men walked into the water.

				“Wash away the devil’s grip on your souls.”

				The river filled with men walking in and dunking themselves in the cold water.

				“Follow me to divinity. Let us be gods together.”

				Winthrop trudged out of the river, dripping and chanting, energized by the faith of his priestesses and men.

				They love me.

				I’m a god.


				When he got to the side of the fire, Winthrop looked down at his robes, cleaner and whiter than he’d seen them in a long, long time. The caked mud was gone. The demon’s blood was gone. He looked like a beautiful white god, come to save the weak-minded pig chasers and dirt scratchers, his flock, his worshipers.

				VICTORY.


				But Winthrop was not a white god. He was a god of vengeance and death. He was a war god, a slayer of demons, a killer of devils. Winthrop glared at the hilltop downriver where Blackthorn’s tent stood, pristine and apart.

				Devils must die.

				“Blood me.”

				The priestesses knelt and put their hands on the dead demons at their feet, pushing their fingers into open wounds, squeezing their hands to cover them with blood. They put their hands on Winthrop’s flowing white robe, covering it with prints.

			

			
				I am a war god!


				“Blood the clean souls. Blood them all!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 50: Oliver

				Oliver slipped out of Beck’s tent before the sun rose. He’d had his fill of sleep. He took the rest of the food from the platter and packed it in his bag.

				The guards didn’t see Oliver as he was leaving, though they seemed to be paying more attention to Beck’s tent than they were to what might be coming to kill its occupant. It became apparent to Oliver that Beck was Blackthorn’s prisoner. A curious circumstance. The politics of Brighton were laced with hidden plots and agendas of which Oliver had only seen the surface. As complex as the politics were, Oliver was going to simplify them by taking Winthrop’s life.

				He needed to figure out how.

				Oliver’s first choice for assassinating the loathsome lard had been to sneak into Winthrop’s tent and run the dagger through Winthrop’s throat. That plan seemed to be off the table. As far as Oliver could tell, Winthrop hadn’t slept a wink since they’d left Brighton.

				Oliver hadn’t seen Winthrop take a single bite of food. Neither had he seen Winthrop drink. But surely Winthrop had to be drinking something. Oliver just didn’t know what, or when. Unfortunately, with Winthrop putting no food in his mouth, he wouldn’t be going to the bathroom, which meant Oliver couldn’t plant his dagger while Winthrop was privately attending to his personal needs.

				Frustration.

				Oliver spent the early morning hours scouting the road—not the road ahead of the army, but the road around which the army was camped. As Oliver walked among soldiers preparing their morning meals and tearing down their tents, he couldn’t help but hear the rumors burning through their ranks: General Blackthorn had nearly drowned Winthrop the night before. Winthrop’s brigade of the faithful had beaten back a horde ten thousand strong and saved the army from certain death. Winthrop walked on the water across the river, and Blackthorn’s horse drowned. Blackthorn’s arm had been bitten off by a demon. The cavalry was dead. The camp followers were all dead, but Winthrop had brought most of them back to life.

			

			
				The only piece of certainty Oliver got was that Blackthorn and Winthrop were feuding, and some factions of the militia were choosing sides between them. Those that chose Blackthorn cited his reputation for killing demons since before most of them were born. Those that chose Winthrop argued their faith in The Word. Given the feud, Oliver felt certain that Winthrop would not be riding at the head of the column with Blackthorn and Beck.

				He’d be in the rear with his followers.

				As Oliver scouted the road, he looked for narrow spots where the trees grew thick on both sides, or the cliffs towered above. He looked for places where he could pounce out and jam his knife through Winthrop’s throat before anyone could react. He looked for places from which he could roll down heavy rocks to crush Winthrop. He needed a place that looked promising but had an escape route. As much as Oliver wanted Winthrop dead, he wasn’t willing to trade his life for the pleasure, and he certainly didn’t want to stand on a pyre to feel the fire burn his flesh away.

				No murder was worth suffering that kind of pain.

				Late in the morning when the army finally marched, Oliver was near the front, having found no good place from which to stage his ambush. He found a gap between the cohorts and walked alone with ranks of militiamen marching in formation thirty paces ahead and another cohort walking similarly thirty paces behind. He was proceeding quietly when a sergeant yelled at him.

				“Get to the side of the road! Wait for the other camp followers!”

			

			
				Oliver glanced up, wanting to argue but afraid he’d draw attention to himself. To his relief, one of the soldiers leaned into the sergeant’s ear, and in a voice loud enough to overhear, said, “That’s not a camp follower. That’s Novice Oliver, sir, one of Winthrop’s men.”

				That quieted the sergeant.

				When the army reached the end of the pass, the ground fell away steeply, and the river ran over a fall that rumbled like thunder and threw a mist in the air that glowed with rainbows in the sun. The army crossed a bridge over a deep ravine and started down a road that zigzagged down the front of the mountain all the way to the coastal plain.

				Oliver climbed on a rock that put him well above the heads of the men marching below. From there he saw the whole of the snaking path back and forth, back and forth. In the curve of the mountain range, he saw the waterfall through a series of pools and cataracts all the way down to the plain where it formed a lake at the bottom before flowing east to spread into a thousand fingers and a marsh. Past the marsh was something Oliver had only heard about in stories. It was the most marvelous sight he’d seen. It was the ocean, blue and endless, stretching across the horizon, merging with the clouds in the distance so far away that Oliver couldn’t tell where the ocean stopped, and the sky started.

				Waves lined up to crash the shore, and out there in the endless water, something triangular and stark white left a tiny foamy wake behind. Oliver wondered if it was some kind of bird sitting on the water, or a great fish swimming with its fin thrust above the surface. To see it from so far away, the thing had to be huge.

				He wondered what it would be like to be a man, somehow floating in the middle of that ocean, even though he knew it wasn’t possible.

				Looking down the coast far, far in the distance to the south, Oliver saw strange gray, geometric textures at the border between the land and the ocean. He had no way to guess how far away the small gray shapes lay, a day’s walk, a week’s walk, but he knew what it was: the most magical of all things to a boy from Brighton.

			

			
				The Ancient City.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 51: Franklin

				Franklin paced the back room of the church, listening to the murmurs of conversation and the scuff of shoes from the other side of the door. The townsfolk were lining up in the pews for mass, sliding down to accommodate one another, engaged in casual conversation as they waited for the clergymen to enter.

				Franklin studied his peers. A few fastened their robes. One or two gave him surreptitious glances. In the back of the room, several novices assisted the elder clergymen, and Franklin had the panicked thought that he’d rather be back there with them, performing a more comfortable role. Despite a novice’s tribulations, the pressure was certainly less than he was feeling now.

				“Ready, Father Franklin?” Clergymen Abbot asked. The man’s sizeable head glinted in the torchlight. Franklin saw a hint of doubt in the man’s eyes.

				Recalling Blackthorn’s words and hoping to keep his respect, Franklin simply said, “Yes.”

				Novice Joseph scurried to open the door, carrying the same look of hope in his eyes that one day he might be the one wearing the robe and walking out to a roomful of people. Franklin smiled. Suppressing his nervousness, he waited for the others to line up behind them. The door opened. The melodic tones of harps and woodwind instruments floated through the doorway.

				Sucking in a breath, Franklin stepped out into the open.

				His heart thudded. The room was full. All conversation had ceased. The parishioners sat, still and expectant, watching the procession of clergy. Watching him. Franklin didn’t need to see the individual faces to know people were sizing him up, waiting for him to falter or fail. He strode across the room with a focused gait, afraid that he might trip. Thankfully, he didn’t.

			

			
				He didn’t realize he was at the pulpit until the music stopped. Out of the corners of his eyes, he saw the other clergymen veer off and take their positions.

				They were waiting. Waiting for him.

				A bead of sweat trickled down his face.

				Franklin looked over the crowd—a blur of expectant men, women, and children. He felt nauseous. He’d prepared for this role in his head so many times that it hardly seemed like it was happening, and yet it was. This time, there was no Fitz to nod and smile. The room was pin-drop quiet. He needed to say something. The silence felt like it had gone on forever. Speak! Franklin sucked in a gulp of air, smiled, and prepared to greet his followers. A few coughs and whispers echoed across the room as he spoke his first words.

				“Good morning, people of Brighton.”

				The parishioners murmured a response.

				“We are gathered here today because of our devotion to The Word, our devotion to each other, and our devotion to Brighton. The spirit of faith is strong in each of your hearts.”

				“So sayeth The Word,” the crowd answered.

				Franklin watched, surprised, as the crowd bowed their heads, listening. They were no longer sizing him up, but staring at the pews. Franklin was surprised to find how loud his voice was. The confidence behind his words grew with each phrase.

				“We gather here as our founders, Lady and Bruce, gathered all those years ago, with strength in our hearts and confidence in our leaders. Ours is to give back to Brighton, to give back to the gods, and to follow the laws of The Word, in order that we might avoid the spore.”

				“Our duty is to follow those laws,” the crowd responded.

				Franklin nodded at his clergymen, prompting them to sit in unison. The congregation followed suit. In the back of the room, Franklin found Fitz, sitting where she said she would. She was listening intently, her head bowed. Strength he’d been searching for moments earlier leaped inside him, as if it’d been waiting for him all along.

			

			
				“The Word tells us we must suffer. We have accepted that suffering. But what happens when our faith is tested? What do we do then?” A hushed silence fell over the crowd. “Do we give up?”

				A few people answered “No,” even though it wasn’t a required response.

				Franklin looked from one face to the next, suddenly able to discern the nervousness behind those expressions. Perhaps these weren’t so different than him, after all.

				“Together we watched Brighton’s army march out to defend the townships, to valiantly fight the threats to our people. I watched that army from the square with faith in my stone heart, and I could only think one thing. I saw a crowd of similar faces. Farmers rode next to merchants. Tradesmen rode next to apprentices. Women rode in support of their men. The distinctions that separated them in Brighton unified them as they left into the wild. They will suffer, but they will suffer together. This is the will of The Word. Unity rises above suffering. In so uniting, we protect ourselves from the spore.”

				Franklin paused long enough to see several heads nodding vigorously. He saw a few women wiping their faces with tears.

				“And so I’ve picked a reading for you from Lady, one of our founders, as she addressed the first fifty-seven. This story was recounted to one of the descendants. I’ll read it for you now, so we might share in Lady’s joy and in her pain. For Lady knew then what we have discovered now: our greatest strength lies together, not apart.”

				“All hail Lady!” A man stood, yelling from somewhere in back.

			

			
				In the back of the room, someone wept.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 52: Blackthorn

				With the two cohorts of his blue shirts leading the way down the winding path, General Blackthorn followed on his horse, with Minister Beck beside him. Two squadrons of cavalry came after. The rest of the militia, the cavalry, and camp followers strung out along the road. Last in line, Winthrop’s band of acolytes—now two thousand strong—brought up the rear.

				Two thousand.

				Blackthorn wished he’d let his horse trample Winthrop in the river the night before and brought an end to the problem. Blackthorn hadn’t anticipated that Winthrop’s hand-printed braggarts would proselytize the lie of their victorious role in the battle in the canyon. Blackthorn underestimated the wanton gullibility of undisciplined farmers hoping for a spiritual lie to soothe their sore feet and alleviate their anxiety.

				But that was Blackthorn the general having those thoughts. Blackthorn the butcher, the pragmatic politician saving Brighton from itself by leading forty percent of its population to their deaths, didn’t care that a holy lunatic was undermining discipline. It was a difficult dichotomy to hold simultaneously in his thoughts.

				At least, it wouldn’t last.

				At the pace the army was moving, it would be four to five days to the Ancient City. After last night’s fighting, Blackthorn didn’t have any confidence the army would last more than a couple of days once they reached their destination. If they even made it there.

				The forests and savannahs on the plains between the mountains and the sea were thick with demons. And when the demons started to howl, when they heard the army march, when they saw the fires at night, the twisted men would come from miles and miles around. They would spill out of the Ancient City’s vast, rotting, ruins and flow north, maybe by the hundreds of thousands.

			

			
				When they did, the army would be engulfed. Winthrop’s braggarts would be shredded in the demon’s maw. All the cowering militiamen would be murdered. The cavalry and all of their fine horses would fall as a thousand screaming monsters pulled them down. They’d all die like his father did, just as Blackthorn himself would meet his glorious, inevitable end, the end he was always supposed to have.

				Blackthorn recalled from his youth the times he’d been to the Ancient City. He’d led a squadron there on three occasions. He’d had reasons each time, but those reasons were long forgotten. They were lies he told to assuage the worries of the council members at the time. The truth on that first trip was that he wanted to see the Ancient City with his own eyes, to find out if any of the legends were true.

				Some were. Most weren’t. But that was the way of it with legends.

				Though there were no treasures buried under every rock and no fairies in the air, neither were there monsters of any sort except the usual warty demons that Blackthorn had been slaying or dreamt of slaying his whole life. The only thing the legends got exactly right were the vast numbers of twisted men living in the crumbling ruins. Beyond number, he’d been told as boy. Beyond number was what he experienced, enough to blood his sword and put him at peace for the months while he waited for the next horde to emerge from the city and venture into Brighton’s realm.

				Those days were long gone.

				As Blackthorn tried to stay in his saddle, he felt more and more like an old man with each mile. Each clomp of his horse’s hooves on the ground seemed to sap a small measure of his strength. When he’d awoken that morning, he’d needed his mute maid to help him out of bed. His muscles protested with stiffness. His joints ached when he bent them, and his head pounded at every movement. His right arm was useless. Nothing seemed broken. His physician had come to him and moved it all around, and no bones moved about beneath the muscles. In fact, the shoulder didn’t feel much different when the doctor moved it than when it hung immobile by his side. It was when Blackthorn tried to move the arm himself that the pain overwhelmed him. The injury made no sense to the doctor though he said he’d seen such on two occasions in the past. Blackthorn asked what became of the men. The answer: they eventually regained use of their arms, but they were always weak, never what they once were, and continually had flares of pain.

			

			
				The long-term prognosis did not matter to Blackthorn. He’d only hoped the doctor would do something with the arm to allow for the swinging of a sword for a few more days.

				Now he only hoped to stay on his horse.

				Military matters took his mind off his weakness and aches as he made his plan on a place to camp. Their path would take them near a knoll next to the river. That would be the most defensible place. The wide river was deep enough to protect one flank. Though the hill was covered with copses, most of it was grass, and for a mile in all directions, the vegetation was much the same, leaving room for Blackthorn’s cavalry to maneuver. The militia could be set up on the hill in defensible positions, and the cavalry could ride free and slaughter demons at will.

				Blackthorn had no illusions of victory. He intended only to kill as many demons as possible before defeat came. In fact, if he set the militia to building ramparts from behind which they could hack down at demons with little risk of injury, even the inexperienced militia might kill tens of thousands, perhaps a hundred thousand, before they were finally overrun.

			

			
				Perhaps the knoll was the place to make their stand.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 53: Franklin

				“You were amazing,” Fitzgerald said, her face curved into a beautiful smile. “I saw several women in the congregation weeping. And that sermon you gave! I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speak like that.”

				Franklin nodded, unable to suppress a grin of his own. “I’m barely able to understand it myself. I think we picked the right passages, Fitz. Especially with what’s been happening in Brighton.”

				“We did.” Fitzgerald reached out to take his robe from his shoulders.

				Franklin stopped her. “You don’t have to do that. I’ll do it myself.” Franklin kissed her hand. The power of the successful sermon coursed through him, a rush of adrenaline that he’d never experienced. And she was part of the reason he’d succeeded.

				“Some of the clergymen were talking in the halls. They called you a natural,” Fitz said.

				“A natural.” Franklin felt his face flush. “I’m not sure how I feel about that. Who said that?”

				“Deacon Carbone. He said it to one of the others before he retired to his chambers.”

				“Wow.” Deacon Carbone was one of the oldest members of the clergy. Normally, his demeanor was solemn and irritable. To hear that Deacon Carbone had given Franklin a compliment was unbelievable. “Hopefully, my luck will repeat.”

				“It’s not luck, Franklin,” Fitz said supportively. “It’s what you’ve been working toward all these years.”

				“I guess it is.”

				“You’ll get even better with each one. The congregation will follow you the way they’ve never followed Winthrop.” Fitz smiled.

			

			
				The thrill of having completed the mass was tempered by the fact that Franklin had work to do. He’d won over the congregation—perhaps some of the clergy. But he’d need to keep giving sermons like that if he wanted to maintain his position.

				Sitting on the bed, his face turned from proud to worried. Fitzgerald sat next to him, rubbing his shoulders.

				“What’s wrong?” she asked.

				“I just have so many ideas, Fitz. So many passages I want to share with everyone.”

				“You’ll have plenty of time for them,” Fitz said. “Don’t worry. We’ll do it together. I’m here to help you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 54: Oliver

				From atop his rock, Oliver watched camp followers herd pigs and sheep over the wide bridge, proceeding as though it was just another stretch of road coming down the canyon, and not a bridge of ancient stone, hundreds of years old, on cracked columns spanning a chasm so deep and rugged it made Oliver nervous to peer down into.

				Following the animals and the slowest of the women and old men, Winthrop walked in a flowing white robe covered in bloody red handprints. He was surrounded by thirty or forty fawning women, none of who carried any burden—no packs, no weapons, only the clothes on their backs. Oliver wondered what those women used for blankets and shelter at night. What did they eat?

				Most of the men in Winthrop’s disorderly mob looked like militiamen. Some wore the blue shirts of Blackthorn’s full-time soldiers. Some were old tradesmen who’d been among the camp followers, who now fancied themselves as soldiers, carrying sharpened sticks tempered in fire with black tips, all with bloody red handprints on their faces and on their clothes. As the mob flowed down across the bridge, some of them dropped to their knees near Winthrop and burst into strange songs. Others in the ranks sang a repetitive dirge that seemed to give them strength. Some hunted in the trees along the road, rabid for anything to kill. Some screamed and seemed to have no direction. The latter were carried along with the flow of the rabble.

				There were thousands.

				Oliver, aspiring novice to Father Winthrop, and with no knowledge of military matters, knew right away that the cancer of Winthrop, formerly benign and living only in a reeking temple, had metastasized. The rabble that had been in their disciplined ranks when they left Brighton didn’t look like they could do anything now except stumble over one another and die. They’d fallen under the spell of Winthrop’s eloquent lunacy, and it was going to cost them their lives.

			

			
				Worse still, that band of forty or fifty from the first night out of Brighton had turned into a thousand or two, a portion of the army that Oliver guessed Blackthorn could not afford to lose. A fist couldn’t punch as hard when missing a finger or two. The army was the same. Blackthorn’s army was a fist, and Winthrop was stealing the fingers and turning them into demon food.

				If Winthrop wasn’t stopped, his caustic stupidity and arrogance would result in the slaughter of the entire army.

				The importance and urgency of Oliver’s task took on the added weight of nineteen thousand lives—or however many were left, after two nights of fighting.

				Oliver needed to kill Winthrop tonight.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 55: Tenbrook

				“How did Father Franklin do at his mass?” Tenbrook asked, watching Captain Sinko intently.

				“Surprisingly well,” Sinko said, averting his eyes.

				Tenbrook bit his lip, prepared for different news. “What do you mean by that?”

				“He gave an inspiring sermon, sir. The entire congregation watched him without a whisper.”

				“They were judging him, I suspect.”

				“Yes. At first.”

				“But then?”

				“But then he won them over. A few women were weeping in the pews. In fact, the clergymen seemed awe-struck. By the end, the entire congregation was talking about him in front of the Sanctuary. Many of the farmers stayed outside instead of heading back to the fields, discussing his passages. His style is very different than Winthrop’s, indeed, but he seems to have a real way with The People. And he can read.”

				“I’m surprised,” Tenbrook said, clenching his fist around the pen in his hand. Tenbrook liked to think he was a good judge of character—especially when it came to detecting threats. Perhaps Franklin’s humble demeanor had all been an act.

				Perhaps he was in on the plan.

				Tenbrook would watch Evan and see if he met with Franklin.

				“Is there anything else, sir?” Sinko asked.

				“Keep after Scholar Evan. Make sure to report back to me on wherever he goes. And let me know if you catch wind of any of his conversations.”

				“Will do, sir.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 56: Evan

				Evan nervously paced his room in the Academy. He hadn’t touched his books in days. His room was disheveled, his bed unmade. He’d been falling asleep at odd hours, napping when he could. He’d dismissed the servants that knocked on his door to clean up after him.

				He couldn’t think about anything but his meeting with the Dunlows.

				That meeting gave him a mixture of trepidation and relief. Tommy and Timmy seemed nervous but forthright. He couldn’t imagine they’d mingle with the other deserters if they were guilty. But that question begged another.

				If it wasn’t the Dunlows, who was it?

				He’d been chewing on that thought ever since his meeting. He already knew it was no one else at the Clergy or the Academy. At least, no one he had recruited.

				In all likelihood, the man who had given them up had most likely fled town or was holed up under Tenbrook’s protection. Evan wished he could ask Tenbrook outright. But even if he did, he doubted Tenbrook would tell him.

				There was a good chance the man was dead.

				Everyone was accounted for, according to Timmy and Tommy. The only other person who knew was Beck, who was on the road with Blackthorn’s army. And Oliver.

				Oliver.


				The name hit Evan like a punch to the stomach. His eyes grew wide with fright. He’d thought of Oliver in passing, but he hadn’t seen him in a while. The last time Evan had spoken with the boy was a few days ago, and it seemed like he’d been done with the plan. He’d even mentioned going over the circle wall. Oliver had promised he wouldn’t speak of what had transpired between him and Evan, but he was also angry; he’d been beaten.

			

			
				Maybe the secret of their collusion hadn’t died there.

				Oliver didn’t know the details of the plan. But he knew enough to implicate Evan. What if he’d found a way to decipher Evan’s letters to the Dunlows? What if, instead of going over the circle wall, he’d gone to Tenbrook out of anger for the way he’d been treated?

				What if Oliver is Tenbrook’s informant?


				Evan felt a surge of panic that made him sick. He hurried from his room, bumping into one of the other Scholars on the way out.

				“Sorry, Scholar Evan,” the man mumbled.

				“It is no matter.”

				He could barely think. He needed to find out what had happened to Oliver. That was the only way to alleviate his doubts.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 57: Beck

				Everything about the journey left Beck at a loss for words. Despite the stories he’d heard as a boy, the stories all children of Brighton were told, despite the pictures he’d seen in those exquisite books Ivory had donated to the Academy, nothing could have prepared him for the natural landscape.

				The canyon that the army had been in for a day, a night, and the morning opened up to a view of a plain that ran along the base of the mountains and spread all the way to the ocean. The grass-covered fields were dotted in copses and striped with fingers of forest that stretched and wound until they faded at the horizon. Everything in the grandeur he saw was beyond his experience.

				In the grasslands below the mountains, Beck found himself fascinated by the patterns. Long lines, grids, squares, and rectangles dotted the grass, as though the dirt had been piled into designs and the grass grew over them. Some of the lines curved in wide ribbons that stretched for miles. In many places, the grass was too thick or the patterns in the dirt worn away with time. In other places, the forest obscured the patterns beneath.

				As Beck rode with the army down the road to the lower reaches of the mountain, the patterns in the grass grew hard to see and were lost. But Beck saw the remains of walls in the grass, some barely visible, others as tall as a child, a few taller than a man, straight and sturdy. Some ruins marked the remains of buildings so large it was impossible to imagine what purpose they could have served.

				Beck saw movement, as well. At first, he thought the tiny specks were large herbivores grazing on the plain or galloping through the grass. But the closer the army got to the grasslands, the more those beasts solidified into what they were: twisted men, hundreds and hundreds of them from across the plain, all converging on the point below where the road led away from the mountain and disappeared into the patterns beneath the grass.

			

			
				The army was going to have to fight their way through to keep marching toward their destination.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 58: Oliver

				After rounding the final hairpin turn on the ancient road, Oliver saw the column of the army snake off, not toward the Ancient City, but in a roughly northeasterly path toward a bean-shaped hill beside the river. Having spent the previous night in a tent on Blackthorn’s hill in the pass, and feeling a little bit safer because of it, Oliver guessed the bean-shaped knoll was going to be the army’s campsite for the night.

				The road spilled the army into a sprawling grassy field at the foot of the mountain, where the bodies of hundreds of demons lay waiting for the black birds to come and scavenge their flesh. The bodies of dozens of Blackthorn’s most precious foot soldiers, his blue shirts, lay dead among them.

				The skirmish was already over. It hadn’t even slowed the march. The number of demons was tiny compared to the many thousands under arms in Blackthorn’s army.

				By the time Oliver passed the bodies. Winthrop and his zealots in the column just behind Oliver resumed their chanting. Men and women knelt by bodies and dipped their hands in blood, touching one another and leaving red prints, dragging their fingers across their cheeks and foreheads, striping their faces in blood.

				Oliver left his place in line and trotted through grass stomped flat by those who’d already gone by. He dropped to his knees by a demon body that looked to have some blood in it, and sliced his dagger across the demon’s thigh. Red flesh split apart. Oliver stuffed his hands into the wound and pulled out some innards, pressing them to his chest. He dragged his fingers down his cheeks. He marked his shoulders with red blood, hoping he wore enough blood to mark him as one of Winthrop’s faithful.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 59: Franklin

				Franklin blinked as he surveyed the piles of books and notes around him. Ever since his successful sermon, he’d felt his confidence growing. The words of Lady and Bruce seemed to come alive, providing new meanings that he’d never been allowed to consider. With Father Winthrop gone, he was able to see The Word as what it was meant to be: a doctrine meant to inspire rather than bring fear.

				He smiled as he found a relevant passage in one of his reference books, underscoring the need to provide assistance to neighbors in times of famine and hardship. He reached for a piece of paper, bent on jotting down some notes.

				A knock on the door distracted him. He leaned back in his chair, setting down his pen.

				“Who is it?” he called.

				Joseph peered into the room. “You have a visitor, Father.”

				“Who?”

				“Scholar Evan.”

				“Is he behind you?”

				“No, he’s in the Sanctuary. Should I fetch him and send him in? I didn’t want to bring him into your quarters.”

				“I could use a break. I’ll meet him there. Tell him I won’t be long.”

				Franklin listened as Joseph’s footsteps retreated in the hallway. He stood, shaking the stiffness from his legs, and tried to clear the sermon he’d been working on from his head. He walked from his room and down a long corridor, navigating his way to the main Sanctuary room. What could Evan want? He realized that he hadn’t seen the Scholar since their induction at the square. He assumed that like him, Evan had been busy performing the duties of his new role. It’d be good to catch up with his friend.

			

			
				Opening the door, he found Scholar Evan standing in between the front row of benches.

				“I’m sorry to disturb you so soon after the sermon, Franklin,” Evan said, rubbing his hands together.

				“That’s quite all right,” Franklin said. “How are things going?”

				“I just wanted to congratulate you on your successful mass the other day.” Evan’s eyes roamed from the pulpit to Franklin. “I wish I could’ve attended.”

				“It is no matter. I know you have your people at the Academy to look after.”

				“I heard a group of merchants talking outside in the market. They couldn’t believe the succinct delivery of your words. Several of the farmers said it was the best sermon they’d heard in years. Better than Winthrop’s. Of course, they said the last part thinking no one else would hear.”

				Franklin blushed, unable to help himself. “Thanks.”

				“I have no doubt that they’re right,” Evan said.

				“How are things at the Academy?”

				“I’m doing my best.” Evan smiled. “The duties are overwhelming, but I’m hoping to make Minister Beck proud.”

				Both Franklin and Evan had climbed from the roles of subordination to leadership in a matter of days. Franklin imagined it was as much a shock to Evan as it was to him.

				Evan shifted from foot to foot, as if he had something more to say. Franklin knew him well enough to know there was another reason for the visit.

				“Is there something else I can do for you?” Franklin asked.

				“I know you’re probably busy,” Evan said. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

				“It’s no matter,” Franklin said.

			

			
				“I was just looking for Oliver.”

				“Oliver?” Franklin’s smile morphed to nervousness. He hadn’t been asked about Oliver in days, since shortly after he left. He wasn’t looking forward to telling the lie about Winthrop requesting him.

				“Yes. Have you seen him?”

				“He left a few days ago,” Franklin said.

				“Left?” Evan’s face went white. “Did he tell you that?”

				“Yes. He went with Blackthorn’s army.” Franklin paused, then added, “He went to assist Father Winthrop.”

				Composing himself, Evan said, “I didn’t know about that.”

				“Depending on what you need, I might be able to lend you another novice. Is your back hurting you again? Do you need help at the market?”

				“No, it’s a matter of little importance.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“I’m sure. I just wanted to answer a question he had about the Academy. He asked me when we went to the market last week. I said I’d look up the answer and get back to him.”

				“Oh, I see.”

				“Congratulations again on your successful sermon. I know what a challenge that must’ve been. I’ll be there for the next one.”

				“Thanks for the—” Franklin started.

				Without another word, Evan scurried through the doorway, his footsteps echoing off the cavernous ceiling.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 60: Beck

				Minister Beck and General Blackthorn sat on their horses on the crest of the hill. From there Beck saw most of the top of the large hill and a good share of the gently sloping sides, not the back side facing the river with its near vertical cliffs, but the ones that were approachable from the savanna in front of them. All over the hill, men were busy.

				“Pardon me for saying so,” said Beck, “but you don’t look well.”

				Blackthorn said nothing.

				“Perhaps it would be better to leave the construction of the defenses to your captains. Rest would do you good. An army needs a healthy general.”

				“Rest is for weak men,” Blackthorn spat. Blackthorn turned and looked at Beck. “Scholars.” He shook his head and looked back at the goings on below. “Merchants, clergy, farmers, harlots, and orphans. Children have their stories about glory on a horse, but nobody knows the reality. Cavalrymen know suffering like no fat resident of Brighton ever will. They sit by their fires when the cold rains come while we cavalrymen ride. Farmers stay inside when the snows are deep while we go out and do battle. When a Scholar nicks his finger with a quill, what does he do, Minister? Does he rest in his bed until he is well? A cavalryman does not. When his bones are broken, and his blood is flowing over his horse, a cavalryman raises his blade. Beyond the circle wall, there is no rest, no mercy. Out here, you kill the demons, or you die. So go rest if you want.” Blackthorn pointed to the tents. “Your quarters are ready.”

				Beck wanted to shoot back with something snide, but another part of him found admiration in the general’s little diatribe. The cavalry did sacrifice a great deal, and the people in Brighton lived in the comfort of their duty. “General?” Beck had a hard time making the words come.

			

			
				“Speak, man,” ordered Blackthorn.

				“I apologize.”

				Blackthorn laughed. “Another game of words? What do you try to bait me with now? Do you ever tire?”

				“No,” said Beck. “I mean it. I apologize. You’re wounded. You can’t raise your arm. I’ve been riding in your company all day. More than once I thought you’d fall from your horse, but you surprised me. You sat tall. I appreciate the sacrifice you and the cavalry make, even what the blue shirts do for the safety of us all. I am sincere.”

				“But?”

				“Why should there be a but?” Beck asked.

				“We’ve shared the council too long. I know you, Beck.”

				“I’d planned to say no more, General. I appreciate what you do. I would not be able to do it. If I were to say anything, I would say that I hope one day you will appreciate what the Scholars do, as different as it is from what you and your men do. But I was not going to add that. I am learning as this venture continues that the two are not the same. Allow me that. Accept my appreciation at face value.”

				Blackthorn turned and gave Beck a hard stare. “I will.”

				“You’re a more complex man that I’d thought.” Beck let his gaze wander over the activity on the slopes of the hill. “I see men are digging trenches and piling the dirt only on one side.”

				“Defenses,” said Blackthorn. “The men can stand atop the mound of dirt. Charging demons will fall into the trenches and will have to climb the side defended by the militia. Men chopping down at demons whose heads are at the soldiers’ knees are not likely to be injured. They can’t be overrun no matter how many demons come at them. The trenches and the earthen ramparts stop them.”

				“Why here?” asked Beck.

			

			
				“The slope of the hill adds to the advantage of the defenders.”

				“I see,” said Beck, “but what I was asking is, why are we building defenses here, and why have we not done so at our other campsites?”

				“The twisted men in the plain between the mountains and the sea are more numerous than any other place I know of, besides the Ancient City.”

				“Is this where the demon horde you spoke of is?” Beck asked. “The one we came here to annihilate?”

				“It is in the city,” said Blackthorn, “but we cannot engage it until we deal with the demons on the plain.”

				“Are we staying here, then,” asked Beck, “on this hill?”

				“For a time,” answered Blackthorn. “The demons will come to us. They might all come. We’ll fare better in battle if we give our militia the advantage of defenses.”

				“It’ll be like our circle wall, only here, instead of around Brighton.”

				“Not as formidable,” said Blackthorn, “but yes.”

				“With the earthen ramparts,” asked Beck, “will we have a chance to live through this?”

				“More than without.”

				“Will we live through this, General? Honestly?”

				Blackthorn turned to look at Beck again. “Perhaps out here, where life is simple, we can live without the lies that life in Brighton seems to require of us.”

				“I would like that,” said Beck.

				“Men don’t like the truth when it is hard,” said Blackthorn. “They’ll do anything to pretend the truth is false. They’ll lie to themselves. They’ll believe the lies of others. That is the nature of men.”

				“And the truth about our chances of living through this?”

				“You’re a smart man, Beck. You’ve known the truth all along. You chose to hide from it because it was too brutal to accept. We are here to die so that Brighton will have enough food to live through the winter. We will kill as many demons as we can so that future hordes coming through the canyon to seek out Brighton’s innocent souls will be smaller. With our lives, we are laying the foundation for a future where humankind has a chance.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 61: Tommy Dunlow

				Tommy and Timmy walked with their backs straight as they approached the door to Blackthorn’s house, trying to project what little confidence their trembling hands would allow. The guard at the front door watched them. Tommy searched for any sign of recognition in the guard’s face, but he seemed bored, rather than interested, at their arrival.

				Tommy hoped that was a good sign.

				“Who are you here to see?” the guard asked.

				Tommy and Timmy traded a nervous glance before one of them spoke.

				“Tenbrook, sir,” Tommy said. He stuffed his hands in his pockets, trying to calm his nerves.

				“Is he expecting you?”

				“I don’t think so,” Tommy replied.

				“What he means is,” Timmy cut in to explain. “We were supposed to meet with him. We just weren’t sure when.”

				“He’d send for you if you were needed,” the guard said with a frown. He spat in the dirt as if he expected them to leave. When they didn’t, he asked, “What are your names?”

				“Tommy and Timmy Dunlow,” Tommy said without hesitation. He was used to his family name bringing respect. The guard simply grunted as if he’d never heard of them. “Hold on, I’ll check.”

				The guard dipped inside the door. A moment later, he reappeared.

				“Come in. Tenbrook will see you now.”

				Tommy tried to tell himself that they’d passed a hurdle, but he still couldn’t stop his heart from pounding as they walked through the threshold. He walked side by side with Timmy, glancing at the gorgeous, high ceilings and the bustling servants. Most were too engaged to notice the newcomers. A few gave casual glances as they carried dishes or piles of clothing from room to room. Tommy marveled at the building’s extravagance. An ornate wooden railing ran up to a balcony, which gave way to a series of hallways and rooms. The main room they’d entered was full of furniture of various shapes and sizes, wrapped in fabrics and woven materials that looked like they’d taken weeks to fashion.

			

			
				He looked around the main room for Tenbrook as if the General might come out and greet them, but the man was nowhere in sight. The guard motioned them down a hallway on the ground floor, leading them down several more twisting corridors before they reached a thick, wooden door. The guard stopped to open it, ushering them inside without going inside himself. The noise of the servants had died off.

				Tommy and Timmy were left in relative quiet.

				Tommy peered through the doorway, expecting to catch a glimpse of Tenbrook. The room was empty. A long table sat in the middle of the room. Several paintings depicting scenes of battle were hung on the walls. There were no windows. It looked like the room hadn’t been used in a while. Tommy wasn’t surprised. With as many rooms as the house held, he wouldn’t be surprised if some were forgotten.

				Tommy and Timmy edged into the room as if it might be a trap, even though they knew they’d come too far to make a choice. The guard grunted, then left them without another word, shutting the door. The click of the doorjamb was an ominous reminder of the danger they’d put themselves in.

				“Where do you think he is?” Tommy asked, wishing the guards hadn’t stripped him of his knife.

				“I’m not sure,” Timmy said, matching his nervous tone.

				Neither dared speak anything else, incriminating or otherwise. They looked around the room, torn between the paintings and the doorway. Neither made a move to sit down. They remained that way in silence for several minutes.

			

			
				Footsteps in the hall startled Tommy. He strained to hear how many people were approaching—several pairs of footsteps meant there were guards—but heard only one pair of boots. The footsteps ceased. The doorknob turned. Tommy gulped.

				Tenbrook walked in, a half-smile on his face. He greeted Timmy and Tommy, shaking their hands, insisting they take seats at the table. Tommy breathed a sigh of relief. Tenbrook’s casual demeanor assuaged some of his doubts, but he knew better than to trust the man. He pulled up a chair next to his brother and waited for Tenbrook.

				“I bet you’re wondering what kind of room this is,” Tenbrook said, waving at the paintings on the wall.

				In truth, Tommy wasn’t, but he knew better than to disagree. “Of course.”

				“We call this the war room. We have a few rooms like this, many much larger and used more often. This particular room was used by General Blackthorn’s father during the planning of The Great War. Because of that, it has historical importance.”

				“We’ve heard stories of that war.” Timmy nodded eagerly as if that fact might increase Tenbrook’s respect of him. “Our great uncle fought in it.”

				Tenbrook ignored him and patted the table. “Unfortunately, that war had its costs. They all do. As you’re probably aware, General Blackthorn’s father died during The Great War. And because of that, the General hardly visits this room. I only know this because I inquired with one of the servants. I wanted to make sure the room was available so that I could use it.”

				Tommy nodded. “That makes sense.”

				“I wanted a room that would make me feel at home here in Brighton since I consider the wild my home most of the time. The pictures remind me of my battles.” Tenbrook paused. “And because Blackthorn won’t mind if I mess it up.”

			

			
				Tommy laughed nervously, hoping there wasn’t an implied threat in that statement. He looked around the room, noticing a few closed doors, but didn’t see any guards. He had the brief thought that he and his brother might be forced into a battle with Tenbrook. Even if they managed to win, they’d never get past the doors.

				“You’re probably wondering what took me so long to call you here,” Tenbrook said.

				Tommy frowned. Called us here? He wanted to ask why Tenbrook had never sent for them. They had come of their own accord. Perhaps Tenbrook’s plethora of new duties had him confused.

				Nodding, Tommy said, “Yes. We wanted to make sure you had all the information you needed.”

				“And to ensure we’re protected, of course,” Timmy said, a little too hastily.

				“Of course.” Tenbrook sighed and leaned back in his chair. “As you can imagine, the information you provided was very useful. I’m sorry I didn’t send for you earlier. We’ve already identified the deserters of whom you spoke. And I’ve been keeping a close eye on Evan. I’ve had my men following him since shortly after we talked.”

				“That’s good news,” Tommy said. “I’m glad we could be of service to you. He came to visit us once, but we didn’t tell him anything, of course.”

				“I knew you could be trusted.”

				“We’re just glad to play our part in keeping Brighton safe.”

				“I appreciate that.” Tenbrook nodded as if they all shared a sacred duty.

				“When will the deserters be brought in?” Timmy asked. Another hasty question, in Tommy’s opinion, but he didn’t say anything to correct his brother.

			

			
				“I’m not sure we’ll bring them in at all.” Tenbrook sat back and smiled, making Tommy wonder what sort of strategy he’d devised. He waited for the answer. “As you know, both the pyre and the occasional spiking go a long way toward keeping Brighton safe. With those measures in place, most men don’t stray too far beyond the rules. It takes intelligent leadership to turn whispers in an alley into an organized mob.”

				“We wouldn’t know much about that,” Tommy said nervously. “But we’ll take your word.”

				“It takes even more than that to overthrow a government entirely.”

				“That makes sense.” Tommy chewed his lip as he followed Tenbrook’s logic.

				“I don’t need to burn everyone involved to halt the coup.”

				Timmy leaned forward. “What you’re saying is that now that we’ve told you Scholar Evan is behind the plot, you can bring him in and dissolve it. That sounds easy enough to me.”

				“Yes, if I were convinced he was the only ringleader,” Tenbrook said with a shrug. “That’s why I’ve been having him followed, to determine if that is the case.”

				Timmy swallowed audibly as he considered their meeting with Evan might’ve been watched. “If you don’t think we’re telling you the truth, I can assure you that—”

				Tommy grabbed his brother’s arm.

				“I’m sorry for my brother’s tone,” Tommy said apologetically. “We just want to assure you that we’ve told you everything you know. Scholar Evan is the one behind it. We told you everything.”

				“I mostly believe you.”

				“Mostly?” Timmy asked, his voice wavering.

			

			
				“I want you to know that I appreciate the information you’ve given me,” Tenbrook said with a solemn nod. “Even though it won’t save you from what needs to be done.”

				“What do you mean?” Tommy’s blood froze as he watched Tenbrook’s expression.

				“I’ve been speaking with your father, mother, and sister. Sadly, I don’t think they know any more than you do. They’ve convinced me of that.”

				Timmy leaped from his chair. “What are you talking about?”

				Tenbrook pounded the table.

				The thick wooden doors in the back of the room opened, unleashing several guards. Tommy shouted as his brother was pulled from his seat. Soldiers pinned his arms. They pulled the kicking, screaming Tommy and Timmy from the war room, dragging them into a dimly lit corridor. Tommy struggled to see, but the frantic commotion made him lose his bearings.

				Suddenly they were in a dank, musty room with devices on the wall.

				Tommy saw his mother, father, and sisters hanging from chains. Their arms were tied behind them, their faces marred with blood and bruises. Several torches lit the room enough for Tommy to see the pain in his sisters’ eyes. They screamed into the rags stuffed in their mouths.

				Tommy broke free. He swung his fist at the nearest soldier.

				The soldier grabbed him and wrenched his arm behind him, forcing him to the ground. Tommy screamed in agony. Tenbrook closed the door and joined the others. His voice was eerily calm as he instructed the soldiers to hold down Tommy and Timmy.

				“Oftentimes traitors tell lies,” Tenbrook said. “But the screams of a suffering relative compel most men to tell the truth.”

			

			
				“You son of a bitch!” Timmy swore. “I’ll kill you!”

				“If you resist me, your family will die. If you cooperate, I might consider letting them live, but it won’t save you from death.”

				“We’ve already told you everything!” Timmy screamed frantically.

				“Then this will set my mind at ease.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 62: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah didn’t realize he’d slept until the cry of a bird woke him up. He sat up in the chair, knocking the empty flask to the floor. The clatter exacerbated the growing pain in his skull.

				He squinted, groaned, and looked around him. The books were in the same place as he’d left them; several were on the floor. He vaguely remembered looking through them, laughing at the ridiculous pictures. He’d even set a few aside to look at later.

				The sun was gone. It was almost dark. How long had he slept? He’d had too much snowberry. He grunted. The Ancient City wasn’t a place he’d wanted to stay so long. But what about the books?

				He looked around at the rows, realizing he couldn’t carry them all. Beck had wanted him to count them using lines on a paper.

				Fuck.


				Jeremiah snorted. Between his headache and the volume of books, he had no interest in counting. He’d take a few books back. If that wasn’t good enough, then Beck could find the damned stash himself. Jeremiah bent over, scooping up the book with pictures of the strange contraption he’d seen. He’d take that one, for sure. That should entice Beck enough to make him pay any amount of coin Jeremiah demanded.

				He recalled Ivory and the strange demon-man. Had they returned? If they had, he hadn’t heard them.

				They probably fled to some distant shore, terrified that I’d catch them.


				Jeremiah laughed. He glanced out the window but saw only the dark blue ocean. No sign of Ivory or the demon-man. He packed as many books as he could carry in his bag and sealed it, flinging it over his shoulder. Then he walked toward the door. A disturbing thought stopped him, making him reconsider his plan.

			

			
				What if Ivory and the demon-man were to move the books before he got back? He’d already taken enough to fetch him a fancy sum, but he wanted all of them. Jeremiah couldn’t take the chance that the boy and his shit-ridden friend might steal the rest of his riches.

				I’ll do one last check to see if they returned.

				If I don’t find them, I’ll hide the books where they can’t be found. Then I’ll head back to Brighton.


				Satisfied with his plan, Jeremiah headed for the door.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 63: Beck

				By the time it was full dark, all of Blackthorn’s cavalry squadrons had come to the top of the grassy hill and set up camp. Blackthorn and Beck still sat on their horses, with two cohorts of Blackthorn’s blue shirts camped around their position.

				Below them, all around the perimeter of the hill and about half way up the slope, a ring of bonfires burned. In front of those fires, men toiled in trenches, digging and moving dirt. Uphill from the ring of fires, men worked on another row of trenches. More fires burned on top of the hill. On the backside—the one that faced the river—no one worked. The slopes dropped too steeply down to the river to worry about building additional defenses there. As Blackthorn explained to Beck, that side was naturally defensible. A few hundred men could hold it against any number of demons attacking across the river.

				“You’ve been silent longer than I’ve ever seen,” said Blackthorn without turning away from the men at work.

				“I have.”

				“Are you surprised by what I told you?”

				Beck sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I knew. I didn’t want to accept it. I’m not ready to die.”

				“Perhaps you won’t.”

				“I thought lies were in our past,” said Beck.

				“It is often as difficult to speak the truth as it is to hear it.”

				“I need to understand how this defense will work,” said Beck.

				“Are you planning to assassinate me and take over?” Blackthorn turned and gave Beck a wicked grin. “You might get away with it. You know better than anyone I can’t raise my sword arm. As you said, I’m barely keeping myself in the saddle.”

			

			
				Beck laughed. “Honesty is an interesting territory to live in. I may learn to like it, I think. But no, I have no plans to kill you. No man is more competent to lead this army than you. As I see it, a living General Blackthorn is my best chance to see the sunrise each morning. The longer you live, the longer I stay alive.”

				“Let us hope you’re right,” said Blackthorn.

				“If you fall, who will take over?”

				Blackthorn looked at Beck again. “Winthrop is insane. You’ll be the last minister any man will listen to.”

				“Militarily, who will be best to command the army in your stead?”

				“Captain Swan will follow. If he should fall, Captain Vaughan will come next. The cavalry has a chain of succession all the way down to the sergeants. In battle, we need it. We never know whom the demons will take. If the commander dies, the squadron cannot fall apart.”

				“Is Captain Swan capable?” asked Beck.

				“He is,” answered Blackthorn. “All of the captains are. Of the junior officers, none stands out to my notice. Perhaps Captain Swan will have a recommendation after I am gone. My guess is that if it comes to that, any junior officer will do. We’ll likely be trapped on this hill by then with only one decision left to us: stand behind our ramparts and fight until we’re all killed.”

				“I understand.” Beck gulped. He pointed down the slope at the two lines of defense. “Why two? Would it not be better to have a single line higher up the hill? That way we could concentrate our strength over a smaller line of fortifications? I don’t see that the second line does us any good.”

				Blackthorn smiled. “Perhaps you’d have made a good soldier, had you chosen that path instead. If you had to guess, why would you think we have two lines?”

			

			
				Beck looked across the defenses and thought about it. “I suppose if this were Brighton, it would make sense. Defending the town is paramount. It is full of noncombatants. Here we have the camp followers. They are not militiamen, but I think all will fight when the battle comes. So there is nothing to defend but your lives. So, a backup wall of defense seems to do no good, unless you’re protecting the cavalry.”

				“The cavalry are valuable, and they are worth defending,” said Blackthorn. “They can sally forth and kill demons in greater numbers than this militia ever will, but the horses need time to rest. They need to graze and drink.”

				“So that is the reason for two lines then?”

				“In truth, no, it is not,” said Blackthorn. “I have two lines of defense because I have two enemies.”

				“Two enemies?” Beck was lost but only for a moment. “You’re putting Winthrop and his followers behind the first wall?”

				Blackthorn nodded. “And many of the weaker militiamen and the remainder of the cohorts who ran last night. Winthrop will be the death of us all if I don’t solve that problem.”

				“Do you think Winthrop will understand what you’re doing?” Beck asked.

				“Winthrop is lost in a dream.” Blackthorn grunted. “I doubt he understands much of anything. But I have had my captains provide to him the rationale that we must defend the cavalry for the very reasons that you and I talked about. They told Winthrop and his men that the hilltops are a relatively safe zone to which each cohort will be rotated during the fight over the days to come. The hilltops are the place where men can rest and regain their strength before returning to the battle.”

				“But you won’t rotate the men?”

				“No, I won’t,” said Blackthorn. “Not Winthrop’s bloody fools. They and the remainder of the cowards will stay on the line until they die.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 64: Oliver

				Oliver was frightened.

				Demons were howling out in the dark, a lot of them, from every direction. It didn’t sound like as many as had been in the canyon the night before, but the hour was still early.

				When the sun had been up, and the cavalry squadrons were working their way across the fields between the trees, the demons had been held at bay. Oliver had seen the horsemen kill every band of monsters that threatened Blackthorn’s men. None were a match for them. They ran, screamed their demon nonsense, and died.

				Now they were out there massing.

				The cold set in for the night. The men worked in the trenches, trying to dig them deep and trying to connect them into a solid line of fortifications around the hill. They weren’t going to finish before the first attacks came. Even Oliver, with his two nights of experience, saw that. No doubt the officers in Blackthorn’s army saw it, and all the militiamen saw it too. But they desperately dug, because they knew the fortifications were their best chance of living through the night. Running wasn’t an option. They were backed up on a hill that dropped off to a river. Few men in Brighton knew how to swim.

				But some did, Oliver among them. He’d been disobedient his whole life, even when his mother was washing at the river in those years before she’d been taken to the pyre. Superstition frightened most people away from getting into the water, and that made the river all the more intriguing to Oliver. His friends said monsters lived in the depths. Others told of ancient treasures beneath the surface. One kid even told a story of a man his father knew who’d found a trove of valuable steel in the water not far from Brighton. That man’s family was never hungry again.

			

			
				That’s what Oliver was thinking about that day he first jumped into the water and nearly drowned. It was in the weeks after that he taught himself to keep his head above water and get from one side of the river to the other. Now, it seemed that risk of learning to swim might produce a benefit. If the demons overran the fortifications, Oliver had the option of jumping off the cliffs into the river and swimming to the far bank.

				He tried to tell himself that wasn’t an awful plan, but it was better than feeling like he had nowhere to run.

				Oliver was on the hill, halfway between the two defensive lines, close enough to keep an eye on Winthrop, but not so close that Winthrop would see him. Winthrop hadn’t noticed him in camp so far, but until now Oliver had been surrounded by Winthrop’s zealots. Now, they were all busy digging, and Winthrop was kneeling in the grass near a bonfire. Winthrop’s priestesses, dozens of them, knelt in semicircular rows behind him, taking turns fawning over him, whispering in his ears. They chanted what he chanted. They encouraged him when he slipped into his god-speak gibberish. They moaned and swooned as though the words were caressing their lonely hearts.

				The demons’ familiar cry of battle, though it was expected, sent a shiver through Oliver’s cold bones. He stood up and looked at the dark. The moon was up again, but the night beyond the firelight was black, impenetrable, and alive with the sound of demons.

				All the digging stopped. All the talking and chanting ceased. Every man and woman was doing what Oliver was doing: looking at the dark, guessing at numbers, and trying to figure where the monsters were attacking.

				Oliver looked to his right. He guessed a hundred or so were coming toward the hill’s eastern slope, where it was hidden from most of the army’s sight.

			

			
				In the trenches, men were getting back to work at a fevered pace. Many of the men from the previous nights battle climbed out of their trenches and stood atop their low ramparts. Oliver doubted they were positioning themselves to fight. Most were looking uphill rather than out into the dark.

				A rally cry of men sounded—weak at first, but building.

				Winthrop made a noise like a toad being stepped on, and then changed the pitch of his wail into a chant, powerful and quick, like a dirge for those in a hurry to get to the grave. The priestesses took up the song. The men joined in. The song spread as Winthrop’s bloody men hauled themselves out of their shallow trenches and onto their incomplete ramparts.

				They were done digging and were now shepherding their energy for the long night of bloodshed to come.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 65: Melora

				When Melora awoke, William was gone again.

				She listened for the sounds of his steady breathing, but the room was silent. Heart hammering, she cast aside the blanket and scrambled over to check his bedding. Her stomach plummeted when she found it empty.

				He promised he wouldn’t leave again.


				The loud screech of a demon in the distance made her pulse pound. She spun to the archway, certain it would’ve awoken Ella or Bray, but neither stirred. A pang of responsibility coursed through her. She’d seen William leaving the other night, and she hadn’t said anything. This is my fault. I’ve done this.


				What would Ella and Bray do if she woke them? Was this the incident they needed to convince them that William was turning? She knew he was infected. She knew he was acting strangely. But she’d seen his face when she’d confronted him. The look of guilt and shame wasn’t a reaction a demon would have. He didn’t need to die yet. On top of that, he hadn’t been acting strangely when they’d been exploring the Ancient City.

				Maybe he’s just outside the door.


				She’d collect him. She’d bring him back before anyone noticed.

				Scurrying for the other side of the room, Melora treaded quietly into the hallway. Pale moonlight seeped through a crack in the ceiling, illuminating her path as she avoided divots in the stairs. She envisioned William sneaking down the same steps. When had he left? Had it been minutes? Hours?

				She tried to convince herself he hadn’t been gone long, but her uncertainty led to panic. Crossing the main room downstairs, she weaved around the ancient platforms, careful not to brush into any. A rustle made her tense. Or was she hearing things?

			

			
				“William?” she hissed, loudly enough so that he might hear her.

				No answer. Reaching the entrance, she noticed some of the rubble had been moved. He must’ve done it quietly enough that she, her Mom, or Bray hadn’t heard it. That fact did little to assuage her guilt or her conscience.

				Turning sideways, she slipped through the entrance, as William must’ve done, biting her lip as the rubble scraped her. She ignored the pain and sucked in a breath of night air. She looked around. In the moonlight, the hulking buildings and toppled rubble seemed like giant creatures, ready to spring to life.

				William was nowhere.

				Melora pulled her sword. She strained against the dim lighting, convincing herself that if she looked hard enough, she’d find him. But nothing stood out. The latent demon scent was a reminder that her brother was in danger.

				“William?”

				A rustle snapped her attention to the right. A figure broke from behind a piece of ancient stone. The figure looked at her. It ran. It was about the shape and size of William.

				Melora chased after her brother, her pulse thudding behind her ears as she kicked up loose stones.

				“William!” she hissed.

				It had to be him. A demon would’ve run toward her, not the other way. What if he’s having delusions? If she could get him and bring him back, she’d convince him to go back to sleep. She’d tell Ella. She’d tell Bray. She’d make sure he never left again.

				Rounding a corner, the figure looked back at her, but William didn’t slow, and he didn’t stop. She followed him down several more streets, winding past relics and stones, things that would have given her pause in the daylight but were little more than obstacles now.

			

			
				Melora stumbled. One minute she was running full speed; the next, her boot stuck in a hole in the ground. She caught herself before falling, losing hold of her sword. The clatter echoed through the empty street. The figure disappeared down a distant alley.

				“William!” she cried out in a futile attempt to reach him.

				Picking up her weapon, Melora noticed the silence had deepened. The clatter of her sword rang in her head—a betraying sound that she couldn’t erase. She looked around, the adrenaline of the chase giving way to fear of the unknown. The shadows seemed like they were encircling her. Too late, she realized she hadn’t been keeping track of the turns. She had only a vague idea of where she was, or how to get back.

				Panicked, Melora spun and looked behind her, as if someone might show her the way. But no one was there to guide her.

				She was alone.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 66: Winthrop

				War god.

				Man beast.

				Maker of The Word. Cast aside your fear.


				Feminine fingers danced over Winthrop’s shoulders and down his back. Girl voices echoed his song. Men took up the tune, carrying the words that only Winthrop understood, words from the language in his head. Words of the gods revealed themselves to him one at a time, floating powerfully in the air.

				The demons were coming; some were attacking the militia to the right. More ran out of the shadows, individuals, rogues, fearless.

				A man screamed, left his place in the line, and ran up the hill.

				Other men piled more wood on the bonfires. Swarms of sparks rode the heat into the sky. Orange light flickered across the hillsides and the faces of the men.

				Out in the blackness, far from the reach of the orange light, near the limit of hearing, a host of demons thousands strong howled as a single twisted beast.

				Winthrop gritted his teeth.

				I am an immortal god of war.


				He wet himself.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 67: Jeremiah

				Jeremiah had searched the building and the beach for a while. The only light left was from the moon.

				Ivory and the demon-man hadn’t returned.

				“Afraid,” Jeremiah muttered, liking the way the word sounded. He grunted and spat snowberry-laced snot in the sand.

				A whiff of something foul led him to his armpits. He wrinkled his nose. It’d been a while since Jeremiah had a bath. Normally, he was impervious to his stench. Not today. Days of hiking up snow-covered mountains and battling wildcats had worsened his odor. A warm tub and a refill on his drink were high on his priority list, maybe even more important than giving the books to Beck.

				He laughed at the thought. His path to wealth and power was certain. Did it matter if he frolicked with a barren woman on the way? Jeremiah headed back up the beach, intent on returning to the building. Maybe he’d stay for one more night before he relocated the books in the morning.

				Movement on the road next to the book building startled him. Jeremiah readied his sword, squinting into the dark road. He could only see shadows in the moonlight. Who—or what—was it? Cursing, he progressed off the beach and onto the road. He measured his footsteps, trying not to give himself away.

				Something rustled. He sniffed the air, trying to ferret out demon smell, but nothing except the ocean and the latent odor of demons graced his nose. He walked further. If it were a demon, it’d be running at him by now. The flash of a pale face in the darkness gave him confirmation that it was a human.

				Probably Ivory worried about his cache of books.

				Smiling, he decided it must be Ivory and continued more hastily. The figure moved in the opposite direction, kicking rocks up from the road. Jeremiah fought the urge to call out. More noise would draw demons.

			

			
				The moon glistened off errant pieces of metal and cast a dull sheen over the streets. He followed Ivory for several streets, taking turns and keeping his sword high. The pain in his arm returned, as if it’d come to claim penance for what Ivory had done earlier. He didn’t see the demon-man, which meant he’d already fled or was waiting for Ivory somewhere. Either way, Jeremiah would get more information from Ivory. He’d force it out of him using whatever methods he needed.

				Jeremiah’s body shook as he charged up the street. Regardless of how things had turned out, he wasn’t happy with being forced to run. He was delighted when Ivory took a turn down another street and promptly halted. The moon revealed an alleyway with buildings on either side, a large mound of rubble at the end. Ivory feinted in several directions, caught between poor choices. Jeremiah smiled.

				Ivory was trapped.

				“Finally caught you, eh?”

				Ivory didn’t answer. His winded gasps were proof that he was contemplating escape. He was probably running on adrenaline, unwilling to give up. But Jeremiah would beat the fight out of him until there was nothing left.

				As Jeremiah got closer, he realized something. The figure was too small to be Ivory, probably by a foot or so. That meant another young person—a boy—was wandering the demon-infected streets alone.

				Whoever it was, Jeremiah could exploit him.

				“Lost, are you?” Jeremiah asked with a grating chuckle, guessing that the boy was part of a pack of settlers.

				The boy said nothing, at first. If Jeremiah had encountered him in the woods, he might’ve put away his sword.

				“Can you speak, boy?” he asked.

			

			
				The boy didn’t answer.

				“What’s your name?”

				Growing agitated, Jeremiah waved his sword. He took an intimidating step forward. He didn’t have time to babysit frightened settlers.

				The boy managed a frightened response. “William.”

				“Are you alone, William?”

				“No.” At least, the boy was being honest. He’d probably already pissed his trousers.

				“Who are you with?”

				“My family.”

				“Where are they?”

				“Further in the city. Are you going to hurt them?”

				Jeremiah hesitated. “No. I’m just going to talk to them.”

				Probably a lie. Jeremiah advanced a few more steps, cornering William. He pushed him up against the wall. The screech of a distant demon made Jeremiah spin and study the alley behind him, but he saw nothing.

				“Where are they?” Jeremiah asked again, gruffly this time.

				He took hold of William’s shirt and shook him. The boy struggled. Jeremiah’s neck bulged as he thought of how he’d lost Ivory and the demon-man. He wouldn’t let this boy escape. He couldn’t have settlers running through the streets, catching sight of him moving the books. Another screech of a demon startled Jeremiah. Closer. He looked over his shoulder but saw nothing.

				“Get off me!” William roared.

				The tone in the boy’s voice was suddenly menacing. Startled, Jeremiah loosened his grasp. He studied the boy as if he’d misheard him, but William stared, the fear gone.

				“Have you gone mad, boy?”

				“Take him!” William screamed.

				“Take who?”

				Jeremiah looked around him, wondering if the boy had lost his mind to the wilderness. A boy would be even more susceptible to that insanity. Something rustled from the top of the alley. A hiss echoed off the walls.

			

			
				“Who’s there?” Jeremiah asked.

				The alley went quiet, save the boy’s rapid breathing. Had the boy’s family come to claim him? Jeremiah let go of the boy. He stepped back. Whoever had made the noise had made a grave mistake.

				Another hiss followed another set of footsteps. Jeremiah’s blood froze as the odor of demons crept into his nostrils. He swung around and prepared his sword. He made out several shapes, but not well enough to know if they were men or demons.

				“Over here!” William screamed. “Take him! Take him!”

				“Be quiet, boy!” Jeremiah warned.

				The boy was insane or stupid. But it was too late. The demons moved in Jeremiah’s direction. He clutched his sword, listening to bare feet pound the alley. Several sets of footsteps multiplied into more.

				Fuck.


				Shadows burst from the darkness as if they’d been lying in wait for him. The stench of demon skin was so fetid that he thought he might vomit.

				Jeremiah snarled and swung his sword. He sliced off the hand of the first demon to reach him, listening to it screech in pain. He cut down another, lopping off its head. He roared. The boy had not only distracted him, but he’d drawn the attention of a horde. Maybe he was insane and stupid. Jeremiah tasted fear on his tongue as he swung and swung, creating a heap of demon bodies. For every one he cut down, several more seemed to appear.

				Dammit.


				Even as he swung, he knew the moment had arrived when he wouldn’t be able to fend them off. The swarm was vicious and thicker than any he’d seen in months. He needed to do something else. He needed to escape.

			

			
				“Get back!” he yelled to William.

				The boy remained silent, standing against the wall. Watching.

				He’s insane. He must be.


				Jeremiah felt a moment of panic as he tried to climb the alley wall. His hands slid uselessly down the worn bricks. One of his fingernails broke. The same alley that had allowed him to corner William had trapped him. He looked from side to side, finding no refuge. Even if Jeremiah were in proper shape, he wouldn’t be able to run. He couldn’t get out of the alley without going through the demons. Rotten luck. Stupid, rotten luck. That’s what it was.

				“Goddammit!” he roared. “Look what you’ve done, boy!”

				A spark of pain pulled Jeremiah’s attention back to the demons. One of them grabbed hold of him, taking a chunk of his arm. It was his injured arm, the one the wildcat had bitten. He screamed in pain as the creature took another mouthful. Another demon lunged, biting his sword arm before he could swing. His sword fell.

				Then Jeremiah did.

				Shit! Shit!


				Dreams of the treasures he’d bring back to Brighton and the women he’d lay with were overridden by fear of death. Jeremiah pushed and kicked, his pulse thundering in his veins as he realized what was happening. This couldn’t be the end.

				Shrieks pierced the air as unwashed bodies fell all over him. A stinking, biting mass. Jeremiah tried fighting the demons off, but teeth and hands weighed down his limbs, fighting for flesh, suffocating him. He shrieked as pain ignited in his leg, his stomach, and his neck. He tried screaming, but managed only a gurgle. Blood soaked his face and clothing. Somewhere over the commotion of the demons, Jeremiah heard William’s voice, yelling as he urged the demons on.

			

			
				“Take him! Take him!”

				The boy isn’t stupid, after all.

				He’s controlling them.


				That final thought lingered in Jeremiah’s mind as he tried screaming an angry response. His world went black before he managed a sound.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 68: Blackthorn

				“Fools.” Blackthorn watched the onslaught from his vantage.

				Men ran away from the line, and though it was dark and he couldn’t see their faces, Blackthorn knew in his heart they were the same cowards from the night before. There were still thousands of men down there who believed tenuously in the glorious fantasy of their bravery, but with men beside them dropping their weapons and shovels and running, the good men would crumble and flee as well.

				Blackthorn wheeled his horse around, ignored Beck, and faced his captains. “I’ll lead a squadron down to rally the troops on the east hill. Captain Vaughan, take your squadron down to the west hill and ride between the defensive lines. Let the men hear the thunder of hooves. Two hundred brave horsemen will stiffen them.”

				“Yes, sir.” Captain Vaughan turned his horse and galloped away.

				“Captain Swan,” said Blackthorn, “Any man who retreats from the defense below can dig in the trenches of the second line. Any man who tries to cross behind it, take his head.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“It’s imperative you finish the ramparts before the first line falls.”

				“Sir,” said Captain Swan, “allow me to lead the squadron below.” He looked at Blackthorn’s swordless hand. “If the demons break through the line, I can fight.”

				“It is not the demons that need to be fought,” said Blackthorn. “It is the fear of them that needs to be battled. If I rally the militia, they’ll stand and fight the demons for us. The defenses are far from complete, but with the advantage of the hill, they are enough. If these men do not hold, they deserve what they get. You needn’t worry about my sword. I won’t waste my squadron to give weaklings a chance to flee another day. If they do not stand, I’ll return, and we brave men will make our stand together against fat, slow demons with bellies full of coward flesh.” Blackthorn turned his attention to Minister Beck.

			

			
				Beck sat up straight in his saddle. “I’ll ride with you, General.”

				Blackthorn laughed. “You’ll do no good riding over this terrain. You’ll as likely fall as stay in the saddle. You remain here. This is the high point. If the battle goes badly down the hill, the men up here will need a leader. Be that leader.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 69: Melora

				Melora took a step forward. The screech of a demon in the distance gave her fear that not only had she been heard, but she was also being hunted. She’d lost William a while ago.

				She crept back in the direction she’d traveled, hoping the excessive quiet might make up for the noise she’d made earlier. But the demons were getting closer. She smelled the putrid scent on the wind, intensifying as the bloodthirsty creatures drew near. Blood racing, she took a guess at where she was going. She could only hope that William had gotten away.

				In the dim moonlight, the monoliths all looked the same, as if they were bent on tricking her. She didn’t recognize any as ones she’d already passed. She held her sword tight in her fist, certain any moment she’d have to use it soon.

				Where was she?

				A footstep slapped the cement. Not a running, frightened boy, but a monster in the shadows. She swallowed and kept going, taking a turn, hoping she was choosing the right direction. One of the buildings groaned. The wind keened through cracks in the walls. Melora fought the feeling that the whole city was conspiring against her.

				She resisted the urge to scream for Bray and Ella.

				She’d only do that if she had to.

				Approaching an intersection, she passed a collapsed building. This one looked familiar. Had she taken a left? A right? The footsteps behind her multiplied as monsters sprang from the shadows. She didn’t have time to stop. All she could do was choose a direction and hope she wasn’t winding herself into a situation she couldn’t get out of.

				A figure barreled out of a building in front of her.

				Melora cried out and swung her sword, cleaving one of the thing’s arms. It shrieked as it fell. She dodged to the right, avoiding another demon, and weaved into an alley. Looking around, she was certain she’d never been here. The screeches of the demons were everywhere. The alley was narrow and restricting. A trap? She had no way to know if there was an exit on the other end.

			

			
				Had the creatures lured her here?

				She didn’t think they were smart enough.

				It didn’t matter. She weaved into the darkness, her heart hammering as the creatures got closer. Soon, she’d have to stop and fight. No matter how many there were, she couldn’t let them take her down. Not without swinging her sword. She felt the walls around her, searching for an opening that would admit her. The walls were hopelessly solid.

				And then they weren’t.

				Arms grabbed her and pulled her through a doorway. A hand stifled Melora’s scream. She writhed and struggled, realizing only when she heard a human voice that she wasn’t being attacked.

				“Stop fighting and follow me! Hurry!”

				The hands let her go. She followed the insistent pull of someone tugging her shirtsleeve, leading her further into a building she could hardly see. The air smelled dank and musty, home to who knew how many corpses and demons. She had no choice but to follow. The shrieking grew louder behind her.

				Footsteps stomped the pavement.

				She almost stumbled again as the person pulled her up a flight of stairs, tugging her into a room that was equally dark save a few moonbeams filtering through the ceiling. Her eyes adjusted enough to watch the person turn and shut the door, sliding objects against it and then pulling her into a huddle. They heaved thick gasps as they caught their breath, listening to the frustrated shriek of demons outside.

				“They shouldn’t find us here,” the strange man told her.

			

			
				“Who are you?” Melora asked.

				“My name’s Ivory.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 70: Oliver

				The demons didn’t come in a wave; they poured across the grass and into the light of the fires like a squall: first a few raindrops at a time, then many, then a torrent.

				The first of them perished as they tried to climb through the trenches or circumvent them. More demons came. Some of them ran through the gaps in the defenses, brushing past the men defending, tearing loose between the lines, blindly screaming and looking for someone to bury their teeth into.

				The screams of the torrent grew close, and Oliver felt the feet of thousands of running demons through the soles of his boots. He looked up the hill and gave a thought to fleeing, but made a choice. He’d kill Winthrop in the coming chaos and take the risk that the battle would not kill him, too.

				The torrent hit.

				The trenches filled instantly with twisted men falling over one another. Men on the ramparts hacked with the weapons they wielded. Oliver saw one slip and fall into the trench.

				Demons fought their way through the gaps in the defenses and the chaos spread. More militiamen ran. Winthrop’s blood-marked followers stood their ground. Some stayed organized in their formations, benefitting from their training in Blackthorn’s drills.

				A pair of demons ran toward Winthrop and his kneeling priestesses. A handful of the women jumped to their feet and attacked. They dragged one demon into the fire. They tackled and kicked the other.

				Oliver realized he’d probably made a mistake. With so many demons coming through the first line and the battle having just begun, the chances of—

			

			
				Something hit him from behind, knocking the breath out of him as he tumbled to the ground.

				Oliver shouted through the blood pouring from the lip he’d just bitten. A demon was on him, pinning him to the ground. Oliver heard the beast’s pant close to his ear, felt its hot breath on his skin. Oliver punched the beast to no effect. He couldn’t stab it. He’d dropped his dagger when the beast hit him. He remembered the first beast he’d fought off and had the fleeting thought that he wouldn’t be so lucky this time.

				The beast’s jaws clamped onto Oliver’s shoulder, and Oliver screamed.

				The thunder of hooves rumbled down the side of the hill, shaking Oliver, distracting the beast.

				Oliver reached for his small knife in its sheath.

				The beast’s interest in the coming horsemen waned as quickly as it had come. It bit again at the same spot on Oliver’s shoulder, grinding its teeth and trying to tear the flesh away. Oliver screamed at the pain and stabbed the knife blindly behind his head.

				The demon howled and flinched away, yanking the knife out of Oliver’s hand.

				The beast fell to the side. As soon as the weight of the monster was off his back, Oliver rolled to the side and jumped to his feet.

				The monster shook its head and grabbed at the knife stuck deep into the bulbous warts around its ear.

				On the ground, glinting in the orange firelight, Oliver spotted his dagger. Oliver scooped it up, gripped the handle with all his might, and lunged at the downed beast, pushing the dagger through its throat.

				The beast collapsed, choking but not moving.

				Oliver jumped away. Blood pulsed in gushes out of the beast’s wound. Oliver stood for a second, not knowing what to do next. Run? Attack? With both hands he gripped the hilt of his dagger and dove on top of the demon, driving the point through the center of its back.

			

			
				It instantly went limp.

				Oliver knew he’d stabbed the demon’s heart.

				He sat there for a moment, not believing what he’d done, not believing he was alive.

				The sound of demon war all around him brought his attention back to the moment, and his thoughts raced.

				The thunder of hooves blasted away all other sounds. General Blackthorn, followed by a line of sword-wielding men with determined faces, flowed past.

				Militiamen cheered. Others screamed. Demons still howled everywhere.

				Oliver reached to pull the small knife out of the dead demon’s skull, and his shoulder protested with pain. Oliver touched a hand to his shoulder and pulled it away to see no blood, none. “What?” He put his hand back, right where the pain was, but he didn’t touch skin. The chainmail had become so much like a second skin to him that he’d forgotten he was wearing it. It’d saved is life. His shoulder was going to hurt, but it wasn’t shredded. Oliver sucked in a breath at the pain and pulled his knife out of the demon’s head. He jumped to his feet, dagger in one hand, knife in the other.

				The cavalry had passed by, and they were cutting through the chaos leaving a wake of pale dead bodies.

				Oliver looked around for the big bonfire, for Winthrop.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 71: Beck

				Like the first line lower on the hill’s slopes, the second line of trenches and ramparts was incomplete. In the light of the fires, Beck saw men and women furiously digging, throwing dirt out of the holes while more men stomped it down on the ramparts. Other men brought wood for the fires. Blue shirts and militia men manned the fortifications or stood in front of the trenches, defending the diggers from demons that had broken through the first line.

				Of everyone in the army, only Beck, his eight guards, and the cavalry, most of whom were on the hilltop, were not actively engaged. The cavalry saw to their horses and rested. Their turn to fight would come again tomorrow when the sun was up.

				The number of demons attacking the lines was small compared to the number of soldiers in the ranks. More than half of the soldiers stood behind finished fortifications. They were armed. And as Blackthorn had explained to Beck that day back in the fields inside the circle wall, they fought as a unit. The ones that were succeeding against the demons were adhering to their training. The soldiers who’d abandoned their positions and were caught in the gap between the lines, fighting demons one on one or running until they were tackled or trampled, were not faring well.

				Beck tried to guess the tide of the battle, tried to tell who was winning. The chaos on both sides of the first defensive line gave him no clue. Bodies were on the ground everywhere. People and demons ran every which way. And though the lines of soldiers were fighting the first attackers, more demons streamed out of the darkness in an unending flow of reinforcements.

				The only thing of which Beck was certain was that the first line of defenses would not be completed, certainly not before the sun came up in the morning.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 72: Oliver

				The priestesses were in disarray, unarmed, but outnumbering and wrestling demons toward the fire. Others were dying at the hands of twisted men. Many lay sprawled on the ground, dead or bleeding. Winthrop’s marked men ran past, chasing and killing demons, doing their best to keep the demons away from their leader.

				Amidst the bedlam, Winthrop was on his knees in front of the bonfire, rooted to the earth, hands stretched to the heavens, chanting god-speak.

				It would be an easy kill.

				Oliver ran around to come at Winthrop from behind. He dodged a demon and gave it a slice across the thigh. The demon stumbled.

				Uphill from the bonfire, Oliver turned and ran straight down at Winthrop from behind. No marked man or priestess was close enough to do anything to stop Oliver, even if they did notice a boy running amidst the tumult.

				Seeing Winthrop’s broad back silhouetted against the bonfire, Oliver paused. He realized he didn’t want to kill Winthrop anonymously. He wanted Winthrop to see who it was holding the knife to his throat. Winthrop needed to feel the ironic shift of power from abuser into the hands of the beaten boy. He wanted Winthrop to know that the wages of his sins had finally come due. He wanted Winthrop to tremble at the overpowering certainty of his coming death.

				Oliver’s boots skidded on the flattened grass, but he kept his balance. He slipped beneath Winthrop’s upstretched arm, came around in front of him, and tucked the point of his dagger under one of Winthrop’s chins. “Look at me.”

				With his eyes closed, Winthrop chanted on.

				“Look at me!” Oliver punctured skin, and a rivulet of red trickled down the blade.

			

			
				Winthrop’s eyes calmly opened. His face didn’t change.

				That angered Oliver. He wanted to see fear. He certainly smelled it in the form of Winthrop’s piss. But Winthrop looked serene despite the blood. His hands didn’t shake. His vile, chanting voice stayed strong.

				“I’m going to kill you,” said Oliver, “for all you’ve done and all you’re going to do.”

				“My son,” said Winthrop, “I’m so pleased. You wear the mark. You’re one with your god.”

				Oliver willed his arm forward, but the dagger didn’t move. Guilt stopped it. Morality stopped it. Humanity stopped it. Oliver cursed. He’d dreamed of this moment, he’d prayed for it, he’d lusted for it.

				“I’ve loved you like a son,” said Winthrop. “I’ve loved you as part of myself.”

				“I hate you.”

				“You wear the mark of blood. Your spirit will grow to love your god.”

				Damn Winthrop’s soothing voice. Damn his inexplicable strength. Why couldn’t he whimper and beg?


				“I was like you, weak from my fears, tempted to sin, but I’m showing you the path. Embrace me, my son. Transcend the horror. Feel the love of war. Feel the power. I am a god.”

				Oliver looked at his blade, still drawing blood from Winthrop’s throat. Oliver couldn’t bring himself to kill the Bishop.

				Winthrop laid two of his thick fingers on the blade, and the blood ran up over the fingernails and down to the knuckles. Winthrop raised his fingers to his mouth and licked the blood. He reached his bloody finger to Oliver’s lips. “Take the blood. Be one with me, son.”

				Oliver turned and ran.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 73: Beck

				It was harsh and sad, the song of men who longed for death as they wallowed in the muddy blood of their comrades. They lusted for evil and emptiness. It was a song of begging to fight, kill, and suffer. All without words that any human mind, save lunatic Winthrop, could decipher.

				Beck certainly couldn’t.

				The sky was bloody red, with the rising sun over the ocean and the mountains glowing in the west. Beck watched fires rage and smoke black, burning the flesh and fat off the corpses piled on the embers. The men who’d survived, ragged men who wore the carnage of a night’s war in demon land, were adding their dead to the fires.

				Where brown winter grass had covered the rolls of earth on the hill’s sides, only black mud and twisted bodies remained. The number of the dead was beyond count. The carcasses of wart-covered twisted men, naked and pale, lay between the two lines of fortifications. Piles of them filled the trenches in front of the ramparts. Live ones squatted out in the field, some stood, all at a distance watching, perhaps horrified by the sight of so many deceased brothers, perhaps intimidated by the song of Winthrop’s marked men, inviting the monsters to join them in giving their souls to the next world.

				Beck had watched it all from atop his horse—slaughter on a scale no man’s nightmare could conjure. All night long, the demons had come in gangs of a few dozen, mobs of a hundred and hordes of a thousand. The first line of defense was a porous obstruction, sometimes absorbing the attacks, but mostly diffusing and slowing the demons. The second line held. No demon reached the top of the hill. The killing ground lay between the lines of defense, and the men of the first line had fought the entire night.

			

			
				Beck guessed about half of them had died.

				Some of the men and women defending and building the second line of fortifications had been killed, too, but Beck had no way to estimate those numbers. The two squadrons of cavalry that charged down the hill in support of the defense had probably made the difference in the victory, but few of the riders were still breathing when the sun rose out of the ocean. Dead horses were spread across the lower slopes of the hill. Their riders were indistinguishable from the other bloody corpses.

				And General Blackthorn had fallen.

				He wasn’t dead. His cavalrymen had hauled him up the hill and taken him to his tent. It was explained to Beck that the General had looked more and more haggard through the course of the fighting, but had continued until he collapsed. They suspected that undiagnosed injuries from the attack he’d suffered the night before had taken their toll.

				Father Winthrop, on the other hand, had come through the night unscathed. He knelt in front of a fire piled high with logs and burning corpses. The ground around the fire was a solid carpet of dead demons, laid there by Winthrop’s marked men. Winthrop’s men knelt and stood around the dead, singing and communing with the lunatic, and covering themselves in the blood of the dead before going back out to do Winthrop’s work. They weren’t hauling bodies to the fires. They were taking the dead demons and laying them in a growing line in front of the defenses, shoulder-to-shoulder, head to toe. Demons coming tonight were going to have to trample their dead brothers from the night before on their way to the fight.

				“Minister Beck?”

				Beck turned to his left to see Captain Swan. “Yes?”

				“What are your orders?”

			

			
				Beck smiled. It was an automatic reaction to his sudden discomfort. A cavalryman captain asking him for orders? “What do you recommend?”

				“General Blackthorn would have the cavalry ride into the plain below the hill and clear it of demons.”

				“Clear it?” Beck looked at the vast expanse of grass, copses, and forests.

				“We’ll prevent any of the twisted men from getting close,” explained Captain Swan. “That will give the militia time to finish the fortifications, and it will give them time to rest. The cavalry will come back to the hilltop by sundown.”

				Beck looked for duplicity in Captain Swan’s face and wondered how much of Blackthorn’s plan Captain Swan was privy to. He wondered if the cavalry was going to abandon the militia to die and ride back to Brighton. “Would it be better to leave two squadrons on the hill and defend our positions with the other two?”

				“We’ll do as you order,” said Captain Swan.

				“But you don’t agree,” said Beck. “Tell me why.”

				“We lost two squadrons last night. If we keep two here, that leaves us only two to fight the demons through the day. With so many demons in the area, I fear that two might get overwhelmed and destroyed. Four squadrons working together will have a better chance of staying alive.”

				“I understand.” Beck swept his hand at the line of defenses. “What of the rest of them?”

				“The captains of the cohorts have their orders. They’ll finish the defenses and rest their men.” Captain Swan smiled though the gesture didn’t look like it belonged on his face. “Ride by and inspect them, if you wish. But let them work. They’ll not need further guidance.”

				“And when the demons attack?” asked Beck.

				“After sunset, the demons will come again. I’ll be back by then.”

			

			
				“General Blackthorn told me you were capable of leading the army. Shall I promote you to General?”

				“Not while General Blackthorn lives.” Captain Swan kicked his horse and started away. “I’ll return by sunset.”

				“Thank you, Captain.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 74: Beck

				Beck walked into the dimly lit tent, glancing at a tray with breadcrumbs and smears of greasy meat. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he spotted Oliver sitting with his arms folded around his legs on Winthrop’s bedding. “Are you all right?”

				“I’m a coward.”

				“A coward?” Beck stepped closer and looked at the blood on Oliver’s clothes and the bruises on his face. “Looks like you’ve been in a fight.”

				Oliver nodded.

				“Is that your blood?”

				Oliver looked at his sleeves and trousers. “Demon blood.”

				“Did you get attacked?”

				“Yes.”

				“Are you hurt?”

				Oliver shook his head. “Bruises.” He rolled his left arm around at the shoulder. “I’m sore.”

				“You know you’re a kid, right?” Beck squatted down. “Running away from demons is okay.”

				Oliver drilled Beck with a hard stare. “I didn’t run.”

				Beck sat himself down. “Sorry, I—”

				“One jumped on me from behind.” Oliver put a hand on his shoulder. “He tried to bite me.” Oliver pulled his shirt aside to show Beck the chainmail. “He never broke the skin.”

				Fascinated, Beck couldn’t contain his curiosity. He reached forward and touched the mail with his fingers. “This is—”

				“Chainmail,” said Oliver. “The blacksmith said he saw it in a book.”

				“In a book I sold to Kreuz?” Beck asked.

				“I guess. He said Kreuz had the book.”

			

			
				Beck caressed the flexible mail again. “I saw that same picture in the book. Amazing.” Beck leaned back.

				“It’s a long-sleeved shirt.”

				“Under your clothes.” Beck smiled knowingly. “So no one would see it. Wearing that much metal, people will think you’re rich. How did you convince the blacksmith to make it for you?”

				Oliver pursed his lips. He looked away.

				“Never mind,” said Beck. “I’m impressed.” He laughed. “I wish I had the same for myself. You say the demon bit you, but its teeth couldn’t penetrate?”

				“Neither will a knife or a sword,” said Oliver. “We tested it at the blacksmith’s.”

				“Amazing.” Beck looked himself up and down, running his arms over his sleeves as he thought about how to get a coat of chainmail for himself. “How long did it take to make?”

				“I don’t know,” answered Oliver. “He was already working on it when I came into his shop. He finished it to fit me.”

				“Well, it saved your life, that’s the important thing. Tell me, how did you get away from the demon who bit you?”

				“I killed it. I may have killed another as well,” said Oliver. “I cut it.” Oliver stretched a leg out and dragged his hand across it mid-thigh. “Deep. It probably bled to death, but I didn’t stay to see.”

				“Two demons.” Beck laughed. “And look at you. You’re half the size of those beasts, and you think you’re a coward. Your standards are much too high, young man.”

				Oliver shook his head and looked at Beck with a question hidden behind his expression.

				“What are you not telling me?”

				Oliver looked away again, and his eyes glazed. “I…” His voice caught in his throat.

			

			
				“Take your time,” said Beck. “It’s been a hard night on all of us.”

				“Are we all going to die here?”

				It was Beck’s turn to look away. He avoided the answer with a question of his own. “Are you afraid of dying?”

				“Of course, I am. As you say, I’m just a boy.” Oliver looked disappointed. He paused and spent a moment thinking about what he was going to say next. “I ask because I think we are going to die. The General had the men build fortifications. He plans for us to stay. So many soldiers were killed last night that I don’t expect the rest of us will last more than a week.”

				“But with the fortifications finished—”

				“It won’t matter,” said Oliver. “More demons will come. Father Winthrop will sow too much chaos. General Blackthorn is injured. We’ll all die.”

				Beck wanted to argue, to save the boy from despair, but he couldn’t bring himself to spread a lie over so much insightful truth.

				“I didn’t come here to die,” said Oliver. “I didn’t come here to fight. But now that I know I’m going to die, now that I’ve failed at what I came here to do, I guess it won’t matter that I tell you that I’m an assassin.”

				“An assassin?” Beck was taken aback.

				“I came here to murder Father Winthrop.”

				“Why?”

				Oliver’s look told Beck his question was stupid. “I had the opportunity last night. I held my knife at his throat. His blood ran down the blade and onto my hand.” Oliver raised his palm and showed Beck the dried red. “He called me his son and told me he loved me. I couldn’t do it. I let him live. I ran away. I’m a weakling.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 75: Beck

				“Choosing not to kill Winthrop does not make you a weakling,” said Beck. “It makes you a human, and that’s a rare thing for a denizen of Brighton.”

				“Putting a fairy tale ending on my cowardice may work with the young pants-pissers at the Academy, Minister Beck, but I know what I did.”

				“You’re a tough boy,” said Beck, raising his hands to keep Oliver from arguing. “And don’t tell me I’m patronizing you. Look at what you’ve done. You’ve marched with the army, and you’ve fought the demons. You were brave enough to put your blade to a minister’s throat and even braver to choose humanity over hatred. Believe me or not. Just think about it. I hope one day you see that I’m right.”

				“None of it matters,” said Oliver. “I’ll die before that day comes.”

				“You won’t die,” said Beck. “Tomorrow morning, a handful of messengers will ride to Brighton. If they leave at first light and ride hard, they’ll make it before sunset. I have an urgent letter for Scholar Evan that I’ll need you to hand-deliver to him. You’ll ride out with them.”

				Oliver laughed. “You’re making that up. I know a lie when I hear it.”

				Smiling and shaking his head, Beck said, “I can make it true. You’re a good boy, Oliver. You don’t need to die on this hill with the rest of us. Will you go home if I can make the arrangements?”

				Oliver thought about it for a moment and nodded. “Why don’t you come, too?”

				“I can’t.”

				“Why?”

			

			
				Beck laughed. “That answer is much different than I’d have thought yesterday.”

				“How so?” asked Oliver.

				“It was my intention to escape this expedition as soon as the opportunity arose.”

				“That’s why the soldiers outside are guarding you?”

				Beck nodded. “Now, with Father Winthrop losing his sanity and General Blackthorn unable to ride, perhaps unable to lead the army, I feel the weight of a responsibility I hadn’t expected.”

				“You’re in charge of the army?” Oliver didn’t believe it.

				“So it seems,” said Beck. “The lives of all of these men are in my hands.”

				“But they’re all going to die.”

				Beck nodded.

				“Why not march away from this place at first light tomorrow and go back through the pass?”

				Beck shook his head. “There are too many demons in the grasslands now. If the army leaves its fortified position on the hill, I’m afraid they’ll get slaughtered.”

				“So it’s a fight to the death right here?” Oliver asked. “All the men die, or all the demons die?”

				Beck got up and walked over to his bed. “General Blackthorn is sleeping. When he wakes, I’ll take care of everything to get you sent with the riders tomorrow morning.” Beck looked at the empty platter by the tent flap. “You’ve eaten?”

				“Yes.”

				“Have you slept?”

				“No.”

				“Then do so. I need to sleep as well. I expect the fight tonight will be the worst we’ve seen. We need to be rested for whatever comes next.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 76: Evan

				Having determined Oliver was the rat—or, at least, having a strong enough suspicion to believe he was, after thinking about it most of the night—Evan hurried through the streets, making his way to the Dunlows.

				Everything about his theory made sense.

				In their last meeting, Oliver had not only severed his ties with Evan, but had made it clear he felt angry and used. In an effort to preserve his life, Oliver had gone to Tenbrook and named Evan. Evan had recruited him, after all. It was Evan he blamed. He’d pulled Oliver into the plan that had risked his life.

				Dammit. Dammit.


				That must’ve been what happened. Tenbrook knows everything.


				Evan’s legs and lungs burned from the exertion of running. He needed to get to the Dunlows before it was too late. He needed to warn them.

				But that wasn’t all. Evan needed protection.

				Evan wasn’t blind to his faults. He knew that his focus with numbers had left him inexperienced in matters of fighting and resourcefulness. He needed the protection of the Dunlows and the other deserters to give him the chance he needed to escape Brighton.

				They had to abort the plan.

				As he rounded the end of Market Street, Evan glanced from left to right, afraid someone would jump out and grab him. He approached the last cluster of houses preceding the house on Market Street. A few people glanced out the windows, watching him. Or at least, it felt that way. A woman carrying a basket gave him an appraising look. Was someone getting ready to turn him in?

			

			
				Evan approached the deserters’ house. Reaching the steps, he knocked, still catching his breath. The door swung open, revealing the dirty-faced man he’d spoken with before.

				“I’m looking for Tommy and Timmy,” he said through frantic heaves.

				The dirty-faced man furrowed his brow, sizing him up. “They aren’t with you?”

				“No,” Evan shook his head vigorously. “I need to talk with them. Where are they?”

				“No one has seen them.” The man watched Evan closely, as if he were a suspect in their disappearance.

				“They left?”

				“Yes. They left to meet with you. Or at least, we thought they did. We’ve been waiting for you to come back and tell us what was going on.”

				“I haven’t seen them since I was last here,” Evan said, trying to throw sincerity into his voice. “I swear it.”

				“What the hell’s going on?” The dirty-faced man was unable to hide his anger. “We’ve been holed up here for days, waiting for someone to give us direction. We’ve risked our lives for your—for Minister Beck’s—plan. And now the Dunlows are gone?” He turned around, as if he was about to call someone else from inside.

				A noise up the street drew their attention.

				Evan and the dirty-faced man swiveled to find soldiers running up the road.

				The soldiers were carrying a screaming, kicking man. They approached the deserter’s house before Evan or the dirty-faced man could react, dumping the man in the middle of the street. His face was covered with burns. One of his eyes was gouged. He opened his bloodied mouth to let out an agonizing, high-pitched scream.

				His tongue was missing.

				Evan gasped.

				Frantic voices spilled from inside the deserter’s house as men grabbed weapons, preparing for a fight. Fearing for his life, Evan took a few steps sideways, intending to run. He didn’t make it far. A soldier appeared out of nowhere, punching him in the side. A burst of pain made his eyes water. The soldier laughed as Evan doubled over, clutching his side. The soldier pushed him down, then kicked him. Evan lay on the ground, stunned.

			

			
				All around him was the commotion of the deserters and the soldiers. The men traded curses and blows. A few drew swords. Frantic cries emanated from the marketplace as passersby sought places to take cover or hide and watch.

				Evan tried to move, but couldn’t find his footing. A shout from the doorway spurred him to action.

				“Scholar Evan is out there! Don’t let him get away!”

				All at once, Evan was on his feet, gasping for breath and darting through the emptying street. Sounds of battle filled the air behind him. He tore past startled merchants and screaming women, knocking into a pushcart, spilling bundles of carrots onto the road. The angered merchant screamed after him. Only when Evan was halfway to the Academy did he slow down. He ducked into an alleyway, fairly certain he’d escaped.

				**

				Evan gasped for breath. The screams and commotion still rang in his ears, even though he was far enough away that he could no longer hear them. The deserters had been discovered. The Dunlows were gone.

				He told himself he’d gotten the least of the injuries.

				Maybe the Dunlows fled, he tried telling himself.

				Evan couldn’t force himself to believe that lie.

				The Dunlows were probably being held in the same place the tongueless man had come from, awaiting torture from Tenbrook. Even without seeing the evidence, Evan knew. He recalled the expression of the pain on the tortured man’s face as he’d been dropped in the dirt.

			

			
				That look told him that Tenbrook knew everything.

				Evan knew he was in the first moments of the end. He needed some last-ditch plan that would give him a chance at living. They’d be looking for him. They’d seen him conspiring with the deserters.

				In the slim chance Evan hadn’t been implicated already, he would be soon. The Dunlows would give him up. Either that, or the deserters would. Evan was chicken feed, any way he ran the logic. The Academy would be the first place Tenbrook would look for him. His only hope was to make some final play for his life, in the hopes that he could salvage some scrap of a plan.

				Franklin.


				Without realizing it, Evan was already running in the direction of the Sanctuary. Thoughts of Franklin’s successful sermon gave him the hopes that the new Bishop might wield enough power to effect some change.

				Maybe Franklin could save his life.

				Even if Evan was to be killed, he needed someone to know the truth about the torturous monster that had taken over Brighton. He couldn’t leave this world without doing that.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 77: Winthrop

				Winthrop had been walking most of the morning, carrying the message of his god song to the good soldiers who stood behind their piles of dirt. He knelt, looking up the hill at them, and sang. His priestesses joined the chorus. His disciples laid the evidence of their heroic deeds, the demon corpses, in rows, shoulder to shoulder, on their backs in front of the battlements. All through the day, his disciples worked, thousands and thousands of them, marked with the bloody handprint, dusted in dirt, spattered in gore. They built the fires tall. They burned their dead brothers. They laid the carpet of dead demons.

				The hill was a heaven of Winthrop’s making, a shrine to him, a prayer for war. The more Blackthorn’s men looked down on the evidence of the victory, the more they took up the chant, climbing through their ditches and coming down to accept the mark from Winthrop’s hands. They became his.

				With the sun well past its zenith and the horsemen riding in silly circles out in the grasslands, Winthrop surveyed his domain and realized the most profound thing. Through all those sermons in that dusty temple back in Brighton, appealing to the sleepy hearts of ignorant pig chasers and dirt scratchers, their failure to find the passion of love and devotion in The Word wasn’t his fault, at all. It was that stuffy building. It was the confining circle wall. Men could not be free to follow their war god when walls kept their minds and souls trapped.

				Out here in the demon’s realm, surrounded by the carcasses of the unworthy and the unclean, a man’s heart opened, and Winthrop’s words found fertile soil. Nearly all of the men, the working women, and even the harlots atop the hill chanted Winthrop’s god song now.

			

			
				They were all his children.

				It was time to cast out the devil.

				Winthrop walked around the hill to the break in the line of the trenches, the road the horsemen followed when they left the hilltop to frolic with their demon brothers in the grasslands. He continued up it with his priestesses following behind.

				Men on the uphill side of the defenses, men who’d stopped Winthrop’s disciples from going uphill the night before, now did nothing. They chanted and accepted the disciples among them. They were all brothers and sisters now, children of a new god.

				Winthrop crossed the hill, walking toward the highest mound on the otherwise flat hilltop. He passed through the blue shirts arrayed around the minister’s tents. Scuffles broke out behind him as many of the blue shirts resisted the passing of his priestesses and disciples. Winthrop paid them no mind. His followers would soon resolve their differences.

				From the top of the hill, Winthrop felt the cold wind flap his robes and clean air blow through his lungs. Behind him, the mountains towered and glistened under the halos of snow blowing off their peaks. In front of him, the ocean spread out to the edge of the world. Around him, the brown grasses and green trees painted patterns among which little horsemen and demons ran, making pretty, living art that reminded Winthrop of flower vines growing and dying, disintegrating and reforming.

				Unlike the lowest slopes of the hill, where Winthrop and his children slaughtered the demons in the mud, the hilltop was covered in tall grass that swayed with the breeze around two tents, giant and aloof. One was bigger than the other, larger than any in camp, clean, without a hole to let the rain and cold come in, surrounded by a dozen stern-faced men. It was the home of the devil.

				Winthrop strode up to the devil’s guardians.

			

			
				A stern man planted himself in Winthrop’s path and put his mouth to work on a language that Winthrop didn’t care to know anymore. It was the talk of mortal simpletons.

				Winthrop put a soothing hand on the man’s shoulder and eased the man’s soul with god-speak as he stepped around.

				Another guard moved to bring Winthrop to a halt, but god-speak and will kept that man at bay as Winthrop let himself into the devil’s tent.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 78: Franklin

				“Franklin?”

				A rap on the door made Franklin pause and set his pen down. He stared at the door. It sounded like Fitzgerald, but he wondered why she would knock.

				“I’m here, Fitz. What do you need?”

				“Scholar Evan is here. He wants to speak with us.”

				Us? he almost replied. Franklin was used to Fitz’s company, but he was aware that most people would prefer to dismiss her, at least when discussing matters of importance.

				He watched the door swing open, revealing the ashen face of Scholar Evan and the confused face of Fitzgerald. Evan looked in all directions before entering. He greeted Franklin with a nervous nod. “We need to talk,” Evan said, as if that weren’t already apparent.

				“Sure. Come on in.”

				“I’m sorry to disturb you in your quarters,” Scholar Evan started.

				“It’s no matter,” Franklin said, exchanging a glance with Fitz.

				“I pride myself on being perceptive when it comes to matters around me, although it might not always seem like it. As such, I knew that the subject of this meeting would be of importance to both you and Fitzgerald.” Evan glanced from Franklin to Fitz. His gaze showed that he’d guessed the details of their relationship.

				Franklin didn’t bother to ask how.

				“I appreciate your speaking to both of us, if that is the case,” Franklin said, neither confirming nor denying anything.

				“Are you sure we can talk safely in here?”

				Franklin glanced at the thick wooden door on his quarters. “It should be safe. Just keep your voice low, all the same.”

			

			
				“What I have to tell you might be a surprise, or it might not,” Evan said, pulling in a nervous breath. “My hope is that I’ve chosen the right people to whom to give this information. If not, my body might be burning on the pyre before the day is out.”

				Franklin swallowed at the gravity of Evan’s tone. “We’re both newly-appointed Elders. We’ve always been friends. I promise it won’t leave this room, unless you want it to,” he said.

				Fitz bit her lip. “I won’t say a word, either.”

				“My hope is that we can work together on some pressing matters.”

				Franklin and Fitz remained silent as they waited for whatever Evan had to say.

				Evan’s voice was low and nervous as he began his story. He recounted a string of logic and numbers that had led to the conclusion that Blackthorn had inadvertently caused a famine. Before he could go any further, Franklin interrupted.

				“I’ve heard these calculations,” Franklin said. “I was in a meeting with Blackthorn and Winthrop when Minister Beck presented your findings. But I wasn’t sure whether to believe them.”

				“Oh, they’re accurate,” Evan said with a nod. “But that is not the entirety of it. As a result of these calculations, Beck and I were tasked to give a hypothetical number of people that needed to be eliminated so the rest could be sustained during the suspected oncoming famine. This number—nineteen thousand—was delivered to General Blackthorn directly. That number exactly matches the number that Blackthorn took on his expedition.”

				Franklin’s eyes widened as he pieced together what Evan was saying. “Wait a minute. So Blackthorn called up the army not to fight the demons, but to die so a famine could be avoided?”

			

			
				Evan nodded gravely. “That is what Minister Beck and I suspect. It is as shocking to you as it was to us,” Evan said. “What’s more shocking is that it didn’t seem Blackthorn wanted any of the other Elders to return.”

				“So the nineteen thousand are being brought to their death? Including Father Winthrop and Minister Beck?”

				“Yes. That’s the gravity of it. These are the ethics of our leadership in Brighton.”

				“My God,” gasped Fitz.

				“That information led us to a solution of our own. It is a solution that one might view as drastic, but one we felt was necessary. Brighton needs new leadership, people who can lead the townships with intellect instead of brutality.”

				Evan’s voice wavered as he broached the next topic. For a few moments, Franklin wondered if the nervous Scholar might walk outside and put himself on the pyre.

				“And so Minister Beck and I, knowing our lives were at stake, along with many others, planned a revolt. I was given a task of recruiting a band of deserters from Blackthorn’s army, people who would be sympathetic to the cause. Among those were Tommy and Timmy Dunlow. You’re familiar with the family?”

				“Of course. The conflict between the Dunlow family and Blackthorn is a rumor in town,” Franklin said. “Though it is never discussed in the open.”

				“I can assure you, it is true.”

				“What were the details of the plan?”

				“We were to wait until the army was far enough away that they couldn’t make it back quickly. Then, we were to determine when Tenbrook would run his next practice drills. We would strike his personal army unexpectedly. We would convince the remaining soldiers of our intent, and hopefully persuade them to join us.”

			

			
				“I can’t believe this,” Franklin said, furrowing his brow. “And what of the Clergy?”

				“Our intent was never to harm the Clergy,” Evan said. “I need you to believe that, Franklin.”

				“I don’t know what to say.” Franklin shook his head. He was stunned. He’d known Evan for years. He never would’ve expected him to be entangled in such a plot. “Why wasn’t the clergy approached?”

				“We needed fighting men to do battle, not men of The Word.” Evan looked down.

				“No one in the Clergy knows? Not even Winthrop?”

				“Winthrop is as much to blame for this situation as Blackthorn. His blatant abuse of The Word has contributed to our plight.”

				Franklin nodded, chewing his lip as he processed what Evan was telling him. “I remember how he dismissed the numbers you gave him about the famine.”

				Evan nodded grimly. “I can see that you are apprehensive about my loyalties. If you need further proof of my intentions to spare the Clergy, I can offer you something else. Someone you are close with was involved in this plot.”

				Franklin furrowed his brow as he tried to make a guess. “I thought you said no one in the Clergy knew about this.”

				“No one you’d suspect.”

				“Who, then?”

				“Novice Oliver.”

				Fitzgerald gasped. “Oliver? Why would he be involved in this?” Fitz jumped from her chair. “What have you done?”

				“I recruited him into it.” Evan hung his head as he explained how he’d befriended Oliver and used him to deliver messages.

				“You borrowed him to go to the market that time,” Franklin put together. “That was when these meetings started.”

			

			
				“Again, please be assured that I never intended any harm to come to him.”

				“He’s just a child!” Fitz’s face twisted in anger as she waved a finger at him. “How could you involve him in this?”

				“I admit I was upset to learn he’d gone out with the army,” Evan said solemnly. “That wasn’t my intention.”

				“He probably did that to escape the danger you put him in! He probably fled Brighton so he wouldn’t be burned!” Fitzgerald steamed.

				Evan didn’t disagree. It looked like he had more explaining to do. “If you’ll listen, I’ll explain the rest. I thought he fled, at first. But now I’m thinking that he left for other reasons. Reasons for which I might also be responsible.” Evan bit his lip. “A few days ago, Tenbrook called me to his house for a meeting. According to Tenbrook, a confidential source revealed that a plot had been hatched to overthrow the government. He asked me to find out what was going on. In hindsight, I think Tenbrook already knew. I think Oliver told him before he left with the army.”

				Franklin felt a surge of panic and anger. Fitz opened her mouth, but couldn’t formulate any words.

				“You think Oliver gave you up?” Franklin shook his head in disbelief. But that might explain why Oliver had been so insistent on going out with the army.

				“It’s possible.” Evan explained how he’d visited the Dunlows, and how the Dunlows had disappeared. He described how one of the deserters had been tortured and dropped in front of the house without his tongue. He went on to explain how he’d been injured, and how he’d escaped.

				“In essence, I believe Tenbrook has uncovered our plan.” His face beaded with sweat as he said, “Tenbrook is a violent, vicious man. Maybe even more cruel than Blackthorn. A revolt is more necessary than we knew. That is why I’ve come to you for help. As two of the three Elders, we need to work together and strike at Tenbrook before he comes at us.”

			

			
				The room fell silent for a moment.

				“You mean comes at you?” Fitz spat. “That’s the only reason you’re here. To save your life!”

				“I won’t lie that my life is at stake. But that isn’t the primary reason. If Tenbrook is allowed to rule, I think Brighton will see the darkest age it has ever seen. Quite frankly, I’m not sure anyone will survive.”

				Having finished his story, Evan sat with his hands folded. It looked as if he’d expended the last of his energy in telling his tale, and was waiting for a final pronouncement of life or death.

				“I don’t know what to say.” Franklin shook his head. “These things you’ve told me are horrific. But how do we know what’s true and what isn’t? How do we know this isn’t part of some scheme to overthrow the Clergy?”

				“My assurances are all I can give. That, and my guarantee that if you decide not to help me, I will never repeat this information.”

				“What about Oliver? How will you make right what you’ve done?” Fitzgerald’s face still burned with anger. “What if Tenbrook killed him?”

				“My guess is that he’s safe.”

				“How do you know that?” Fitz demanded.

				“I saw him leave with the army,” Franklin said. “I’m pretty sure he’s gone.”

				“That doesn’t mean he’s safe,” Fitz countered. “Not in the wild. Even if Tenbrook didn’t take him.”

				They fell into an uneasy silence. Evan’s story was a demon in the room, snarling and swiping, preparing to pull them down and feast on their innards.

				A knock sounded on the door. Franklin, Fitzgerald, and Evan jumped.

			

			
				“Who is it?” Franklin asked, unable to hide the fright in his voice.

				“It’s Novice Joseph, Father.”

				“Come in.”

				Joseph peered through the door. “Tenbrook has called a meeting.”

				“With the Elders?”

				“No, a meeting in the square.”

				“What’s it about?”

				“I don’t know. He only said that the entire town should be there, and that it should happen right away. That’s the only explanation I got. Soldiers are outside to escort all of us.”

				Franklin stared at Joseph, as if the boy might produce some more answers, but there were no more answers left to give. Franklin dismissed him, watching the novice hurry down the hall, disappearing around a corner and knocking on the next batch of doors.

				Franklin, Fitzgerald, and Evan stared at each other, panic burning in their eyes. No one had to speak to know what this might mean.

				“We need to get out of here,” Franklin said desperately.

				Evan looked like he might wet his frock. “We’ll never make it. They’re waiting for us. We have no choice but to go.”

				Franklin swallowed, knowing Evan was right.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 79: Winthrop

				Winthrop stood over General Blackthorn’s bed, listening to Blackthorn breathe. Blackthorn didn’t look like a piece of iron in the form of a man. He was on his back with his mouth open, his face slack. His fierce eyes were wrinkled shut in dark sockets. His breath rattled through his rickety chest. His big hands were bony, with bulbous knuckles that looked like they might shatter as soon as bend.

				Blackthorn was just an old man with discolored skin and brittle gray hair.

				He’d made a life of looking handsome, with a straight back and wiry muscles sitting atop a horse, gazing down on peasants. He had a baritone voice that always seemed to threaten, a chiseled face that was the kind of ugly that women wanted to love.

				He was a weakling pretending divinity, whose mortality had finally come to the surface.

				“What are you doing in my tent?” Blackthorn uttered.

				Winthrop jumped back. The Blackthorn thing was awake.

				“What do you want?” it asked.

				Winthrop slinked forward, his conditioned dread getting the best of him. He blessed Blackthorn’s ears with god-speak.

				“Stop jabbering, man,” said Blackthorn in a thin voice Winthrop could barely hear. “What news do you have?”

				Winthrop gathered his courage and extended a slow, trembling hand. He laid it on Blackthorn’s bony chest.

				“What foolishness is this?” Blackthorn’s anger sounded impotent.

				Winthrop mumbled a singsong prayer in the god-tongue. Blackthorn had been a formidable enemy. He deserved a blessing.

			

			
				Blackthorn snorted. “You’ve lost your senses. Get out of here.”

				Winthrop disobeyed. He reached over and put his other hand on Blackthorn’s forehead, kneeling beside the bed. Winthrop bowed his head and let the words roll into a new tune as he followed the muse of his divinity.

				Blackthorn stopped protesting. “You’re praying for me? Don’t waste your time. I assure you, I’ll live longer than you.”

				Winthrop finished his prayer and stood up. He looked down at the weak Blackthorn thing with bewildered eyes. It was time to ascend.

				Winthrop deliberately turned around.

				Blackthorn moved on the bed behind Winthrop, probably trying to get up.

				Winthrop looked around the dim tent for what he required.

				“When you leave,” said Blackthorn, “tell the guard to send my cleaning girl in.” Blackthorn coughed up a gob of phlegm. He kept coughing.

				Winthrop walked to Blackthorn’s scabbard where it hung on a tent pole. He laid his hand on the sword’s Spartan hilt, feeling the leather wrapped steel in his grip. He slid the sword out.

				Behind him, Blackthorn was still coughing his way through a fit that had a way to go.

				Winthrop turned around. He raised the long curved sabre.

				Blackthorn was sitting on the edge of his bed, bent over and coughing into his hands.

				Ascend to heaven on the corpses of the dead.

				I am a war god.


				Winthrop hacked through the back of Blackthorn’s skull and the coughing stopped. Blackthorn fell face first onto the ground, blood pumping out of a gaping wound. Winthrop held the dripping sabre in his hands.

			

			
				He sang on without changing his rhythm, without changing his words.

				The devil was dead. Just as it had to be. The devil had died the moment that Winthrop found the courage to kill him. It was no surprise. There was no resistance. How could there have been?

				Winthrop was a god.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 80: Oliver

				Oliver looked north where the cliffs fell away to the river, gazing upon miles of grasslands and forest; no man from the militia tainted his view. Except for the incessant, sad song in which every man in the army seemed to have joined, Oliver was able to imagine himself far from the carnage. Free. Happy.

				It was late, and Oliver was just realizing that he’d slept through most of the day, though he’d awoken before Minister Beck. Oliver turned back as he thought about whether to go to the tent and wait for the tray to mysteriously show up laden with bread and meat or to eat something from the limited supply in his bag.

				He stretched his arm out and swung it around to loosen his shoulder. He was still sore from the demon bite the night before. The previous night’s battle seemed to have made its way from between the defensive rings downhill all the way up to the formation of blue shirts that had been arrayed around the peak. Many of the blue shirts were on the ground, dead. More were putting their hands in the blood of their comrades and marking one another with bloody prints on their chests and faces. They all sang Winthrop’s senseless song, and hundreds of militiamen from downhill, men who’d fought through the night, sang with them.

				Uh, oh.


				Oliver walked past Beck’s tent to a point where he was able to see down the front slopes and the prairie beyond. The cavalry formations were riding back toward the defenses. Men all over the hills were watching the cavalry come. Most were close by, watching General Blackthorn’s tent, silently waiting. Oliver looked too, feeling as though he’d missed something important, or was about to.

			

			
				The flaps on Blackthorn’s tent bulged out and then peeled away.

				Father Winthrop, his face shimmering with blood, emerged from the tent with a naked, bloody old man with a split skull in his arms.

				Oliver had seen Winthrop and his disciples move around so many bodies, reveling in their blood, that the body in Winthrop’s arms didn’t alarm him.

				Winthrop walked toward his singing men, to a place on the top of the hill where he could see the slopes below and the men down there could see him.

				The incoming cavalry passed the first line of the defenses at the bottom of the slope as they trotted into camp.

				“The devil is dead,” shouted Father Winthrop in a voice big enough to find the ears of thousands. “The devil is dead.”

				Oliver looked at the naked man in Winthrop’s arms. It was General Blackthorn.

				“Oh, no!” Oliver turned and ran to Minister Beck’s tent.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 81: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook sat at a small table in the corner of his new war room, staring at the wall. He’d enjoyed playing around with Evan and the Dunlows over the past few days. But that time had ended. It was time to act.

				He was pretty confident the lower members of the Clergy weren’t involved. Neither were the lackeys at the Academy.

				But he’d gotten several reports about Evan conversing with Franklin. In fact, Evan was at the Sanctuary now. He knew Franklin was involved. Tenbrook had to put a stop to things before they got too far.

				Timmy and Tommy had named several of the revolt leaders, men who had coordinated the movement between houses. He’d already had them brought in.

				The question now was whether he’d burn Franklin, or Evan, or both.

				Rising from his chair, Tenbrook called for Captain Sinko. Entering with a nod, Sinko smoothed his crisp blue shirt and waited for his instructions.

				“Are The People headed to the square?”

				“Yes. The Clergy and the Academy are on the way.”

				“Thank you, Captain Sinko.”

				“Are you sure you don’t want to meet with the other Elders first?”

				“No,” Tenbrook said. “That won’t be necessary.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 82: Beck

				Beck peered from the tent, following Oliver’s shaky finger. He didn’t want to believe it. He couldn’t.

				Blackthorn was dead, and Winthrop was parading the body in front of his troops. The remaining blue shirts had joined Winthrop’s faithful. The only thing that sounded like sanity at the moment was the sound of hooves. The cavalry was coming back.

				Beck looked back at Oliver.

				“What are you doing?” asked Oliver.

				“I’m going out.”

				“What? You can’t go out there now. Stay in the tent until dark. Then escape.”

				Beck crossed over to the tent’s entrance.

				“If you go out there,” hissed Oliver, “they’ll kill you.”

				Beck paused. He didn’t want to believe it. He wanted to see for himself.

				Oliver leaped in front of Beck, and he drew his dagger. He took Beck’s wrist.

				“Hey!” Beck protested. “What are you doing?”

				Oliver held firmly to Beck’s wrist. “Open your palm.”

				“Why?”

				“Don’t be stupid. I’m going to cut you.”

				Beck didn’t open his hand.

				“If you don’t wear the mark, you’ll end up dead like the rest of them.”

				Beck frowned and thought about it. “Don’t cut my hand.” With a finger, he traced a line on the meaty muscle just below his elbow. “Here. But don’t cut deeply. You don’t want me to bleed to death.”

				Oliver dragged the tip of the blade across Beck’s skin. Beck jerked his arm away, sending a splatter of blood across the tent. “Ouch.”

			

			
				Oliver shrugged. “Rub it on your hands. Get them nice and bloody. Make two handprints on your chest. Put it on your face.”

				Beck reluctantly followed Oliver’s instructions, taking a moment to compose himself before stepping toward the tent entrance again.

				“If things go badly for you, I’m running,” Oliver admitted. He pointed at the back of the tent, shrugging as if to apologize.

				Beck did his best to smile. “If things go badly, that might be your best option. There’ll be nothing you can do to help.”

				Oliver stepped away from Beck. He bit his lip as if his guilt was making him speak again. “If you sing that stupid song and stand with the idiots, it might prevent them from recognizing you.”

				Beck smiled and pushed through the tent.

				Outside, the sun blazed orange and red behind the mountain peaks. Without the cavalry to keep them at bay, wailing demons ran by the thousands across the grass toward the fortifications. The cavalry was strung out up and down the hill, trying to get to their camp at the top. They were slowed by the crush of militiamen crowding around them, men who should have been manning their defenses, but had given up.

				Things were going badly. Beck was no general, but he saw that.

				He walked across the clearing at the top of the hill to where Winthrop stood, still holding Blackthorn’s body in his arms. Winthrop was chanting on in that pointless jabber that he’d been speaking for days. A dozen cavalrymen were on their horses in front of Winthrop.

				Three of the captains were among them.

				Getting closer, Beck saw Captain Swan with a hand on his sword, yelling at Winthrop. “You’ll tell me what happened, you mumbling fool, and you’ll do it now!”

			

			
				Winthrop threw Blackthorn’s body on the ground. He put a foot on Blackthorn’s chest. Captain Swan’s eyes burned with fire as he drew his sword.

				“Wait!” Beck shouted as he came close.

				Captain Swan looked at Beck with disgust on his face. “You, too, wear the mark?”

				Beck said, “Father Winthrop, was it demons? Did they attack? Did they kill the General?”

				“There was no attack,” said Swan, inching his horse toward Winthrop, ready to swing his sword.

				Winthrop sang and stared at the sky.

				Beck raised a hand to halt Captain Swan. “Wait.” He walked up to Father Winthrop and put a hand on his shoulder. “Father Winthrop, what happened?”

				Winthrop’s eyes snapped open. He looked at Beck as though he’d never seen another human, then something clicked in his mind. He said, “My son. You wear the mark.”

				“Yes.” Beck’s eyes flicked to his chest. Then he pointed at Blackthorn’s body. “What happened? Tell me, man, what happened?”

				Winthrop looked at the body. For a moment, he seemed sad. Tears filled his eyes as he said, “The devil is dead.”

				“Yes, the devil is dead,” reiterated Beck. “What happened to him?”

				“The sword.”

				“What sword?”

				Winthrop spun in a circle and looked up at the sky. He howled some musical nonsense and then he set his eyes on Captain Swan. He spat an insult in his god-tongue, then looked at his men, who were already surrounding the cavalrymen. “My sons, listen to me. The devil’s children on horseback are here to take your god’s life.” Winthrop’s voice found all of its practiced power. “Slay them!”

				Without a moment’s thought, without any hesitation, the militiamen attacked the horsemen.

			

			
				Beck recoiled. He retreated a few steps. “What are you doing, Winthrop?”

				“I killed the devil! I killed him with his sword!” Winthrop fell to his knees by Blackthorn’s body and pushed a hand into the wound on Blackthorn’s skull, causing more blood to seep out.

				Beck walked backward. He looked up and down the hill. The militiamen were attacking the rest of the cavalry. The first of the demons reached the line of fortifications at the bottom of the slope.

				There was nowhere left to go.

				He looked back at his tent.

				Beck ran.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 83: Oliver

				Oliver watched Beck burst into the tent, panic all over his face.

				Oliver already had his backpack on. “I’m ready.”

				Beck looked himself up and down. He put a hand on the hilt of his knife. “This is all I have.”

				“If you see a dead blue shirt, take his sword.” Oliver peeked outside. He closed the flaps. “I saw everything.”

				“Not everything.” Beck pointed. “The militia attacked the cavalry as they were coming up the hill. The demons are climbing over the fortifications. We need to head toward the river.”

				“Can you swim?”

				Beck nodded. “How about you?”

				“Of course.”

				Beck looked at Oliver, not entirely believing him. “The water will be near freezing. If we go that way and don’t find a place to warm up tonight, the cold may kill us.”

				“If we stay, we’ll die!” Oliver pulled the tent flap wide. “Come on.” He ran toward the cliffs. The sound of demons howling and men fighting filled the air.

				“Kill the minister!” Winthrop shouted, catching sight of them.

				Oliver looked back. Winthrop, from fifty or sixty yards away, was pointing up at him and Beck. Some of Winthrop’s disciples had stopped mutilating the bodies of the fallen cavalrymen and were now following Winthrop’s crazed hollering.

				Beck ran ahead, urging Oliver to hurry.

				Oliver ran as fast as his feet would carry him.

				The men shouted. A dozen or more gave chase. But they were too far behind. Minister Beck’s tent stood a few hundred yards from the edge of the cliffs. He and Oliver had already crossed half that distance by the time the first of Winthrop’s men got up to speed.

			

			
				“Do you know a way down to the water?” Beck panted.

				“I saw a path down. It’s steep and looks dangerous,” said Oliver, knowing as he said the words that the trail wasn’t a good option. They could start down the path, but they wouldn’t get far. The men would catch up by then.

				“Lead!” Beck panted.

				“Don’t wait for me!” yelled Oliver.

				Beck pushed out a laugh. “You think I’d abandon a child to save myself?”

				Oliver didn’t answer. They both ran as fast as Oliver was able. Nearing the edge of the cliff, Oliver’s boots skidded on loose dirt at the top of the path that led down, cutting across the face of the cliff. Oliver looked back at the men. A few dozen were skidding down the hillside, gaining ground. He and Beck didn’t have much time. “Follow me!”

				Beck stayed on Oliver’s heels. They worked their way down the trail, going as fast as the steep slope would allow.

				“We’re going to have to jump,” said Oliver, swallowing as he realized the option he’d known, but had been too afraid to admit.

				“We’re too high,” said Beck.

				“What if they start throwing rocks? If they hit us and we lose our balance—”

				“We’ll crack our skulls on the cliff face when we fall,” Beck finished.

				Shouts from behind made it clear that men had reached the trail.

				Oliver looked at the water. It looked black, cold, and pretty far down. Being so close to the Ancient City, he hoped that none of the monsters from the fairy tales lived in the water below. He prayed that they didn’t.

				Voices shouted from the top of the cliff. Oliver didn’t need to pinpoint how many were there. Even a handful was too many.

			

			
				Oliver cursed, looked at Beck, and said. “Now!” He closed his eyes and jumped as far out from the cliff as he was able. He caught a big breath as he fell.

				He kept falling.

				He heard the shouts of the men over the edge of the cliff.

				He heard the scuff of men’s boots on the path.

				Where is the water?


				Oliver opened his eyes and looked down. The water slapped him in the face so hard he saw stars. The splash collapsed around him, popping his ears.

				Something big splashed beside Oliver. Was it Beck? He couldn’t see.

				Oliver started clawing his way out of the water, the pressure in his ears increasing. He was sinking. He swam harder, fearing it had been too long since he’d last been in the river. Had he forgotten how to paddle? That couldn’t be it.

				What’s wrong? Why am I sinking?


				Unable to get his head above water, Oliver panicked. He needed to breathe soon. He tried to remember what it was that had made swimming so easy when he was small. He needed to remember because whatever he was doing now, it wasn’t working.

				Oliver felt a tug on his collar. Something had him by the back of the neck. Something was pulling him.

				No!


				Oliver imagined one of those river monsters from the stories, with the gaping mouth and teeth longer than a big man’s fingers. That monster could eat a boy Oliver’s size in a single bite.

				But it didn’t matter.

				Oliver looked up, seeing the silvery black glimmer of the surface. He wasn’t so far away. He could get to safety, if he could kick his legs a little harder. Oliver struggled and flailed. But he couldn’t swim up there no matter how hard he tried. All he could do was flail uselessly while the monster dragged him through the water.

			

			
				Inexplicably, the surface got closer, close enough that Oliver imagined taking a breath. If he could get his head above water, get a big mouthful of air, maybe he could get away from the monster. Maybe he could get to shore and run away before it ate him.

				Oliver’s head broke the surface. He gulped as much air as he could suck in. He pushed his feet against a rock and spun, ready to punch the beast in the snout.

				“Wait!” screamed Beck. “I’m just trying to help!”

				Oliver couldn’t believe it. There was no monster.

				“Your chainmail pulled you down,” Beck explained between ragged breaths. “You’d have drowned if I didn’t grab you!”

				The chainmail. Of course. Oliver felt like an idiot. Again, he’d forgotten he was wearing it.

				“Let’s go,” said Beck. “We need to get down river before Winthrop’s men figure out we’re still alive.”

				Oliver followed Beck, wading in water up to his chest while Beck floated with the current, dragging his feet on the bottom to keep from getting too far ahead. Behind them, the fires on the hillsides lit up as men stoked them in preparation for the evening. Men and demons screamed and fought on the hillsides. Oliver didn’t need to ask the question to know they’d all die tonight.

				“Where are we going?” asked Oliver.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Which direction is Brighton?”

				“Back up the river,” Beck said as he caught his breath. “Way back.”

				The screaming from the tops of the cliffs got louder.

				Oliver said, “Maybe we won’t die tonight.”

			

			
				“Sunrise is a long time away. Don’t get too optimistic.” Beck smiled grimly.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 84: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook looked out over the crowd of nervous people that had gathered in the square. He’d been sure to leave out the details of the meeting, letting the rows of pyre poles speak for themselves. A row of a dozen kindling stacks were to the right of the dais, indicating a burning that would rival some of the worst in recent memory. His soldiers had spent the last hour preparing them.

				The look of panic in the crowd was even more potent than during the Cleansing. At least then, the townsfolk had prepared for the loss of life. Now, they were frightened and unsure. Mothers cradled children to their breasts, as if soldiers might rip them away. Farmers and tradesmen spoke in quick, nervous bursts. No one knew what was happening, and that was the way Tenbrook wanted it.

				He smiled.

				The surprise—and the urgency—with which he’d called the meeting was a tactic to instill fear into each of their hearts. That was the lesson he wanted them to learn today. Not that they should worry about the spores, but that they should dread him.

				His smile held as he drank in the fear emanating from the square. When the shuffling of nervous bodies had stopped, he stepped to the center of the dais, glancing triumphantly at Scholar Evan and Franklin. The newly-appointed Elders sat, stiff in their chairs, ashen-faced. Neither broke his gaze. The town fell into a nervous silence, each resident of Brighton wondering whether they’d live to see the other side of the meeting.

				“It has come to my attention that the spore has invaded our town once again,” Tenbrook said, projecting his voice into the crowd. That announcement led to a barrage of confirming gasps and whispers. “We need to dispose of the unclean ones before it spreads further.”

			

			
				The crowd grew unusually still, as if he might pick out the afflicted from among them. They averted their eyes.

				“The only way to protect Brighton is to be swift and decisive. That is the will of The Word. Isn’t that true, Father Franklin?” Tenbrook turned to face the nervous man in the chair on the other side of the dais. The crowd swiveled their heads to Franklin, waiting for his response.

				“Yes,” Franklin replied. He kept his mouth open, as if he might speak again, but quickly closed it.

				“Due to the urgency of this matter, I have taken the precaution of rounding up the unclean so that we might inspect them here. I hope that is acceptable to the other Elders. Is it?” Tenbrook barely waited for Evan and Franklin to nod. “My hope is that we can stop the spread of the spore before more are infected.”

				The crowd shuffled and looked around, searching for the unclean ones. Tenbrook waited several more moments before beckoning the guards. Several blue-shirted soldiers nodded at his command, disappearing through a door on the side of the dais and reappearing with a group of kicking, screaming men. The men’s mouths were stuffed with gags. Among them were Tommy and Timmy Dunlow. Ten others—the most prominent leaders of the rebellion—were pulled out next to them, looking as if they’d been plucked from the middle of an evening dinner. In reality, Tenbrook had pulled them from their hideouts across Brighton. Tommy and Timmy had given up all they knew.

				Afterward, Tenbrook had killed the Dunlows’ mother, father, and sisters.

				“I’ve taken the precaution of gagging the unclean. They were trying to bite my soldiers when we rounded them up. I fear the spore has spread to their brains.” Tenbrook suppressed a smile. “Bring the smudged ones to the inspectors,” he bellowed with a conviction that bordered on ecstasy.

			

			
				The soldiers dragged the smudged men to the white-gloved inspectors on the edge of the dais. The smudged men writhed and screamed into the cloths.

				Tommy was the first to be inspected. The inspectors reached out to receive him, yanking at his clothes. He struggled and shrieked unintelligibly as they tore his pants and shirt from his body, revealing a barrage of scratches and bruises. The inspectors nodded and shook their heads disappointedly.

				“Smudged,” one of them pronounced.

				Tenbrook nodded to reinforce the inspector’s assessment. He looked over at Franklin and Evan, who were seated in their chairs, shocked looks on their faces.

				“Do you have anything to add, Father Franklin? Scholar Evan?”

				Franklin and Evan looked at each other, considering a protest, but neither spoke. Without waiting for a response, Tenbrook had Timmy and Tommy dragged off the dais and toward the pyre. One by one, the inspectors looked over the other rebel leaders, finding similar marks on all of them. Tenbrook smiled proudly as he looked out over the crowd, envisioning the fear lurking in the hearts of the remaining deserters. Even if they weren’t watching, they’d certainly hear about this.

				They were powerless. But then, they always had been.

				He was the true ruler of Brighton.

				Tenbrook lined up the men to be burned on the pyre, giving directions to his soldiers. The Clergy looked as if they were frozen in place. The Scholars wrung their hands. Tommy and Timmy stared at Tenbrook with frantic eyes as they were dragged away.

				“We’ll rid this town of the unclean, so that others might live,” Tenbrook boomed to cover the muffled cries of the Dunlows. He arched his back in triumph. “But before we burn these men, we have one more matter to address. It has come to my attention that another among us is unclean.”

			

			
				The crowd waited silently.

				“This matter is even more concerning, and is the reason I’ve called this meeting so swiftly.”

				Spinning, he turned to face Franklin and Scholar Evan. Franklin’s mouth fell open in shock as he shot a glare back at Tenbrook. Evan looked as if he might collapse.

				“One more person needs to be put on the pyre,” Tenbrook called over his shoulder. “One more, so that the rest of Brighton shall live.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 85: Franklin

				Fear stabbed Franklin’s heart as he met Tenbrook’s eyes. Beside him, Evan gasped in fright, visibly shaken. For a second, Franklin considered running, taking his chances in the crowd. He looked off the dais, wondering if he could make his way through the townsfolk in time to avoid his fate. The logical part of him knew that he had no chance, but his survival instincts begged him to act. Even if he made it off the dais, the townsfolk would give him up, following the will of The Word.

				Father Winthrop’s sermons were drilled into their hearts.

				Tenbrook cleared his throat and said, “Scholar Evan, please stand and face the inspectors.”

				Franklin’s body unclenched as he realized what Tenbrook had said. His relief immediately flew to guilt. His friend had just been condemned to die. He couldn’t let that happen. Forcing himself into action, Franklin stood. He cleared his throat. His hope was that he might prepare a sermon—some rousing speech like the one he’d given the other day—to protect Scholar Evan. He never got a chance. The guards knocked him aside as if he were a street dweller, cutting off any speech he might’ve made. He caught his balance before he fell to the ground.

				Scholar Evan squeaked in fright as the men half-dragged, half-carried him across the dais. His eyes were wide and manic as he tried planting his feet, but he was no match for strong men who hefted swords and slayed demons.

				“Wait!” Franklin yelled, finding his voice at last.

				He took several steps and stopped. The crowd swiveled to face him, but Tenbrook dismissed him with a wave. Evan yelled something unintelligible at Franklin before he was delivered to the pawing hands of the inspectors. They circled him and tugged at his clothes, burying him in a circle of interrogation.

			

			
				“I’m not smudged!” Evan shrieked.

				He emerged a few seconds later, disheveled, naked, shivering. The soldiers spun him sideways, pointing to a single bruise on his side.

				“Right here, sir,” one of them said. “A smudge.”

				Tenbrook strode over as if he were preparing a killing blow, still ignoring Franklin. “Do you see this?” he proclaimed to the gasping audience and to Franklin. “One of our Elders has concealed his uncleanliness. A Scholar! An esteemed member of the Academy! An appointed Elder of Brighton!”

				One of the women in the front row toppled sideways. Her family caught her before she fell.

				“One of the soldiers punched me this morning in the marketplace!” Evan explained in a voice that sounded too nasally to be his. His fear turned to horrified understanding as he realized what had been done to him. “He set me up!”

				“It’s a sign of the infection! Any of these people can see that!” Tenbrook shook an enraged fist. “Does anyone dispute the existence of this smudge? Does anyone dispute the mark of the unclean?” He bellowed the words, as if the next person to speak might be burned.

				Swallowing his fear, Franklin walked across the dais. This time, his voice found volume. “Captain Tenbrook, I won’t dispute that Evan has a bruise. But surely there is a mistake. There might be some other way this was received, some manner of—”

				“There is no other way!” Tenbrook roared, his voice turning to anger. The insistence in his voice might as well have been a clenched hand, strangling Franklin into silence. “This temptation to lie must end! We will not have our own Elders turning a blind eye to the truth!”

				Franklin’s desire to defend Evan was trumped by the very real fear that he’d be thrown on the pyre. His eyes welled up as he appraised his helpless friend, a man with whom he’d shared meals and stories, a man who was going to die.

			

			
				“Franklin! Please stop him!” Evan’s mouth bubbled with spit as he begged for mercy.

				Tenbrook lowered his hands to his scabbard. For a second, Franklin feared he might pull his sword and end the pleading Scholar’s life if he spoke another word. Instead, he stepped back and appraised the audience, the maniacal look in his eyes fading when he realized Franklin wasn’t going to speak.

				“This man hasn’t earned the right to the blade. He’s concealed his uncleanliness. By doing that, Scholar Evan has earned the pyre.”

				**

				Franklin made the walk to the square in silence. The clergy followed. The walk reminded him of the one he’d made when he followed Father Nelson, only this one required his silence, not his action. He contemplated running at the guards, doing what he could to free his friend. But that act would be brash and ineffective.

				If Franklin were killed, he’d leave Tenbrook as the only remaining ruler in Brighton.

				Burn one today, save twelve tomorrow.


				Damn those words!

				Franklin’s silence was a trap of guilt. Either way, he lost. He watched helplessly as the soldiers bound the screaming men, including Evan, to the poles. The crowd watched with a single, held breath as the first man—a black-haired man with stubble—screamed into his gag, trying to get the soldiers’ attention. The soldiers ignored him.

				The women in the crowd were too shocked to sing the fire dirge. The soldiers surrounded him and held up the torch. They lit the kindling, watching with stone hearts and faces as the flames rose, licking the condemned man’s boots, then his pant legs. A baby cried, wailing in unison with the first man’s agonizing screams into the cloth over his mouth. Immobilized by the ropes and unable to speak, the man wagged his head back and forth, as if that might somehow free him from the pain.

			

			
				It didn’t.

				The soldiers walked to the next man in line, a deserter with long scraggly hair. They lit him up only when his predecessor had stopped moving, ensuring he’d watch the previous man burn. It was a heartless tactic that Franklin had never seen, not even under Blackthorn’s rule. He shuddered with fear.

				The gagged screams of the burning men died down as the soldiers lit up the Dunlows. Timmy was first. His face contorted in agony as he let out a muted shriek. Franklin felt a cold pit in his stomach as Timmy’s muted shriek became Tommy’s.

				Evan burned last. Even though he wasn’t gagged, the Scholar remained silent, as if he was thinking up a logical plan to escape. But there was no logic behind brutality. They all knew it. Once a person’s feet and hands were bound, they were halfway to the grave.

				Evan had been right. So had Minister Beck.

				Evan found Franklin’s eyes and opened his mouth, as if he might issue a final warning. Instead, he shouted a string of disconnected, illogical phrases. His mind had given way to fear. His brain was numb with terror. Franklin’s legs buckled as Evan twisted and flailed on the pyre pole, his shouts turning to screams.

				Franklin found Fitz in the crowd. She stood rigid, waiting behind the Clergy, her helpless look mirroring his own. She met his eyes.

			

			
				They shared an expression that needed no interpretation.

				We’re next, that expression said.
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Preface

				Hey Everyone!

				We’re steering toward a conclusion of THE LAST SURVIVORS series (Book 6 will be the final). As always, we hope you’re enjoying the ride. THE LAST COMMAND was a trying book for the characters both in and out of Brighton, and THE LAST REFUGE will be no different.

				We’ve been calling this book “the answers book”. Some of our characters learn things that no one in Brighton has ever known. As you can expect, this has significant outcomes for the characters, both good and bad.

				Expect many things to change. And wish our characters luck.

				They’re going to need it.

				 

				-Tyler Piperbrook & Bobby Adair

				March 2016

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1: Franklin

				Candles flickered, casting ominous shadows on the walls, deepening the dread that had settled over the Sanctuary since the burnings. The hallway outside the room was silent. Normally, Franklin heard murmured conversations, or the scuff of shoes from passing clergymen. Not tonight. His brothers were huddled in their rooms, clutching old books, worry stones, or talismans, praying they wouldn’t be the next on the fire.

				Nervous sweat dripped down Franklin’s back as he sat on the edge of the bed, a kitchen knife clutched in one hand and his arm around Fitz, holding her close.

				“I keep waiting for footsteps in the hallway,” Franklin whispered, trembling.

				“Me too,” Fitz admitted, swallowing her terror. “They’ll take us both.”

				“No, they won’t.” Franklin tried reassuring her, but his words lacked conviction. He turned the knife in his hand. “They only want me.”

				“Tenbrook saw us together. He knows Evan was meeting with both of us.”

				“Why don’t you go somewhere safe, Fitz? Hide in one of the servants’ quarters,” Franklin suggested.

				“I won’t leave you. Besides, I wouldn’t get farther than two steps out the door, if that’s what he wants.”

				Franklin swallowed. He knew she was right.

				He couldn’t believe Evan was dead.

				Evan’s gurgling screams were seared into Franklin’s brain. So was Tenbrook’s icy stare. Something merciless and dark lurked behind Tenbrook’s eyes—an ancient devil in the body of a man, a monster, worse than Blackthorn, worse than a nightmare. It was just as Evan had said. But Evan had warned them too late.

			

			
				Franklin clutched Fitz tighter and asked, “Why are we alive? Why not burn us, too?”

				Fitz’s eyes flitted around the room. “Tenbrook is biding his time. This was a message meant for Brighton, not just for us.”

				“Do you really think so?”

				“Yes. He could’ve killed you. Or he could’ve set you up, like he set up Evan. He probably figured he couldn’t burn both of you at once.” Fitzgerald bit her lip as she groped for an answer. “Maybe there’s something about you that makes him afraid.”

				“Like what?”

				“I don’t know yet,” said Fitz. “Whatever the reason, we’re still here.”

				“But for how long?” Franklin looked at his smooth hands. “My skill is in reciting The Word, not battling soldiers.”

				“Maybe that’s what Tenbrook’s afraid of.”

				“I already tried saving Evan with my words,” Franklin said, staving off tears. “They didn’t work.”

				“You did what you could.” Fitz patted his leg.

				“I can’t stop seeing it in my head. I wish I could have done something that made a difference.”

				“There’s nothing to be done now,” Fitz said, shaking her head. “Evan’s with the gods.”

				“He shouldn’t have died like that. No Elder should’ve.” Franklin watched the walls, as if they might come alive and grab him.

				Fitz lowered her head. The memory of Evan’s tortured screams replayed in her mind. Franklin knew because he was thinking the same thing. Each passing minute was a reminder of their fragility.

				Anyone who might’ve been sympathetic to their cause was either dead or gone: Evan, the rebel leaders, Oliver. The clergymen? There’d be no loyalty there. Some might respect Franklin, but only out of fear. A few might’ve appreciated his sermon, but Franklin had said the words that put Father Nelson, their brother, on the pyre. They wouldn’t remember Blackthorn forcing his hand. They’d remember Franklin, and in their hearts, they’d think of him as a cold-eyed killer.

			

			
				Franklin and Fitz were alone.

				“What are we going to do?” Franklin asked.

				“I don’t know,” she whispered, “but if we don’t think of something, Tenbrook will, and then we’ll both burn.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Melora

				“I think they’re leaving,” Ivory whispered to Melora.

				Melora peered out the window, startling a fat pigeon. A few demons scattered in the morning sun, chasing a rat into a nearby alley. Others slunk through the street and made off toward whatever destination might deliver a meal. Animal grunts and screeches faded as the demons wandered farther away from the building.

				Melora stretched her stiff, cold legs. She’d spent the last two nights and the previous day in the building with the strange man, conversing in hushed whispers and gestures while they waited out the threat. In that time, she’d learned that Ivory was a rabbit hunter from Brighton, exploring the Ancient City. He’d been walking nearby when he’d heard the commotion and pulled her into the building.

				Though she had trouble admitting it, his intervention had saved her life.

				Melora appraised Ivory. His brown eyes matched his skin. He was handsome. He reminded her of one of the boys she’d hunted with in Davenport, though she’d never laid eyes on a bow like the one he carried.

				“Do you want some more water?” Ivory asked, pulling the flask from his bag, speaking a little louder now that the demons had left.

				Melora nodded. “Thanks,” she said, reaching out for the flask and taking a swig.

				“I bet your family wonders where you are,” Ivory said.

				“I’m sure.”

				“Almost two days without seeing them.”

				“They’re probably worried and searching for me, or they think I’m dead.”

				After slowly gaining each other’s trust, Melora had told Ivory of the massacre in Davenport and the slaughter of her relatives. She’d also mentioned that she was staying with Ella, William, and a man named Bray they had met on the way.

			

			
				She hadn’t mentioned that Ella and William were from Brighton.

				She also hadn’t mentioned William’s condition.

				What if Ivory had heard about Ella’s escape and decided to turn them in?

				She believed Ivory’s story, but Melora was smart enough to be cautious. Her gaze wandered to the door, which was still blocked with the pieces of stone she and Ivory had put there as a barricade.

				“Should we wait just a little longer?” she asked Ivory.

				“Probably smart.”

				Her eyes shot back to his bow. She hadn’t been able to take her eyes off the weapon the entire time, and she was anxious to give it a try.

				“I still can’t believe you found that in one of the buildings,” she said.

				A look of pride crossed Ivory’s face as he held it up, running his fingers down the smooth, metal contour. “It’s probably one of the most amazing things I’ve found here.” Ivory pulled an arrow from his quiver, demonstrating. “The wheels help you build up force without having to use as much strength. It works well against the demons.”

				“I want to use it,” she said, the words leaving her mouth before she knew she’d said them.

				“I’ll show you after the demons leave.”

				Melora bit her lip. “Can I hold it?”

				Ivory hesitated a moment, watching her. Melora understood his trepidation—they’d only just met, and he was cautious, too.

				Ivory scooted over the floor, next to her. He held up the bow, allowing Melora to run her fingers over the metal. She examined the wheels and strings, marveling at the sleek composition. She tried to envision battles of the past, but the faces of the Ancients were blurry images that lived in stories, rather than reality.

			

			
				“I’d give anything for a bow like that.”

				Ivory nodded. “For all I know, this is the only one.”

				“You must have come across other treasures while you’ve been exploring the Ancient City,” Melora said with wonder in her eyes. When Ivory didn’t answer right away, she asked, “Have you?”

				A smile crossed Ivory’s face. “I’d have to be sure I trusted you before I told you more.”

				Melora shook her head as she inspected the ancient construction. “My family won’t believe it when they see this bow.” She was captivated so deeply she had almost forgotten she needed to get back to her family. “We need to leave.” She cocked her head, listening to the sound of distant, screeching demons.

				She prayed William was okay. She hadn’t seen him since his disappearance several nights ago.

				“I know some shortcuts, so we won’t have to travel in the open,” Ivory said. “Your family is staying in the building with the smooth floors and pedestals, right? That’s what you told me?”

				“Yes. That’s the one.”

				“That area is less-traveled by demons. It’s one of the safer places to stay.”

				“How do you know?”

				“The demons tend to roam certain areas more than others. Rumors say they’re afraid of certain places.”

				“Why?”

				“They have instincts dating back to the wars with the Ancients.”

				Melora nodded, unsure of whether to believe it. Her boots crunched on broken, fragmented stones as they stood and peered into the city, checking for demons. Melora feared that a horde of twisted men would make their way back to the building, trapping them. To her relief, the street was empty. They walked over to the stones he’d used to block the entrance and started moving them.

			

			
				“You seem to know the Ancient City well,” she remarked to Ivory.

				“I used to come here all the time with my uncle, before he died.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				Ivory’s face grew sad. “My father was taken in the last Cleansing. I was in the Ancient City when it happened.” Ivory paused as he looked down. “I found out when I got back.”

				Melora gave a sympathetic smile as they continued moving stones. She knew his pain, having lost Frederick, Jean, and everyone else in Davenport.

				“I don’t really have anyone left in Brighton,” he continued. “No one except…” Ivory’s voice trailed off and he looked at the ceiling.

				“What were you going to say?”

				“Nothing, I was just thinking we should get back to your family before the demons come back.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook walked through the square, shielding his face from the early morning sun. He smiled as he looked over the row of a dozen blackened, crumbled pyre poles. The smell of smoke and charred skin lingered in the air. He’d instructed his men to leave the piles of ashes burning through the night. Those stinking, smoldering remains were a warning to anyone else who might try to best him.

				He’d slept near the dais in one of the armories instead of his usual quarters. Throughout the night, the insurgents’ weak women had crept into the square, pointlessly sobbing and praying, falling into wailing and forlorn dirges. From his bed in the armory, with that song in his ears, Tenbrook had nodded pleasantly off to sleep.

				Let them grieve.

				That will keep my lessons alive through stories to their children.

				Tenbrook approached one of the pyre poles. He recalled the pained faces of Tommy and Timmy Dunlow as they screamed into their gags. That image was almost as satisfying as Evan, uttering useless sounds as the flames burned his legs, his chest, and then his arrogant lips. Tenbrook had condemned the Scholar to silence. That was as ironic as it was fitting. Tenbrook would cherish that memory forever. His only regret was that he hadn’t been able to keep the Scholar’s tongue.

				He unslung a bag from his shoulder, knelt on the ground, and opened it.

				“Sir?” a man next to him asked. “Do you need help?”

				Tenbrook turned to face Captain Sinko. He’d almost forgotten he was there.

				“No. I need time, Sinko.”

			

			
				“How much?”

				“Tell your men to have breakfast and come back,” Tenbrook said.

				Sinko nodded and strode off to a group of confused soldiers who were awaiting orders to clean up the square. They cast anxious glances over their shoulders as they walked away.

				Let the burnings be a lesson to them as well, Tenbrook thought.


				He paused before digging in his bag. He recalled how Franklin had stood up to him on the dais. Franklin’s power was growing among the parishioners. The weak-kneed Bishop had gathered a momentary dose of courage on the dais and the people had responded. They didn’t cheer or taunt, but Tenbrook noticed their backs stiffen, he saw defiance in their eyes. None of that would do Franklin any good, though. For the moment, he was too lovesick over that whore of a servant, Fitzgerald. Franklin kept her in the Temple like a sickly pet. He was overwhelmed by responsibilities too complex for his clergyman’s mind, spending his days in the world of old fairy tales and his nights praying for an ever after that didn’t exist.

				Only the world existed, and the world was full of demons to be killed, men to be subjugated, and young women to be put to use.

				Franklin knew none of that. That’s why he didn’t see a spark of obstinate fire in those peasants’ eyes. But Tenbrook knew it wouldn’t last. Even oblivious Franklin couldn’t miss it for long, because that fire was power, and power tempted a man’s soul as surely as a young woman’s naked skin. And when Franklin finally saw it, Franklin would be a danger, the kind of danger that could take the meek peasants’ unhappiness with their lot in life and focus it into anger and rebellion.

				Tenbrook would figure something out. And he’d make sure Franklin’s death was as satisfying as what he’d just done to Evan and the insurgents.

			

			
				He’d knock Fitzgerald aside again on his way to get to him.

				Maybe he’d have some more fun and kill her.

				Sucking in the smell of ash, Tenbrook dug in his bag and removed a glass jar, an old thing from ancient times. Tenbrook had convinced the previous owner to give up the expensive jars, each fashioned with a leather-wrapped piece of wood as a stopper to keep them sealed, which made them perfect for Tenbrook’s purpose. He removed the stopper from one jar and scooped in a handful of ash.

				It was a pity he couldn’t have gotten the insurgents’ tongues.

				But he needed something for his mantle.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Melora

				Ivory and Melora made their way back through the city, sneaking through alleys and passageways Melora hadn’t seen when she’d been running through the streets. In one such passageway, they had to creep on their knees to avoid scraping their backs against the ceiling. In another, a crumbled, round arch towered above them, holding up what used to be an ancient road. Dying weeds snaked through the cracks wherever there was light. Demon footprints were captured in hardened mud. They emerged to a bright sun and a sky devoid of clouds.

				Melora surveyed the buildings around her. One of them caught her eye. It was taller than the rest, with a rectangular base and a long, narrowing spire that rose high above the center. Most of the top was fractured, but she could tell how beautiful it must have looked when it was new.

				“What do you think that was?” she asked.

				“A worship building,” Ivory said matter-of-factly.

				“How do you know?”

				Ivory smiled. “My uncle told me.”

				Melora watched him with wonder. She assumed he’d never had the occasion to talk about these things with anyone else. How could he have? The Ancient City was forbidden for both of them.

				And yet here they were.

				Ivory beckoned between two buildings. “Have you seen the ocean yet?” In the distance, the never-ending river stretched as far as she could see.

				“Yes. Bray—the man we met outside Davenport—took us there the other day, a little while after we arrived. It’s beautiful,” she remarked.

				“I’ve floated over it.”

				“You mean you’ve swam in it,” Melora corrected him.

			

			
				“No. I’ve floated over it.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				Ivory immediately looked away, the color draining from his face. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

				Melora stopped in the street, temporarily forgetting the danger. “You have to tell me, now that you’ve started. How did you float in it?”

				Ivory looked around the street, as if someone might overhear him. The only witnesses were circling birds and scuttling rats. “I’ll tell you later. I promise.”

				Melora couldn’t conceal her excitement. “Do you swear you won’t forget?”

				“How can I be sure I can trust you?” Ivory asked, a sly smile on his face.

				“I won’t tell a soul.” Melora clenched a fist, holding it to her chest. “I swear by The Word.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Franklin

				Franklin didn’t realize he’d slept until thin rays of morning light crept through the window high up on the walls of his new quarters. His heart pounded from fading nightmares. Those were quickly replaced by the memory of the burnings. He bolted upright and startled Fitzgerald, bumping her out of bed and onto the stone floor.

				“Franklin! You scared me.” Fitz got back on the bed, rubbing a mark on her arm that would surely be a bruise. Her face showed she hadn’t gotten much rest.

				“I’m sorry.” Franklin patted her arm, looking around the room incredulously. Measuring his words, he said, “We’re still alive.”

				He looked around as if that might change.

				Maybe I’m dreaming and we’re already dead.


				But the room looked the same as it had the night before. Several waxy, burnt-out candles remained on his desk. The hallway was no longer silent. Murmurs of conversation floated through the doorway. He imagined the deacons and the servants walking quietly through the Sanctuary, going about their business with the memory of their burnt brothers on their shoulders. In a few days, it would pass.

				But not for Franklin.

				Tenbrook was going to kill him, and probably Fitzgerald. Franklin let that thought drive him as he sprang out of bed and brushed the wrinkles from his robe. They needed to figure out a way to stay alive.

				“What are you doing?” Fitzgerald asked.

				“I need to talk to the clergymen. I need to do something.” He retrieved his kitchen knife, looking for a fold in his robe to tuck it into.

				“Franklin,” Fitz said tersely, grabbing his arm. He stopped and watched her. “We can’t do something rash that will get us killed.”

			

			
				“But we need to—” Franklin stared at the door, his heart pounding. His body was moving faster than his brain was working. He knew that.

				“Tenbrook’s men will be watching,” Fitz cautioned.

				Franklin turned the knife in his hands. “Since we came in here last night, I’ve felt trapped. I can’t sit in this room any longer. I have to do something.”

				“Sit and talk,” Fitz said, her firm tone convincing him to comply.

				Franklin returned to the bed, his legs shaking as he turned to sit down. The situation had him more anxious and frightened than he realized.

				“I thought about a lot of things while you slept,” Fitz said. “I spent most of the night going through the details of what happened at the square.”

				“Why didn’t you wake me?” Franklin asked, feeling guilty for having dozed off and slept through the night.

				“You needed your rest,” Fitz said, with a grim smile. “Anyway, I have some ideas. The fact that we survived the night gives me hope.”

				“What are your ideas?” Franklin asked.

				Fitzgerald fell quiet for a moment. It looked like she was preparing her own sermon. Fitzgerald was as beautiful as ever. Her raven-dark hair was gorgeous, even though she hadn’t brushed it. Her eyes were bright despite her admission that she hadn’t slept.

				“I’m going to tell you something I don’t think you’re going to believe.”

				Franklin pursed his lips and looked at Fitz, not sure whether to encourage her to proceed or not, not sure he wanted to hear it. Finally he asked, “What?”

				“First,” she said, “We talked about how The People respond to you, right?”

			

			
				Franklin nodded. “You mean when I’m proclaiming The Word in the service?”

				“Of course.” Fitz laid a hand on Franklin’s thigh.

				Franklin looked down at her hand—perilously close to his manhood—and for a moment, her touch made him think only of her beauty, her raven hair, her bright blue eyes, and how it felt when they embraced in the sheets after making love, her sweaty skin pressed to his. Did it matter what she was going to tell him, what she was going to ask? He’d do anything for her.

				“It might not be true yet, but The People might love you in a way they never loved Father Winthrop.”

				“Love?” Franklin was unconvinced. “What does that have to do with anything?”

				“People will do almost anything for love.”

				Franklin started to speak, but looking down at Fitz’s hand, he realized she was right. “Maybe if they grow to love hearing my words, they’ll develop an affection for me. But what of it? Love will not save me from the fire.”

				“Perhaps it already did,” Fitz told him.

				Franklin coughed through a harsh laugh. He jumped off the bed, ready to rail at Fitz for such a ridiculous assertion. “How can you even say that? People loved Evan, I’m sure. At least, the other Scholars did. And look at him—he’s dead. Everybody who goes on the pyre is loved by somebody, and it doesn’t do them any good.”

				Shaking her head, Fitz said, “You’re both right and wrong.” She reached over and took Franklin’s hand, pulling him closer.

				Distracted, Franklin took a moment to find his voice. “How can I be right and wrong? The love of a mother does nothing to save her child from the pyre.”

				“The love of a few won’t do anything. You’re right about that.”

			

			
				“But if all the mothers protested together, the same way they act alone, they might be able to save one child.”

				Franklin thought about all those thousands of people in the square on Cleansing Day. Surely they could save a person if they acted together.

				“When we were on the dais trying to save Evan, I was watching you and watching Tenbrook. I was also watching The People.”

				“You say that like you witnessed something.”

				“I did,” said Fitz. “I saw how The People reacted when Tenbrook spoke harshly to you. I think Tenbrook saw it, too. That’s why Tenbrook didn’t put you on the pyre with the others. I think he saw that love and he knew he didn’t have enough men to fight the crowd.”

				Shaking his head, Franklin recalled the painful event. “Do you truly believe that, or are you saying this to take away my fright?”

				Fitz pulled Franklin down on the bed to sit beside her. “I’m telling the truth.” She took Franklin’s hand and laid it on her breast. “I swear with all my heart I’m telling the truth. The People love you, Franklin. The more you speak to them, the more they’ll come to love you, until one day, their love for you will be so strong Tenbrook won’t be able to hurt you.”

				Franklin reluctantly pulled his hand away and folded it with his other on his lap. He couldn’t think straight while his hand was on her chest. “Before the army marched out, Father Winthrop instructed me to ask Scholar Evan how many men in Brighton were truly devoted to The Word. At the time, I didn’t understand why the number was important to him. I wonder now if he was trying to get a measure of how many people would do his bidding.”

				“That’s probably right,” said Fitz. “Men like Father Winthrop will never understand how all of us lowly people who till the fields and tend the pigs don’t love The Word. To us, The Word is the bludgeon that the Council beats us with and burns our children. The Word is a set of rules people fear breaking. Father Winthrop has never understood anything about people’s hearts. He only cares about himself.”

			

			
				“But he was looking for the love you speak of,” asked Franklin, “is that right?”

				“Yes,” said Fitz, “because he understood there was power there to be tapped. The way you speak The Word, you have transformed its meaning for people, and that is why they now are coming to love you, not The Word.”

				“And the power of their devotion to me will protect us both from Tenbrook?” asked Franklin, not quite willing to accept it.

				“That is exactly what I believe.”

				“When the time comes,” asked Franklin, “will their devotion to me be strong enough to make them fight Tenbrook’s men?”

				“If it comes to that. I don’t think it has to, but if it does—” Fitz said.

				“Most of the people left in Brighton are women. Women can’t fight.”

				Fitz furrowed her brow. “A large mob can easily overpower four hundred men, women or not.”

				Franklin held up his hands. “Tenbrook’s men have swords and training.”

				“We won’t need swords.”

				“I’m not sure we’d be able to best them, even if we were able to get the rest of Brighton’s support. Are you saying we should organize a rebellion like Evan did? My life has been devoted to The Word. A soldier, or even a member of the Academy, would be more suited to lead something like that than me.”

				“I’m not saying we fight Tenbrook, exactly.” Fitz chewed on her lip. “There’s been enough violence in Brighton. We both know that.”

			

			
				“What, then?”

				“The illusion of strength might be enough to ward off Tenbrook. It might be enough to keep us safe.”

				“Evan was killed because Tenbrook discovered his plan. What if the same happens to us?”

				“Winning the devotion of The People will give us security,” said Fitz. “That is my belief.”

				“These ideas are all so foreign to me. I don’t know what to think,” said Franklin. “And you’re willing to bet your life on that?”

				“Yes.”

				Franklin paced around the room, scratching his head and thinking. “I’m not convinced we can defeat Tenbrook without violence.”

				“Even if we kill him, someone worse will take his place. Look at what happened with Blackthorn and Tenbrook.”

				Franklin sighed, unconvinced. “What if it doesn’t work, Fitz?” He looked around the room, feeling a little more secure in the daylight. At the same time, he wasn’t foolish enough to believe they were safe.

				“It’s either we try something or we stay in this room, waiting to die.” Fitz tossed up her hands. “Is that what you want to do, Franklin? Because I don’t.”

				Fitzgerald’s courage was inspiring. He needed to protect her. He needed to protect them both. “No, I don’t want to give up.”

				“Just think of Lady and Bruce. What would’ve happened if they had bowed down to the demons instead of establishing Brighton?” Fitzgerald argued.

				“We wouldn’t exist,” Franklin replied.

				“Lady and Bruce turned fifty-seven people into three townships and twenty-seven named villages. If they can do that, why can’t we keep ourselves—and Brighton—safe?” Fitz smiled through her fear. She patted his leg. “We’ve both made mistakes, Franklin. People have died, and people have suffered. But we have a chance to build something here.”

			

			
				Franklin’s mouth opened and closed as he thought through her analogy of Lady and Bruce. It certainly made him feel better than whipping Oliver or burning Father Nelson.

				“A few weeks ago, I’d never have believed you could become the Bishop. And here you are. That must mean something. Whether it’s the work of the gods or some higher power, I’m not sure, but we need to use your position and the talent you’ve got,” Fitz concluded.

				Finished with her plan, Fitzgerald waited.

				“You’re right, Fitz,” Franklin said, smoothing the silk robe. For the first time, it felt more earned than borrowed.

				“Let’s do this together.” Fitz smiled. “I have confidence you can rally support through your sermons. I’ll go out there and continue my chores. We’ll pretend everything is normal until we build The People’s devotion. Then we’ll figure out what to do. We’ll make Brighton safe.”

				Hit with a burst of courage, Franklin said, “You’re right. I’m through hiding. I’ll go say good morning to the clergymen. Then I’ll work on my next sermon.”

				Franklin started for the door. He’d only gotten a step when Fitz grabbed his arm.

				“I love you, Franklin,” Fitz said, leaning over to kiss him.

				“I love you, too.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: Oliver

				Oliver was exhausted and cold. He and Beck had spent the night following the course of the river until it branched out into a delta of swamps and creeks as it neared the eastern ocean. The path of the river was the only guide they’d had in the dark to keep them moving away from Father Winthrop, the hill, and the battle.

				Through the night, they hadn’t run, and they hadn’t spoken. Only brief whispers passed between them when it was necessary. They’d snuck from one hiding place to the next, leapfrogging their way between scraggly bushes and tall clusters of skunk cabbage, scanning from each spot, looking for lurking demons. At first, they’d seen the twisted men in every shadow, not because they were afraid and imagining phantoms, but because demons were there, all running toward the sound of the battle on the hill. As the night wore on, they’d come across fewer and fewer, and it bolstered Oliver’s belief that he and Beck would survive.

				Now, with the sun having finally chased away the night, they found themselves in a forest with as many ruined walls, pillars, and mounds of rubble as trees. The ground was scattered with all shapes and sizes of ancient rocks, covered over by layers of grass just thick enough to tempt a foot to come down at the wrong angle and break an ankle.

				As a way out of the graveyard of derelict structures, Beck led Oliver up a little gravelly hill not much taller than a two-story house back in Brighton. “Maybe we can spot a path through from up here.”

				Oliver followed, happy to be on solid ground.

				When Beck stopped at the peak, he pointed across a field of cylinders made of Ancient Stone, all lined in neat rows and surrounded by tall brown grass and trees, all in an area bigger than the square in Brighton. Each of the cylinders was perfectly round and about fifteen feet long, open at both ends, at least where the ends weren’t clogged with grass and bushes. Each was tall enough that Beck could stand up inside them without bumping his head.

			

			
				Beyond the row of large cylinders were more cylinders of various sizes and various lengths, mostly in good order, just as the Ancients had left them all those years ago. Oliver could only guess that their purpose was as strange as their appearance. Far on the other side of the cylinder yard stood the remains of buildings and hulks of machinery so rusted and twisted by time that Oliver didn’t think even an Ancient would be able to guess what they’d once been.

				“Have you ever seen anything like that?” Beck whispered.

				“I was going to ask you,” said Oliver.

				“It seems at every turn, we see something fantastical.”

				Oliver agreed, but he was getting too tired to expend much thought on it. “Do you think demons live in these? Are these demon houses?”

				Beck shook his head, stopped, and looked down at Oliver. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard any stories of where the demons live. I suppose anyone who had the misfortune of coming across their lairs didn’t live long enough to bring the story back to Brighton.”

				Oliver looked to his left and right, hoping to spot some structure that might be a good place to hide, though he wasn’t wholly against climbing into a thicket far off the game trails, pulling his blanket over his head, and trying to sleep.

				“They appear deserted,” said Beck. He pointed at a thin trail through the grass, probably used by rabbits and raccoons. “This is similar to the game trail we’ve been following. Do you suppose we’d see more evidence of the demons if they lived in these cylinders?”

				Oliver followed the path of the game trail as it paralleled the line of the cylinders. There didn’t seem to be any branches leading into any cylinder mouth. Surely, if demons lived inside them there’d be some evidence of their passing, as Beck had suggested. Oliver took a long sniff but didn’t smell anything.

			

			
				Beck watched him do it, then did the same. “They do have a pungent odor, the demons. I’m sure we’d smell it.”

				Oliver knew the smell well, having breathed it in up close. “I think we’re safe. We should go inside one and try to rest.”

				“We can take turns sleeping,” said Beck. “You sleep first.”

				Oliver raised his eyes to look toward the mountains, gauging how far he and Beck had traveled. A zigzagging discoloration down the face of a steep side marked the road the army had followed on their way down to the coastal plain. Halfway across the plain, Oliver gazed at the hill where he’d been too fearful to put an end to Winthrop. The price of that decision was Winthrop’s murder of General Blackthorn.

				“Your young eyes are sharper than mine,” said Beck, looking at the distant hill as well. “I still see fires on there, but I can’t tell if anything is moving.”

				“It’s too far,” said Oliver. “I can’t tell either. Do you think any of them survived?”

				“I don’t see how.”

				“Me, neither.”

				Beck led the way down the mound of dirt and headed toward the empty pipes. “If you see one you like more than the others, feel free to claim it.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Winthrop

				The defensive ring of trenches and ramparts was buried under piles of bodies ten feet tall. On top of those corpses, men stood shoulder-to-shoulder, the strongest of Winthrop’s army, ready to slay any spore-twisted beast still brave enough to come. They chanted a god-speak dirge. Below the wall of the carcasses, no dirt was visible beneath the carpet of the dead. Out in the savannah, as the sun rose in the east, few demons moved. None came toward the hill.

				Winthrop saw those demons for what they were—animals full of fear. They’d witnessed what a god of war could do, and now the bodies of their brothers formed the foundation of a temple to that god.

				My temple.

				“What will you have us do, Father?”

				Winthrop turned away from the beautiful carnage on the hill’s sides and noticed a familiar semicircle of men standing on the slope beneath him. Their faces were those of the faithful from that first night beyond Brighton’s walls—they were his truest followers.

				The tallest of them waited for an answer to his question.

				“My son,” said Winthrop, abandoning god-speak for the sake of his inferiors, “you and these men shall be my priests. It will be your privilege to carry my wishes to ears too distant to hear.”

				“Thank you, Father.”

				Other men added their thanks.

				“Faith is always rewarded, if not in this life, then tenfold in the next.” Winthrop turned to the sky to bask for a moment in his own divine glow. “Tell the men to rest. We have many nights of killing to come.”

			

			
				The tall man pointed at the few demons left in the plain. “We may have killed most of them.”

				Winthrop turned away from the tall man and looked down the coast. Far in that direction lay the rugged gray spires of the Ancient City, the cradle of demons. He pointed. “We’ll kill them in their homes. We’ll slaughter their young in their nurseries. We’ll kill until no demon has blood left to sacrifice.”

				“What about food?” one of the new priests asked. “The demons overran the stores last night. We have nothing left.”

				Winthrop laughed. “My son, my son.” Winthrop beckoned the man closer. When the new priest was within reach, Winthrop laid his hands on the red prints on the man’s chest. His hands fit perfectly. “Your faith and the blood of the demon has made you invincible. If your faith is pure, then fill your belly with demon flesh, and I can grant you the gift of immortality.” Winthrop turned back to the carnage on the hill’s slopes. “Bring me a warm, bleeding heart. I’ll show you the way.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Melora

				Melora’s heart fluttered as she and Ivory reached the ancient building where she’d stayed with Ella, William, and Bray. She searched for evidence that the building had been compromised. Anything could’ve happened in the time she was gone. The entrance was blocked with the same stones they’d used before. A morning shadow blanketed the doorstep. She smelled the air for signs of the twisted men, but found only the cold, damp odor that had become the building’s familiar essence.

				“That’s the one, right?” Ivory asked.

				“Yes,” Melora said, biting her lip.

				She clenched her sword. She assumed anyone looking for her at night would’ve given up and retired when it got too dark. She looked around for demons, but she hadn’t seen any in several blocks that they’d had to hide from. She thought back to what Ivory had told her. Perhaps he was right about the demons avoiding certain areas.

				She’d only gone a few steps toward the entrance when a voice whispered, “Melora!”

				Her heart flooded with relief as William’s pale face appeared behind the stones. He peeled them away and peered out at her, as if he’d been waiting the whole time. He held his sword and called for Ella. Ella appeared behind him, puffy circles beneath her eyes.

				“Melora!” Ella exclaimed. She removed the rest of the barricade and started through the doorway. She halted when she saw Ivory. “Who’s this?”

				“A friend,” Melora said.

				Ella’s face was torn between relief and suspicion. “Where did he come from?”

				“He helped me when I was trapped by demons. He’s a rabbit hunter from Brighton,” Melora explained.

			

			
				Ella pursed her lips and watched Ivory.

				“I don’t mean anyone harm,” Ivory said.

				Ella instinctively pushed William into the building behind her. “Stay back,” she whispered.

				“His name’s Ivory. I told him what happened in Davenport,” Melora said. “I told him we escaped the massacre and fled.” She gave Ella a look she hoped would cement the lie.

				Ella’s face softened. “We should get inside, then. It’s not safe here.”

				“I haven’t seen any demons in the area for a while. Ivory says this area is usually pretty safe, compared to the rest of the Ancient City.”

				Ella looked around, as if she wasn’t sure. Then she walked out and clutched Melora. Without warning, her face changed and she snapped, “We searched all day yesterday for you, Melora! I swore you’d been killed! Where were you?”

				Melora stepped back, appraising her mother. William lingered in the doorway.

				“I don’t need anyone to keep watch over me,” Melora said, taken aback.

				“I thought you were dead,” Ella said with an accusatory look.

				“I’m not. I’m fine.”

				Ella opened her mouth and closed it, biting back harsher words. “You shouldn’t have gone out without telling anyone, especially at night. What if something happened to you? What if the demons or the soldiers came?”

				“I’ve survived my whole life just fine, Mom. I don’t need you or anyone else to protect me.” Melora took a step away from her mother.

				Ella’s eyes welled up. William tried to slip out of the doorway, but Ella walked back and stopped him.

				“Stay back, William,” she said.

			

			
				“Why?” he asked.

				“Because it’s not safe out here.”

				“I’m sick of you telling me that. I want to see Melora. Let me out!” he yelled through gritted teeth.

				Grunting, he pushed past her and ran to Melora and Ivory. Gaining strength from Melora’s words, he said, “I’m not little anymore either, Mom! Both of us can take care of ourselves!”

				Ella looked between Melora and William, her cheeks stinging red with hurt.

				A cough drew their attention to the building’s entrance.

				Bray walked from inside, wiping the remnants of his breakfast on his pants. “Welcome back, Melora,” he said casually. “I thought you were demon food.”

				“It’ll be a long time before that happens,” Melora retorted.

				“Don’t be upset by your mother,” Bray said, waving a hand. “It was no big deal searching for you. I told her you’d be fine. Besides, I comforted her while you were gone.”

				“You wish,” Ella said. Without another word, she turned and walked back into the building. Melora watched her go. She felt a sting of guilt, but quickly dismissed it. Beside her, Ivory shifted from foot to foot.

				“Who’s your friend?” Bray raised his chin at Ivory. His eyes immediately wandered to the bow.

				“I’m Ivory. I met Melora further in the city.”

				“He helped me out when some demons came,” Melora explained.

				Bray scrutinized the weapon. “Is that a bow?”

				Ivory nodded, clutching it tight. “Yes, I found it in the city.”

				“I’ve never seen one like it.” Bray’s demeanor softened into wonder as he marveled at the contraption. “How does that even work, with all those wheels and strings? There’s no way it could work better than the ones we have.”

			

			
				“It took me a while to figure it out,” Ivory said, grabbing an arrow from his quiver. “I’ll show you.”

				Before anyone could answer, he nocked an arrow and spun, aiming at a scraggly cottonwood a hundred yards away. He fired. The arrow sailed through the air, embedding into the wood with a satisfying thud.

				“By the gods!” Melora exclaimed.

				“Unbelievable,” Bray muttered. “Did you see how fast and true it sailed?”

				Melora nodded. William’s eyes were wide with amazement.

				“I’ve killed demons with it, too,” Ivory said proudly.

				“Are you a Warden?” Bray asked.

				“No, a rabbit hunter.”

				“He’s from Brighton,” Melora clarified, shooting Bray a look in hopes he wouldn’t give away Ella and William’s secret.

				“A rabbit hunter roaming the Ancient City?” Bray frowned, as he looked Ivory up and down.

				“Yes,” Ivory said.

				“Rabbit hunters don’t come to the Ancient City.” Bray cocked his head with a smile, studying Ivory. He looked from his clothes to his bag. “You’re a metal smuggler.”

				Ivory swallowed but didn’t answer.

				Bray nodded, reinforcing his proclamation. “Definitely a metal smuggler.”

				“No, I’m not,” Ivory said, but his face betrayed his secret.

				They fell into silence, scrutinizing each other. After a moment, Bray’s face softened and he looked at the bow again. “Whoever you are, we could use someone with a weapon like that around. And Melora’s obviously taken a liking to you. Why don’t you come inside and have some breakfast?”

				Ivory looked from Bray to Melora, hesitating.

			

			
				“Do you have somewhere else to be?” Bray asked.

				“No,” Ivory said after a pause. “I guess I can come in.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: Fitzgerald

				The streets reeked of sweat and ash as Fitz opened the door of the Sanctuary and looked around. Or maybe it was the memory of the burnings. She held her breath and looked in all directions for soldiers, worried she might have been wrong about what she told Franklin, fearing someone might race up and grab her. Instead, she noticed only a few passersby walking with their heads bowed. Thrusting the awful details of the burnings from her mind, Fitz departed into the streets with a basket in her hand.

				She thought of the words Franklin had spoken in his room. He doubted the women in Brighton could make a difference. But that was the way with most in Brighton. She couldn’t fault him for it. Still, if she could find a way to rally those women and ensure they went to the sermons, maybe she could use that power.

				She just wasn’t sure how to do it yet.

				She walked past a cluster of tall, stone buildings. During her stay in the Sanctuary, she’d learned that those buildings were used to house visitors when they came to ask Father Winthrop for favors, or to grovel for his forgiveness.

				Walking several streets further, those buildings turned into squalid, filthy hovels and roads filled with people. The smell of cooked pig laced the air. Conversation surrounded her. The street was stuffed with merchants stocking their wares. Most were women, the wives of the men who had gone off to war, left behind to take care of their business. The customers were a blend of people from other townships or villages, mostly female, and the children they were left to tend. Fitz found her way between shoulders, waving hands, and youthful cries of children playing street games.

				Normally, the task of getting fresh vegetables and meats from the market was reserved for the novices, but she’d convinced Franklin she’d be careful if he allowed her to go. Her hope was that she could observe the townsfolk and figure out something that would convince herself her argument was valid.

			

			
				Between the customers spending coin, she found a few women huddling in corners or holding distraught conversations. Some were mourning the deaths of their husbands; others were celebrating their men going off to war by purchasing more than they could afford.

				Stopping at a produce stand, she picked up an apple and turned it in her hand.

				A lady merchant asked, “Looking for anything in particular?”

				“Just a few apples for the Sanctuary,” Fitz said. The woman’s face fell as she realized she wouldn’t be getting paid.

				“Take what you need, but please go easy on me,” the lady merchant pleaded. “With the early cold, we lost some of our crops, and my husband is off to the war.”

				“Of course,” Fitz answered.

				The merchant moved on to the next customer, hoping for more coin. As Fitz placed some apples in her basket, she noticed four women standing in an alleyway. One was a woman with a kerchief tied around her head, waving her hands. She talked angrily while others listened. Fitzgerald thanked the merchant and stepped into the alley, hoping she might eavesdrop.

				The woman raised her fist at the sky. “The gods took my husband to war. They took my brothers in the burning. What do I have left?”

				Fitzgerald edged closer to the circle, a sympathetic look on her face. She looked around at the women, whose faces were dirt-stained and whose clothes were ripped. It looked like they were only a few mouthfuls above starving. Fitz felt out of place in her clean merchant’s dress. She’d sewn it back together after Tenbrook’s attack. Though one could notice a few tears, if they looked closely, it was still nicer than what these women were wearing. Acknowledging her presence, one of the women eyed her with a suspicious glance.

			

			
				“What’s going on?” Fitz whispered.

				The woman took a second to answer, judging Fitz’s dress. “She lost her brothers in the burnings,” she finally whispered. “And her husband was called out with Blackthorn’s army.”

				“That’s awful,” Fitzgerald said.

				Blinking tears from her eyes, the angry woman’s voice grew louder. “How am I supposed to manage my house? My children will starve. I have no one to help me. The gods have forgotten my children. The Word has failed!”

				A few of the women gave nervous looks around the alley. Their sympathy went only as far as doubting The Word. They took a few steps backward, contemplating scattering.

				Fitzgerald took a step forward.

				“I’m sorry to hear about your husband and brothers,” she said.

				The angry woman surveyed Fitz, noticing her for the first time. Studying Fitz with a scowl, the woman took a bold step forward. “I appreciate your concern. But those words won’t feed my children, or help us afford clothes as nice as yours.”

				Fitz said, “That doesn’t have to be true. We can all help each other.”

				“My neighbors offered the same help. But their kindness will only go as far as the next burning or until their own families can’t be fed.”

				“The Word guides us through these tough times. Our faith will see us through.”

			

			
				Growing suspicious, the woman became bolder. “Who are you?”

				“I’m a servant at the Sanctuary.”

				The woman gasped and threw her hands up in despair. “Of course! You’re here to tell the guards! You’re here to see me burned! I should’ve known by your dress.”

				The other women panicked. They raced for the end of the alley.

				“Wait!” Fitzgerald said, stopping them with an insistent wave. “I’m not here to see anyone burned.”

				“How can we believe you?” one of the women called over her shoulder.

				Fitzgerald reached into her basket and held out an apple. A couple of the women furrowed their brows, confused and distrustful. They stopped moving.

				“A gesture of my goodwill. I have one for each of you.”

				“You want a favor,” one of the women said, a guarded expression on her face.

				“No favor. Come back over and I’ll share what I have.”

				With some coaxing, she convinced the women to return. She gave them the apples from her basket. The angry woman tucked hers away, eyeing Fitz warily as if she might take it back.

				“I could be burned for giving away Sanctuary food.” Fitz said. She took out an apple and bit into it. “That should prove I’m not here to trick you.”

				The women huddled around Fitz, eating. They watched Fitzgerald with eyes that said they wanted to believe.

				“I just overheard what you were saying,” Fitz added. “I want to help.”

				“No one does that. People talk about helping when they’re in the pews. After that, The Word fades and we’re on our own.”

				“Lady and Bruce had the same doubts,” Fitz said.

				The angry woman grew visibly afraid at the names of Lady and Bruce. “I shouldn’t have doubted The Word. I’m sorry.”

			

			
				Fitz smiled grimly. Directing her words to all the women, she said, “I’m just a servant at the Sanctuary. You don’t have to worry about me. But you’re right. There seem to be two versions of The Word: the things people say behind the Sanctuary doors, and the things they do after they leave. We need to learn to bring our same faith outside, if we want to survive.”

				The other women nodded. They watched Fitzgerald intently.

				“Most of the men are gone,” Fitz added. “We need to look out for ourselves.”

				“There are more of us than there are of them, now that the army is gone,” the woman with the kerchief said with a shrug.

				“That may be true,” another woman conceded. “But what can women do? The burnings yesterday are proof things are getting worse. People are afraid, and only concerned for themselves. We’ll burn whether the men are here or not.”

				“It’s Tenbrook,” one of the women whispered, looking around the alley. “He’s worse than Blackthorn.”

				“That’s true,” Fitzgerald said, fighting back her emotions.

				“He never goes to sermons,” one of the women said with a scoff. “He condemns and burns people, and he doesn’t even pray with the rest of us.”

				“He burned my brothers in the square.” The woman with the kerchief wiped her eyes and stepped forward, watching Fitz.

				“Tenbrook has no power over The Word. But Father Franklin does,” Fitz said. “What do you think of him?”

				“I heard his last sermon,” the woman continued. “I believe he’s different. He seems to believe some of the things you’re saying, about helping each other outside of the Sanctuary. Winthrop was only concerned with rules. Still, I’m not sure that will be enough to convince everybody. And it certainly won’t stop Tenbrook from burning whoever he wants.”

			

			
				“What if there was nothing for Tenbrook to hear?” Fitz asked. “What if we were all to keep silent?”

				The woman paused. The rest thought on it. “There’s no guarantee anyone would follow that rule. The soldiers find things out.”

				“They find things out because we tell them. If we keep gathering at the sermons and practicing The Word, we’ll gain the trust of others. We’ll start to grow stronger. I think that’s what Father Franklin was trying to say at his last sermon.”

				The woman with the kerchief frowned. The others whispered amongst themselves and a couple gave disbelieving looks.

				“I want to believe him,” she said.

				“I can attest that he means it, having worked for him. Give him time,” Fitzgerald said. She reached out and gently placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Come to the next sermon. Tell everyone you know to come. We’ll sit together in the pews.”

				The woman looked around at the others in the group, then slowly nodded.

				Fitzgerald smiled, then turned and headed back down the alley to look for others.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: Ivory

				Ivory followed Melora, Bray, and William into the building, keeping a wary eye on Bray. Bray also seemed fascinated by the bow. And who wouldn’t be? Ivory vowed to keep his weapon close during his stay.

				He looked for Ella, but she wasn’t nearby.

				The building looked the same as the last time he’d entered it. He’d been in the building a few times with his uncle and Jingo, but hadn’t found anything of value. Broken glass was ground into the floor and partially buried. Fractured, crumbling pedestals dotted the room. Jingo had told him it was a museum—a place the Ancients used to display archaic, preserved treasures, though most had been looted or destroyed.

				Ivory walked up the flight of stairs, skirting around the divots and gaps in the stone and following Melora. When they entered the first room, he saw Ella tidying up several blankets and bags. The look on her face showed she was still upset by what had happened outside.

				Ivory couldn’t help but smile. Melora was independent. Her strong words reminded him of similar encounters he’d had with Muldoon when Muldoon was still alive.

				“Would you like something to eat?” Melora asked, grabbing a bag from the floor and pulling out a slice of dried pork.

				“Thanks,” Ivory said appreciatively.

				He watched as Melora, Bray, and William pulled out flasks, setting down their belongings, eating in whatever position they’d crouched in. The meal reminded him of many he’d had in the wild, on an empty stomach, accompanied by furtive glances. It was a life not many in Brighton knew.

				He hunched on the ground next to Melora and had breakfast, holding his bow on his lap. Ella remained standing.

			

			
				“How long have you been here?” Bray asked Ivory.

				“A few days,” Ivory said. That wasn’t a lie.

				“Is that when you found the bow?” Bray asked, as he traced the path of the string around the wheels.

				Ivory shifted uncomfortably. “I got it on my last trip.”

				“It’s in remarkable shape, for such a find. Where did you say you got it?”

				“In one of the buildings near the water,” Ivory said vaguely. “I had to restring it. It took me a lot of time to figure that out, and how the wheels worked.”

				“You said you’ve killed demons with it?”

				“Yes,” Ivory said, unable to contain his pride. “Two, so far.”

				“I noticed you had no trouble pulling back the arrow, and yet it flew farther and faster than I would’ve expected. How does that work?”

				“The wheels help take some of the pressure off your hand, once you get it to a certain position. That lets you aim better, and hold the bow steadier. Or at least that’s what I think, after using it a few days.”

				“I’d like to try it myself, after you finish breakfast.” Bray shrugged. “That is, if you wouldn’t mind showing me.”

				“I’d like to try, too,” Melora chimed in.

				Ivory nodded but didn’t commit to anything.

				Although he didn’t quite trust Bray, he was looking forward to firing the bow again. Before finding Melora, he’d been headed back to the tower with Jingo to practice. They’d seen no sign of the bear-man since returning on the boat. He wondered if the man had gone back to Brighton, or if he was still lying in wait somewhere.

				Changing the subject, he asked, “Have you seen anyone else in the city?”

			

			
				Bray grunted. “No. The Ancient City isn’t a place for men.”

				“Well, you picked one of the safer places to hide.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“The demons don’t come around this part of the city as much as the others.”

				Bray grunted. “I’ve seen demons everywhere in the city, so I doubt that’s true.”

				“It’s not a rule, of course,” Ivory said. “Some of them will go anywhere. And they’ll follow a human wherever they find them. But this area is less traveled than others. It dates back to some of the wars the Ancients had. That’s what I was telling Melora.”

				Bray didn’t look convinced.

				Ivory changed the subject again. “Melora told me you fled from what happened in Davenport. I’m sorry to hear about your relatives.”

				“They weren’t mine.” Bray shrugged and chewed his meat.

				Ella dropped a flask on the floor and it landed with a clatter. Ivory glanced up and noticed her watching him. “Have you heard anything about the massacre while you were in Brighton?” Ella asked.

				“Nothing, other than what Melora explained,” Ivory said. “I was in Brighton a few days ago, but only long enough to learn the news about my father.”

				Ella furrowed her brow. “What happened to him?”

				“Ivory’s father was taken in the last Cleansing in Brighton,” Melora explained.

				“I’m sorry to hear that.” Ella bent down to retrieve her flask. She looked back at her bag, nervous.

				Ivory lowered his head. Though he liked Melora’s company, something didn’t seem right with these people. What was it? He knew they had sought refuge in the city, but there was something else. He needed time to figure it out. Realizing the others were still watching, he said, “My father was a good man. He was a rabbit hunter, too.”

			

			
				Bray cleared his throat. He lowered his head. “The Cleansing takes too many of the best of us.”

				Ivory nodded his agreement and finished his pork. He wiped his face with his sleeve.

				“Would you like more?” Melora asked.

				Ivory looked at her outstretched hand. A sour look from Ella convinced him he shouldn’t take any more of these people’s rations. “I’m fine.”

				With the meal done, Ivory felt the anticipation in the room. Everyone was watching his bow. He suddenly felt the need to keep the weapon close to him. “You know what? I’m pretty tired right now. I wouldn’t mind resting, if that’d be okay with you.”

				The disappointment on Bray’s face was evident. He covered it up. “Of course,” he said. “Maybe we can try out the bow when you wake up?”

				“Sure.” Ivory made a show of wiping his eyes. In truth, he was exhausted. Several days and nights of being awake had worn him down. He and Melora had tried napping in shifts, but the carousing, screeching demons had kept them mostly awake in the building where they’d hidden.

				“Do you need a blanket?” Melora asked.

				“I have one in my bag,” Ivory said.

				He glanced around for a quiet corner.

				“You can sleep in my room, if you’d like,” William offered, pointing through an archway that led into a second room.

				“William,” Ella cut in. “That’s not a good idea.”

				“Why not? The room will be empty. It’s still daylight, and I’m not tired.”

				“What about Melora?” Ella asked. “She’ll be staying in there.”

			

			
				“I can stay in this room,” Melora said. “He can use that one.”

				Stripped of an argument, Ella fell silent and resumed looking through the belongings in her bag.

				“I’ll show you the best spot,” William offered, darting into the other room before Ella could stop him.

				“Sounds good. Thank you for the breakfast.” Ivory stood. Walking out of the circle of penetrating eyes, he felt relieved.

				“That’s where I sleep,” William said to Ivory as he entered the room. He pointed to a small bag on the ground, a blanket spilling out of the top. “Melora usually sleeps closer to the wall.”

				“That looks comfortable.”

				“We only had one room back at home,” William confessed. “This place is much bigger.”

				Ivory was thinking of a polite response when Ella called William from the other room. “William! Let the young man sleep.”

				“But I want to show him my sword!” William complained.

				“Sword?” Ivory asked.

				Ivory frowned as William hurried over to a blanket in the corner, pulling a large sword with a worn handle from underneath. It was much bigger than the one William had scabbarded at his side. William smiled and hoisted it in the air.

				“William, be careful!” Ella scolded, walking into the room.

				“I know how to use it, Mom,” William retorted.

				“Where’d you get that?” Ivory asked, furrowing his brow. It looked like a large man must’ve used it.

				“I found it in an alley next to the building,” William explained. “Someone must’ve left it behind.”

				“Bray thinks they might’ve been killed,” Ella said with a concerned expression. “He said it looks like a Warden’s sword.”

			

			
				“Either way, it’s mine now,” William said. “Finders keepers!”

				Ivory frowned as Ella herded William from the room.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: Oliver

				“What now?” Beck asked.

				Leaning against the curved wall of the cylinder as he sat, Oliver looked up at Beck and tried to guess what it was he was getting at. If there was one thing Oliver knew about Beck, he was always thinking about where his conversations were leading, rather than what he was currently saying. “I don’t want to discuss it.”

				“Why not?” asked Beck.

				“I’m reluctant.”

				“People only say that when they want you to ask them a second time.” Beck smiled to show off his brilliant deduction.

				Oliver sighed. “I had ideas of how life would be outside the wall, you know, before I lost my bravery and failed to kill Father Winthrop.”

				“I dare say your mistake was short-lived.” Beck chuckled. “I have little doubt the demons killed him, along with the rest of the wretches on that hill.”

				Oliver accepted that as true.

				“Tell me more about these ideas of yours,” Beck said.

				Oliver shook his head. “They were silly boyhood ideas, adventurous and unrealistic. I’m not that old, you know.”

				“I’ve noticed,” said Beck, “but talking to you most times is like talking to an adult. You’re an exceptional young man, Oliver.”

				“I don’t know about that.”

				“Yes you do,” said Beck. “You can pretend around other men so they won’t know what you are, but I know. Let’s dispense with the charade, okay?”

				“I’ll try,” said Oliver. “But you need to understand that even if you think I mostly speak like an adult, I’m still a boy. I’m still prone to doing boyish things and making boyish mistakes.”

			

			
				“Everybody makes mistakes.” Beck laughed. “Don’t judge yourself too harshly.”

				Oliver crinkled his brow and fidgeted, not wanting to admit his most foolish mistake. “I thought I’d do well out here in the wild. I thought I’d evade the demons with ease, or kill them when I needed to.”

				“So far, true on both counts,” interjected Beck.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Here we are,” said Beck. “The truth is self-evident. And you have killed demons.”

				“Okay,” admitted Oliver. “I didn’t think I’d be so hungry. I thought I’d be able to find food before I ran out of my supplies. Now after jumping in the river to save our lives, everything I brought with me is ruined, and I don’t yet know how to hunt for animals. I don’t know what plants I can eat.”

				“You’re afraid we’ll starve?” asked Beck.

				Nodding, Oliver said, “The only thing I’m not afraid of is dying of thirst.”

				“Because the river is so close?” Beck asked.

				“That, and the ocean,” said Oliver, pointing east. “As long as I’m on this side of the mountains, it’ll never be more than a day or two away.”

				“You want to drink from the ocean?” asked Beck.

				“Sure,” Oliver confirmed. “But it seems like you think that’s a bad idea.”

				“Perhaps,” said Beck. “Like you, I’ve never seen the ocean before this expedition. All I know about it I read in ancient books, or heard in stories from people who have been to this side of the mountain. I don’t know for sure, but it seems to me the water in the ocean is not drinkable.”

				“Why?” asked Oliver. “Did the Ancients poison it?”

			

			
				“I don’t know,” said Beck. “All I’ve heard is the water is too salty to drink.”

				“That doesn’t make sense.” Oliver lifted his canteen and shook it to show Beck it was empty. “If salt is all I have to worry about, I’m going to try it.”

				“Later today or tomorrow,” said Beck, “when we’re rested enough to venture out, we’ll go to the ocean, if for no other reason than to one day say we did.” Beck smiled broadly and looked at Oliver. “Do you know anyone who has seen the ocean?”

				“I’ve only talked to a few people who know it exists. That is, outside of childhood stories nobody believes.”

				“We’ll do it, then,” said Beck. “After that, what do you think? Will you go back to Brighton?”

				“I don’t know,” said Oliver. “I don’t know that going back is a choice I have. I don’t think I can get through the pass. It’s sure to be full of demons following the trail of the army, don’t you think?”

				“You may be right about that,” said Beck, putting some thought into it. “I’ve heard tell of paths through the mountains both south and north of here. They’re the paths taken by metal smugglers because they are shorter. The army had to take the long way because it needed the road. If we could find one of the paths, would you travel back with me? It will be safer for us both to go together than to go by ourselves.”

				“I don’t know.”

				“You don’t have to return to Brighton, if you don’t want,” said Beck. “I won’t force you, but at least if we get back to the other side of the mountains, you’ll be back among civilized men again. Even if you don’t return to Brighton, you can settle in one of the smaller towns or villages. What do you say?”

				“I don’t know what’s going to happen to me,” Oliver said, weighing his options. “But I definitely want to see the ocean.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Fitzgerald

				Returning from the marketplace, Fitz found Franklin sitting in the front pew of the congregation room, staring at the pulpit. His hand was poised above a notebook.

				“I looked all over the Sanctuary for you,” Fitz said, worry in her voice.

				“I’m sorry. I was just making some notes. I thought a lot about our conversation about The Word and The People’s devotion. I’m not convinced you’re right, but I’m trying to get a new perspective on how the townspeople hear sermons.” Franklin furrowed his brow and jotted something down. “I’m trying to understand what it is about what I say that bonds us together. Maybe that will also protect us.”

				“Have you seen Tenbrook?” Fitz asked, lowering her voice to a whisper.

				“No. And no soldiers, either.”

				“That’s good.” Fitz blew a relieved breath. She sat down next to Franklin. She smiled.

				“Most of my life, I’ve listened to Winthrop talk from up there,” Franklin gestured toward the pulpit. “I’ve sat apart from the congregates. I was lucky, or unlucky, to have that privilege from a young age.” Franklin grimaced as he thought that statement through. “When I was just a child, my parents were taken in the Cleansing. I remember standing on the dais while they were led away, too shocked to cry.”

				“Is that why Winthrop took you in?”

				Franklin nodded. “He mistook my shock for a heart of stone. I didn’t figure it out until later. If I’d cried, I probably would have gone to the orphanages like the others on that day.”

				Franklin lowered his head.

			

			
				“I’m sorry, Franklin. Do you remember much about your parents?”

				“Only that they were farmers. I remember running in the fields with bare feet, thinking I could fly. I have a few memories of my mother and father tending the field, but not many. I think the distance has separated me from some of the people I’m talking to. I need to understand the parishioners better.”

				“This sounds like a good way to do it.” Fitz patted his leg. “I’ve been finding things out at the market.”

				“I get nervous about you leaving the Sanctuary.” Franklin furrowed his brow.

				“If the novices went, I wouldn’t be able to find anything out.” Fitz looked behind her, verifying that no one was lurking by the door. Speaking in a whisper, she said, “I’ve been talking to some people, Franklin. I’ve been trying to understand the power of your transformation of The Word, and how that affects people. The burnings weakened people’s spirit, but I think the next sermon might be your biggest yet.”

				“What do you mean?” Franklin asked, setting down his notebook.

				“I’ve been gathering up some people,” she whispered.

				Franklin’s eyes widened. “Already? You shouldn’t be doing that so soon after the burnings, Fitz.”

				“Our discussions are about The Word,” Fitz returned. “Tenbrook can’t fault us for that. As you know, most people are compelled to come to the Sanctuary out of fear. But I’m trying a new approach. I think this one will work better.”

				“What have you been telling them?” Franklin asked.

				“I’m trying to earn their trust, so they continue attending because they want to, rather than out of guilt or fear,” Fitzgerald said. “We need people to participate—even the people from the other towns and villages, who might have never been to the Brighton sermons.”

			

			
				Franklin nodded, still nervous. He looked around the room again, a habit since the burnings. “The quiet from Tenbrook makes me uneasy. He hasn’t called any Elders’ meetings yet. I assumed he would send for me.”

				Fitz bit her lip. “Maybe he forgot about you.”

				The look on Franklin’s face told her that he didn’t believe that. “I’m the only other Elder alive in town. I don’t trust him, Fitz.”

				“Me neither. But for now, we should focus on making the next sermon the best one yet.” Fitz smiled and brushed Franklin’s shoulder. “I’ll tidy up some rooms while you take notes.”

				“Okay, thanks,” Franklin said, trying to quell his worry.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: Ivory

				Ivory was dozing, but he couldn’t keep from peering through the archway at Melora, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor in the next room. She pulled out a brush, quietly taking a few tangles from her hair. She didn’t notice he was awake. Ivory recalled some of Melora’s stories about her family’s encounters with demons in the woods. She seemed as tough as anyone he’d met. He smiled. Sensing his gaze, she turned and caught him staring.

				“I’m sorry, did I wake you?” she called through the archway.

				“No, I was just dozing.”

				“I’m going to nap, too,” Melora admitted. She replaced the brush in her bag, pulled out a blanket, and spread it on the ground.

				“Where are the others?”

				“Downstairs.”

				“I bet it’s nice to be with your family.” Ivory smiled.

				“It is,” Melora said, but she averted her eyes. Was she hiding something? Or was she just tired?

				“William showed me the sword he found.”

				“I heard him showing you from the other room. He demonstrated for me while I was with him on the lower floor. It’s almost as big as he is.” Melora smiled. “He’s becoming quite intelligent about the woods. He’s learned a lot while we were traveling.”

				“He definitely seems smart.” Ivory watched Melora settle underneath her blanket. “Your mother is nice. And Bray, too. Did you say you were related to him?”

				Melora shifted under the blanket so he couldn’t see her eyes. “No, we met him outside of Davenport. We’ve been traveling together.”

				“I see. For a second I confused him for your father.”

			

			
				“No.” Melora bit back a laugh. Changing the subject, she asked, “Can I still try your bow when we wake up?”

				“Sure.”

				“It’s a little more comfortable here without demons surrounding the building,” Melora said with a smile, rolling to face the doorway to the hall. “Maybe you were right about this area being safer.”

				“I wouldn’t lie to you.”

				“Well, I’m going to nap. Sleep well, Ivory.”

				“You, too.”

				Ivory pulled his bow and his bag close to him. Then he closed his eyes.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: Winthrop

				With no place shallow enough to ford, Winthrop’s army worked their way down the river until it spread out into a delta of swamps and shallow fingers of water all flowing toward the endless sea.

				“Our scouts tell me we can cross here,” one of Winthrop’s nameless priests told him as he stood looking across a brackish pool of stinking water. “There are plenty of demons in the swamp that way.”

				“Then we’ll have plenty of meat to fill our bellies,” said Winthrop as he looked at the murky brown water, imagining what manner of greedy monsters might be living beneath the surface, anxious to sink their teeth into his divine flesh.

				Pointing up and down the shore at the army, all standing on the shore, the nameless priest said, “We wait for you to lead us, Father.”

				Winthrop balked. That cold, clear water in the canyon in which he’d been immersed was one thing. In that water, he’d been able to see. If any monsters had come to take a bite of him, he’d have spotted them and been able to call on his disciples to slay them. In this soup, he’d have no such opportunity. He’d lose a foot or a leg before he knew what was attacking him. Winthrop’s bowels threatened to spill.

				I’m a god.

				Still, the brown water.

				“Father?” the nameless man persisted.

				Winthrop looked left and right. Nothing but more brown water. He looked over the tall trees across the bank and saw the tips of the Ancient City’s crumbling spires. He had to take his army there to fulfill his godly destiny. He had to.

				Surely there must be something to avoid the brown water.

			

			
				Wait!

				I’m a god.

				I can walk on it.

				I need only to will it.

				“We shall all go together,” Winthrop told his priest. “Tell my people to proceed.”

				The priest stepped into the water, walking until he was waist deep before he turned to face Winthrop’s army. He pointed at the far bank and addressed the men. “The demons are there. Our god commands us to cross the water and slay them. Let’s go!”

				Everyone on the bank shouted their war chant, took a few moments to get in sync, and then the mass of them lurched forward, stepping into the brown water without the slightest hesitation.

				Winthrop looked toward his brothers in the heavens, then looked at the water ahead of him, already full of his faithful minions. They flowed off the bank beside and from behind him. Winthrop was in the midst of all of them, lost to any lurking river monster that might be waiting. With so many tempting feet down in the water, how would a long-toothed monster find his divine feet walking on the surface?

				No chance. No monster could.

				That was the faith Winthrop needed. He walked down the sloping bank. Once at the water’s edge, he raised his chin, focused on the far shore, and took a long, confident stride out onto the water’s surface.

				A strange thing happened.

				The water was too evil to support Winthrop’s weight, and it gave way under his foot, throwing him off balance. He fell face first into the murk and mud.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Ella

				“William, come here a minute,” Ella said, watching his curious face as he explored one of the walls in the lower floor of the building. Every so often, he stopped to knock on it with the big sword he’d found, admiring the ancient material. He looked at her for several seconds as if she’d appeared there, even though she’d been following him for a while. She felt guilty for the way they’d argued outside.

				Looking around to make sure no one else was near, she asked, “What are you thinking about?”

				“I was just thinking how nice it would’ve been to have traveled here a hundred years ago.”

				Ella furrowed her brow, confused. “Why a hundred?”

				William waved his sword at the wall. He beckoned at the rooms upstairs. “In Brighton, we fix a stone when it falls out of place. We scrape the green, fuzzy plants that grow outside the walls. No one did that here.”

				“That’s because no one lives here,” Ella said with a shrug.

				“But that’s exactly my point,” William said. “We could’ve taken care of them, if we lived here. Each year, the condition of the city gets worse. If we’d been born earlier, we would’ve seen so much more. And if we’d lived during the times of the Ancients, we would’ve seen everything!”

				Ella laughed warmly at his reasoning. She couldn’t dispute it. “That’s a nice dream, William. But we can always imagine.”

				“That’s what I’ve been doing.” William’s reflective face turned into a smile. “I imagine this is my house, and all the pedestals downstairs are protecting the things I own.”

				“What would you keep down there?” Ella asked, playing along. For a minute, she was able to pretend they were back in Brighton, walking home from the marketplace like they’d done so many times before.

			

			
				“I’d have all manner of weapons,” William said, holding up his sword. “But not like these. I’d have devices that could stop a man with a touch. Devices that would compel men to tell the truth. And objects to take me from here to Brighton in less time than it takes to prepare a meal.”

				“Wow. You’d be the most powerful man in the Ancient City.” Ella grinned.

				“I’d be the most powerful man in all of the townships, never mind here.”

				“What would you do in Brighton?”

				William puzzled on it for a moment. “I’d bring back some of my belongings, just to show them off. But I wouldn’t sell them. I’d already have all the coin I needed.”

				Ella reached over and ruffled his hair. “I hope I’d be allowed to stay with you.”

				“Of course,” William said, his expression darkening. “But all the people in Brighton wouldn’t come near us, or touch us.”

				“No, they wouldn’t,” Ella said, a pit growing in her stomach as the playful game turned serious.

				“No one would burn anyone. No one would be in pain. They would listen to me, and do what I said.” His voice turned stern.

				“That’d be nice, William.” Ella pulled William close. She kissed his forehead. To her relief, he allowed her. She leaned back, watching his eyes wander across her face.

				“It’s fun to pretend, isn’t it?” she asked, blinking back tears, trying to calm her nervousness.

				“Yes, it is, Mom.”

				“I need you to do something for me, William.”

				William’s expression turned serious. “What is it?”

				“I need you to hide the lump on your neck from Ivory.”

				William nodded. “Okay.”

			

			
				Ella pulled his shirt higher on his body, ensuring he was covered. “We don’t know much about him yet. We don’t know who he might tell.”

				“I’ll hide it, Mom,” William said. “I promise.”

				William smiled, then broke away and resumed inspecting the wall.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Ella

				Ella sat next to Bray on the steps of the ancient building, chewing her nails. The warmth of the mid-day sun couldn’t erase the nervous chill in her bones. She studied the cracked, upheaved road. A squirrel skittered over a vine-covered wall, appraising them before dipping out of sight. They’d left the barrier behind them partially uncovered.

				“Maybe Ivory’s right about the demons in this area,” Ella said. “I haven’t seen as many here as I thought I would.”

				“Maybe,” Bray admitted with a shrug.

				“What do you think of him?” she asked Bray.

				Bray smiled. “He seems all right. I like his bow.”

				“I know you do,” Ella frowned and scowled. “I’m sure that’s your primary concern. But I don’t trust him.”

				“He’s not a rabbit hunter. Or at least, that’s not all he is.”

				“How do you know?”

				“I saw him in Brighton. He was selling metals to the blacksmiths.”

				Panic and anger rose in Ella’s heart. “You know him? And you didn’t tell me?”

				Bray shrugged and spat in the dirt. “When would I have said something? In front of him?”

				Ella searched for a plausible reason for her anger, but couldn’t find one. Her anger turned to palpable fear. “Does he know you?”

				“No.” Bray stared off into the distance. “I don’t think so.”

				“You’re not sure.” Ella couldn’t hide the tremor in her voice. “What if he recognizes us? What if he figures out we’re from Brighton? He could give us up.”

				“I’d be able to tell, Ella. He thinks we’re from Davenport, just like Melora told him. I don’t think he questioned our story.”

			

			
				“And you’re willing to risk William’s life on that guess?” Ella looked through the partially exposed doorway behind them, as if William might be standing there, even though she heard him playing deeper in the building. “What if Ivory is collecting information so he can tell someone in Brighton? What if he knows the soldiers are looking for Melora?”

				“He’s a metal smuggler, Ella. Traveling to the Ancient City is as forbidden for him as it is for us.”

				“He could say he followed us from the woods.”

				“There’s no reward in turning in a woman and child on the run.” Bray grinned sideways at her. “If there was, I’d be headed in a different direction.”

				“That’s not funny.” Ella closed her eyes and reopened them. When she did, she noticed Bray had moved closer. She instinctively moved away. She knew her anger at Bray was misdirected, but her frustration about Ivory needed an outlet.

				“You’re letting your mind explore all the worst outcomes,” Bray said. “You’re worrying too much.”

				“I’m a mother. I can’t help it.”

				They fell silent for a few moments, listening to the squawk of birds and the shrieks of distant demons.

				“If it comes down to it, I’ll take care of Ivory. But we’re safe. Trust me.”

				“My children are all I have left,” Ella said matter-of-factly.

				“I understand.”

				“Do you?” Ella stared at him. “Motherhood isn’t a job you can abandon. No matter how far I have to go, whether it’s the Ancient City or the edge of the flat earth, I’ll protect them.”

				Bray sighed and looked off into the street. “You can’t protect them forever, Ella. They’re growing up.”

				Ella looked at Bray, wondering how much of the argument he’d heard between her and her children. To her surprise, he didn’t appear to be chastising her. His face was sympathetic.

			

			
				“I admire your devotion,” Bray said honestly. “But the best thing you can do is to teach them for when you’re not around. They’ll need your good sense to fall back on. That’s the way to keep them safe. Like my father did for me. Like your parents did for you.”

				Ella opened her mouth and closed it. She thought of the angered look on Melora’s face, the determined look on William’s. Then she recalled Frederick and Jean’s worry when she’d set off to marry Ethan and move to Brighton. She’d survived. She wanted to be angry at Bray for what he was telling her, but she knew he was telling the truth.

				“Letting go is a hard thing,” she admitted.

				Bray reached over and patted her leg.

				“I know it’s hard,” Bray agreed. “But you need to take care of yourself, too.”

				Ella looked down, realizing Bray’s hand was still on her. For some reason, she didn’t pull away. She looked at him, noting the cut on his ear from where he’d fought the soldiers for her and William.

				“You should clean your ear.” She looked down at his pants. “How’s your leg?”

				Bray shrugged. “I’ll live. At the worst, I’ll have another few scars to brag to the ladies about.”

				“You don’t need to embellish. I was there.” Ella smiled.

				Before she realized what she was doing, Ella leaned toward Bray. Surprise lit his face as he moved to meet her. She embraced him, pressing her lips against his. He smelled of the wild, the breakfast they’d eaten, and the experiences they’d shared. She closed her eyes, forgetting the anxieties that felt like they’d been sewn into her skin.

				Maybe Bray was right. Maybe she needed to let go.

				They kissed for several seconds, holding each other. She moved her hands up and down his shirt, running her hands from his shoulders to his arms to his neck. For a moment, Ella felt like she was in some alternate reality, where no one was sick and no one was in danger. What was she doing?

			

			
				A voice from behind Ella ripped her to the present. She broke away from Bray, instinctively recoiling. She turned.

				“William?”

				“Are you okay, Mom?”

				“I’m fine, honey. We were just talking.”

				Ella stood, wiped her lips, and hurried away from Bray. “I’ll talk to you later,” she whispered.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Ivory

				Ivory awoke with a start, casting aside the thin blanket draped over him, looking for his bag and bow. To his relief, they were next to him. He pulled them close, as if someone might be trying to snatch them.

				Melora wasn’t in the next room. He heard voices in the room downstairs, but it was impossible to discern whose they were.

				He hadn’t meant to sleep for long. His goal had been to close his eyes for a few moments of peace. He wanted to check on Jingo, but he was enjoying Melora’s company, and he wasn’t ready to leave. She was one of the most beautiful girls he’d seen in a while, and it seemed like he’d impressed her.

				He was surprised when a voice rang from the doorway. “You’re up?” Melora was there, smiling and watching him.

				“How long was I out?”

				“A few hours, I think,” Melora answered. “You slept longer than me.”

				“Is everyone still downstairs?”

				“Ella and William are keeping watch. Bray went out in the city.”

				“What’s he doing?”

				Melora shrugged. “Hunting, I guess. Doing whatever it is he does.”

				Ivory scooted up and pulled his bow onto his lap. Melora’s eyes roamed over the weapon. He could tell she wanted to ask about it again. “Do you want to try it now?” he asked, grateful Bray wasn’t around.

				Melora nodded, her eyes growing wide. “I’d like that.”

				“We’ll check and make sure no demons are about.” Ivory watched her. “If they aren’t, you can shoot it.”

				“Why can’t we shoot it downstairs?”

			

			
				Ivory looked around, as if Ella might be watching. “We’ll have more room outside. And besides, there are some cool buildings nearby I can show you.”

				Melora’s eyes lit up at the offer. She scrambled to her feet. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Ivory followed her. They descended the stairs to the first floor of the ancient building. Ella was talking with William as they inspected one of the broken pedestals. They broke their conversation when they saw Ivory and Melora coming. William ran up to greet them.

				“How’d you sleep?” William asked.

				“Well, thanks,” Ivory said.

				Melora called to her mother, “We’re going out.”

				Ella’s face remained stoic as she tried to conceal an emotion. “How long will you be?”

				“Not long.”

				Ella didn’t ask for details, though it was clear she wanted to, and Melora didn’t offer any. Reaching the doorway, Ivory and Melora started moving the barricade. William tailed behind, watching.

				“Can I come?” he asked.

				“Not this time, William,” Melora said.

				“Why not?” William asked, his face turning sour.

				In a whisper loud enough that only Ivory and William could hear, Melora said, “I need you to stay here and protect Mom.”

				William frowned. He continued watching them as they moved the last of barricade. When they were through the threshold, he argued, “I’d rather shoot the bow.”

				Melora turned, squeezing his arm. “Another time, William,” she said. “I promise.”

				**

				Melora and Ivory walked several cross streets past the ancient building, leaving Ella and William behind. They traveled far enough they could maintain privacy, but close enough they could assist in case there was trouble.

			

			
				“I’m surprised William didn’t chase after us,” Ivory said.

				“Me, too,” Melora said, her eyes roaming back and forth across the fragmented buildings and scattered stones. “He’s very strong-willed.”

				“That must be a family trait.”

				Melora smiled at the compliment. “He’s grown up a lot. We’ve all changed, after what happened in Davenport.”

				Motioning to the building, Ivory said, “You got lucky picking this place to stay.”

				“I wonder what it used to be?” Melora asked.

				“It was a museum.”

				“A museum?” Melora frowned at the unfamiliar word. “What’s that?”

				“A place where the Ancients stored things of value. They put things into glass cases so they could admire them without ruining them.”

				“William guessed that,” Melora said, her eyes filling with wonder. “How do you know? Did your uncle tell you?”

				Ivory smiled. “I’m good at figuring things out.”

				“You still need to tell me about floating on the water.”

				“I will,” Ivory said. “In time. But why don’t we try the bow first?”

				Melora’s excitement made it easy to change the subject. Ivory halted next to an enormous ancient building with a roof so collapsed that it hung diagonally from the structure it used to protect. Mounds of rubble had collected at the bottom. Seeing the giant, sloping building reminded him of some of the sharp hills on the outskirts of Brighton. On the side of the slope were several soggy, weather-beaten boards, propped at angles to protect against the weather. It looked like settlers had used them at some point as shelters.

			

			
				“What do you think about shooting here?” Ivory asked Melora. “We might have luck getting the arrows to stick.”

				“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Melora agreed.

				Without another word, Ivory readied the bow and nocked an arrow. He aimed at one of the boards about twenty yards away, focusing on his target. Melora watched in awe as he pulled back the string, the wheels of the bow turning as they complemented his force.

				“You hardly have to pull it back,” he told her. “And it shoots much faster. Watch.”

				He let go of the arrow. It flew through the air, thunking into the target, splintering the wet wood. He smiled with confidence. Melora studied the landed arrow. She looked at Ivory.

				“You’re already quite good. I’ll have to see how I do,” she said.

				“Okay.” Ivory smiled and handed her the bow, guiding her hands over the metal. He saw excitement pass through her face as he gave her an arrow. For a moment, the dangers of the Ancient City and the slaughter of Davenport faded for both of them.

				“Much of it works the same as what you’re used to,” Ivory explained. “But it might take a few shots to get the hang of it.”

				Melora drew back the arrow.

				“I can’t believe I’m holding Tech Magic,” she whispered.

				“Yes,” Ivory affirmed, unable to resist a smile. “A real weapon of the Ancients.”

				She smiled back and looked away, concentrating on Ivory’s arrow. She let go. Her arrow whisked through the air, grazing the end of Ivory’s and landing in the wood just above it. Ivory watched her with astonishment.

				“You’re better than—”

				“Any girl you’ve met?” she finished for him.

				“No. Anyone I’ve met.” Ivory’s eyes were wide.

			

			
				He saw Melora watching his face for insincerity, but Ivory had only true admiration. She smiled and lowered the bow. Watching the two arrows hanging from the wood, Ivory recalled afternoons spent in the woods outside Brighton, shooting bundles of grass with his uncle, or practicing in the Ancient City with Jingo.

				“Do you want to get back to the building?” Ivory asked.

				“No,” Melora said with a full smile. “I’d rather shoot some more.”

				“Okay,” Ivory said, reaching down to his quiver.

				“I’ll split your arrow with my next shot.” Melora grinned.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: Melora

				Ivory and Melora smiled and joked as they made their way back to the ancient building, skirting around several flattened, dried animal carcasses that had become little more than landmarks, watching for demons. Melora was becoming more accustomed to the Ancient City, so much so she envisioned it becoming her home, with Davenport gone.

				When they reached the building, Melora found Bray sitting on the steps, several dead rabbits next to him. There was no sign of Ella or William.

				“You shot the bow,” Bray guessed, disappointment coloring his face as he watched them approach.

				“I didn’t know when you’d be back,” Melora answered.

				“You were asleep when I left.” Bray grunted and nodded at the bounty he’d brought back. “I was waiting.”

				“Maybe we can shoot later.” Ivory shrugged.

				Bray contorted his face, trying to think of an argument. Before he could say anything further, Ella appeared at the doorway. “You have lunch?”

				“Yep, I got some rabbits,” Bray said, motioning with his chin toward the rabbits on the step next to him.

				“I’m starving,” Ella admitted.

				“Okay,” Bray said. “I’ll cook them.” Grabbing the rabbits, he started toward the back of the building.

				Melora and Ivory followed.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Melora

				“Melora!” William hissed.

				Melora stopped and peered out over the balcony of the ancient building, certain a band of demons were breaking through the door downstairs. Instead, she saw her brother lurking behind one of the stone platforms. Her intent had been to sneak down and relieve herself. She hadn’t expected to find William. She peeked behind her, listening to the hushed voices of Ella, Bray, and Ivory as they ate their meal. No one must’ve seen him leave.

				William waved her down the stairs.

				She kept quiet as she walked down to join him. William watched the staircase, his face pale and suspicious. For a second, Melora envisioned him as one of the demons, wart-covered and swaying, ready to pounce. She shuddered as she reached his side.

				“Is everything all right, William?” she asked.

				William nodded and swallowed hard. He was nervous.

				“I saw something before you left to shoot the bow,” he whispered, his eyes wide. He watched her with an expression that she couldn’t interpret.

				Melora felt a surge of dread. Was William having delusions again? She tapped the handle of her sword, wondering if this was the moment she’d have to draw it and call for the others. “What did you see, William?”

				“Bray kissed Mom.”

				Melora’s fear found a new source. “What do you mean?”

				“They were sitting on the steps outside the building, talking. I was practicing with the sword I found. I came to ask Mom a question and saw what happened.”

				“What did Mom do?”

				“She pulled away. When she saw me, she whispered something and came inside. I think she told Bray to leave her alone.”

			

			
				Melora bit her lip and clenched the handle of her sword, wanting to run upstairs and confront the Warden, to stick her sword under his chin and threaten him. Maybe she’d do worse than that. Ella had been right. They couldn’t trust Bray. He wasn’t here to help them. He was here for his own lascivious purposes.

				I knew he was bothering her the other night.

				He probably meant to rob them after he was done wiping his dirty paws on Ella.

				Her anger flared. She took a step toward the stairs, but William halted her. She flinched at his touch.

				“It wouldn’t be smart to do anything,” William said, his face suddenly stoic.

				“Why not?”

				“The commotion might raise the demons. Talking might be one thing, but a battle can grow loud quickly. We’ve seen that in the woods.”

				“Who cares about the demons when the danger is among us?”

				“He won’t try it again.”

				“How can you know that, William?” Melora flung up her hands in frustration. “Men like him don’t stop until they get what they want. Surely, you understand that.”

				William’s face grew hard as he appraised her. He patted the sword at his side. “Trust me, Melora, he won’t do it again. Because if he does, I’ll kill him in his sleep.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Franklin

				Morning light peeled through one of the high windows, casting bands of brilliance on the Sanctuary floor. Franklin steeled his nerves as he prepared for his sermon. What Fitzgerald had told him made the uneasiness in the pit of his stomach more pronounced.

				This will be your most important sermon yet.


				Regardless of Franklin’s anxiety, he needed every advantage to gain safety from Tenbrook. Franklin straightened his robe and looked around at the other clergymen. Novice Joseph waited by the door, taking up a position that was becoming a little more comfortable. Deacon Abbot nodded, forcing himself to smile through some of the fear on his face. The clergymen were more confident in Franklin’s abilities than they had been before, though they still seemed afraid after what he’d done to Father Nelson.

				Franklin was surprised to find himself just as anxious for his second sermon as his first.

				Did Father Winthrop feel the way I do now? Winthrop never seemed nervous. He was too busy barking orders and looking down his nose at everyone to seem frightened.

				Perhaps presiding over the congregation is a skill much like learning recitations, Franklin thought. Perhaps it will get better over time.


				Thinking of Winthrop sleeping in a ditch, Franklin smiled. At least he was in a better place than that. He let that thought soothe him as the harps and woodwinds started playing. The soothing melody meant mass was about to begin. If Fitz were to be believed, he needed a succinct sermon. That meant Franklin had to focus.

				He smiled as he thought about Fitzgerald, waiting in one of the pews to support him.

				The doors opened.

			

			
				The music grew louder.

				Franklin walked across the threshold, leading his procession of clergymen. He was halfway to the pulpit when he realized something was different than his last sermon.

				The usual rows of filled pews were mostly empty. A few clusters of women sat spaced out from one another, looking at each other, strange expressions on their faces. Several old codgers were hunched over in the back. One of the clergymen coughed. Another cleared his throat.

				Franklin kept walking, having no choice but to keep going. He studied the mostly vacant church as he made his way to the pulpit. What was going on?

				Where was everyone?

				He’d spoken to twice this many people last time. And he was sure he’d won them over. He recalled the congratulations he’d received.

				Had those been lies? Maybe he wasn’t as successful as he’d thought.

				Franklin caught a glimpse of Fitz’s downcast face as she watched him from the back. The disappointment in her eyes was enough to make him want to retreat for the door. Forcing himself to speak, Franklin said, “Good morning, people of Brighton.”

				A few half-hearted responses floated up to the pulpit.

				“We are gathered here because of our devotion to The Word, our devotion to each other, and our devotion to Brighton. The spirit of faith is strong in each of your hearts.”

				“So sayeth The Word,” a few women mumbled.

				Franklin’s heart sank. One of the old codgers in the back row sneezed.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: Melora

				When Melora awoke, William was standing over her. She instinctively reached for her sword. Her heart pounded as she tried to discern what was happening.

				“We’re trying Ivory’s bow!” he said, his face lit with a smile.

				Melora blinked herself awake and blew a calming breath. After what William had told her about Ella and Bray, she’d barely slept. She’d moved her blanket close to the archway to keep an eye on what was going on, though she hadn’t heard anything. Ivory walked past, shouldering his bag and his weapon. William scurried away with a smile on his face.

				“How’d you sleep?” Ivory asked.

				“Okay,” she lied, still feeling unsettled.

				She rubbed her eyes and watched the daylight through one of the cracks in the ceiling. To her right, she saw Ella and Bray waiting in the next room. Melora got to her feet, threw on her boots, and strapped her sword to her waist.

				“I’m ready.”

				“Don’t you want to eat first?” Ivory asked her.

				Melora shook her head insistently. “I’m fine. I’ll have something later.”

				She walked with Ivory into the other room, said good morning to her mother, and shot daggers with her eyes at Bray. Bray didn’t seem to notice. His pants were stained with the remnants of the rabbits he’d skinned the night before. She couldn’t help picturing him pawing at Ella, finding the best way into her dress. A filthy pig. That’s what he was.

				Taking up next to her mother, Melora engaged her in conversation, keeping Ella and William close as Bray and Ivory led the way downstairs. Together they moved the stones and exited the building.

			

			
				Outside, the sun lanced over the early morning dew that had settled over the ruined buildings and the rubble in the street. The air was cold, but several degrees warmer than when Melora had pulled the blanket over her body the night before.

				“Where are we going?” she asked the group.

				Bray took the lead next to Ivory, admiring his bow. “What do you think, Ivory?” he asked, looking around for demons.

				Melora huffed in a breath. She half expected to smell the fetid odor of the twisted men, but the area was clear.

				Ivory bit his lip. “We could go to the place where Melora and I shot yesterday.” He paused. “Or, I know of a place that might be better.”

				“Where?” Bray asked.

				“A few streets east,” Ivory said, pointing. “It’s worth the trip. I’ll take you.”

				Bray watched Ivory curiously. “Lead the way.”

				As they continued walking, William scooted up near Bray and Ivory. Melora hung back next to Ella. They skirted past brown, faltering weeds and crushed rubble, cutting through areas they hadn’t traveled before. Many-windowed buildings sat on either side of the road, each the same height and shape.

				William and Bray chatted with Ivory in anticipation of using the bow. Melora slowed her pace, letting them get further ahead so she could speak with Ella.

				“I talked with William last night,” she said, watching her mother.

				Ella bit her lip. “About Bray?”

				“Yes,” Melora said, surprised.

				“I knew he’d speak to you about it.”

				“I heard what Bray was trying to do. I heard you pushed him off.”

			

			
				Ella sighed and lowered her head. “You don’t have to worry about him.”

				“Why not? We’re in danger, Mom. We should threaten him to leave. We shouldn’t be traveling with him anymore.”

				Ella watched Bray, William, and Ivory in the distance. She sighed again as she thought through an answer. “He’s a Warden, Melora. They operate under different rules than the men in Brighton.” She looked at the ground.

				“Really? Because I don’t think he acted differently at all,” Melora countered, getting frustrated. “The women in Brighton and Davenport might be stuck with the men they marry. They might not have a choice about the company they keep, but we do. Out here, we can make him go.”

				“There’s more to it than that, Melora.”

				“Like what?”

				Ella watched Melora in silence for a minute before answering. “He’s been good to William.”

				“I know he helped you get to Davenport, and here to the Ancient City, but we can take care of ourselves,” Melora said. “We don’t owe him anything.”

				Ella sighed. “What I’m trying to say is, you don’t need to worry about me.” She reached over, putting a hand on Melora’s shoulder. “I was a little harsh on you and William yesterday. I know you can take care of yourselves. I need you to believe that I can, too.” Ella smiled and met Melora’s eyes. “I already had words with Bray. He won’t try anything again.”

				“I still don’t trust him.”

				“If I thought we were in danger, I’d tell you,” Ella said. “I promise.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Oliver

				After staying another night in the cylinders and traveling most of the day, Oliver and Beck finally got close to the ocean. Once they got through the dunes, the beach was wide and flat, stretching for a hundred yards down to the water. The mist turned everything gray, making the beach and the ocean disappear in the distance.

				Oliver said, “It feels like I’m living in a cloud.”

				“Except cloud people wouldn’t have sand in their shoes,” said Beck with a chuckle.

				“I’m going to the ocean,” Oliver announced, running across the sand toward the water. A flock of white birds with black-tipped wings—a hundred or more—took flight in front of him, squawking loudly and floating on the wind that carried them down the beach.

				The rolling water fascinated Oliver. He’d never seen or suspected anything like it. The intermittent, crashing water rumbled like thunder as it rolled on and off the beach, washing over all the land on the great flat earth, pulling back into itself before the ocean ate it with another crash.

				Once on the edge of the dry sand, Oliver watched the water come and go a few times before he sprinted forward to kneel down, cup his hand, and scoop a palm full of water into his mouth. He immediately spit it out as he ran away from the rolling water.

				Beck looked up and down the beach as he laughed and proceeded toward Oliver. “Salty?”

				Drinking from his canteen to rinse out his mouth, happy that he’d filled it earlier from a stream they’d crossed, Oliver said, “Terrible. Saltier than you’d think.”

				“I don’t think I’ll try it,” said Beck. “I don’t mind learning from the experiences of others.”

				“You should taste it, just the same,” said Oliver. “Hearing about something can never be as powerful as experiencing it.” Oliver gazed up and down the beach again. “How will either of us ever describe this place in words? How will anyone understand what it’s like to be here?”

			

			
				“I don’t have an answer for that,” said Beck, “but you have a good point.”

				“I wonder how many beautiful places are in the world that we’ll never know about,” mused Oliver. “I wonder if all those magical places and things they tell us in the legends are true.” Oliver looked Beck in the eye. “I always took them to be fantasies, made up by parents to entertain gullible children.”

				“As did I,” said Beck. “But there are grains of truth in all of them, I suspect.”

				“Now I believe that,” said Oliver. He looked back at the ocean. “How far do you think it goes?”

				Beck followed his gaze to the water. “People in Brighton believe the earth is flat.”

				“Yes,” said Oliver, “but how far does it go? Where is the edge? Wait. You said people in Brighton believe the earth is flat. Do you believe it?”

				Beck was uncharacteristically quiet.

				“Everybody says it.” Oliver waved a hand at the flat ocean spreading out in front of him. “I’ve heard you say it, too.”

				“Habit,” Beck sighed. “When people cling too strongly to their beliefs, it’s better to pretend you share those beliefs than it is to try to convince them otherwise.”

				“Are you saying the great flat earth is not flat?” asked Oliver.

				“I don’t know,” said Beck. “You’ve not seen our library in the Academy. Nor have you seen our archives.”

				“What’s the difference?” asked Oliver.

				“In our library, we keep a meager collection of books and partial books. In our archive, we have countless items. Anything with a word on it, we collect and store.”

			

			
				“Why?” asked Oliver.

				“To learn. All words are clues to the Ancient world. Because we have so little, we often make guesses, but we’re ignorant about most things. The shape of the earth is one such area.”

				“So, it’s not flat,” Oliver persisted.

				“Some ancient texts make allusions to a round earth, shaped like a ball.”

				Oliver laughed. “I’m not stupid.”

				“I’m serious.” Beck pointed across the water. “If you go far enough in that direction,” he turned and pointed over the dunes, “one day, you’ll come back from that way. I don’t understand why that’s true. I have no idea how it could be, but then, there is so much about the Ancients that I don’t understand. I simply present the idea. You don’t have to accept it. You may continue to believe the earth is flat.”

				“What do you believe?” asked Oliver.

				“Whenever the concept comes up in the ancient texts, it is consistent. So despite what my intuition tells me, I believe it.”

				Oliver took a long look at the water before saying, “I will, too.”

				“You’d make a good Scholar, Oliver. Perhaps when we get back to Brighton, you’ll consider joining the Academy.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Tenbrook

				“Did you see Franklin’s sermon?” Tenbrook asked Captain Sinko, unable to conceal his smile.

				“The turnout was…sparse,” Sinko confirmed.

				Tenbrook recalled his most recent orders. Before the sermon was to start, he’d had soldiers guard the road leading to the Sanctuary. The townsfolk had been interrupted on their way to the building and instructed of a new guideline. Due to the early freezes, they were strongly encouraged to return home and continue harvesting.

				“How many parishioners were in attendance?” Tenbrook asked, feeling a spark of joy that rivaled the burnings.

				“Thirty, at most. The pews were empty except for a handful of women and old men. I glanced inside halfway through the ceremony and the echo of the door gave me away,” Sinko said. “Most of the townsfolk returned home as the soldiers suggested. Those who attended seemed nervous and confused.”

				“Good,” Tenbrook said. “The fewer people in that building, the better. How did Father Franklin do?”

				“He was rattled, but he performed his duties.”

				“As he should.” Tenbrook was unable to suppress his elation. “Tell your men to keep guard of the road before and after every sermon.”

				“Will do, sir.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: Fitzgerald

				Fitz watched Franklin pace the room.

				“It wasn’t a failure,” she said, trying to cheer him up. “The people who were there were eager to hear what you were saying.”

				“A handful of women and old men won’t change anything,” Franklin said, clenching and unclenching his fists.

				“They’ll bring The Word home with them,” Fitz said. “They’ll tell others.”

				Even Fitz didn’t believe what she was saying. There weren’t enough people. She recalled the nervous expressions of the parishioners in the room. Even the woman with the kerchief hadn’t shown up. The soldiers outside the Sanctuary had rattled the townsfolk so much they were hardly listening to the sermon.

				“I knew things were too quiet with Tenbrook,” Franklin said, pounding his fist in his hand. “I knew he was up to something. This new guideline ruins any chance we had at building something.”

				Fitz sighed and sat. She watched Franklin shake his head as he weaved back and forth. “I don’t know what to do, Fitz.”

				“Sit,” Fitz said, patting the bed. “Think.”

				“I’m tired of sitting. I’m tired of thinking.” Franklin’s face suddenly grew angry. “Do you know how embarrassing it is speaking to an empty room, Fitz? It’s like standing in the middle of the wild and screaming when no one is listening.”

				“Franklin—”

				Franklin’s face reddened with shame and anger. “I knew being the Bishop was going to be difficult. But what can I do with an empty Sanctuary?”

			

			
				“Things will get better,” Fitz tried. “More people will come.”

				“No, they won’t.” Franklin’s face fought between anger and defeat. “Not with Tenbrook’s guideline in place.” Finally, he seemed to settle on something.

				“What are you going to do?”

				“I’m talking to Tenbrook. I’m repealing his guideline and telling him to keep his soldiers away.”

				Franklin made for the door.

				“Franklin, wait!” Fitz leapt from the bed and grabbed his arm. “You can’t go to his house! You can’t tell him that! He might have you killed!”

				“What else am I supposed to do?” Franklin asked desperately, shaking free of her grasp. “Wait until he makes me irrelevant, and then kills me? Those sermons are the only small power I have. That’s what you told me, Fitz, what you convinced me of. Once I’m out of people’s sight, they’ll forget I’m the Bishop. They’ll forget about The Word. They’ll barely bat an eye when Tenbrook brings me to the pyre and burns me.”

				“You’re still an Elder, even if no one is attending the sermons.”

				Franklin shook his head. “Am I? I’ve ceased to matter, Fitz. You were right about what you said before. Lady and Bruce would have faced this with courage. I’m not going to hide in a room, waiting for the soldiers to pull me away. I’m going to go see Tenbrook, and I’m going to force him to repeal his stupid guideline.”

				Before Fitz could stop him, Franklin stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Ella

				Ivory brought them to a massive structure that stood out from the other buildings on the street, as if the other, smaller buildings had been built to stand guard around it. Ella’s eyes widened as she looked up at the enormous, rectangular building. The smooth cement walls rose up forty feet high. In front was a gaping entrance. Had it contained glass? Ella couldn’t imagine anyone, especially the Ancients, leaving such a large area exposed.

				Past the massive opening and inside the structure was a huge, expansive floor, now covered mostly with dirt, but speckled with glass that must have been buried for hundreds of years by the passage of critters’ and demons’ feet. The sun reflected off the glass shards, creating a magnificent glare. Support beams were spaced out evenly throughout the building. Most were tattered with age, but all of them led to an enormous, domed ceiling with square panels that had probably once contained brightly colored glass. All around the perimeter of the main room were smaller rooms.

				“What is this place?” she asked Ivory.

				Ivory smiled. “Rumors say it is an Ancient marketplace.”

				Ella’s mouth hung open as they inspected the inside of the building from the road. “There are probably a hundred rooms inside,” she marveled.

				“Probably a hundred demons, too,” Bray muttered. “It’s not exactly a safe place to shoot.”

				“There are plenty of ways out,” Ivory said. “I’ve been here before. I know the exits.”

				“Are you sure?” Bray frowned, still cautious.

				“You could get lost exploring it,” Ivory admitted. “But if we stick close to the front of the building, we won’t lose our way.”

				“It’s impressive to look at,” Bray admitted with a shrug.

			

			
				“Come inside and I’ll show you around,” Ivory suggested.

				Ella’s gaze wandered from the building to another attached to it. The neighboring building had a floor that sloped up several levels, with wide openings in between. It reminded Ella of the first building she and William had seen in the wild.

				“That other building looks familiar. Right, William?” she asked.

				William’s mouth hung open as he appraised the structure. “Yes. We’ve seen a building like that one before.”

				“That’s where the Ancients kept the devices that carried them from one place to another,” Ivory said with certainty.

				“Like the object we saw in the woods,” Ella said, looking at Bray and William. “The one we hid behind when the soldiers were after us.”

				William’s excitement grew as the recognition hit. “Yes—the piece of metal with the windows on all sides. I remember.”

				Ivory beamed. He gestured to the building. “The Ancients came from all over to shop for goods. They left the devices that carried them from one place to another in the building next door. Then they walked around and purchased things.”

				“How could you know all this?” Bray asked, unable to contain his suspicion.

				“My uncle took me here several times, before he passed away,” Ivory said. “We figured it out by exploring it. There are a few ancient contraptions in the building next door. That’s how we figured that part out.”

				Before they could question him further, Ivory headed for the entrance. Ella and the others watched, enthralled. They stared as Ivory crunched over the dirt floor. He walked through the opening, waving them in.

			

			
				Finally, curiosity got the better of caution and they followed.

				Ella grabbed for William’s hand, but he slipped from her grasp, running ahead to join Ivory. His head swiveled from side to side as he took in the sights. She couldn’t help but smile at the curiosity on his face.

				Crossing the gaping threshold, they entered the building. The building smelled like the oldest ones in Brighton—damp and unused. Broken beams and debris littered the floor. Ella couldn’t help but stare at the multitudes of rooms that lined either side of the vast building, most without walls, most filled with dusty fragments of ancient stone. In the middle of the enormous main room was a steep set of metal stairs that descended into a dark rectangle, an abyss of blackness that extended far out of sight.

				“That leads to a lower level,” Ivory called back to them. “The Ancients had a device that carried them up and down.”

				“Unbelievable,” Melora whispered, coming up beside Ella. “A secret, hidden level beneath the first.”

				“And one upstairs,” Ella said, pointing to a similar set of metal stairs that climbed to a second floor. A similar number of rooms lined the entire perimeter of the upper floor of the building. In each room, Ella envisioned the Ancients greeting her at the door, waving an assortment of merchandise, or selling fruits and vegetables. She imagined a line of people navigating up and down the strange stairs, sifting through their purchases.

				“I can hardly fathom what this must’ve looked like with people in it.” Melora shook her head.

				“This building is big enough to contain most of the people in the townships,” Ella agreed.

				Melora said, “When the rains came, I bet they didn’t have to cover their pushcarts or seek shelter.”

				Ivory nodded, his face lit with a smile as he showed them around. Ella watched William run close to the stairs that descended to the lower level, as he thought about stepping onto them.

			

			
				“William, stay here,” she called. To her relief, William obeyed.

				Ivory said, “I’ve traveled the stairs a few times, but I’ve always been leery about falling. I’m not sure if there are exits downstairs. We’re probably safest staying up here. Take a look around. I’m sure you’ll be amazed.”

				“Stay with me while we look around, William,” Ella said.

				“Okay,” William said simply, changing direction and walking close to Ella.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Fitzgerald

				Fitz sat staring at the floor after Franklin stormed out of his quarters. She couldn’t give up. She couldn’t let him get to Tenbrook. Fitz had seen what Tenbrook was capable of. By walking into his house, Franklin would be entering a situation from which he might never return. Fitz sprang to her feet. Once in the hallway, she ran to catch up. Franklin was almost to the Sanctuary door. She watched him thrust it open with a purpose he hadn’t possessed before.

				It wasn’t purpose, Fitz knew. It was reckless anger. And it would get him killed.

				“Franklin!” she called.

				Her words might as well have been whispers. He didn’t turn, and he didn’t stop. She rushed through the hall, catching the door before it closed, emerging into the daylight, even as the bitter chill bit at her skin and made her shiver. The area outside the Sanctuary was empty. The parishioners were gone.

				Franklin kept going across the square, striding faster. He veered down one of the streets. It seemed as if he were intentionally leaving her behind. Fitz didn’t care if she caused a scene; her only thought was to get Franklin to safety. She fought for breath as she ran after him.

				She caught up to Franklin further down the road. He’d rounded a bend. Several soldiers hung in the distance, laughing and chatting, probably on their way back to Tenbrook’s. Reaching Franklin, she grabbed his arm and forced him to a halt. The soldiers looked up and noticed.

				“Franklin!” Fitz hissed.

				“Let go of me,” Franklin hissed back. “I’m meeting with Tenbrook.”

				“You can’t do this!”

				Walking close enough to be within earshot, one of the soldiers yelled, “Where are you going, Father? Aren’t you getting ready for your next sermon?”

			

			
				The soldiers chuckled.

				A seething look crossed Franklin’s face.

				“I want to meet with Tenbrook,” Franklin yelled loudly.

				The soldiers went silent. They looked at him with a mixture of surprise and curiosity. “We can bring you there, if you’d like. But you’ll have to leave the wench behind.”

				Franklin took an angry step forward.

				Fitz pulled on Franklin’s arm. “Don’t do this, Franklin,” she whispered. “Stay with me, please! I thought of another plan. Give me the chance to tell you about it.”

				Franklin paused, torn between her words and the conversation he’d started. The soldiers hung in the road, waiting.

				Sensing she was getting through to him, Fitz continued. “Tenbrook won’t listen. He’ll use whatever you say to burn you. That will be a useless death. There’s another way. You have to trust me.”

				The soldiers pivoted, impatient. “Are you coming or not, Father Franklin?”

				Franklin stared at them for a minute. He shook his head. “No. I have other matters to attend to,” he said finally.

				Fitz breathed a sigh of relief and pulled him back toward the Sanctuary.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Fitzgerald

				“Did you hear them? They were laughing at me!” Franklin said, anger still flashing in his eyes. “Aren’t they afraid of being burned? I’m an Elder!”

				“Tenbrook is playing a game,” she said. “He’s using his soldiers to undermine your position.”

				Franklin shook his head in disbelief. “They never would’ve treated Winthrop this way.”

				“The soldiers have picked up on Tenbrook’s lack of respect. They’re trying to get away with things.”

				“I used to watch the expressions on their faces when they were standing next to Blackthorn, watching Winthrop. They knew Winthrop would never last a day in the battlefield. But they never said anything. Nobody could get away with disrespecting Winthrop.”

				“Things are different now,” Fitz explained. “Tenbrook might’ve confused some of The People, but the soldiers know exactly what is going on. They know about the revolt. They know about Evan. They sense a change coming, Franklin, and they’re aligning with the power in Brighton. That power right now is Tenbrook.”

				Franklin clenched his hands in frustration. “But I need to punish them. If I don’t, then others will sense their disrespect. They laughed at me in public, Fitz!”

				“How will you punish them, without Tenbrook’s help?” Fitz asked. “Will you have your clergy carry them to the pyre? Or will you carry them yourself?”

				Franklin fell silent. He hung his head, running his fingers through his hair. Defeat crossed his face. “I don’t know what to do.” Franklin breathed a heavy sigh. “Everything I feared is coming true. He’s making me irrelevant.”

				“We need a better plan, Franklin. Rushing into something is an easy way to get killed. That’s probably what Tenbrook wants. We’ll never win over Tenbrook’s soldiers. But we have a chance at winning over The People.”

			

			
				Franklin looked at her. “Outside, you said you had another plan. Were you just trying to lure me back here?”

				“At the time,” Fitz said with a sigh, looking out the window. “But while we were talking, I had an idea. I thought of another way we can get to The People.”

				“Something we haven’t thought of before?” Franklin’s expression showed his disbelief.

				Fitz took a moment to formulate her thoughts. “What did Tenbrook’s soldiers tell The People before the sermon?”

				“They should tend to their work instead of going to the Sanctuary.”

				“They’re discouraged from going to mass,” Fitz repeated.

				“Yes. Exactly.”

				“What if we were to hold mass somewhere other than the Sanctuary?” Fitz smiled, the idea becoming clearer as she spoke. “Why not deliver the message to them in the fields, instead of the Sanctuary? That way they’ll be able to do their work, but they’ll be able to listen.”

				Franklin opened his mouth, as if he might find fault with the suggestion. He couldn’t. After a moment, he said, “You know what, Fitz? That might work. That won’t break Tenbrook’s guideline. At least, not technically,” Franklin said, his hope rising.

				“Winthrop would hate that idea.” Fitz smiled at the irony.

				Franklin sprang for his notes. “We’ll start with one of the smaller farms near the Sanctuary. We can test it there.”

				“Great idea.”

				“If we hurry, we might be able to round up a few clergymen while we have daylight. I don’t want to waste any more time. Come on, Fitz.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: Ella

				Ella walked behind William into one of the smaller rooms. It looked like he was trying to get ahead of her, though she couldn’t tell for sure. Through cracks in various walls, she saw Bray, Melora, and Ivory exploring a different room. They were chatting in low tones as they pointed at the ceiling.

				“William, wait up!” Ella hissed.

				The floor was uneven with lumps of dirt, as though animals had called it their home at one time. Thankfully, she didn’t see anything now. Ella stepped around the mounds, afraid that she might twist an ankle as she kept close to William. William stopped and examined a hole in the center of a mound of dirt.

				“Be careful,” she warned. “You never know what type of animal might spring out of there.”

				William stepped back, shooting her a glance she couldn’t interpret. “Whatever it is, we’re bigger than it,” he said, patting his sword. “I can take care of it.”

				“I’m sure you can,” Ella said, not wanting to argue.

				“I can take care of a lot of things.” William looked back down at the hole.

				“What’s wrong, William?” she asked.

				“Nothing,” he said quietly.

				“Are you still upset about what you saw between me and Bray?” Ella said, taking a guess.

				William heaved a loud sigh. “He’d better not try it again. If he does, I’ll take care of him, too.”

				“William,” Ella said, reaching for his arm. “I should’ve talked to you earlier. I apologize for not doing that.”

				William went silent. He stared at the hole in the dirt.

				“I already talked to Melora,” Ella said, “I know you told her. She was concerned. I told her that she doesn’t have to worry. I don’t want you to worry, either, William.”

			

			
				“I’m not worried. I’m just watching him. That’s all.”

				William stood rigidly, his hands at his sides. Ella chewed her lip as she tried to think of another approach. She let the silence hang before continuing. “I’ve been thinking about what you said the other day, about you taking care of yourself.”

				William’s eyes wandered upward as he prepared an argument.

				She disarmed him with a smile. “I think you’re right. I think you’re growing up. You’re turning into a young man, just like you said.”

				“You really think so?” William asked in surprise.

				“Yes, I do. Ever since we left Brighton, you’ve grown up so much. The way you helped us track and find Melora was unbelievable. You’re getting so smart. And you’ve never complained, even though things are a lot harder here than in Brighton.” William’s body seemed to relax, and she saw a puff of pride in his small shoulders. “I think you’re old enough that you can understand what you saw. That’s why I want you to believe me that Bray wasn’t bothering me.”

				“But I saw what he did to you.”

				“I didn’t mind,” Ella assured him. “I need you to believe that.”

				“You didn’t mind?” William’s face turned confused. “But you whispered for him to leave you alone.”

				“I didn’t say that,” Ella said, shaking her head. “Maybe you misheard me. I told him we’d talk later. What I really should’ve done is gone inside and talked to you instead.”

				William went quiet again, torn between several emotions.

				“I’m sorry I didn’t speak to you about it earlier, William,” Ella said. “That was my fault.”

			

			
				William stood quietly, and she tried to gauge whether her words were getting through to him.

				“Will you forgive me?” she asked.

				William shrugged noncommittally. The crunch of a footstep distracted them. Ivory was walking over to the room’s entrance, the bow in his hand.

				“Do you want to try it now?” Ivory called through the mostly broken doorway.

				“Yes!” William said, distracted. Before Ella could stop William, he ran ahead of her again.

				**

				“I was thinking we can shoot at one of the walls,” Ivory said, pointing to a distant room in the ancient marketplace that seemed intact.

				“The walls will muffle the echo,” Bray agreed.

				“I’ll keep watch on the door. You go first, William,” Ella said.

				William, Melora, Bray, and Ivory went to the room. Ella hung at the building’s front entrance, splitting her attention between the massive room and Bray and her children huddled around Ivory. Ivory unslung his bag and placed it on the ground. He pulled out an arrow.

				Ella was still uncertain about Ivory. It was strange, the way he knew so much about the Ancient City. And was it too convenient, the way he’d met Melora? What if he’d been following them?

				She still wasn’t positive what his motivations were. One of these mornings, she wouldn’t be surprised to wake up and find him gone. I’ll keep an eye on him, she thought. I won’t make the same mistake I made with Bray in the beginning.


				When she looked back at Ivory, she noticed that he had dropped an arrow. He reached down to scoop it up.

				William crouched down to retrieve it. “I’ve got it!”

			

			
				Ella was so caught up in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice William’s shirt sagging, revealing the hard knot on his neck. Ivory’s eyes flicked to William’s lump. His face changed. Ella opened her mouth, as if she might shout a warning, even though she was too late.

				Ivory had discovered William’s secret.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Oliver

				Oliver wasn’t sure that hiking up the beach was the best idea, but he’d rationalized it anyway, and Beck did little to dissuade him. On the beach, they were able to walk on flat ground without the risk of all the hazards that seemed to be in the ruins nearby, making the ground sometimes too rough to safely cross.

				What’s more, they were able to see far up and down the beach, so there was no risk they’d stumble on demons without seeing them first. There might be some in the dunes, but they hadn’t seen one, nor had they seen any since coming down to the water. Beck speculated that perhaps demons stayed away from the ocean for some reason.

				“I meant to ask you,” said Oliver, “when we were talking about the round earth, you said the Academy has an archive. You said you had countless items in your archive. What sorts of things do you have?”

				“Plastic, mostly,” said Beck. “Do you know what plastic is?”

				“I used to have a piece before my parents were burned,” said Oliver. “Lots of kids do.”

				“Most of our pieces were given to us by children who found them or who had received them as gifts. When children get older and realize the plastic is worthless, they often donate the pieces to the Academy.”

				“They’re worthless?” Oliver asked.

				“Collectors don’t want them,” said Beck. “Kids collect them because they’re unusual, but there’s too many of them around. Farmers find pieces in the field all the time. Hunters come across pieces in the forest sometimes. Even smugglers bring in pieces after they’ve pried the bits of metal out.”

				“The metal?”

			

			
				“They find inexplicable things made of a combination of different kinds of plastics and different kinds of metals.”

				“I didn’t know that,” said Oliver.

				“Most people don’t.”

				After walking for a while longer, Oliver asked, “What is plastic? Where does it come from?”

				“The Ancients, of course.”

				“I know that,” said Oliver. “But what’s it made from? Is it from a kind of plant that doesn’t grow anymore?”

				“That’s a mystery,” said Beck. “Nobody knows.”

				“Why do you archive them?” asked Oliver.

				“The words,” said Beck. “Many pieces have words on them, sometimes in a different color than the plastic, sometimes scratched in. It’s not uncommon. You’ve probably seen bits yourself that have words.”

				Oliver nodded. “I never thought of it as important.”

				“I don’t know if it is,” said Beck. “But it’s unusual, you have to admit that, right?”

				“Sure,” said Oliver, though he wasn’t sure if he agreed.

				“I think it has to be one of two things,” said Beck. “Either the words on the plastic are important, although no one at the Academy has any clue why, or the writing is of no importance whatsoever. In the absence of context, the words make no sense. In truth, the context would probably make no sense, either. Or, the Ancients wrote trivial things because it was easy for them to do so, and perhaps everybody could read.”

				Oliver laughed. “Everybody could read? I only know a handful of people who can.”

				“As I said, both possibilities seem unlikely.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Franklin

				“All true things come from the gods. The Word is true. We hold The Word close, in hopes that our hard hearts accept the things we must suffer,” Franklin called, throwing his voice over the wind and into the field. “We toil hard for our families, just as we work hard for Brighton and for each other. That is the true purpose of The Word: to be a community. To help one another.”

				A group of women, old men, and children grunted as they salvaged the last of their crops in the field. Franklin balanced on the bumpy, frost-burnt soil as he read through his notes. The farmers collected fruits and vegetables, cocking their heads every so often to listen. Franklin watched them as they tucked the produce into their baskets.

				At first, the farmers were confused, even a little nervous at having an Elder among them. But after he’d started speaking, they’d fallen into their normal routines, glancing at him less and repeating their catechisms. The children were the first to lose their fear. In between helping their family, they gazed at the clergymen, hope flickering in their eyes.

				It was Franklin’s intention to capture that hope.

				If things went well, he’d move to the next farm. Then the next.

				Franklin would reach The People, one frigid field at a time.

				He changed his notes from one hand to the other, trying to warm up his fingers. He was cold, but the fact that he’d skirted Tenbrook’s law filled him with warmth he hadn’t felt since before the burnings.

				I’m getting through to them. This is working.


				He looked over at Fitz, who was standing next to him. Novice Joseph and several other clergymen were at her side, heads bowed. They shuffled nervously from one foot to the other, not yet used to the cold or the idea of preaching outside the Sanctuary.

			

			
				This was new for all of them.

				“Our toil is what brings us together,” Franklin continued. “We should not only share the triumphs, but the difficult times, as well. We work together so that we might rejoice together.”

				“So sayeth The Word,” one of the women said over the wind.

				The farmers seemed to work harder as they listened to Franklin’s words. He felt a swell of pride. If Winthrop had been here, he would’ve scoffed at standing next to the pig chasers and dirt scratchers. But standing in the field, Franklin felt a sense of unity with these women, old men, and children that he hadn’t found in the Sanctuary. Maybe I’m not so different from the people in Brighton, after all. He continued his sermon as the sun sank lower in the sky. When it was dark enough that he could barely read, he concluded with a passage from his reference books.

				“And Lady looked over the laborers and the children, who were tired after a long day of harvesting, and said, ‘One day you will look on your children, and your children’s children, and you will realize the miracle of what we’ve built. The soil will grow richer with each year of crops. The sustenance we reap today will feed all of us for years to come. We will rejoice in what we have built: a town made of a piece of each of us. A town called Brighton.” Satisfied, Franklin lowered his notes and finished his sermon. He watched as a few of the people broke from their work.

				“Can we approach, Father?” asked a heavyset woman, with tanned skin and a red face.

				“Yes, please do,” Franklin said.

				“We appreciate you coming out here, Father Franklin,” said the woman. “We were disappointed that we couldn’t attend the sermon earlier. But the soldiers…” the woman waved her hands and her voice trailed off.

			

			
				“I understand.”

				An old man with white hair sidled up next to her. “It was nice to have some faith to do our work with,” he added, with a smile that seemed genuine.

				Franklin smiled back and waved at the children, who were skipping away over the field, rounding up baskets and tools, waiting for their relatives. Several other farmers—probably aunts, cousins, and grandparents—were herding them back to the house.

				The heavyset woman gestured to another field next door. “Tomorrow you can speak to Henrietta and her clan, if you want. I’m sure they’ll appreciate it, just as we have.”

				“That sounds like a great idea,” Franklin said. “May The Word be with you.”

				“And with you, Father.”

				The woman and the old man bade him farewell as Franklin started back up the road with Fitz, Joseph, and his clergymen in tow. Looking over at his companions, he saw a purpose in their stride that he’d never seen in the halls of the Sanctuary.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Ella

				Ella clung to William as they headed back to the ancient building where they were staying. She watched Ivory, but he didn’t give any clue that anything was wrong.

				Maybe he didn’t see it, Ella told herself.

				But she knew that wasn’t true.

				Try as she might, she couldn’t convince herself that Ivory hadn’t uncovered William’s secret. Ivory smiled and chatted with Bray and Melora, as if he hadn’t seen anything alarming. He wasn’t acting any differently. But why would he?

				Why would he do anything that gave him away?


				She recalled the moment his expression had changed. That was the moment she’d seen her son dying under someone’s fearful blade or bow.

				She knew William was sick. She knew what the spores would lead to. But that decision was hers to make.

				Not Ivory’s. Not Brighton’s.

				Hers.

				What if Ivory pieced together the reasons they had fled? What if he told the soldiers where they were? Anything was possible. She’d seen the fear that lived in Brighton, and Ivory was part of that fear.

				“Mom, are you listening?” William asked, looking up at her. “I’m telling you about the bow.”

				“I am. I saw how good you did!” she said, afraid he might hear the crack in her voice.

				Swallowing her panic, she kept William close, as if Ivory might turn and attack him in the middle of the street. She knew they shouldn’t have been so quick to accept Ivory.

				She should have trusted her intuition.

				She needed to talk to Bray. She needed to figure out what to do. Whether it meant running, talking, or something else, she’d make whatever decision was needed to protect her family.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Ivory

				Ivory kept his discovery quiet as he walked back to the ancient museum with Melora, Bray, William, and Ella. He didn’t want to alarm them. He’d seen the hard, calcified knot on the back of William’s neck.

				He didn’t care.

				He’d seen enough knots on Jingo to know what one looked like, and they didn’t always lead to violence. At least, not right away. From what Jingo had told him, the spore took effect at different rates in different people. Ivory suspected it might take a while for the boy to fully turn. The boy seemed strange, sure, but then a lot of people did. It was hard to tell how much of that was related to the spore.

				The family had obviously been through a lot. That was bound to have an effect on him.

				That simple discovery explained a lot. Ivory recalled the cautious looks Ella had given him and Melora’s strange worry when she talked about her family. Any mother would be cautious when meeting a stranger in the wild, and so would a sister with a secret to hide.

				Whether they were truly Davenport survivors, or a band of people seeking refuge from a burning, Ivory didn’t know. But he didn’t care.

				He wasn’t especially worried about William. Maybe Ivory would talk with Jingo about William when he saw him again.

				He took a few furtive looks at Ella as he chatted with the others, but she didn’t seem to notice.

				Ivory vowed to keep his discovery quiet. When the time was right, he’d broach the subject with Melora. He’d just have to make it clear that he meant the family no harm.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Winthrop

				Winthrop, a war god, marched along with his malevolent swarm, men and women thriving in the maw of the demon, fearlessly ignoring the wails of those too weak to stand against the onslaught of bloody steel and bared teeth. These few, these thousands, were his dark disciples, his hunters, his killers, his children, the invincible, the immortals.

				The demons feared the war god and his people.

				No longer did they attack in twos and threes, not even in packs of a few dozen. They ran when they heard the chanting and saw Winthrop’s blood army marching through the seemingly endless maze of ruins, always toward the crumbling spires, the heart of the Ancient City, still in the distance but getting closer.

				When the demons did fight, they rushed out of crumbled old buildings in mobs of hundreds, and they died, just as they’d perished by the thousands on that hill below the mountains with the Ancient City—a tall temptation—far down the coast. Their bodies lay in piles, and their blood flowed into creeks and stained the water red.

				“Father.” The tall, nameless priest was now spattered in new blood.

				Winthrop reached out and ran his fingers through the splatters, pulled his hands away, and reveled for a moment at the feel of the demon blood rubbing between his fingertips.

				“Father,” the priest asked again, looking to catch Winthrop’s attention.

				Winthrop looked at his red fingers. So many pleasures were his for the taking. No trembling virgin, no hungry harlot could compare to the simple pleasure of blood. The former were mere delights of dirty men. Winthrop had transcended that mortal plain. He was a god as surely as any had ever been. He had godly desires and godly ambitions.

			

			
				“The day is getting late, Father,” the nameless priest told him. He pointed at the far-off towers. “Shall we march on to the spires? Or shall we sleep tonight? The men are tired. Not all are gods like you. We need rest.”

				Winthrop looked up at his brother, the sun god in the sky, and tried to put together in his mind whether it was late, early, or midday. He didn’t know anymore. Time was a concept that enslaved mortal men. Winthrop had no need of it, and so he had forgotten all he had once known. Still, the nameless priest was right. Mortal men needed to sleep.

				Winthrop made an effort to speak the mortal tongue. “Find them a place to rest.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Franklin

				The early morning sun glanced off Franklin’s face, filling him with warmth that matched the hope in his heart. Under his arms were several reference books and notes that he’d tailored to the sermon. Fitz, Joseph, and several clergymen strode next to him again, looking slightly less nervous than they had the day before. Franklin had slept only a little, but that sleep was better than none.

				“Still no sign of the soldiers,” Franklin said, looking around the empty street. He knew they’d be back. But he didn’t want to dampen the mood. “We’ll have more time to preach to Henrietta and her clan today. An early start will allow us to visit a few more farms. Maybe we can even hit the larger ones.”

				“I think that’s our best bet,” Fitz suggested.

				They passed several large, old buildings that preceded the neighborhood of farms they’d visited yesterday. The day before, Franklin had barely glanced at the buildings. His fear of Tenbrook had ruled his thoughts. His neck craned upward as he took in the crumbling balconies and the withered peaks, enjoying the architecture.

				“I don’t think I’ve appreciated the beauty of these buildings in a while,” Franklin said. “They’re a sight to behold.”

				“They’re beautiful,” Fitz said. Pointing to a few that had been broken down and scavenged to fix other buildings, she said, “It’d be great to restore them and turn them into meeting houses one day.”

				“I like that idea,” Franklin said with a smile.

				His optimism was contagious as they passed the old buildings and the other clergymen smiled and chatted. Soon they neared the small cluster of farms where they’d preached the day before. In the distance, Franklin spotted the farm belonging to the heavyset woman and her family.

			

			
				“We’ll cut through and say hello,” Franklin suggested.

				They cut across a barren patch of dirt, heading for the simple stone structure that stood in the middle of the property. Behind it were the family’s fields.

				Franklin gazed through the windowless openings on the side of the modest building. Did the entire family live in one room? His most recent memories were of days spent surrounded by treasures and wealth. The meals he ate—if not wholly satisfying—were at least given out regularly. He made a note to incorporate his observation into his next sermon.

				He’d only walked a few more steps when Fitz screamed. Fitz and Joseph broke into a run. They headed toward something in the middle of the field.

				Franklin followed, heart hammering. His robe blew in the wind as he struggled to catch up. The clergymen panted and ran behind. When he reached Fitz’s and Joseph’s side, Franklin recoiled.

				Lying on her back, a pitchfork shoved into her belly, was the heavyset woman with the red cheeks with whom he’d spoken the day before. Next to her was the old man, a hoe buried in the back of his neck. Their relatives lay in dead heaps around them.

				“No!” Fitz sobbed.

				Scratch marks and bruises showed the family had struggled. Pitchforks and shovels protruded from their bodies. Soldiers’ boot prints littered the ground. Fitz checked the family members for signs of life, even though she knew they were dead.

				“The children?” Franklin asked, hardly able to breathe.

				Another scream gave him the answer he dreaded. One of the clergymen found them near the house, tossed into a heap and burned. Franklin sank to his knees, dropping his books and his notes. This was his fault. He’d caused this.

			

			
				“Franklin, we need to get out of here,” Fitz said, tugging on his arm.

				Franklin’s guilt was a crashing wave, sapping him of strength and leaving him motionless. The clergymen looked in all directions, as if soldiers were waiting to finish them off. They chattered in nervous bursts.

				“We have to get out of here,” one of them echoed.

				“Tenbrook will kill us.”

				Another voice interrupted them.

				“Get out of here! Leave!” someone shouted.

				Franklin’s head snapped up to find a woman running into the yard. Her long, scraggly hair fell over her face as she frantically waved her arms.

				“We don’t want your sermon!” the woman shrieked. “Get out of here! All of you!”

				Henrietta, Franklin thought numbly, the woman whose family they were supposed to speak with.

				Franklin barely registered what she was saying.

				“Get out of here, before my family dies like the others!”

				“What happened?” Fitz called between sobs.

				“The soldiers!” the woman screamed. “They came and butchered them!”

				“We didn’t know this would happen,” Franklin said hopelessly, wringing his hands. “We didn’t intend this.”

				“Get out of here, before my children are killed! Please!”

				Before they could ask the woman anything further, she turned and ran. Her nervous gasps faded from earshot as she reached a dwelling in the distance and slammed the door. Franklin forced himself to his feet, heeding Fitz’s frantic warnings. They collected the others.

				“We have to go, before the soldiers return,” he heard Fitz say.

				“Someone should bury these people,” Joseph sobbed.

			

			
				“We’ll send someone back for them,” Fitz whispered. “I promise.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Ella

				“What’s wrong?” Bray asked, looking at Ella’s hand on his sleeve. “Are you trying to lure me in for another kiss?”

				“No.” Ella’s eyes were wide and terrified. She’d barely slept the night before, watching over William more than sleeping. “We need to talk.”

				“What about?”

				“Ivory.” Ella looked all around. “Where are Ivory and Melora?”

				“Upstairs.”

				“William?”

				“He’s still behind you, in the building.”

				Ella looked over her shoulder into the building, verifying that William was still wandering among the pedestals. He didn’t appear to be listening.

				“William, stay down here,” she called behind her.

				“Okay, Mom,” he called back.

				She tugged Bray out onto the steps, sucking in a nervous breath.

				Keeping her voice low, she said, “Ivory saw the lump on William’s neck.”

				Bray’s expression turned serious as the statement sunk in. “How do you know?”

				Ella ignored the question. Her thoughts ran away from her as her panic grew. “I told William to hide his condition. I shouldn’t have let him shoot that bow. But he was so excited.”

				“Ella, slow down. How do you know Ivory found out?”

				“When we were in the building yesterday, Ivory dropped an arrow. William picked it up. Do you remember?”

				“I think so. But that doesn’t mean he saw.”

				“Ivory saw the lump. I saw his face change.”

			

			
				“Are you sure?” Bray asked, stroking his chin.

				“I’m sure,” Ella whispered. Even as the words left her mouth, she found herself questioning what she had seen, replaying the moment in her head. Even if she hadn’t been certain, she would’ve said she was. She needed to protect William.

				“He didn’t seem any different on the walk back,” Bray noted. “At least, not that I noticed.”

				“We need to talk to him and find out what his motives are.”

				“We might have to do more than that,” Bray said with a grim shrug, looking down at his sword. “If he goes back to Brighton and tells someone where we are, the soldiers might come.”

				Wrapping her mind around the idea as she spoke, Ella said, “What will we do, then?”

				Bray bit his lip. “Let’s start out by talking to him. Maybe it will go no further.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: Franklin

				“Tenbrook is an invisible snake, coiled at our heels,” Fitzgerald said, drying her tears. “Striking when our backs are turned.”

				Franklin bowed his head and stared at the floor in his room. He nodded. Hours of mourning and regret had segued into a defeated silence. After returning to the Sanctuary, Franklin had dismissed Joseph and the clergymen. He imagined they were huddled somewhere in the Sanctuary, discussing Tenbrook’s brutality with anyone who would listen. The story would spread around the Temple and make its way into town, undermining any authority Franklin had left.

				That was Tenbrook’s intention.

				How long until Franklin’s sermons were completely empty? How long until he was sitting in a vacant room, waiting for the sword to strike him down?

				Tenbrook’s game would end in his death.

				“We need to do something,” Fitz tried, but even her voice sounded hopeless.

				“We can’t go out there again,” Franklin said simply. “I won’t have others killed for my actions. Not again.”

				Fitz opened her mouth, but her protest died.

				“Those farmers were killed because we were there,” he continued. “That was the only reason.”

				“They didn’t break his guideline,” Fitz said, as if she might argue them back to life. “Neither did we.”

				“Tenbrook doesn’t need a reason to kill,” Franklin said. “He makes up reasons. How can we fight brutality like that with words?” Thinking of the butchered children, Franklin shook his head. “If I could do it again, I’d spend years training as a soldier instead of praying in the Sanctuary. I’d stick a blade in his neck.”

			

			
				Fitz grabbed his arm, but she didn’t disagree.

				Franklin sighed. He closed his eyes. What would they do? He hugged her even as his thoughts roamed to the dead people in the field, for whose deaths he was responsible.

				“We need to find another way,” Fitz whispered. Franklin sighed and embraced her, inhaling the scent of her hair and drawing comfort in her presence, trying to think of one.

				But he couldn’t.

				Instead he lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, wondering if their time together was running out.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Ella

				“William, can you stay downstairs for a minute?” Ella asked, taking hold of his arm.

				“Why? What’s going on, Mom?”

				“We have to talk upstairs. We’ll send Melora down to keep you company.”

				William’s face wandered from Ella’s to Bray’s. Bray reinforced the statement with a firm nod.

				“Why are you talking without me?” William asked.

				Realizing the implication behind that question, Ella projected as much honesty as she could into her answer. “We’re trying to protect you, William.” Ella looked up the stairs, afraid that the voices would cease and someone would be listening. “It’s Ivory. We need to make sure he’s trustworthy.”

				“But he was so nice to me when he showed me the bow,” William argued.

				“We’re just talking, that’s all,” Ella reinforced. “Stay here and we’ll come get you when we’re done.”

				Ella swallowed as she said the words. One day, they’d be having a different discussion, but not now. She hugged William tightly, kissed him on the head, and followed Bray up the stairs. The voices in the upstairs room continued. She heard Melora laughing as Ivory told a joke. Her heart pounded as she kept walking. She noticed Bray occasionally running a hand over his sword.

				“Call Melora out first,” he whispered.

				Ella nodded. When they crossed the threshold of the first room, Ivory and Melora were sitting with their backs against one of the walls, holding their knees, smiling.

				“Melora, can you watch William downstairs for a moment?”

			

			
				Melora sat up straight. “Sure. Is everything all right?”

				“It’s fine. William wanted to stay there while we came upstairs to check on something. We’ll be back down in a few minutes.”

				Ella put on the most harmless expression she could convey. Melora got to her feet, giving a quick glance at Ivory.

				“I’ll be right back,” she told Ivory.

				“Okay,” he said.

				“Thanks,” Ella replied, as Melora walked past her and out into the hallway.

				Ella waited until Melora descended the stairs before she looked back at Ivory, who was sitting against the wall, waiting. He looked down at his bow for a moment, running his hands across the smooth metal. He looked back when he realized Ella and Bray were still watching him.

				“Is there a problem?” he asked.

				“No,” Ella said, hoping to prevent a bad situation. “We just want to ask you some things.”

				Ivory tensed. “What things?”

				“We want to make sure you’re being honest with us.”

				Ivory’s eyes narrowed as the discussion took a turn he didn’t like. He slowly got to his feet, watching Bray and Ella, clutching his bow. “Everything I’ve said is the truth,” he said. “I’m a rabbit hunter from Brighton. Sometimes I come to the Ancient City.”

				He watched Bray, as if Bray might correct him, but he didn’t.

				“Did you really come across Melora by accident?” Ella asked.

				Ivory looked at the empty doorway, as if Melora might have something to do with the line of questioning. “I saw Melora in danger. I helped.”

				Bray frowned.

				“I don’t understand what this is about,” Ivory said, watching all of them. “If you want me to leave, I’ll go. I appreciate you letting me stay for a while. But if your kindness ends here, so be it.”

			

			
				Ella swallowed, wishing it were that easy. After a long pause, she said, “I know what you saw at the Ancient marketplace.”

				Ivory said nothing.

				“I saw you looking at William’s neck,” Ella said, removing any doubt as to the subject of the discussion.

				Ivory paused, thinking about his answer. Deciding on something, he admitted, “Yes, I saw something when he bent down to pick up an arrow.”

				“What?” Bray asked.

				“A lump.” Ivory stuck a thumb over his shoulder. “On the back of William’s neck. I know he’s infected.”

				Hearing the words filled Ella with the same dread she’d had in the woods in Brighton all those days ago, when she’d first discovered William’s condition herself. Her arms and legs went weak.

				“I’m not going to tell anyone,” Ivory added hastily. “I don’t care about that.”

				“How can we trust you’re not going to tell someone?” Bray asked.

				“I’m not supposed to be in the Ancient City. I could be killed for admitting it.”

				“Most people would be tempted to say something when they got back to town. They’d tell a friend. Or maybe a soldier.”

				“Not me. I have no reason to give you up. My father was infected. If I had been in Brighton before he confessed, I would’ve persuaded him to keep his secret.” Ivory shook his head. “I don’t believe in Brighton’s methods. They’re unnecessarily cruel.”

				“But you’re afraid of catching the spore, like everyone else,” Bray said.

			

			
				Ivory breathed heavily. “It’s not flowering season among the spores. I can’t be infected.”

				Bray bit his lip. “You know more than most. I’ll give you that.”

				“I don’t care whether your story about Davenport is true. You can believe me, or not. Maybe I should head back home now.”

				“You mean back to Brighton,” Bray said, a suspicious look crossing his face.

				Bray and Ivory appraised each other. A tension settled over the room that usually resulted in swords and blows. Ella’s heart galloped as she considered the possibility that she might have to intervene in a bloody duel. Before the conversation turned harsh, a voice called from the doorway.

				“He’s telling the truth.”

				Ella spun to find Melora and William standing at the threshold.

				“How long have you been there?” Ella asked.

				“Long enough to hear most of what’s been said,” Melora answered. “I’ve been with Ivory for days, and he’s never lied to me. He helped me when the demons came. He won’t hurt William.”

				Ella watched William. She watched Ivory. She wanted to believe Ivory. She really did. How much easier would it be if she didn’t have to carry an extra worry?

				“I believe him, too,” William said, breaking the silence.

				Some of the tension deflated from the room. Bray took a step backward.

				Ivory held up his bow and looked at Ella. “Look, you’re only trying to protect your son. I understand that. I’d be as wary as you are. You seem like good people. You’ve been charitable with me. You’ve given me food and a place to rest. In the wild, those things aren’t easily shared. I know how hard it is to lose someone to the infection, or to the burnings.” Ivory looked away as a tinge of emotion hit him. He glanced at Melora, and she gave him a supportive smile. “That’s why I’m going to tell you something. I know something that might help William.”

			

			
				“Help him?” Ella asked, confusion written on her face.

				“I have a friend.”

				“A friend?” Bray watched him, furrowing his brow. “I thought you were alone.”

				“I am, right now. But I know a person who lives in the Ancient City. I was with this person before I came across Melora. He was infected by the spore, but he never turned.”

				“You mean a demon,” Bray grunted, disbelief crossing his face.

				“Technically, yes. But he’s not like the rest of them. He’s survived, and he’s living out his days in peace. He’s the smartest man I know. He might have some insight or advice for William.”

				“A smart demon? A human demon?” Bray blew a disbelieving breath. The corners of his mouth creased into a laugh.

				“Yes. Everything I’ve told you about the Ancient City I’ve learned from him.” Ivory paused, studying their reaction. “I can introduce you to him. I can’t guarantee he’ll be able to help, but it’s worth a try.”

				“Where is this smart demon?” Bray asked.

				“In the Ancient City. He lives in one of the towers overlooking the ocean.”

				Bray shook his head in disbelief. “No one lives in the Ancient City by choice. Why would he live here?”

				“He hides because people fear his grotesque appearance. He looks like the demons, but he’s not one of them. It was he who found this bow.” Ivory held up the ancient weapon, prompting everyone in the room to look at it again. “It was he who restrung it and taught me how to use it.”

				Ella searched Ivory’s face for insincerity. Ivory looked between Ella and Melora. A surge of hope overrode Ella’s fear. What if Ivory was telling the truth? She wasn’t naive; she knew Ivory was trying to impress Melora. Maybe this was another story to earn her adulation.

			

			
				But if his story was true, it certainly explained how he could know all the things he’d shared with them. What if there really was help for William? She bit back tears as she thought about the ramifications of what he was saying. She’d always suspected people had lived through the disease, but the Elders of Brighton had burned that evidence to ash.

				What if William could have a life, after all?

				“We should listen to him,” William said again from the doorway, prompting everyone to turn and look at him. He stood next to Melora with a stoic face, nodding at Ivory.

				Bray looked skeptical. “This might be a trap, and you’re leading us somewhere so you can rob us.”

				“I swear by The Word that it’s not.” Ivory held their gaze. “I’m only trying to help.”

				“There’s only one way to prove it,” Bray said. “If you’re telling the truth, take us to this demon.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Franklin

				Franklin sat up suddenly. He startled Fitz, who was still lying on the bed next to him.

				“We can’t preach in the Sanctuary,” Franklin reiterated.

				“No. Not while Tenbrook is discouraging attendance,” Fitz agreed.

				“But what if we could go somewhere that gave us enough of a crowd that not everyone could be punished? A place where Tenbrook had no way of isolating who was listening and who was not?”

				“Where would that be?” Fitz asked, sitting up.

				Franklin fell silent for a few moments before the idea materialized. “How about the marketplace? If we pick a time when the crowds are big enough, Tenbrook won’t be able to punish everyone.”

				Fitz furrowed her brow. “People will be reluctant to listen, after what happened to the farmers.”

				“Of course,” Franklin said. “But they’ll be there, and that might give us a chance to affect them.”

				Fitz thought on it. “You have a point. The People might be afraid to chant or recite words, but we can probably get them to stop and listen. Maybe we can build on that somehow.”

				Franklin asked, “How can we get them to participate?”

				“That’s the difficult part that I’m struggling with.” Fitz sat up and concentrated. “They’re all afraid of Tenbrook, and that will keep them quiet.”

				“Half the power of the sermons is the parishioners responding to what I’m saying. I didn’t realize how important that was until I preached to an empty room.”

				“You’re right about that,” Fitz agreed. “We need them to overcome their fear so they’ll speak.”

			

			
				“I wish Evan were here,” Franklin said, lowering his head. “He had a strange ability to understand people. If he were still alive, maybe we could work together.”

				“You know what, Franklin? I just thought of something.” Fitz’s eyes grew hopeful. “I remembered what we were talking about before. Remember what I was saying to you earlier, about the power of The People, standing together to protect us?”

				Franklin nodded.

				“Maybe that same power can protect them, as well. There is a great power in a crowd, Franklin.”

				“How will we force people to react, when the threat of death is so strong?”

				“I’ve watched a lot of the crowds between the town gatherings and the sermons. I’ve noticed the way people react when they’re standing with others. A lot of times, the crowd is just waiting for a loud, energetic few to bolster their courage. We just need to create a spark that will ignite the rest of the crowd into saying their catechisms. Once that happens, you can build on that energy.”

				“But who will be the first to speak, and risk being punished?”

				“I have an idea, Franklin. This might work.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Fitzgerald

				Fitz found Joseph in the main room of the Sanctuary, scrubbing stains from the pews like Oliver used to do. He startled as she came in. She held up her hands and smiled to soothe his nerves.

				“How are you doing, Joseph?”

				Joseph looked over his shoulder at the Sanctuary doors. “I’m all right.”

				He bent down and kept scrubbing the pews. His eyes flitted nervously from the bench to Fitz. Fitz took up next to the edge of the pew, watching him with a sympathetic smile.

				“It’s hard concentrating on my work, after what happened to those farmers,” Fitz admitted.

				Joseph paused. “I know.” He looked over his shoulder at the doors again and said, “I keep thinking soldiers are going to come in and rip us away.”

				Fitz swallowed. “It’s hard not to think that, isn’t it?”

				“Those farmers didn’t deserve a malicious death like that.”

				“Nobody does,” Fitz agreed.

				Joseph returned to his work. He shut his mouth, as if he’d already spoken too much.

				Fitz looked around the room. Noticing Joseph was only half finished, she asked, “Do you need help?”

				Joseph stopped and looked at her, as if no one had ever asked him that question. He looked back at the bucket of water. Fitz saw a dry rag hanging on the edge. Without waiting for an answer, she reached for it and went to work on the pew next to him.

				“Don’t you have other work to do?” Joseph asked.

				“I don’t mind helping,” Fitz said, scrubbing intently. “Working helps me take my mind off things.”

				“It does for me, too,” Joseph admitted.

			

			
				“Sometimes the work is the only thing that seems like it doesn’t change.” Fitz sighed.

				Joseph paused for a moment, reflecting on that thought. “I never thought I’d see Winthrop leave Brighton.”

				“Me, neither,” Fitz said. She paused for a moment before speaking again. “When I was emptying his buckets, I used to think he was one of the worst things I had to worry about. I wish that was the truth.”

				“But things must be better for you. Aren’t they?”

				Fitz watched Joseph for a moment. “It’s no secret that I’ve spent a lot of time with Father Franklin. It’s also no secret that I believe in the message he’s trying to spread. I think the clergy feels the same way as I do, even though they still fear him for what he did to Father Nelson.”

				“That’s true,” Joseph said with a nod.

				Fitz said, “But I also believe that he is trying to make things better in Brighton. Do you?”

				Joseph nodded. “He’s been very fair with me, so far.”

				“I was just talking to him about his next sermon. He mentioned how loyal you’ve been, Joseph. He’s going to need our help again.”

				Joseph stopped scrubbing the pew, focusing on Fitz. His eyes grew wide with fear. “What do you mean?”

				“He’s going to need our support when he speaks again.”

				“Another sermon?” Joseph asked. “You mean at the Sanctuary, right?”

				He stared at Fitz while he waited for an answer.

				“No,” Fitz said, smiling through her own nervousness. “At the marketplace.”

				“The marketplace?” Joseph stood and scooted away from Fitz as if he’d just been told he might die. “If we do that, we might be killed.”

				“It won’t be like last time. We don’t have to stand up there with him.”

				“We don’t?”

			

			
				“No. We have something else to do.”

				“What?”

				“Listen, and I’ll tell you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: Bray

				Bray suppressed a laugh as he walked through the Ancient City streets next to Ivory and the others. How could he believe Ivory’s story? In all his years in the wild, Bray had never encountered a smart demon, and definitely not one that could talk. Sure, some were a little more agile, or a little more devious than the rest, but by the time he sank his blade into them, they squealed and squirmed the same. They were foul, stinking beasts, worth only a few coin at the nearest township for their scalps.

				Of course, he understood Ella’s hope.

				“Are you sure this demon lives in the tower alone?” Bray asked Ivory, looking sideways at him.

				Ivory nodded. “Yes.”

				“Maybe he has his own harem of Barren Women. Demon women.” Bray let out a raucous laugh.

				Ivory bit his lip, but didn’t answer.

				Bray looked toward Melora, Ella, and William, but none of them said a word. They all held the same hopeful look. They walked through a narrow street filled with tall, narrow buildings made of ancient stone, buildings that seemed too tall to be functional. Bray decided to test more of Ivory’s knowledge.

				“I wonder how the Ancients got to the top floors of these buildings,” Bray mused. “That must’ve taken some work.” Turning to Ivory, he asked, “Why did they build these buildings so high, anyway?”

				“A lot of people lived in the Ancient City,” Ivory said. “They had to accommodate them all.”

				“Why not build further into the woods?”

				“They did a lot of important things here,” Ivory said. “I guess everyone wanted to be in the same proximity as each other.”

			

			
				“Didn’t it take them all day to get to the top?”

				“The Ancients had devices that carried them from the bottom to the highest levels. They didn’t have to worry about that as much.”

				Bray grunted. “That still seems like a waste. They should’ve spread out more in the wild. Who’d want to live close enough to smell someone else’s chamber pot?”

				Ivory shrugged. “It’s not that different in Brighton.”

				“Good point.”

				Ivory looked apprehensive. Bray wondered if he was reconsidering his story about the demon man. As soon as we get to this tower, his lie will be exposed. He probably told it to get in Melora’s pants.


				Bray was still thinking about that when a screeching demon ran out of a nearby doorway. He drew his sword, intercepting the thing.

				“Watch out!” he yelled at Ella.

				Bray stared down the advancing demon as it snarled and hissed. The creature’s lopsided head sagged to one side. One of its legs was wounded. Its arms were dotted with warts. Bray raised his sword and slashed through the meat of its shoulder. He used his boot to stave off its still-swinging arms, kicking it over and wrenching his blade free. When it hit the ground, he speared it in the stomach, watching it kick and squirm in a final battle against death. When it stopped moving, Bray leaned down and went to work on its scalp. His blood raced with adrenaline. He looked at Ivory.

				Talking demon, my ass.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41: Winthrop

				Winthrop looked up at the decaying, ancient stone towers, layers and layers of them, with pillars in between, standing as tall as mountains, covered with all manner of plants and trees. Birds flew off the towers in great flocks as his army approached, squawking and filling the slivers of sky between the ancient monoliths.

				They’d reached the home of the beasts.

				“They’re running from us, Father.”

				Winthrop looked at his disciples, far ahead on the street fighting demons. He looked left, right, and behind. It was the same all around. “You’re lying, my son.”

				“No, Father. Some of them are fighting, but many of them flee. How will we kill the demons if they run away?” the nameless priest asked.

				Winthrop hated when his followers asked questions that were beyond their comprehension. So, he answered in god-speak, raising his hands to praise the grandeur of the monoliths, finding an inspiration for a new chant. There was something to these massive stone monsters that made his soul sing. Of course, it wasn’t a song with the clarity and satisfaction of a dirge, inspired by the slaughter of mindless demons, but it satisfied in its way.

				“Shall we go into the towers to chase them when they run?” asked the nameless priest.

				“If we’re to find their nests,” said Winthrop, slipping into human speech without realizing he had, “how else are we to find their progeny and slay them at the breast? All of them must die—their old, their young, their women, their sick, and their warriors. All. Do you understand, my son?”

				“Yes, Father.”

				“Kill them all. Give me a carpet of their corpses to walk upon as I stroll the streets of their city. That is the way it must be. For they must know I am their conqueror. I am the god who rules their hell, come to take their souls. Bring me their souls, my son!”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42: Ivory

				As they walked toward Jingo’s tower, Ivory reconsidered his decision to bring the others. He still wanted to help William, but he could tell Bray didn’t believe him. Melora, Ella, and William were hopeful, but wary.

				What if the meeting didn’t go as well as he intended? Besides, he hadn’t consulted Jingo. He hoped his teacher wouldn’t be angry.

				Ivory wasn’t lying. He really did think that Jingo could help William, or at the very least, offer some advice. He reflected on the conversations he’d had over the years with Jingo. Jingo expected something of him. He’d always known that. For years, he’d learned under Jingo’s tutelage. But what good was the knowledge if it couldn’t be shared? Maybe this was the start of something that would make Jingo proud.

				He told himself that once the group met Jingo, they’d believe what he had been telling them, even though part of him wanted to turn around and head back to the museum.

				He looked over at Melora, who smiled. She’d come to his defense in the ancient building.

				It will all work out, he told himself, as he caught sight of Jingo’s tower in the distance.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43: Ivory

				Ivory peered into the dark lower floor of the tower, even though he knew Jingo wouldn’t be there. Rarely was Jingo on the ground level unless he was coming in or out of the building, or cleaning up one of the splattered demons that had taken a misstep on one of the numerous flights of stairs. That was one of the reasons Jingo kept to his quarters or on the roof. Even though the area was one of the safer ones, demons sometimes wandered in.

				As Ivory looked into the building, he realized that he smelled the cloying, pungent odor of the twisted men. Surprisingly, Jingo didn’t possess the same odor. Ivory swallowed.

				“I smell demons,” Bray noted. “Are you leading us into a trap?”

				“Why would I do that?” Ivory asked. “I’d be at as much risk as you.”

				“Good point,” Bray grunted, but he drew his sword anyway. “We should be careful.”

				Ivory looked over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Ella, Melora, and William. They looked nervous.

				“Hang behind us,” Bray told them.

				Ivory stepped into the building, listening for sounds of his teacher as he clutched his bow. The only sound he heard was a distant rumble. Looking up and behind him, he saw storm clouds gathering in the distance.

				“Looks like rain is coming,” Bray said. “Hurry up, before we get soaked.”

				Ivory proceeded further into the building. Dusty, broken rubble littered their path. The air smelled of decayed metals. He stepped over several piles of ancient stone—stone that Jingo had left there intentionally to trip up unwanted visitors—and made his way to the stairs. Operating on muscle memory, Ivory climbed the steps, skirting holes and steep edges that dropped into the building’s dark middle. Bray and the others followed closely behind. Ivory’s bag shifted on his back as he made progress.

			

			
				“Be careful,” he warned Bray. “There are a lot of places to fall here.”

				“Watch your step,” Bray relayed to the others.

				They remained quiet and anxious.

				Ivory recalled his first meeting with Jingo. He’d been terrified. His uncle had introduced them after a long trek from Brighton. Jingo’s appearance had horrified him, at first. Between the warts and his oddly shaped head, Jingo had seemed more suited for nightmares than friendship. Young Ivory had hidden behind his uncle, certain the strange creature would screech and attack. Instead, Jingo had spoken, and it was through those gentle words that Ivory learned to look past Jingo’s frightening appearance and accept him as a teacher.

				He hoped the same thing would happen for the others.

				They’d traveled about halfway up the building when Bray halted, stopping Ivory. He gestured out of a hole in the side of the building that was the size of a man. Ivory tensed.

				“I hear something,” Bray grunted.

				“Thunder,” Ivory reiterated.

				“Not thunder. Something else.”

				Ivory stopped and listened. A low rumble was drawing closer. Were those demon cries? Bray was right—it didn’t sound like any thunder he had ever heard. Ivory stared down at the streets and around some of the lower buildings, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise.

				“Over there!” Bray hissed, pointing a finger.

				Far below them, about a dozen blocks up the street, an army of bodies spilled forward. Ivory stared incredulously, unable to believe he was seeing something real. As the mob approached, he realized that what he thought was thunder was actually shouting and shrieking.

			

			
				It was people, fighting demons.

				He wiped his eyes. The men were bare-chested, covered in blood. The women were bedraggled and screaming. As they got closer, he saw them striking at demons that were pouring out of adjacent buildings and chasing them. The men and women slashed at them with swords and spears.

				“By the gods,” Ivory whispered.

				“Who are those people?” Bray asked, his voice cracking with unease that Ivory had never heard.

				“I don’t know,” Ivory said. “I’ve seen a few people in the Ancient City—another scavenger, occasionally—but never as many as this.”

				“Me, neither. Whoever they are, we need to make sure they don’t see us,” Bray said.

				Ivory glanced over his shoulder. Ella, Melora, and William had stopped. Their stiff postures showed that they were equally afraid. Suddenly, the situation with Jingo seemed less urgent than getting to safety.

				“Let’s get upstairs. There are plenty of places to hide, if we need them,” Ivory said.

				All at once, Ivory was leading the way, running around holes and divots, pointing out obstacles. Bray followed him without another word. The others kept a steady pace as they forged up the stairs, their breath heaving.

				“Stay away from the walls,” Ivory instructed.

				The last thing he needed was for the people outside to spot them. Whether it was a lunatic gang of settlers or some army from Brighton, he wasn’t sure. What kind of people covered themselves in blood, screaming and drawing up demons? And there were so many. A thousand. Maybe more. Disbelief caused him to keep racing up the stairs, hoping Jingo was at the top and that he’d know what to do.

				Ivory tried convincing himself the people wouldn’t come into the tower, but he couldn’t be certain. He patted the quiver at his side, prepared to nock an arrow. Soon they were mounting the last few rows of stairs. The noise abated. Looking out of a glassless window, Ivory saw the mysterious army take a turn and momentarily disappear from sight.

			

			
				“Where’d they go?” Bray asked, stopping and scanning the streets.

				“I don’t know. Follow me.” Ivory stepped off the stairwell into a large, secluded room with intact walls—the highest floor, other than the roof. Unlike the damp floors beneath them, this one smelled faintly of the spices that Jingo used to prepare meals. Ivory looked around at several blocks of concrete on which Jingo usually perched, noting a few wrinkled blankets draped over one of them, but he didn’t see many of his teacher’s usual belongings. The reading books that Jingo normally kept out were hidden. Normally Jingo tucked away his belongings if he wasn’t going to be home.

				“Is this where your demon friend lives?” Bray asked, disbelief on his face.

				“Yes.” Ivory crept through the room, noticing a few cooking utensils, but he saw no sign of Jingo.

				“Maybe these are your things,” Bray muttered as he examined a spoon.

				What if something had happened to Jingo? Ivory hadn’t seen him in days. What if the vicious mob had made off with him? What if he’d been killed, or fled the Ancient City?

				“He might be on the roof,” Ivory said, his stomach dropping as he considered the very real possibility that he’d never see his teacher again.

				“The army’s coming this way,” Bray noticed, as he followed Ivory to the staircase, glancing out of a small window in the side of the stairwell.

				Mounting the last few steps, Ivory skirted the stones and fallen debris that preceded the roof. His heart hammered a frantic rhythm as he stepped out under a gray, cloudy sky.

			

			
				“Jingo?” Ivory called across the roof.

				No answer. He looked in all directions. The roof was vacant. Lifeless. Blocks of cracked, ancient stone were arranged in various places across the roof where Jingo had moved them to get better views of the city. Or had Ivory?

				For a moment, Ivory considered the possibility that Jingo had never existed. What if my lonely mind, desperate for company, constructed a pale, wart-covered companion? He’d read books about types of illnesses that could affect the brain, other than the accepted threat of the demon spore. Ivory shook off the ridiculous thought.

				He looked across the bulky stones where he or Jingo used to sit or rest. His teacher was nowhere in sight. Ella, Melora, and William lingered at the top of the stairs as the cries from the streets grew louder. Looking over at Bray, Ivory saw the look of mistrust solidify.

				“There’s no demon,” Bray said. “Is there?”

				“Yes. He lives—” Ivory started to speak, then went quiet. In the distance, a demon emitted a dying screech. The men and women whooped unintelligibly.

				Ivory took a few steps across the roof, peering out over the city, finding the mass of screaming lunatics a few blocks away. They had made it to the top of the street.

				Bray stared at Ivory. It took a moment for Ivory to realize Bray wasn’t staring at him, but at something else. Ivory spun to find Jingo emerging from behind a piece of ancient stone. Jingo cocked his wart-covered head as he appraised his visitors.

				“You brought others,” Jingo said simply.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 44: Franklin

				Franklin walked through the throngs of women, old men, and children in the marketplace as he approached the center of town.

				Some of the townsfolk were chatting; others were dealing or trading wares. Children weaved in and out of the crowds, laughing and swatting at each other. Merchants’ wives waved their hands as they tried to sell whatever products they were peddling. A few passersby recognized Franklin and fell into hushed whispers. Before his appointment as Bishop, he’d only received looks of disdain. Now he received plenty of notice.

				He looked around for Tenbrook’s soldiers, but didn’t see any. Franklin swallowed and looked at the sky. In the time he’d been walking, it had turned ominous with thick, gray clouds, threatening a storm. Hopefully he could beat the rain.

				Walking in the midst of the marketers, he stopped at a busy corner next to a stone building. He glanced at the nearest merchant, who was a half a building away. The woman paused in the middle of a deal and watched him. Heads turned as more people recognized Franklin; those people told others. A few people stopped in the middle of the road, realizing something was about to happen.

				Franklin looked around, feeling naked without his pulpit and his clergy. He swallowed.

				Forcing back the same nervousness that he felt at the Sanctuary, he cleared his throat and spoke.

				Projecting his voice above the crowds, he said, “The Word welcomes all who walk among the people of Brighton. Whether we are toiling in the fields, passing the ways of The Word to our children, or visiting from other towns and villages, we trust in our faith to lead us. We offer limitless praise to the gods.”

			

			
				More people stopped talking, their conversations trailing off.

				They watched Franklin in silence.

				“The Word says we should worship, no matter where we are, or what we are doing. It follows us from the pews of the Sanctuary to the streets of Brighton. It follows us through all the towns and villages, and through all the chores and tasks we must do.” He paused for breath. “It follows all our soldiers and militia in the wild, as they do battle with the demons.”

				Franklin paused, watching the curious but frightened faces of the crowd. No one responded. No one nodded. No one called out catechisms. The silence had become so deep that for a second, Franklin was convinced Tenbrook was standing behind him, waiting to strike him down.

				Out of nowhere, a woman shouted, “Praised be our brothers in battle!”

				Franklin’s heart leapt as he recognized the voice.

				Fitz.


				Emboldened, Franklin grew louder. “Our brothers, sisters, and relatives need our strength as they roam the wild while we remain in Brighton. We support them through our belief in The Word. It is up to us to keep our faith strong and our hearts hard. We all face hardships, but together we conquer them, using our spirit and our devotion to The Word.”

				“So sayeth The Word!” someone else yelled.

				Joseph.


				A few cheers erupted in the crowd from people Franklin didn’t recognize.

				The women in the front row nodded, swaying with building excitement. They clutched their children, slowly losing their fear. The old men grunted agreement. A few more people started yelling from the middle of the crowd, picking up on the energy of the others. The same power that Franklin had felt in the Sanctuary trickled back, filling him with a burst of righteousness. He continued talking with more fervor, as thunder rumbled in the clouds overhead and the first few patters of rain splashed into the street around him.

			

			
				Soon the crowd filtered from the surrounding streets, growing in number and surrounding Franklin. They shouted along with Franklin when they recognized familiar words. Even the merchants seemed to have stopped conducting business. Franklin’s confidence grew with each phrase, as if Tenbrook had never existed, as if he’d never killed those farmers or burned those men in the square. The crowd’s enthusiasm was a rising power that felt unstoppable.

				When the crowd cheered, Franklin spoke more loudly. When the crowd responded, he used their energy to guide him. Soon the rain was pelting them and Franklin was talking louder than before, throwing his words over the downpour with more force than he ever had in the Sanctuary. The women covered their heads with their shawls, listening instead of retreating. The children smiled and laughed in the rain. Franklin never wanted to let go of that moment.

				It wasn’t until Franklin’s words were masked with rain that he realized how wet he was. He looked at the sky, acknowledging the torrential downpour.

				“Go and get cover and finish your business in the market!” he shouted. “I’ll talk to you again soon! Together we’ll celebrate the joy of The Word! No one can tend fields in the foul weather! We won’t be breaking any guidelines!”

				Smiles lit the faces of the crowd as they dispersed, chatting excitedly. Franklin felt a burst of joy as he looked for Joseph and Fitz.

				**

			

			
				“You did it!” Fitz said, beaming as they made their way back to the Sanctuary.

				“I can’t believe it worked,” Franklin said, blinking the rain from his eyes as if he was breaking from a trance. He clutched his stack of books and notes under his robe, shaking from the cold. “I can’t believe they listened.”

				“That was one of the biggest crowds I’ve ever seen at a single sermon!” Joseph said with a wide smile.

				Fitz pulled Franklin’s arm protectively, leading him faster. “Come on, Franklin! Let’s get back to the Sanctuary, before your books get too wet!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 45: Ivory

				Jingo’s eyes passed over Bray, Ella, Melora, and William. He looked back at Ivory. Jingo’s coat was too big for his body. He held a knife in his hand.

				“Who are these people?” he asked Ivory.

				“People I met in the city,” Ivory said.

				“I was wondering where you went,” Jingo replied. “I was afraid something happened to you. Seeing all those people and demons made me worried. And it looks like it’s about to storm.” Jingo raised a bony arm and gestured off the rooftop.

				Behind Ivory, he heard a gasp. Ivory turned to find Ella, Melora, and William in a state of shock, their eyes wide as they surveyed Jingo’s bulbous head. They were standing at the top of the last staircase. Bray appeared as if he was frozen in place several steps in front of them. Ivory was so used to Jingo’s appearance that he’d forgotten how others might act in front of him.

				Ivory held up his hands. “It’s okay. No one will harm you here.”

				“Though I can’t say the same for the people in the streets,” Jingo added.

				Jingo might as well not have spoken. No one heard him. No one reacted. They stared as if he was a ghost come to life.

				Cries floated from somewhere below the building. “I was watching those people before I heard you coming up the stairs,” Jingo said. “They’re hunting demons. They think they can eradicate them. What they don’t realize is that they’re attracting all of them from the area with the noise. The city will be overrun soon. That is the way this has gone in the past.”

				Ella walked slowly from the stairs to stand on the other side of Bray, her mouth agape. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Jingo.

			

			
				“You can speak,” she whispered, as if she’d misheard Jingo.

				“Yes,” Jingo said, a half-smile on his face. He looked at Ella as if he was greeting an old friend. “I don’t get any visitors, other than Ivory. One would think I’d forget how.”

				“B-but you’re a demon.”

				“I suppose you could call me that, although I don’t associate with them. I prefer to remain in my tower, passing my time alone. I was infected. But that doesn’t mean I’m not human.”

				“But I don’t—” Ella’s sentence cut off as she tried to formulate a question. There were too many. Ivory knew the feeling.

				“Stay back, Ella,” Bray warned, grabbing Ella’s arm. Tension spread over the roof as he glared at Jingo. “He’s got a knife.”

				“I only grabbed it because I heard voices,” Jingo explained. “I mean you no harm.”

				“It’s okay,” Ivory repeated. “No one’s here to fight.” Ivory watched Bray, hoping to get the conversation back on track. “He’s the one I told you about—the one who can help William.”

				“William,” Jingo mused, looking over at the top of the stairs. He pointed a finger at the boy. “Is that you?”

				William nodded and swallowed.

				“You don’t look infected. Although I suppose I didn’t, either, at first.”

				William opened and closed his mouth, still in shock as he remained by Melora’s side. Melora held onto William’s sleeve. Jingo took a step toward William, holding up his hands and the knife.

				“If you want, I can—”

			

			
				Bray charged. One minute he was standing next to Ella, the next he was hoisting his sword in the air and yelling.

				“No!” Ella screamed.

				Ella snagged Bray, catching hold of his sleeve and dragging behind him. She fell. Bray swung at Jingo, but Ella’s intervention caused him to miss. Jingo cried out and scooted backward, bumping up against the ancient stone he’d emerged from behind. And then Ella was on her feet in between Bray and Jingo, waving her hands, trying to stop Bray. Bray’s eyes stung with violence as he pushed Ella aside and swung again.

				Ella dove in the way.

				Ivory watched in horror as the blade sliced into Ella’s neck. Her eyes went wide as she realized she’d been deeply cut. Screams and panic filled the air. Bray tried wrenching the blade free from Ella as she fell to the ground. The world became a chaotic, red mess of screaming and cries and threats as Melora and William ran for their mother, waving their swords.

				“Ella!” Ivory screamed, his warning a beat behind.

				Jingo skirted away, taking refuge. Bray fell to his knees, pulling his sword free and screaming Ella’s name as her blood spewed from her neck and soaked the rooftop around her. Melora and William reached him, shouting and waving their weapons. Sensing danger, Bray scooted to his feet, backing away from the already-lifeless woman.

				In an instant, Ivory realized the terrible mistake he’d made in bringing these people here.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 46: Tenbrook

				“You’re soaked,” Tenbrook observed, watching Sinko enter the dining room.

				Sinko looked down at his clothes as if he hadn’t noticed.

				“I’ve been listening to the thunder,” Tenbrook continued.

				“I have news to report, sir.”

				Tenbrook nodded. “Speak.”

				“I came from the marketplace. Franklin was speaking there.”

				“Did he see you?”

				“No,” Sinko affirmed. “I don’t think so. There was a large crowd.”

				Tenbrook furrowed his brow. “Were you able to hear him?”

				“Everyone did.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“He was sermonizing to the merchants and the peasants in the market. He had everyone gathered around him.”

				A reflexive anger passed through Tenbrook’s face. He fought to conceal it. Hoping for a distraction, he speared a piece of meat on his plate and turned it over in his hand.

				He asked, “Were The People responding, or watching?”

				“They stopped what they were doing and formed a half-circle. It was like a sermon in the Sanctuary. Only outside.”

				Tenbrook stuck the food in his mouth, forcing himself to chew.

				“We’ll spike them,” Tenbrook said over his meat. “What are their names, Captain Sinko?”

				“I’m not sure,” Sinko admitted. “The market was so busy that I’m not sure we could determine that. To get all their names would be a difficult task, without census-takers and soldiers to guide them.”

			

			
				Tenbrook clenched his fork. If not for Sinko, he might’ve hurled the utensil across the room. His anger was deepened by his surprise. He’d expected Franklin to cower in the Sanctuary after the farmers had been killed, huddled with his wench.

				At least, that’s what Tenbrook fantasized about while other men dreamed of loose women.

				“Send for Franklin. Tell him to meet me here.”

				“Right away, sir.” Sinko moved for the door.

				“Wait.” Tenbrook paused a moment, forcing away his haste. “Give it a few hours. Then tell him to meet me in the morning. Let him have another sleepless night.” Tenbrook dismissed Sinko, then speared another piece of meat on his plate, chewing without tasting.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 47: Ivory

				“You killed her! You killed her!” Melora’s face was wild and red with spit and rage as she swung her sword at Bray, prompting him to retreat from Ella’s collapsed body.

				“Kill him! Kill him!” William screamed, looking around in all directions. His eyes were narrow and rabid. He looked as if he’d lost his sanity.

				Bray backpedaled, smacking into a large hunk of ancient stone, almost losing his balance as Melora swung again. He skirted to the side just in time to avoid the attack. Her sword clashed with the ancient stone. He opened his mouth to speak, but Melora’s cries drowned him out.

				“You killed her on purpose! You did it because she wouldn’t be with you!” Melora shouted, gritting her teeth in rage. “You filthy son of a bitch! You murderer!”

				“Kill him!” William screamed again, spinning in circles.

				Bray got his sword up in time to defend himself, but not before another swing from Melora’s blade tore his shirt. He cried out as the blade sliced his arm.

				“Stop it! Stop it!” Ivory screamed, frantically trying to intercede. He reached Melora in time to stop her from taking a swing, giving Bray the opportunity to plunge down the stairs before Melora and William could reach him.

				“Kill him!” William shrieked wildly, pointing and ranting. “Kill him!”

				Melora tried to run after Bray, but Ivory pulled her back.

				“You’ll be killed if you go down there!” Ivory yelled, listening to the loud commotion in the streets.

				“I don’t care!” Melora screamed back. She turned, tears streaming down her face, appraising Ivory with anger as she held up her sword. He held up his bow to protect himself, as if she might strike him. She spun back to face her mother. There was nothing left to do. Ella’s face was contorted in the same expression she’d had when she’d fallen. Blood flowed and puddled on the rooftop. She was dead.

			

			
				“I’m so sorry,” Ivory said to Melora, competing with William’s crazed shouts. He leaned down next to Ella as if he might be able to help. “I did this. I shouldn’t have brought you here.”

				“She’s dead,” Melora said, her eyes wide and disbelieving.

				Remembering his teacher, Ivory spun in all directions, as if Jingo might work some miracle. “Jingo!”

				Jingo appeared from behind a distant rock. He watched Melora and William, as if they might be waiting to attack or blame him. Neither moved toward him.

				Jingo crossed the rooftop and knelt next to Ivory, Melora, and William. He leaned over Ella, a pained expression in his eyes.

				“She’s beyond help,” Jingo said, shaking his head with pity.

				“She’s dead?” Melora whispered again, as if someone might argue with her.

				Jingo lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

				Ivory’s head snapped up as a particularly loud demon screech drifted from somewhere below them.

				“We should hide,” Ivory said, looking around frantically as if someone might be coming in the building.

				Jingo shook his head as a man’s scream pierced the air. “No. We might be able to hide for a while. But I’ve seen the way these things go. The demons will linger in this part of the city for a while. More will come. Soon, the city will be overrun, and we’ll be trapped in the building. Then we’ll die.”

				“We have plenty of floors to hide on. We should be able to find a safe place to wait them out,” Ivory argued.

				“But for how long? Some will come in here, eventually,” Jingo said firmly. “The better idea is to leave before the streets are too thick with demons. We need to get out of the city, Ivory.”

			

			
				Ivory opened his mouth to argue, but the look on Jingo’s face kept him quiet.

				“We can use the route in back that I showed you,” Jingo said.

				Melora’s eyes brimmed with tears as she looked from Ella to Ivory, then to William. William’s face was red with anger. He spun in all directions, as if he was still looking for Bray.

				“We have to go, William,” Melora said, barely able to get out the words.

				William stared at Melora as if she was a stranger. “I’ll kill him!” he whispered. “We all will! All of us in the city!”

				Melora grabbed William’s arm. “Please, William! We have to leave. If we don’t go, we’ll die! You heard what they said.”

				William looked over all of them. He looked at the stairwell. A curious expression took over his face as his eyes roamed back to Ella and settled there. Melora took the opportunity and reached for his arm, tugging him to his feet. She led him toward the stairs next to Ivory and Jingo.

				“Follow us!” Ivory said, as he and Jingo led the way.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 48: Melora

				Grief and fear filled Melora’s stomach as she plunged down the steps of the ancient tower after Jingo and Ivory. She kept a firm grip on William’s hand. She tried to convince herself that Ella’s death was an awful, horrible lie, spun by nightmares instead of reality, even though she knew that wasn’t true. Her anger and disbelief were tempered by the cries and screeches echoing up the staircase, which promised a similar death to Melora and William if they couldn’t escape the tower.

				She listened for sounds of the Warden, hoping to take another swing at him, but his footsteps had already faded into the shouts and cries of battle. She hoped the crazed men outside had buried their swords in his gut. She hoped the demons had sunk their teeth into his flesh.

				Son of a bitch. Filthy, rotten pig chaser.


				He deserved whatever they would do if they got to him, and worse. She wanted him dead. But that would have to wait.

				“You know another way out?” she asked Ivory, drying her tears.

				“Yes. There’s a hole in the back of the building. We can jump out. There’s an alley in back that they might not be able to reach.”

				“We’ll follow you,” she said.

				“I’ll kill him,” William whispered to Melora.

				Melora glanced at her brother. Did William even know what he was saying anymore? He seemed to have settled into a strange trance. Whatever it was allowed her to lead him out of the tower, and for that she was grateful.

				The screams of men and women outside grew louder, as if they were intent on pulling the city to the ground. Through holes in the side of the building, Melora caught intermittent glimpses of the battle raging on the streets outside: shirtless men wrestling demons, women screaming. She kept hold of William as they descended. Ivory led them off the steps and onto one of the lower floors.

			

			
				Melora skirted around a rectangular section of floor that was missing, revealing crisscrossing girders and ancient beams.

				“Be careful!” Ivory warned.

				Melora wove around the gap, pulling William after her. She crunched over hunks of stone the size of men’s heads, and pebbles that threatened to trip her up. They reached a gap in the back wall that was wide enough to fit all of them side by side. Melora peered cautiously from the tower. They were two levels above the street. She looked from side to side, expecting to see an army and a slew of demons waiting for them in the back alley, but the alley was clear. Below them was a mound of sand, piled high enough to cover the height of the bottom of the building. The mound was a ten-foot drop from where they were standing.

				“If we can get to the ground, we can steal away without them seeing us,” Ivory said with certainty.

				“Be careful you don’t sprain an ankle when you jump onto the sand pile,” Jingo said.

				Melora nodded, tears in her eyes. “Are you ready, William?” she whispered.

				William didn’t answer. She scabbarded her sword. She clenched his hand, guiding him as he put away his. And then they were in the air, landing on the mound and sliding to the ground in an avalanche of sand and dust. Melora lost her grip on William. Her boots kicked up debris as she skidded toward the ground, sticking out her palms to slow her down. The debris stung her hands. Her eyes watered. She landed on the ground in the alley, William next to her, and pulled herself to her feet. Both she and William had made it safely. She looked up to find Ivory in the air. He landed with ease, as if he’d practiced the maneuver.

			

			
				Jingo was last. He looked small and frail as he landed on the sand, letting out a muted cry as he slid down to where they were standing. Ivory caught him, worry written across his face as he helped his teacher to his feet.

				“Are you all right, Jingo?” he asked.

				“I’m fine,” Jingo said, patting his arms and pulling his hood over his head. “Now let’s get out of here. We’ll use the route I showed you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 49: Melora

				The noise faded into the distance as Melora and William followed Ivory and Jingo through the decayed, cracked streets. Every so often, they ducked into a building, avoiding a running demon that was headed in their direction. Melora glanced back, searching for Jingo’s tower, finding it among the other tall buildings. She pictured Ella’s lifeless body lying on the roof. How long would it be before demons discovered her mother? Or the birds and rodents?

				She’d never forget Ella’s vacant eyes or William’s hateful screams.

				Looking at William, she noticed he was already hanging back, walking and mumbling. She opened her mouth to call out, but Jingo stopped her.

				“He needs space,” Jingo said. “He’s upset.”

				“But the demons—”

				“We’re far enough away that we should be safe. We’ll keep an eye on him.”

				They walked until the noise had become a distant commotion. Melora wiped her face.

				“I’m so sorry,” Ivory said, looking at Melora.

				Melora swallowed. “Sorry for what? You didn’t do this,” she said, her sorrow turning to anger. “Bray did.”

				“I feel responsible. I introduced you to Jingo. I brought you here.”

				Melora looked behind her to make sure no demons were near. “It’s my fault. I should’ve known what Bray was planning. Ella wouldn’t accept his advances, and he took the opportunity to kill her. I should’ve done something about him. If Ella hadn’t assured me she was all right, I might’ve.”

				“Your mother died trying to protect me,” Jingo said. “I owe her my life.”

			

			
				Melora’s face grew curious as she looked over at Jingo. In the frenzy of the encounter, she’d somehow accepted that she was traveling with a demon. She studied his wart-covered face, his oversized head. Most of his body was covered in human clothing. He was still wearing his hood.

				By all appearances, he was one of the beasts. But he had the voice of a man. And he’d made the argument that had probably kept them alive.

				“I just met my mother recently,” she said, feeling the sudden need to explain to Jingo and Ivory.

				“What do you mean?” Ivory asked.

				“My mother came to Davenport to get me, right around the time the massacre happened.” The truth felt good as it tumbled from her mouth, and she made no attempts to stop it. “My mother fled Brighton to protect William after he was afflicted. I hadn’t seen her since I was three years old.”

				Jingo nodded his understanding. “She was a good mother. She didn’t want him to burn.”

				“What mother would?” Melora asked, momentarily surprised that Jingo had agreed. “The rituals of Brighton and the townships are overly cruel. Most know it, but most aren’t strong enough to do anything about it. Ella was.” Melora lowered her head. “And now she’s dead.”

				Melora bit her lip, working through the grief and the anger, wishing Bray were here so she could release her rage. She looked around, thinking she’d see either him or a demon, but they were still safe.

				“How did you meet Bray?” Ivory asked.

				“My mother met him on the way to Davenport. He helped her and William get there, and then he helped us escape Blackthorn’s soldiers.” Melora sucked in a breath. She filled them in on the rest of the details of how she’d met Ella. Then she told of their trip to the Ancient City. Several times while she was speaking, she broke conversation at the sound of a distant demon screech. She ensured that they were safe before continuing.

			

			
				“Now you know the truth,” she said.

				“You came here to escape,” Jingo surmised. “You aren’t the first to do that.”

				“We didn’t have anywhere else to go.” Melora tossed up her hands. She studied Jingo. “How long have you lived in the Ancient City?”

				“A long time.” Jingo bit his lip. “Too long, it feels like, sometimes.”

				“You’re a demon, but you aren’t like the others. You talk. You can reason. You aren’t trying to kill us. How is that possible?”

				“It took me a long time to figure that out,” Jingo said. “It’s very difficult to explain, without confusing you with ancient terms that you wouldn’t understand.”

				Melora traded her attention between Jingo and the streets while he elaborated.

				“The science of the demon spore—or the knowledge of its emergence—is something that can only be explained with much time. The shortest explanation is that the fungus that twists men’s minds doesn’t work on everyone.” Pausing to look back at William, Jingo added, “It made me smarter, rather than driving me to madness.”

				“And that’s the reason you don’t kill like the rest of them do?”

				“That is one of the reasons.”

				“What is the other?”

				“I stay away from the demons. Men descend into depravity after being infected, but some are able to avoid that madness by keeping their distance.”

				“If you went near them, you’d lose the things that make you human,” Melora concluded, her eyes widening as she thought through those implications.

			

			
				“That’s why I isolate myself in the tower.” Jingo nodded sagely.

				“Does that work for everyone?” Shuddering, Melora glanced over her shoulder at William. He was holding his sword at the sky, talking to himself.

				“I wish it did,” Jingo said. “Most of the people in Brighton are burned, so we never get a chance to determine how many might’ve ended up like me.”

				“Have you seen others like you?”

				“A few, over the years. But most end up consorting with demons. Their minds are lost.”

				Melora swallowed as she recalled William’s nighttime wanderings. Who knew what he’d been doing? “You need to help William,” she told Jingo.

				“I’ll do what we can for him. But first, we need to escape this place. More demons are coming from the commotion. The entire city will be swarmed. And they’ll stay a while, searching for people to feast on. To remain here is to die, as I said in the tower.”

				“Where are we going?” Melora asked. She looked around the city street as if it might provide an answer. The far-away wails of demons filled the air.

				Jingo watched her for a while before replying. “To the ocean.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 50: Bray

				Bray crept through the rubble-strewn building, peering through the cracks in the walls as he followed Melora, William, Ivory, and Jingo through the Ancient City. After battling his way out of the tower, he’d made his way to the back of the building, picking up their trail. He winced at the pain in his arm from where Melora had slashed him, and the cuts and scrapes he’d gotten while battling several demons and men to get out of the tower. His leg had been torn open. His head was cut from scraping an alley wall.

				The sting of those injuries weren’t even close to the guilt he felt for what he’d done to Ella.

				Killing her had been an awful, horrible accident.

				Bray had never seen a smart demon before. He’d been so convinced Ivory’s story was a lie that he’d refused to believe what his eyes and ears told him.

				If he had, Ella might still be alive.

				Even now, he could see the pool of blood around Ella’s body as she’d lain on the ancient rooftop. He closed his eyes and opened them, wishing he could take back the horrible mistake he’d made. Bray’s heart stung with remorse, even though he hated that emotion. This was a tragedy about which he couldn’t stop thinking. He’d made other mistakes, sure, but none that had bothered him for more than a night’s rest.

				He wasn’t naïve enough to think Ella had loved him, but whatever they’d shared together was over. Over because of me.


				Bray bit his lips to quell the emotion building up inside him as he listened to the demon-man speak with Melora and Ivory in the streets. He hid behind a wall to make sure they wouldn’t see him.

			

			
				He watched William hanging behind the others, alternating between dragging his sword on the ground and hoisting it in the air.

				William’s eyes were haunted and cold.

				I’ve left him motherless.


				“Men descend into depravity after being infected, but some are able to avoid that madness by keeping their distance,” Bray heard Jingo say.

				Bray looked at William. He thought back through the short time he’d known him. William’s strange actions were a symptom of his deteriorating mind.

				Maybe I can keep him from the demons, he thought.

				He owed that much to Ella.

				If he could do that, maybe he could preserve what little sanity he had left. Maybe he could watch over William.

				He’d just have to make sure Melora, Ivory, and Jingo didn’t see him.

				I’ll keep following him, in hopes of making up for what I’ve done.


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 51: Melora

				“When I first met you, you told me you floated over the ocean,” Melora put together. “Is that where we’re going now?”

				She watched Ivory and Jingo exchange a glance before speaking. She couldn’t imagine they’d shared their secrets with anyone before.

				“We have a device that will take us over the water,” Jingo confirmed.

				“A device?”

				“A contraption that the Ancients called a boat,” Jingo said.

				“A boat,” Melora said, rolling the foreign word over her tongue.

				“You’ll see when we get to it. Using the boat to get away from the Ancient City will give us our best chance at survival.”

				“You won’t believe it, Melora,” Ivory said. “The ocean is beautiful. And the feeling you get when you are floating over it is impossible to describe.”

				A crack of thunder interrupted them.

				Since they’d been walking, the sky had soured even more. Thick, swirling clouds swallowed the last traces of the sun. The heavens looked like they were about to burst. The entire day felt like she was living some dream, or some nightmare.

				“We should hurry,” Jingo warned. “The sky is darkening. We’ll have rain soon.”

				Melora looked over her shoulder, finding William. He was even further back. He eyed her with a look that seemed like disdain. But that didn’t make sense. Why was he angry with her?

			

			
				When we get on the boat, I’ll talk to him, she thought. Somehow, I’ll pull him out of this. I have to.


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 52: William

				William slowed his footsteps, watching the others get farther ahead. He had no desire to catch up to Melora, Ivory, or Jingo. They were nothing to him now, anyway. Melora wasn’t his sister; she was a stranger who’d conspired to take away his mother’s love. And now Ella was dead.

				His and Melora’s relationship was doomed to an end.

				And Ivory. Who knew what his intentions were? He was as much to blame for Ella’s death as anybody.

				William didn’t know what to think about Jingo.

				He associates with humans.

				That means he’s as evil as the rest of them.


				William cocked his head, listening to voices in the air. Some of the voices belonged to Ivory, Melora, and Jingo. He caught bits and pieces of their conversation—something about floating on the ocean and away from the Ancient City.

				More than likely, they were going to take him out on the water and drown him.

				Just like they killed Ella. Just like people killed others in Brighton. Humans were each other’s playthings, good for spikings and burnings, and nothing more. That was what the demons had taught him. That was what the Ancient City had revealed.

				And now, the buildings were whispering the truth about the people he kept company with.

				A rumble reached William’s ears. Looking upward, he saw clouds gathering. Thunder split the air. It was going to storm. Other noises were calling him, too. He heard faint voices from the opening of a giant, square building to his left. William furrowed his brow and peered inside, catching sight of one of the demons staring at him. It lurked next to a slab of ancient stone, watching.

			

			
				Not running. Not trying to hurt him.

				Of course it wasn’t.

				I’m one with the Ancient City, William thought. I’m one with the demons. Just like I’m one with the forest and the trees.


				William smiled as he veered from the road, walking toward the tattered structure and toward the demon. The demon slunk through the building and met him at the entrance. William lowered his sword and reached out to touch it. The creature’s knobby, rough skin was strangely comforting. He ran his hands over the demon, wondering if it might change its mind and kill him, but it didn’t.

				“You won’t hurt me,” he told the demon assuredly.

				Another creature skulked in a nearby alleyway. William looked up at it and smiled. He called out for it and waved it over. It crept out into the open as if it was an old friend meeting him for a walk in the marketplace, rather than a bloodthirsty beast that might feed on his flesh. Brighton is wrong about them. They always have been. Having gathered two of his brethren, William stared through the openings in the buildings around him, looking for more of his brothers and sisters.

				He’d find them. He’d find them all.

				And when he did, they’d stay together so no one would hurt them. Looking in the distance, he watched Ivory, Melora, and Jingo disappear down an incline in the road.

				Good, he thought. Let them go.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 53: Melora

				“Is that it?” Melora asked, peering through the entrance of the dark building and at the strange object sitting on the water. “Is that the boat?”

				“Yes!” Ivory said, beckoning inside. “That’s it!”

				“I’ve kept it inside to protect it from the elements,” Jingo explained.

				Melora couldn’t stop staring. Pieces of fabric hung from metal poles stuck in the center of the crescent-shaped object. Ropes dangled from the fabric. There was enough room on board for all of them, and yet Melora couldn’t imagine getting on the contraption, sailing across the water and away from the Ancient City. Maybe its magnificence would perk up William.

				“William!” she called, looking over her shoulder.

				He was gone. She looked right, up the long, sloping road they’d just traveled to get to the building next to the ocean. Then she looked left, where dark waves lapped at a muddy beach. The wind kicked up the water, heaving in thick gusts.

				“Where is he?” she cried, frantic. “I just saw him.”

				“He was right behind us a moment ago,” Ivory confirmed, concern growing in his voice. “At least, I thought he was.”

				Melora felt a burst of panic. Had demons come and snatched him when they weren’t looking? The hissing wind might’ve hidden his call of distress. Ivory, Melora, and Jingo scanned the road as thunder erupted from the clouds.

				“The storm is almost upon us!” Jingo warned.

				“I’m not leaving without William,” Melora said resolutely. She forged up the street and away from Ivory and Jingo, looking for her brother. She called his name, searching for him in empty doorways and peering through glassless windows as she started back up the incline. All she saw were brown plants creeping from cracks in the buildings, as if they’d snatched him and tucked him away.

			

			
				“William!” she yelled, her panic turning to desperation.

				She walked faster, fighting against the wind, her hair blowing behind her as she ran up the road. Ivory and Jingo followed. The screech of a demon made Melora’s heart stammer. She clenched her sword, prepared to fight it off.

				Where was William?


				They were halfway up the steep, sloping road when William appeared over the top of the hill a few hundred feet away. He held his sword, appraising them. He was surrounded by demons. Melora gasped as the creatures watched her, Ivory, and Jingo.

				“What’s going on?” Ivory asked.

				“I’m not sure,” Melora said. “William!”

				William stood at the top of the hill, watching them without speaking. The demons’ shoulders heaved as they watched her. They were waiting. But for what? William eyed Melora with a blank expression, as if she were a stranger.

				“It’s me, William! Come down here with us!” she said.

				William didn’t acknowledge her.

				“He’s standing among them, but they’re not attacking,” Melora said incredulously to Ivory and Jingo, as if they might have some explanation. “Why is he doing that?”

				She looked at Jingo long enough to see his grave expression.

				“I don’t understand,” Melora said.

				But she did.

				She thought back to the time in the woods, when William had screamed at the demons, convinced he could communicate with them. Or the times he’d snuck from the ancient building and run off. He couldn’t have survived on his own. And then there was the sword he’d taken. From whom?

				“William!” she yelled, taking a step closer.

			

			
				A few of the demons screeched and raised their long, claw-like fingernails. Melora shuddered at her brother’s blank expression. She might as well be a stranger. He didn’t move. He didn’t tell his demons to stop. Ivory drew his bow, nocking an arrow and aiming it at one of the demons.

				“We’re going to have to fight, if they run at us,” Ivory said.

				“It isn’t safe to stay,” Jingo said.

				“I’m not leaving my brother!” Melora said defiantly, as if saying the words might convince William to drop some act and come with them.

				William cocked his head sideways, as if he might’ve understood her. His expression seemed to change. Was he smiling? Melora took a tentative step forward. A demon snarled.

				“Jingo!” Ivory shouted suddenly, turning to his teacher. “You can talk to them like you did the other day in the city! You can send them away!”

				Melora didn’t know what Ivory was talking about, but she looked at Jingo for an answer, desperate for any solution.

				Jingo looked nervous. He watched Ivory, fiddling with his knife. “I’m not sure it will work.”

				“You have to try!” Ivory insisted.

				Turning to the demons, Jingo took a step forward. “Leave the boy alone!” he cried. Neither William nor the demons responded. Taking another step forward, he knocked the hood from his face, revealing the knobby, rounded warts that covered his head. “Leave him alone!” he screamed again.

				Jingo projected strength in his voice as he stared down the demons.

				William muttered something, prompting one of the demons to rake the air, gnashing its teeth. Jingo took a nervous step backward. His face became grave. More demons appeared at the top of the hill.

			

			
				“It’s too late,” Jingo warned, his voice wavering. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do.”

				“What does that mean?” Melora asked. “We can’t leave him!”

				“If I’d met him earlier, I might’ve been able to do something.” Jingo shook his head fruitlessly. “But he’s surrounded himself with the beasts. If we try to step in, we’ll be killed. We have to leave before the storm hits, or we won’t be able to get away from the Ancient City in time to save ourselves.”

				“William!” Melora called, tears wetting her cheeks.

				Jingo backed up a step. Ivory touched her arm. “I’m sorry, Melora. If it means anything, I don’t think he knows what he’s doing. Not anymore.”

				A bolt of lightning split the sky, illuminating the nearby buildings. Ivory and Jingo tugged her in the opposite direction.

				“We have to go, Melora!” Ivory insisted, his face contorted in sympathetic pain.

				Melora couldn’t stop staring at William as Ivory and Jingo pulled her backward. She glared at the demons with hatred in her eyes, as if she might break William free of their trance. But he remained where he was, holding her eyes with a smile as his lips moved, muttering something.

				Without warning, one of the demons lunged toward them. Another followed. Soon they were chasing Ivory, Melora, and Jingo down the street, and Melora was running, her boots pounding the pavement as hisses cut over the wind.

				“Hurry, Melora!” Ivory said.

				Somewhere behind her, Melora heard William scream, “Kill them!”

				Melora poured all of her effort into getting away. She couldn’t think about what was happening. The urgent need to save William had been replaced by the dire impulse to get away from him. He’d kill her. He’d kill them all.

			

			
				She knew it now.

				Ella’s mission had died with her.

				Melora’s lungs burned with exertion and tears spackled her face. They raced to the building at the end of the road. Ivory pulled her through the doorway. She looked around, her eyes adjusting as she frantically made her way down a walkway that led to the boat. Ivory helped her over the side of the metal contraption.

				“Get in and hold on!” he yelled.

				She fought for balance as Ivory and Jingo untied the ropes that held the ancient object in place. The cries of demons filled the air, their foul stench carrying with the wind as they reached the building. Ivory and Jingo pulled wooden sticks from the boat’s interior, pushing the boat from the walkway.

				Several beasts burst through the entrance. Melora held on to the side of the boat, wobbling as she held up her sword.

				“I’ll hold them back!” she screamed to Ivory and Jingo. “Keep going!”

				She slashed at a leaping demon as it leapt over the water, knocking it down with a splash. She struck another, slicing its arm and sending it careening to join its brother.

				Soon they were far enough away that the demons couldn’t reach them, floating out of the building and into the ocean.

				They exited to a dark sky. Thunder rumbled ominously overhead; streaks of lightning flashed over the water. Melora watched more demons racing down to the muddy banks and toward the ocean. Several leaped into the water, thrashing wildly as they sank with useless hopes of reaching the boat. The rest went no further. They stayed on the shore and swiped the air as if they might reach Melora, Ivory, and Jingo, their hungry, frustrated cries filling Melora with dread.

			

			
				They floated away from the building and further out on the ocean.

				She caught a glimpse of her brother at the top of the street. William was in the midst of the demons on the shore, raising his sword in the air as angry beasts paraded around him. Their screeches and yowls faded as the boat floated further away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 54: Bray

				Bray’s arm was bleeding again. He stopped, untied the strip of blanket he’d wrapped around it, and unslung his pack. He took out another strip of fabric and rewrapped his bicep.

				A flesh wound, that’s all it was. But it was nasty enough to make a mess.

				He’d fallen behind in his pursuit of William, Melora, Ivory, and Jingo. He was in a building with hunks of ancient stone littering the floor. The far wall was barricaded by debris. For a while, he’d gotten lucky, following the group through cracked walls and broken buildings, but he’d lost sight of them a while ago, rather than risk being exposed.

				He needed to catch up.

				Backtracking to the building’s entrance, Bray craned his head around the corner. In the time he’d bandaged himself, a familiar, foul stench filled the air. When had that arrived? Bray wrinkled his nose as he snuck into the open, looking for the closest cross street, finding it fifty yards away. He snuck onto it and made his way down a parallel road, hastening his stride.

				A scream that sounded like Melora echoed in the distance. He heard shouts that might’ve been Jingo.

				Bray kept going, skirting dead plants and upheaved earth, weaving down several streets until he spotted a group of demons racing down a long, sloping street that led down the ocean.

				Something was wrong.

				Bray halted. His mouth hung open in horror. William was in the middle of them. A group of twenty demons charged down the road, mouths agape, their bulbous heads tilted as they listened to William’s barked commands.

				What was going on?


			

			
				Bray’s pulse climbed as he ducked behind the nearest wall, assessing the situation. He blinked hard, ensuring that he wasn’t dreaming. The demons were still there, and so was William.

				Bray clenched his sword, his instincts to get William out of danger overridden by the number of demons. The mob was growing. Bray watched as handfuls of demons ran from the adjacent building and joined William, charging toward the shore. There were enough that Bray wasn’t confident he could battle them off by himself.

				Movement on the distant water called his attention. Something was floating out there. Bray squinted as he noticed three shapes that he thought were Melora, Ivory, and Jingo.

				More of Ivory’s Tech Magic.

				Before Bray could decipher any more, hisses filled the air. He looked back at William’s mob, noticing a few creatures breaking off from the group, surveying the streets.

				They’d find him soon, if he didn’t leave.

				I’ll come back, William, he thought. I promise.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 55: Melora

				Heavy gusts of wind dried Melora’s tears as the boat floated further down the coastline. Cracks of thunder and lightning split the air. She watched Ivory and Jingo operating the fabric and the ropes of the strange device while the first pelts of rain splashed into the water around them.

				She searched the coastline for William, but he had already vanished. The Ancient City had swallowed him up, intent on twisting his brain while his body lived on. The worst part was that he wasn’t dead. He’d wander among the demons, scavenging and killing, doing awful things. She wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone.

				Except Bray, she thought angrily.

				Over the course of a day, she’d lost relatives that she never thought she’d find. She’d lost Ella, and Ella’s death had snapped William’s fragile mind. And now she’d lost him, too.

				Melora clung to the side of the boat, thinking thoughts of revenge as she looked over the water. The ocean was as beautiful as Ivory had said, but she could already see its danger. The heavy piece of fabric above her rippled with the wind as Ivory and Jingo fought to keep them on course. A wrong turn could send them spiraling out into the ocean, or barreling into rocks that lined the shore.

				“What if the fabric rips?” she heard Ivory yell to Jingo.

				“Don’t pull the ropes too taut!” Jingo answered. “Work with the wind! If it gets worse, we’ll lower the sail!”

				“Where are we heading?” Ivory asked.

				“Far enough away from the Ancient City!” Jingo yelled. “The battle is going to get worse. More demons will come from farther away as they hear the screams and the shrieks.”

				As if to prove his point, several shapes ran along the distant beach. Their harried strides gave them away as demons. They stopped every so often to watch the boat.

			

			
				The raindrops grew fatter as they bounced off the boat’s hull. Several glanced off the side of Melora’s face. She tucked her sword in her scabbard and held her hands over her forehead, blocking the rain so she could see.

				“Is there anything I can do to help?” she yelled, needing to take her mind off the awful events that had happened.

				“Make sure our belongings don’t fall over the side!” Jingo shouted back, pointing at their bags and weapons.

				Melora looped the bags around her feet. The wind screamed past her as she grabbed Ivory’s bow. She clung to the handle as the sky broke open and the fat raindrops turned to a downpour. The boat churned through the water. The piece of fabric flapped and groaned against the metal pole. Rain battered the craft, plastering her clothes to her skin.

				“Steer that way!” she heard Jingo yell to Ivory as he pointed toward the coastline. “We don’t want to lose sight of shore!”

				Despite Jingo’s instruction, Melora felt the boat taking a direction of its own. Ivory pulled on a handle attached to something in the water, straining to hold onto it. Waves crashed over the edge of the boat. The ancient device rose and fell with the swells of a sea over which Melora still couldn’t believe she was floating. Melora clung to the edge of the boat. Pitching off and falling into the ocean was a very real fear. She’d drown before anyone could rescue her.

				“Be careful!” she heard Ivory shout.

				The rain thickened, doing its best to throw them off course, obscuring their vision. Melora blinked away running water that felt like the saliva of a monster trying to swallow her whole. She caught a glimpse of Jingo in time to see him lose hold of a rope.

				“Dammit!” he yelled.

			

			
				All of a sudden, the sail was billowing madly and Jingo was scrabbling in her direction. The fierce wind flung the rope into the air. Jingo leapt for it, but missed. Melora reached out to help, but the wet rope slid through her hands and flapped further away. Letting go of the boat’s edge, she crawled across the boat, reaching out for it as she tried to keep hold of the bow and their bags and help Jingo. A gust of wind blasted her with rainwater.

				Jingo screamed something indecipherable.

				Melora blinked. When she could see again, she noticed that he’d recovered the rope and was fighting with the sail. She was crawling back for her seat when the boat tipped. Melora screamed and slid across the interior, grasping for something to hold her in place.

				Frantically, she caught hold of an edge of the boat and clung to it. She pressed her body to the floor as a gigantic wave burst over the edge, pummeling her face. When she opened her eyes, one of the bags slid past her. She made a grab for it, but missed. Another wave ripped more of their belongings into the ocean.

				Dammit! No!


				The boat tipped and righted, tipped and righted. She heard Ivory’s and Jingo’s voices, but couldn’t decipher words. Melora could only hold on and pray she wasn’t knocked over the edge and into the ocean.

				She pictured her body washing up on the shore of the Ancient City, food for William and the demons.

				She gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, and clung tighter. She remained in the same position for what seemed like days, even though it was probably much shorter than that.

				Shouts from Ivory made her open her eyes. The rumble of the sky had been replaced by a grinding noise. What was happening? The fabric flapped and flapped around the metal pole. The bottom of the boat creaked and complained. All at once, the boat jolted violently and stopped.

			

			
				“We’ve hit land!” Ivory screamed.

				Melora let go of the boat’s edge and felt Ivory tugging her. When she got to her feet, she searched for the bags, but only one of them remained. She grabbed it and followed Ivory, jumping off the edge of the boat and splashing into ankle-deep water.

				They’d landed. Somehow, they’d landed.

				She followed Ivory around several jutting rocks as rain soaked through their clothes and into their skin. Jingo was waiting on the beach, calling out to them. Melora took several steps and collapsed. She looked at the boat, trying to determine how she was still alive. It rocked back and forth between two boulders where it had gotten stuck.

				They were on shore. They were alive.

				But where were they?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 56: Franklin

				Franklin lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sound of rain pelting the roof. Fitz rested on top of him. For the first time in several nights, she’d fallen asleep before him. His heart hammered against his ribcage even as he tried not to wake her.

				His success at the marketplace had been diminished by the appearance of Captain Sinko.

				A few hours after his sermon, Captain Sinko had surprised Franklin in the Sanctuary. The man’s wicked grin had told him all the news he needed to know. Tenbrook had heard about the sermon. He’d requested Franklin’s presence.

				Franklin was to meet him in the morning.

				Franklin hadn’t told Fitz. He closed his eyes and reopened them, wishing he could take back what he’d done. He needed to harden his heart. He needed to act the way Lady and Bruce did, just like Fitz had said.

				He couldn’t let Fitz be punished for what he’d done.

				He wouldn’t tell her a thing about the meeting.

				He looked down at her outline in the candlelight—sweet, beautiful Fitz. This might be the last time he’d see her. He swallowed and closed his eyes, taking comfort in her presence.

				Watching the window in the top of his room, Franklin waited for the sky to signal morning before sucking in a breath and wriggling sideways, slipping out from underneath her. He waited a moment, verifying that he hadn’t woken her, then headed for the door.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 57: Oliver

				The rain had been coming down all through the night and on and off through the morning. Now, it was pouring steadily and with no respite in sight. Oliver looked into the gray distance. “I don’t think the rain will stop today. There’s an ancient building up there. Maybe we can shelter there to get dry tonight.”

				Beck looked.

				“Way up past those trees.” Oliver pointed.

				“It’s as good as any, I suppose.”

				Oliver laughed. “Most have crumbled roofs with a few standing walls. That place looks like its made of solid ancient stone. I’ll bet its roof doesn’t leak.”

				“You’re an optimist,” said Beck. “After the rain clears, we should leave the coast and head for the mountains to look for a way through and back to Brighton.”

				Oliver shrugged and walked on. “Do you think your revolt succeeded?”

				“How long have you been wanting to ask that question?”

				“I just thought of it,” said Oliver. “I guess it’s not as important to me as to you.”

				“And now it is?” asked Beck. “Is that because you’re thinking of coming back to Brighton?”

				“Yes,” answered Oliver. “I guess that’s it. I miss my friend, Franklin, and I miss Fitz. But I don’t want to go back to Brighton the way it was. If your revolt succeeded, then I think I’d like to live in a city ruled by you.”

				“So you’ve finally decided that you like me?” Beck laughed.

				“I hadn’t thought of it exactly like that, but I guess so.”

				“Well, I don’t know if the revolution happened, or if they’re awaiting my return. Either way, I have to go back and do my part. I hope my part will be to make Brighton a better place than it is.”

			

			
				“What would you change?” Oliver asked. “It seems like a complicated problem. I mean, getting rid of Blackthorn and the blue shirts will be something significant. I always thought they were bullies. Everybody believes that. But if you take away the bullies, don’t more bullies take their place?”

				“I’m afraid taking away the bullies isn’t the whole answer,” said Beck.

				“What is?” asked Oliver.

				“I think the simple answer is better decisions,” said Beck. “On the council, we make all manner of choices about how to run Brighton, everything from how many pyres to construct prior to a Cleansing, to deciding when to call up the militia and send them to war. At least in theory.”

				“In theory?” asked Oliver.

				“In practice, General Blackthorn dominated the council. He bullied Father Winthrop to agree with him on everything, and when he didn’t feel like going through the formality of the council, he simply did what he wanted.”

				“Why didn’t you stop him?” asked Oliver.

				“Because everybody in Brighton knows the real power always rested with General Blackthorn. He controlled the cavalry and the blue shirts.”

				“I can see that this gets complicated.”

				“It does,” agreed Beck. He pointed at the ancient building. “Perhaps we’ll talk more about it later, when we get to shelter.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 58: Ivory

				Ivory, Melora, and Jingo stood on the shore, watching the waves roll the sailboat up on its side, over and over, grinding the hull against the rocks. The mainsail flapped in the wind, only partially attached to the mast. The morning sun was hidden behind dark clouds. The rain still pelted them. They’d spent the previous night catching shelter under some thick trees, hiding from the storm. Thankfully, no demons had crossed paths with them.

				“Where are we?” Ivory asked.

				Jingo looked from the boat to the ocean. He furrowed his deep, wart-covered brow. “I’m not sure, exactly, but I think the storm carried us up north. We’ll have to figure that out.”

				“At least we’re away from the Ancient City,” remarked Ivory. “I’m sorry about the boat.”

				“Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have taken it out with the storm coming,” said Jingo. “As it was, it saved us. Our lives are worth more than a boat.” He looked at Melora. “You’ve not said a word since we came ashore.”

				Melora said, “I’m overwhelmed.”

				Ivory put an arm around Melora and pulled her to him. “She lost her mother and her brother. And now she’s been shipwrecked.”

				Melora peeled Ivory’s arm off her shoulder and took a safe step away. “I don’t need your sympathy.”

				Ivory was put off. He’d thought they were getting along well. He’d thought something romantic might be developing, even though it was the worst possible time. “I’m just saying that the—”

				“Don’t,” Melora told him. “I appreciate what you did for me when you saved me from those monsters, but don’t pretend that you’re my hero. I was taking care of myself long before you came along and before Ella found me. Don’t pretend I’m fragile.”

			

			
				Ivory didn’t know what to say. He felt hurt.

				Jingo laughed. “You’ve got a strong-willed girl, Ivory.” He started to smile again, but caught himself and looked at Melora with a guilty expression. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to imply that you were his property, or anyone else’s.”

				“That’s okay,” said Melora, staring at Jingo.

				He stared back for a second before reaching up and touching the warts on his skull, realizing his hood had blown off in the wind. He reached to pull it back up.

				“Don’t,” Melora said, much more gently than she’d spoken to Ivory. “You’re one of the overwhelming surprises that has kept me quiet and thinking. All my life, you… demons…”

				“We’re monsters,” Jingo finished for her. “I know that’s what you think of us.”

				Melora looked away, guilty. “Yes.”

				“That’s okay,” said Jingo. “Most people believe we’re monsters, because most of us are.” He straightened up and dropped his hands to his side. “Look as much as you like.”

				Melora stared, stepped closer, and raised a hand to touch the bulbous warts. “May I?”

				“Yes,” said Jingo.

				“Do they hurt?” she asked.

				“No,” said Jingo, “not the ones on my head.” He rubbed a hand across his elbow. “When they get into the joints, they’re painful.”

				“He’s three hundred years old,” said Ivory, trying to get himself back into the conversation.

				“No,” said Melora. “That can’t be true.”

				Jingo’s face turned sad. “I’m afraid it is.”

				“He was an Ancient,” said Ivory. “He lived when the Ancient City was alive, when all the buildings were full of people and they were covered with glass and they glimmered in the sun. He knows everything about Tech Magic.”

			

			
				Melora scrutinized Ivory, looking for evidence of the lie in his features. “That can’t be true.”

				“I don’t know everything,” said Jingo, “but I know a lot.” He turned and looked up and down the beach. “We should talk about these things after we find some shelter, though. If we stay out in this cold rain too long, we’ll all freeze to death. We certainly shouldn’t stay out here another night.”

				Ivory looked up the beach. “I saw a building up the beach that way, when we were on the boat. At least I think I did. We may be able to find a dry place to sleep there.”

				Jingo and Melora both looked.

				“You can’t see it now,” Ivory told them. “The rain is coming down too hard.”

				“Lead the way, then,” said Jingo.

				Melora remained in place.

				Ivory turned back to her. “What?”

				Melora pointed at the boat. “If we leave it, the waves will destroy it.”

				“There’s nothing we can do for it,” said Jingo, “not anymore.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 59: Franklin

				Franklin crossed the square through the morning drizzle. On the edges of the plaza, women walked timidly near the walls of the surrounding buildings, as though the doorways and side streets might provide a place to hide, should the evil of the plaza awaken to reach out and snatch them.

				And the square was evil.

				What else could it be?

				Did anything happen in the square that didn’t cause harm, even if it was wrapped in the guise of the greater good?

				No.

				Sure, the spring festival and the fall harvest feast always took place in the square. Men and women danced. Kids competed in games. The old people told stories around a bonfire big enough to light the whole square. But even in those good times, the fire always glimmered with the memories of the wretched faces of the unclean.

				Too many Cleansings had passed. Too many innocent people—people with a few smudges, warts, or no warts at all—were frightened out of their minds over the painful fire that was going to sear away their flesh. They always seemed normal. Not twisted and maniacal like one might expect from the demons, but normal.

				Franklin shivered at the thought.

				All those screams told a story of the unbearable pain the unclean felt when bound to a pyre pole.

				Did so many have to die? Was that truly the greater good?

				Franklin’s feet grew heavier as he trudged up to the front doors of Blackthorn’s house, now Tenbrook’s residence. He was wet from the lingering rain.

			

			
				“You’re here to see the General?” a guard asked.

				Franklin looked up from his feet, disappointed but not surprised that the guard didn’t address him as his position required. The other guard looked on without protest.

				Resisting the temptation to admonish the guard, as Father Winthrop would have done without a second thought, Franklin simply nodded. A rebuke would be a waste of effort. The guard likely knew why Franklin was at Tenbrook’s door. Both guards knew how Franklin’s morning was going to end, just as Franklin did.

				“Not much to say today, eh?” the guard asked. “You forget The Word when you left the Temple?”

				The other guard chuckled and opened the door.

				Franklin silently marched through into the banquet room that he’d entered countless times, attending meetings with General Blackthorn as Father Winthrop’s novice. In all of those gatherings, Franklin had the luxury of standing invisibly against the wall while the most prominent men of Brighton sniped and argued. Those first meetings were distressing, but as subsequent meetings passed, Franklin’s fear subsided enough that he could watch with amusement as Minister Beck skewered Father Winthrop over his hypocrisies and superstitions.

				Now it was Franklin’s turn to sit at the table and try to browbeat an arrogant man with four hundred armed goons to enforce his will. Franklin’s only hope, the only way he saw the meeting working out, was to fake enough strength to make Tenbrook believe nineteen thousand women, children, and old men would stand behind Franklin no matter what, that they’d do Franklin’s bidding, that they’d stand united against Tenbrook’s tyranny. Franklin had to make Tenbrook believe that he was the weaker of them both.

				Franklin wished he could believe the lie with a little more conviction. Because it was only that lie that would keep Tenbrook at bay.

			

			
				A serving girl standing beside the fireplace stepped away from the wall as Franklin entered. She walked toward a chair to the left of the head of the table. She pulled it out. “Please sit, Father, and dry off.”

				Franklin walked over and seated himself, feeling a little hope at the formality of being seated in Father Winthrop’s chair, the one he used in his private meetings with Blackthorn and Beck.

				“Would you like a drink?” the girl asked. “Perhaps something to eat?”

				“Water,” Franklin told her, knowing he wouldn’t be able to keep any food down.

				The water came and the waiting started.

				And it went on and on.

				Franklin sipped at his cup as time dragged.

				He watched the fire burn down in the hearth as his clothes grew warm.

				He politely told the girl when she periodically checked on him that he needed nothing else.

				He stared at the grain of the wood on the table and fidgeted. He squirmed in his seat as he grew uncomfortable sitting in one place for so long.

				When his cup was empty, the girl came and offered to fill it again several times before Franklin accepted. He asked whether anyone had alerted Tenbrook that he’d arrived. “Yes, of course,” was the answer.

				Still, Franklin waited.

				He looked at a collection of jars on the mantle, a long row of them stretching from one end to the other, each looking about large enough to hold a ladle of soup, each a perfect match for the one beside it. Only the Ancients produced goods with such precision. The collection of glass had to be worth an enormous sum.

				That made Franklin wonder. How had Tenbrook come up with the coin to acquire such a collection? He was a cavalry captain until, what, a week ago? Cavalry captains weren’t wealthy men. Merchants were, and that’s where a collection like the one on the mantle belonged, in a merchant’s house.

			

			
				Had it been a bribe? Had Tenbrook stolen it? Franklin doubted that Tenbrook had any qualms about using his new position for such corrupt purposes. Given Tenbrook’s brutality, Franklin didn’t doubt that he’d had a merchant tossed on the pyre for the mere sake of stealing the man’s collection of ancient glass.

				And what about the contents? Most of the jars were empty, but some, starting on the left, were full of ashes. Ashes of what? Dead relatives? Maybe Tenbrook’s clan? Perhaps the men of his line going all the way back to the first fifty-seven? That was possible. Franklin knew that some people revered their ancestors to a superstitious degree. Perhaps the jars had been passed down from father to son since those ancient days.

				“The jars fascinate you?”

				Franklin jumped at Tenbrook’s voice.

				Tenbrook, seemingly pleased with himself for the insignificant cruelty of startling Franklin, swept across the room from stairs to fireside, as though a thousand eyes were in awe of his arrival. Tenbrook propped an elbow on the mantle, clinked a few of the empty jars together, and then leaned with all the confidence of a father about to whip a disobedient child.

				He reached up with his free hand, selected a jar, and gazed at it for a moment. He held it up to look at the morning light shining through the glass. Then, without warning, he tossed the jar at Franklin.

				Surprised, Franklin grabbed at the jar. He fumbled the catch as the jar hit his fingertips. He watched helplessly as it tumbled, hit the edge of the heavy wooden table, and shattered. Shards—some tiny and sparkling, others large and glimmering—scattered on the table and the floor. Franklin’s mouth fell open and his eyes went wide, shocked that Tenbrook would treat a valuable antiquity with such recklessness.

			

			
				“You’re a nervous boy,” said Tenbrook.

				A boy? Franklin felt insulted. Sure, he often saw himself as a boy, a young man at best, but he was the Bishop of Brighton as well, Speaker of The Word, Councilman of the three townships.

				Rather than lower himself to the insult, he put on an air of haughtiness that seemed to be a comfortable disguise for Winthrop’s true personality. And it occurred to Franklin in a moment of insight that maybe that’s why Winthrop had worn the disguise of superiority. Maybe he’d clung to it with such ferocity because Winthrop didn’t want anyone to see any of what he truly was. Maybe Winthrop was a boy, in his way. Maybe he and Franklin had the same dilemma.

				Tenbrook walked to the other end of the fireplace, stopped, and selected another of the jars. This one was packed with ashes.

				Franklin repressed a grimace. The jar most likely held the hundred-year-old stinking ashes of one of Tenbrook’s ancestors. He didn’t want Tenbrook to toss it. Franklin’s confidence at catching was shaken after his first attempt. He didn’t want the broken glass and ash all over him.

				But would Tenbrook disrespect his ancestors that way, just to emphasize whatever childish point he was trying to make?

				As if in answer to Franklin’s thought, Tenbrook tossed the jar in the air above him, caught it in one hand, once, twice, and then a third time.

				Franklin made a guess at to what was about to happen. He started to bring his hands back up just as Tenbrook tossed the jar.

				Franklin leaned forward, grasped, and nearly fell out of his chair as he snatched the jar from the air. He cradled it in his palms, releasing a breath he didn’t know he’d held as he sat the jar gently on the table and gave Tenbrook a cross look. “I’ll not catch another. If you don’t value the trinkets or your ancestors’ ashes, then don’t expect me to value them either.”

			

			
				Tenbrook barked a laugh and seemed genuinely amused.

				That threw Franklin off. Either Tenbrook was outwitting Franklin with disturbing ease, or Tenbrook was unbalanced and playing a game by rules that only existed in his mind.

				Tenbrook stepped over, dragged the heavy chair away from the head of the table, brushed some shards of glass onto the floor, and draped himself over the chair. He looked as casual as a man waiting for a girl in The House of Barren Women.

				He stared at Franklin with a cocky smile.

				Franklin sat in his chair, back straight, lips pursed and head tilted back, snobbish and silent. He’d match Tenbrook step for step in this stupid little contest of confidence.

				Without preamble, Tenbrook leaned forward, reached across the table, and grasped the top edge of the plugged jar in his fingers. He gently turned the jar until a little leather tag tied around the jar’s mouth came to face Franklin. “You can read, can’t you?”

				“Of course.” Franklin tried to keep Tenbrook’s eye, resisting the urge to turn his attention to the label.

				Tenbrook let go of the jar and leaned back to his comfortable position in his chair. “Then read it. You may find it interesting.”

				Franklin pretended boredom with a sigh as he slowly reached for the jar, still holding Tenbrook’s gaze. He took the label between his fingers, angled up, and glanced down.

				It read, “EVAN”.

				Evan’s ashes?


				No!


				Franklin felt a terrible urge to pee.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 60: Oliver

				Oliver sat atop a pile of broken stones, looking out at what had once been a window on the third floor of the building they’d taken shelter in. The window faced down the beach, sparing him from some of the rain being blown off the ocean. From the window, Oliver saw the beach, the dunes, and the direction they’d come from. The beach was empty.

				After climbing up stairs made of ancient stones that seemed, despite their age, to be as sturdy as any Oliver had ever climbed back in Brighton, he’d wondered about the Ancient’s Tech Magic. To be able to form stone so perfectly and to have it stand for hundreds of years, still useful, amazed him. But the amazement was tempered by the general state of the building. It was built in the shape of an enormous rectangular house facing the ocean, five layers tall. Half the building had collapsed, as if stepped on by a gargantuan beast and crushed flat.

				“See anything out there?” Beck asked as he sat by the fire they’d built, plucking the feathers out of the large bird he’d killed.

				“Nothing but rain,” said Oliver. “I still can’t believe you caught that thing.”

				He and Beck had happened upon the bird, along with a dozen more just like it, on the second layer of the building. Most had taken flight into the wind coming off the ocean, but several had blown back into the building right at Beck and Oliver. Since the birds’ wingspans were as wide as Oliver could spread his arms, and their beaks were large enough to swallow his entire head, Oliver did exactly what instinct had told him. He dove for the ground.

				Beck, apparently thinking more with his stomach than his head, reached out and grabbed one by the wing. It squawked loudly and flapped around, throwing feathers and debris off the floor until Beck had broken its neck. Now they were preparing to cook it.

			

			
				“It’s the strangest bird I’ve ever seen,” said Beck, holding it up and stretching out a large flap of skin on the underside of the beak. “I wonder what purpose this skin serves?”

				“Right now,” said Oliver, “I only hope it tastes good.”

				“It better,” said Beck. “There’s plenty here for both of us.”

				Oliver smiled. It’d been too long since his last good meal.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 61: Franklin

				Franklin’s heart raced, his palms sweated, and his lips quivered as he stared at the label on the jar of ashes, trying not to pay attention to the question that Tenbrook was repeating.

				“I said, it doesn’t bear much of a resemblance, does it?” Tenbrook asked.

				Franklin shook his head as an answer, not trusting himself to speak just yet. He was, after all, holding some of the remains of Evan, his burned friend, in the jar in his hand. Franklin understood that he’d underestimated Tenbrook’s twisted cruelty.

				“Why do you think I burned him?” Tenbrook got up from his chair and sauntered over to the fireplace, making a show of looking at each of the jars as he passed.

				“He was smudged,” Franklin squeaked, hating the sound of his voice as he heard it, knowing how weak and frightened he sounded, knowing that his words were giving away the emptiness of his bluff. Franklin reached for the empty water cup. He coughed as he brought it to his mouth, as though something was stuck in his throat.

				“Are you okay?” Tenbrook asked, his voice overflowing with concern. He rushed over and smacked Franklin hard on the back. “Are you choking?” Tenbrook turned toward the kitchen doorway and called, “Girl! More water for the Bishop.” Tenbrook smacked Franklin on the back again much too hard, jarring Franklin forward and knocking the cup out of his hand.

				“I—” Franklin started, raising a hand to stop Tenbrook. “I’m fine.”

				A girl rushed into the room with a cup in hand, splashing water in her haste. She banged it on the table in a hurry to get it to Franklin. She then jumped back and lowered her head, awaiting instructions.

			

			
				“Thanks,” Franklin told her as he grasped the cup.

				“Drink, man,” Tenbrook commanded. To the girl, he said, “Go.”

				She hurried off.

				Franklin took a big gulp and placed his water cup back on the table next to the jar that contained the remains of Evan.

				Tenbrook seated himself back in his chair. He took a slow, silent measure of Franklin before he spoke again. “Smudged, you say.”

				“Yes. That was the finding in the square, was it not?” Franklin found some courage upon hearing his voice. “You made the accusation yourself.”

				Tenbrook grinned and nodded. “But you didn’t believe it, did you?”

				Franklin didn’t answer, fearing he was being maneuvered into something, but not seeing what it was.

				“Come now,” Tenbrook told him, “you said as much, there on the dais. You said Evan wasn’t smudged, that there had to be a different explanation.”

				Franklin ground his teeth and considered his answer, still trying to see the trap. He took a deep breath and decided that if he couldn’t see the trap, then he didn’t care. He’d meet it with defiance. “Yes, of course, I did. I don’t believe he was smudged. His mark was a bruise, that’s it.”

				Tenbrook nodded and relaxed back in his chair again. “And you’d be right.”

				“What?” Franklin nearly yelled. “How can you admit that you’ve made such a mistake?” Franklin grabbed the jar, resisting the urge to throw it at Tenbrook’s face, resisting the urge to follow that by jumping up and smashing it on Tenbrook’s smug grin. Instead, he shoved it hard across the table at him.

			

			
				Tenbrook effortlessly caught the jar before it went over the edge. “I didn’t admit a mistake.”

				“You burned him.”

				“Evan was burned according to the law.”

				“He was burned because you made the accusation, which you now tell me was a lie.” Franklin sat up straight, full if indignation. “It had to be a lie if it wasn’t a mistake.”

				“Call it what you will,” said Tenbrook. “Lies, truths, meaningless words to describe meaningless rules. Only simple men need simple rules.”

				“Stop playing games with me,” Franklin snapped. “Why did you burn Evan? Tell me!”

				“You know why I burned Evan. The smudge was a necessary expediency to burn Evan in front of Brighton as an example. The men and women who were aware of Evan’s deceit knew he was put on the pyre for being a traitor. And those that weren’t aware, know it now. Women’s gossip spreads faster than fire. Evan was a lesson for the whole of Brighton, and any residents of the three townships that haven’t snuck away to their empty houses and unprotected gates.”

				Franklin was appalled and he was angry. He was so torn up that he couldn’t form the words he wanted to scream at Tenbrook.

				“Drink more of that water,” Tenbrook told him dismissively as he stood up and paraded himself in front of the fire and the jars on the mantel. “Tell me, Franklin, or, Father Franklin. Seeing your disapproval, I wonder now if I should have sought your council before handling the Evan situation as I did. What would you have had me do? How would you have suggested I handle a traitor to the three townships?”

				Franklin glared at Tenbrook as he seethed.

				“Well?” Tenbrook asked, innocently.

				Franklin saw the trap then, but he didn’t care. He knew Tenbrook was playing a perverse game to force Franklin to select his own method of execution. Franklin knew Tenbrook thought he was some kind of traitor. Franklin knew he had no power, but he wasn’t going to face his fate with cowardice in his heart. He was going to defy it with all his strength. “I’d build a pyre in the center of the square, the biggest pyre Brighton has ever seen, and I’d put the traitor on the pile of wood. I wouldn’t gag him, though. I’d want him to scream loud enough that the whole town could hear his agony when the fire peeled his blackened skin away.” Franklin set his jaw and imagined the words that he’d shout to every woman and man in Brighton as the fire burned at his flesh. He’d give them all the truth they needed to find the strength in their hearts to rise up together and rid themselves of this aspiring, conniving little despot, Captain Tenbrook.

			

			
				Tenbrook scrutinized Franklin as he leaned on the mantle. He took his time before responding. “Yes. You and I are of the same mind, then. And here I feared we’d disagree. That makes this next part so much more necessary, I think.”

				Franklin braced himself. He knew what was coming. He only wished he’d not stolen out of his quarters at the Temple so early that morning. He’d have liked to hold and kiss Fitz one last time.

				Tenbrook came over and sat back at the head of the table, looking contrite. “I’ve betrayed you without knowing that I had, and I ask your forgiveness.”

				Franklin’s mouth fell open. Forgiveness?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 62: Oliver

				Through a break in the rain, Oliver saw three people not far up the beach, close to the line of dunes, far from the pounding surf. “Uh, oh.”

				“What?” Beck asked, suddenly tense.

				“People.”

				“People?” Beck asked. “Not demons?”

				“They’re clothed.”

				“People, then.” Beck laid the bird he was eating down near the fire and hurried over to kneel by the window, joining him.

				Oliver looked back at the fire. They’d built it far inside, and it wasn’t blazing by any means. He hoped it was small enough not to cast much light through the window.

				“A woman and two men, I think,” said Beck.

				“Winthrop’s people?” Oliver asked.

				“I don’t know.”

				Beck hurried back across the room and stomped on the fire.

				“Good idea,” said Oliver, staring. “I think they’re coming this way.”

				“They can’t be tracking us,” said Beck. He looked over at Oliver. “I admit I’m ignorant in the ways of hunters and Wardens, but they can’t track us in the storm, can they?”

				Oliver shook his head. “I don’t see how anyone could.”

				“Maybe they’re just caught in the storm like us, looking for a dry place to stay until it passes.”

				“I hope so,” said Oliver. “What do we do?”

				“I don’t know,” said Beck. “I’m reluctant to run, but these people could be a danger.”

				“Maybe they’ll pass by,” said Oliver, knowing he was hoping more than believing.

			

			
				Beck didn’t offer his opinion. He watched. They both did, for a bit, torn between two bad choices.

				The wind gusted up outside, screaming through the derelict building and driving the rain horizontal. Down by the dunes, where the three people walked, one of them leaned into the wind. One was knocked over, and the tall one stopped and braced himself.

				The gust died down and Oliver and Beck stared. The trio wasn’t more than a hundred yards away. The smallest of the three got up off the ground. Her hood had blown off, sending her long hair flying in the wind.

				“Definitely a girl,” said Oliver. “Men don’t wear their hair that long.”

				Beck didn’t respond. He stared as if stunned.

				“What?” asked Oliver, looking harder at the three.

				“The tall one,” said Beck, “I think that’s Ivory, Muldoon’s son.”

				“You know him?” Oliver asked. “From the army?”

				“No,” said Beck. “He didn’t go out with the army. I’m sure that’s him.”

				“Is he your friend?” Oliver asked. “Or—”

				“Yes, he’s a friend,” said Beck, standing up and leaning out the window. He hollered, “Over here!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 63: Franklin

				Franklin drank his full cup of water and set the empty cup on the table with a thunk. He stammered through a handful of syllables before he managed to put together an intelligible word. “Forgiveness?”

				Tenbrook turned to face the fire, some of his confidence seeming to drain away. “This woman, Fitzgerald, the girl you keep in the Temple, you two are lovers?”

				Franklin’s guard was back up, and he was ready to fight. “Why do you ask?”

				“Oh,” said Tenbrook, raising his palms, “I don’t mean to offend. Many men and women enter into relationships prior to marriage. I don’t judge. I simply mention your relationship because it is the reason my betrayal exists.”

				Franklin was confused again.

				“I apologize,” said Tenbrook, “but I fear I have bedded your woman.”

				Franklin shook his head. He knew better than anyone what Fitz had to do when she was in The House of Barren Women. He’d accepted it long ago. That knowledge sparked an anger in him that he kept to himself because he knew what she’d done wasn’t her choice. It was Brighton’s policy to make her do those things. Everyone had unpleasant duties. That was the way of life. But now she was his, and his alone. He loved her, and she loved him. Her past at The House of Barren Women—and especially her past as Father Winthrop’s plaything—was not important.

				Tenbrook gently patted the antique table. “I had her right here the first time. Then upstairs in the general’s bed. She even stayed with me in the house for a time. I’m sorry, I didn’t know that you two were lovers then.”

				“You’re lying.” It was an instinctual reaction. Tenbrook had to be lying. There was no other explanation. At the same time, Fitz had disappeared for those days before Franklin had been forced to burn Father Nelson, and before the cavalry and the militia had marched out of Brighton. She’d never said where she’d been. And she’d grown angry when Franklin had pushed her for an answer.

			

			
				In the end, he’d found out nothing.

				In truth, he was still suspicious.

				“I do not lie, I’m afraid to say.” Tenbrook caressed the wooden table with his fingers, as if touching a woman’s skin. “If you choose not to believe it, I’ll respect that. I only bring it up so that the issue does not arise later and cause a rift between Brighton’s two remaining ministers.” Tenbrook heaved a pained sigh that seemed fake. “And I seek your forgiveness.”

				Franklin watched Tenbrook’s fingers slide gently across the fine wood, and he thought of the times in the dark when he’d run his fingers down the curve of Fitzgerald’s hip.

				“I do not wish to,” Tenbrook started and then swallowed, as if nervous, “but if you require me to verify my story, as it’s obvious that you don’t believe me, I can provide details such as the placement of a mole or a freckle in an intimate place. I have an eye for such details, and I have an impeccable memory. Shall I tell you what I remember?”

				Franklin shook his head. Fitz did have a mole—more than one, actually, but at least one that only a lover would see.

				If what Tenbrook was saying was true, then it had happened not when Fitz was a Barren Woman, but after she’d whispered her promises to him.

				“I must also say that I am envious. You are a lucky man to have such a woman to share your bed. Though I ask your forgiveness once again, I do ask you to accept the compliment, as well.”

				How could Fitz be in love if she was spending days and nights in Tenbrook’s bed? And right there on the table, where anybody, a guard, a maid, General Blackthorn himself could have walked in and seen what had happened?

			

			
				What if a maid had seen them? The rumor of the tryst would be all over Brighton by now.

				Women gossip.


				They’d all seen how close Franklin and Fitz were. They all knew the trust that Franklin placed in Fitz, if they hadn’t already guessed at the relationship. But they all knew that she’d been Tenbrook’s lover, as well. They all knew she’d been a whore in The House of Barren Women, and they’d all known that, as often as she insisted to Franklin that it was only duty that she performed there, she must have liked it; either that, or her ambitions were not to love Franklin, but to use her feminine ways to manipulate him, to make a powerful place for herself in the aftermath of the change in leadership.

				Franklin didn’t want to believe it, but he couldn’t help accepting the truth. Fitz didn’t love him. She’d been using him all along, because she was a whore.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 64: Fitzgerald

				After waking up and finding Franklin gone, Fitz spent most of the morning worrying and searching for him. She asked each of the clergymen she came across. She asked Joseph. No one seemed to have any idea where he was. She searched the streets closest to the Sanctuary, braving the rain, thinking he’d taken a walk and neglected to tell her. She even searched Winthrop’s old room, thinking he might be looking for some more reference books. All of her efforts proved fruitless.

				She was almost in tears when she finally stumbled on Franklin by accident in the Sanctuary, sitting alone in the pews on the fourth row, staring at the stage. He must’ve arrived when she was searching somewhere else. Franklin’s hands were folded in front of him. He sat quiet and despondent.

				“Franklin! Where did you go? I thought the soldiers took you!”

				Franklin didn’t answer. She walked over to the pew and kissed him, but he didn’t respond.

				“Franklin!” she said again.

				He turned, a vacant look in his eyes.

				“I was looking all over for you,” she said, distraught even though she’d found him.

				Finally, he said, “I met with Tenbrook.”

				“With Tenbrook? Why didn’t you tell me?” Fitz’s pulse climbed as she looked him over. She was certain she’d find some injury or wound. After running her hands over Franklin’s face, arms, and back, she was relieved to find no bumps or blood. Franklin sat in the same position she’d found him in, neither talking nor elaborating.

				“What happened? What did he say?”

				“Nothing of consequence.”

			

			
				“What does that mean?”

				“It was all pointless small talk. Most of my time was spent waiting for Tenbrook to come into the room.”

				“When did he call you in?”

				“Early this morning,” was all Franklin said.

				“Why didn’t you tell someone? Why didn’t you tell me?”

				Fitz watched Franklin, but he didn’t offer anything further. The effect of Tenbrook’s games was written on his face. Tenbrook had probably called the meeting and made Franklin wait on purpose, hoping to cement his authority. Fitz was just thankful he hadn’t been hurt, or killed. Things could have been much worse.

				“I’m just glad you’re alive, Franklin. I was so worried.”

				Franklin said nothing. He didn’t respond or look at her. She’d seen Franklin in similar moods before, when Winthrop had forced him into some pointless punishment, or made him feel inferior in front of the other novices or the clergymen. Fitz wanted to be angry, but she knew that an argument wouldn’t be good for either of them.

				“I know how that meeting must’ve made you feel, Franklin. But things are better than they seem. We feared much worse would happen. The fact that you’re alive means we can continue our plan. It means there’s hope that we can keep safe.”

				She paused for an answer. When it was clear she wasn’t getting one, she kissed Franklin on the forehead and decided to leave him alone with his thoughts. Studious men like Franklin often needed time to think.

				**

				During her walk to the market, Fitz turned Tenbrook’s motives over and over in her mind. The rain had let up, but gray clouds still covered the sky.

				Tenbrook had to be plotting. He always was.

			

			
				She was certain that this morning’s meeting was a petty demonstration of power over Franklin. It was part of a bigger plan. And given that Tenbrook hadn’t put Franklin on the pyre or done away with him covertly meant that to a small but significant degree, he respected the power that Franklin had, which had only come from his sermons. The People responded to Franklin. Everybody who heard Franklin speak and saw the way the crowd fell in love with his voice and his words knew that.

				If others saw it, then Fitz was sure that Tenbrook saw it, too. He may have even feared it.

				Fitz decided she’d give Franklin his space for a day or two if needed. He was a sweet and bright boy, but he was also naïve and prone to falling prey to the bluster of powerful men. And why not? He, like everyone else in Brighton, had been victimized by the powerful his whole life. It took an inner spirit of remarkable strength to see oneself as more than a peon, enslaved to other men’s wishes, when that was all one had ever known.

				Fitz knew she wasn’t only a toy or a pet. She was significant. So was Franklin, but he was special. He needed some guidance and some confidence. He didn’t understand what he could be.

				Fitz quickened her pace as she came to feel like she was seeing the whole picture.

				Resolve washed over her. She was on her way to the market to get the daily vegetables, meat, and bread, but she’d spend her time talking with women out of sight of any of Tenbrook’s men. She’d continue to build a coalition of women who were looking for a leader to take them toward a better future, women who would understand that Tenbrook was a monster. That shouldn’t be hard. Tenbrook’s reputation, whispered furtively by every woman in Brighton, made him easy to hate.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 65: Beck

				Beck listened to the people on the lowest floor of the building as they were coming in. After telling Oliver to work on getting the fire going again, he went down what had once been a hallway to wait at the top of the stairs. He waited excitedly for the people to come up. Ivory had some kind of bow, as did the girl. To Beck, that meant food and security. What’s more, it suddenly made total sense to him where Ivory had been getting those ancient books.

				He’d happened upon a stash in the Ancient City.

				That had to be the truth. It explained why Ivory was on this side of the mountains, and also where the books had come from. It also strongly suggested two positives: Ivory knew how to take care of himself in demon country, and he knew how to get back to Brighton.

				Things had taken a distinct turn for the better.

				When Ivory came around the last sharp turn on the way up the stairs, Beck’s optimism withered. He looked down the length of the building, thinking maybe he’d made a mistake. “Stop there.”

				Ivory did as he was told, coming to a stop with one foot on the landing and one foot on the first step of the last flight up.

				“Where are your friends?” Beck asked, still looking around for an ambush he felt sure was coming. At the same time, he couldn’t take his eyes of the odd object the boy was carrying. At first, Beck thought it was a bow, but if so, it was like no bow Beck had ever seen. It was complex and magnificent. It looked like Tech Magic. It looked priceless.

				“Downstairs,” said Ivory.

				“Why aren’t they with you?” asked Beck.

				“They’re as cautious as you now seem to be,” Ivory answered.

			

			
				“I’d feel better if I could see them,” said Beck.

				“How many are up there with you, Minister Beck?”

				Beck wasn’t sure he should answer honestly. He was starting to have his doubts. “What is that you have in your hand?”

				“A compound bow.” Ivory raised the bow to show it to Beck.

				“A compound bow?” The words sounded odd mixed together like that. “Is that a bow for shooting arrows?”

				“Yes,” Ivory answered. “Only better. How many are with you?”

				Beck pursed his lips and looked down the hall again. He saw Oliver coming his way, the fire burning heartily behind him. Beck raised a hand to bring Oliver to a halt.

				Oliver stopped, looked around cautiously, and drew his dagger.

				Beck said, “I suppose we may be at a standstill if we can’t reach a measure of trust. Why did your friends stay downstairs?”

				“We wanted to be sure it was safe before we risked our lives.”

				“But you came,” said Beck.

				“I know you,” said Ivory. “I also know you’re ruthless, and I don’t trust you fully. Did you send that big man to follow me when you sent me to get more books for you?”

				“I…” Beck tried to look offended. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“A big man, like a bear.”

				Beck silently shook his head, wondering if Jeremiah was downstairs, but discarded that notion. None of the three he’d seen outside in the rain was near big enough to be Jeremiah.

				Suddenly, Oliver was beside Beck, brandishing his dagger, but making it clear that he’d use it. Oliver said, “There are two of us, me and the Minister. Come up if you want, or go away. I don’t care. I want to finish eating my meal.”

			

			
				“Okay,” said Ivory. “I’m with a girl named Melora, and a man named Jingo.”

				Beck sighed. “Tell them to come up.”

				“You need to know something first,” said Ivory. “Jingo isn’t like us.”

				“How so?” Beck asked, his interest piqued.

				“He’s the smartest man you’ll ever meet,” said Ivory.

				“Doubtful,” muttered Beck.

				“He’s three hundred years old,” said Ivory, “and he’s a not demon, but he looks like one.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 66: Bray

				Bray woke up cold and wet. He cracked his eyes, sat up, and peered out the window of the building in which he’d slept for who knew how long. The storm clouds from the night before were gone, but a chill remained in the air. He cursed and got to his feet, squeezing some of the remaining water from his clothes, wincing at the pain from his various wounds. He didn’t hear any demons or battling men outside. The storm must have driven them to find shelter.

				Maybe they died.

				He didn’t care either way.

				He’d barely avoided them and gotten inside the building to seek shelter before the storm had drowned out the noises of fighting. He huffed the air for demon scent, but all he smelled was mud. Some of the rain had puddled in the building. Some had gotten on him. The rainstorm had been one of the worst he’d seen, drenching anything and everything around him. With the storm over, he remembered William, and that made him wonder if the boy was still alive.

				He’d find William later.

				There was something else he had to do first.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 67: Bray

				Fresh demon corpses littered the road as Bray traveled the remaining streets to the tower. He’d made it halfway before he realized where he was going. He’d had no breakfast. He didn’t feel like eating. Not now. Maybe not ever.

				He noticed a few fallen, crazed men tangled among the demons, their guts torn out and snaked across the roadway.

				He stopped to scavenge several backpacks, but most were empty. He found a soggy demon scalp in one man’s pack and ferreted it out, tucking it in with his other wares, barely understanding what he was doing. They were just motions, ingrained in him from a life in the wild.

				Soon, he was approaching the tower entrance. He walked into the dank building and stopped. For a moment, he almost turned around. The sickness in his stomach seemed to get worse as he got closer.

				He climbed the stairs, his feet operating on muscle memory. He kept his sword out, just in case he encountered something, even though the tower was silent. That silence reminded him of the day before, when Ella, Melora, William, and Ivory had been with him. He swallowed as he considered what that meant.

				Rainwater had poured through the holes in the walls and puddled on the stairs. He encountered a few corpses struck down in the midst of battle, their faces twisted in a deathly grimace.

				By the time he reached the roof, his legs were burning from the exertion of the climb. His mind fought with emotions he’d hoped would disappear. Ella’s death at his hands was a curse he’d never shake. Some part of him thought he might encounter Ivory, Melora, William, or Jingo, waiting to exact revenge.

			

			
				He saw no one except Ella.

				Bray bit his lip as he walked over to the pale, storm-drenched body. A few birds took flight as he approached. His stomach twisted in knots. Ella’s eyes were glazed over; her arms were limp at her sides. The storm had soaked her clothing and washed away some of the blood, but the gaping neck wound was an awful reminder of what he’d done. He put away his sword and knelt down next to her, as if she might come to life and forgive him.

				But that would never happen.

				I’ll never talk to her again.


				Bray wiped his eyes. He tucked his arms beneath Ella, cradling her to his chest as he whispered words of apology, barely understanding his own mumblings. The cold touch of her skin on his arms reminded him of how warm she’d felt when they’d kissed. His body felt limp and weak when he thought about it.

				He’d never have another memory with her again.

				He remained in that position for who knew how long, until the breeze kicked up and the squawking birds reminded him that he was alive and she wasn’t.

				Wiping the tears from his eyes, he looked around the rooftop. A circling crow reminded him of the scavengers that were waiting for him to finish so they could take a turn.

				He needed to bury her.

				He wouldn’t do it in the streets. She deserved something better than a place among demons and bloodstained, shirtless men. Bray sucked in a pained breath and set her down, looking around the rubble-strewn rooftop. He saw nothing suitable.

				He was about to give up when he spotted a rectangle of ancient rocks. Walking over to it, he noticed a three-foot-high foundation encasing several layers of soggy, brown soil.

				A garden. Jingo must’ve kept one here.

			

			
				Most of the crops had already been harvested from the early cold. Bray smiled through his pain at the logic of keeping a garden on the roof. If only he’d believed what the man was before he’d acted. That revelation wouldn’t help him or Ella now.

				The birds and the rodents would find her eventually, but she’d be better off here than down in the street. Returning to Ella, Bray lifted her gently and carried her to the garden. Then he set her down and used his hands to dig away at the dirt until he’d reached the stone roof. He took his time, dreading the inevitable finality of what he was about to do.

				It took him several minutes to look at Ella. He recalled the words that settlers and the people of Brighton often said when they buried a relative or a friend. A lump in his throat prevented him from saying them now.

				A gentle breeze blew across the rooftop and tickled his face. He couldn’t remember using the word goodbye. He’d never needed it, until now. Gathering strength he never thought he’d need, Bray whispered the word softly enough that he could barely hear it.

				“Goodbye.”

				He picked up Ella, placed her in the middle of the garden, and gently covered her with soil.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 68: William

				William wandered up the roadway. The demons followed. The pain of losing his mother was tempered by the freedom of finally being alone. No more people to fear. No more wondering if he’d wake up with a knife stuck in his back.

				There were worse things.

				Forcing those decidedly human thoughts from his mind, William walked and walked until the salt air became less prevalent and the demon stench grew more potent. Tall buildings towered on either side of him, whispering secrets. William was no longer afraid of them, or what they held. He was no longer afraid of anything.

				He’d send his creatures after anyone who tried to hurt him, just like he’d already sent them after Melora. Let them have their strange, floating Tech Magic.

				He’d find even more interesting things in the city.

				William comforted himself with that thought as he wandered farther. The bodies of shirtless, blood-spattered men lay in the road. He frowned as he surveyed them. Their bodies were twisted, overlapping with those of the demons. William paused and leaned down next to one of them. He’d seen these men out the window of Jingo’s tower, though he’d been too caught up in what was happening to pay much attention at the time. He studied the body in front of him. The man was facedown in the dirt. William poked him several times with his sword, as if the man might spring to life and grab him, even though he was obviously dead.

				The hiss of hot breath through teeth reminded William he wasn’t alone. He turned to find the creatures waiting next to him—not screeching or attacking, but standing still. Their eyes flitted back and forth between William and the man, as if they were performing the same inspection.

			

			
				William rolled the man over.

				The remnants of a bloody handprint were smeared on the man’s chest. Had the man put it there? William had seen several others like him out the windows of the tower.

				William shrugged.

				Most men William knew were afraid of the demons, not heading toward them. He recalled a comment Bray had made earlier, about Blackthorn’s soldiers going on an expedition. The man in front of him had scraggly hair; his clothing was beaten and torn. He certainly didn’t look like a soldier. At least, not any of the soldiers William knew. William pursed his lips and got to his feet, studying a few others.

				They were dressed similarly.

				The men intrigued him enough for William to follow their boot prints as he walked through the city. Maybe he’d follow these strange, marked men and see what he could find. If he came across Bray on the way, he’d kill him.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 69: Beck

				With three pelicans cooking over the fire thanks to Ivory’s and Melora’s hunting skills, Oliver sat by the fire with Beck, Ivory, Melora, and the demon who talked like a man, Jingo.

				“Do I frighten you, Oliver?” Jingo asked.

				Oliver shook his head. “I’m not very old, but I’ve learned that monsters can look like men. Why not the opposite?”

				“Don’t say he looks like a monster,” Beck scolded under his breath.

				Oliver barely gave Beck a glance, just enough to let Beck know that although he was a Minister of Brighton, out here in the wild, he was a man who’d probably die without help. Of course Oliver was in much the same position.

				“I’ve gotten used to my appearance,” said Jingo. “I’ve met many people through the years. This is not new for me.”

				“I’m sorry if I offended you,” said Oliver.

				“I’m not offended,” said Jingo.

				“Are there many like you?” Beck asked.

				“Not anymore,” said Jingo. “There were, back at the beginning. Most of us were hunted.”

				“The Ancients didn’t accept that you were still intelligent men, despite the way you looked?” Beck asked.

				Jingo glanced at Melora. “There were women like me, too, back when it all started.” He glanced at Oliver. “Everybody thought we were monsters. People have always let their fears rule them. A person’s appearance has always provided an easy way for a fearful person to label another as good or bad.”

				Though Oliver heard no animosity in Jingo’s tone, he felt bad as he listened, because he had to admit, he was a little guilty of exactly that. If not, he might have used a word other than monster to describe Jingo.

			

			
				Ivory leaned up and poked his knife into the meat of first one pelican, then the others. “These are ready,” he announced, as he sliced a piece of meat off. “Help yourselves.”

				Oliver, staring at Jingo said, “I have a question that has always bothered me.”

				“Just one?” Jingo asked.

				“Kids in Brighton are told stories of the ancient times,” said Oliver. “Lots of them. I never believed any of them, but now that I’ve come so close to the Ancient City, I’ve seen things that I never dreamed could exist. I think maybe some of the legends were true.”

				“Ask me anything,” Jingo told him.

				“Did Ancients really fly through the air?”

				“Yes,” said Jingo. “We had machines called airplanes. Mostly. We had lots of machines that could fly. But people back in ancient times often flew in airplanes that could easily travel thousands of miles in a single day.”

				“Thousands?” Oliver asked.

				“The diameter of the circle wall,” Beck interrupted, “the distance if you walk straight across the circle, is two miles.”

				“So thousands of miles is very, very far,” said Oliver incredulously. “It’s hard to imagine that kind of distance.”

				Jingo nodded.

				“Is the world shaped like a ball?” Oliver asked, looking at Beck because of their earlier conversation.

				“Indeed it is,” answered Jingo.

				“Why don’t the people on the bottom fall off?” asked Oliver. “Or do they?”

				“That’s a very complicated answer to give you over dinner as I’m sure it’ll spawn a hundred more questions. The simple answer is gravity. It’s what causes things to fall. No matter where you stand on the ball shaped earth, gravity pulls you toward the center of the ball. So nobody falls off.”

				“Okay,” said Oliver, skeptically, “I’ll accept that for now, but you’re right, I do have more questions about that. What about guns?”

			

			
				“Guns?” asked Jingo. “What do you know about guns?”

				“They were Tech Magic swords used by the Ancients,” said Oliver. “Some of the legendary men used them. They spat thunder and lighting and killed everybody you swung at, everybody.”

				Jingo nodded. “Guns are real, but they aren’t anything like a sword, except that they kill. But where a man with a sword can kill other men one at a time, a man with a gun might kill tens, hundreds, or even thousands with relative ease. And where a sword can be used to kill a man who is closer than the length of your arm and the sword, with a gun, you might kill somebody twenty feet away, or two hundred yards away.”

				“Then,” said Oliver, triumphantly, “with weapons like that, how come the Ancients didn’t slay all the demons? Why did the demons kill all the Ancients?”

				“Because,” said Jingo, “most of the Ancients turned into demons. The answer is more complicated than that, but that is the simplest way to put it.”

				Beck leaned forward to cut off a wing, telling Jingo, “I’m going to have a million questions as well, but I’ve also got to get back to Brighton. Where are the three of you heading? Brighton, I hope.”

				Jingo looked at Ivory, and Ivory at Melora.

				Witnessing the silent exchange, Oliver laughed. “They’re as lost as we are.”

				“We’re not lost,” Ivory tried.

				“We know where we are,” Jingo told Oliver. “We don’t know where we’re going.”

				“How’s that?” asked Beck.

				“We were running from the Ancient City when we left in Jingo’s boat,” said Melora.

			

			
				“A boat?” Beck asked, glancing at the shiny compound bow at Ivory’s side. “More Tech Magic?”

				“To speak in your vernacular,” Jingo confirmed.

				“Come with us back to Brighton,” Beck told them.

				Ivory started to agree, but stopped. “I think Jingo would be the greatest thing to ever happen to Brighton, but they’d kill him as soon as they saw him. That’s how things are there.”

				“What if things were different in Brighton?” Beck asked. “What if things changed drastically enough that Jingo could be accepted, and he could even live in the Academy, unharmed? If that’s what he wanted, of course.”

				“Not possible,” said Ivory.

				“But it is,” Beck insisted. “Listen to me, and I’ll tell you why. A lot has happened in the last few days. We can stay overnight and leave in the morning.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 70: Beck

				After talking through the night, the rain had subsided and the morning sun cast tentative rays of light over the beach and into the ancient building. Beck wiped his eyes, realizing he was too fascinated to be tired, even though he should be. Through the night, Oliver, Melora, and Ivory napped intermittently as they listened to Jingo’s stories. He never seemed to tire of talking about ancient times.

				Now they were awake and walking on the beach, taking advantage of the good weather to continue their journey, though it wasn’t entirely certain that they were all going to accompany Beck back to Brighton. For the time being, Ivory was in the lead, fifty or sixty yards ahead, scouting and looking for dangers. His hunter’s instincts were attuned to the wilderness, and he would better at spotting a danger than any of the rest of them. Melora and Oliver walked together, trading stories. They’d bonded quickly. That left Beck to walk beside Jingo, not far behind the others.

				They’d been walking in silence for some time as Beck mulled over the things Jingo had said before.

				“You have more questions,” said Jingo as if reading Beck’s mind.

				“I do,” said Beck. “I’ve been thinking about last night’s answers, but I wanted to give you a few hours of peace.”

				“I’ve had all the peace and solitude I need for a lifetime,” said Jingo, turning to watch the waves. “Ask.”

				“Last night, as you glossed over the reasons for the death of all the Ancients, it seemed that you were saying the downfall was their fault,” said Beck.

				“You should know,” said Jingo, “the Ancients didn’t die. The Ancients are us.”

				“Us?” Beck shook his head in disbelief. Some part of him had suspected it, when his head was buried in books at the Academy or at night before he went to sleep, but the revelation was shocking just the same. “I don’t see how we could be the Ancients.”

			

			
				“The Ancients were men and women, humans no different than any of us. Or I should say, you.” Jingo motioned at Beck, Ivory, Melora, and Oliver.

				Beck chewed on that thought for a moment. “What happened to us? This disease, this spore that we have grown to fear, was it a natural pitfall, then?”

				“On the surface, it was the spore,” said Jingo. “In our vanity, we thought we could unlock every secret of nature. We engineered organisms at the genetic level.”

				Beck’s face showed his confusion.

				Jingo said, “On Earth, there are organisms so small that a million of them could rest on the tip of your little finger and you’d never know it.”

				Beck said, “I’ve come across some of those words in old books, but they’re still hard to comprehend.”

				“Every living thing is made up of cells as small as those tiny organisms. Within each cell, myriad structures exist. Just as a person has hands and feet, lungs, heart, and stomach, a cell contains organelles that perform the functions necessary to keep it alive. One of the things that exist within a cell is the genetic material.”

				“Is that like the cell’s brain?” Beck asked.

				Jingo pursed his lips and thought about it for a second. “Perhaps so, perhaps not. Life at that level is different than it is for a complex organism like you and me. In a way, the genetic material is like a book that contains a set of instructions. It tells the cell how to grow, how to reproduce, and how to function.”

				“I think I understand,” said Beck.

				“With our Tech Magic, as you call it, we were able to change those instructions to make cells do something different than they were intended.”

			

			
				Beck scratched his head, trying to make the logical jump from changed cellular instructions to anything practical at a human level. “But if there are billions and billions of cells in a single person, did the Ancients have the ability to change every cell in a person’s body?”

				“Not exactly,” said Jingo. “That’s a different discussion altogether, though. We might talk on that for days, or maybe the rest of our lives, and never truly understand it.”

				“It’s difficult to believe anything can be that complex.”

				“Everything is that complex,” said Jingo. “In ancient times, the world was full of people who spent their entire lives studying in-depth knowledge that you can only imagine. But getting back to the spore, it wasn’t a natural occurrence. Men who sought to make a profit changed the genetic instructions of a particular kind of fungus.”

				“A fungus?” Beck asked. “Like a mushroom?”

				Jingo nodded. “There are many types of fungi.”

				“How did they hope to profit by that?”

				Jingo laughed. “It will seem ridiculous to you.”

				Beck leaned closer. “Tell me.”

				“A certain kind of fungus grows under the toenails of some people, causing them to turn yellow. A group of men and women hoped to make money by providing a cure for this.”

				“Wait?” Beck raised his hands and looked perplexed. “They were going to profit from people’s dissatisfaction with the color of their toenails?”

				“Yes.”

				Beck laughed and laughed some more. Then he stopped. He looked at Jingo, as if he might chastise him. “And that was the cause of man’s fall?”

				“You might say it was the spark that ignited the flame,” said Jingo, “and like any spark, that spark turns into a fire that eventually burns a house down. The people who saw the fire when it was small had the opportunity to put it out, but they didn’t.”

			

			
				Beck nodded. He thought of the nineteen thousand lives that Blackthorn had sacrificed to avoid a famine, and he knew that was true.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 71: Franklin

				“May I bring you something to eat, Father Franklin?”

				Franklin blinked his eyes and looked up. He’d been staring again at nothing but the pew in front of him. He was not interested in the pew, of course, but the pew was sitting in his line of vision when his eyes had settled, his head had lolled forward, and his posture had slumped. It was his habit now. He’d lost track of how long he’d been there. As he’d sat, he’d watched more and more of the clergy finding reason to come in and sit apart from one another, joining him. He’d accepted that the pews might never seat the townsfolk again, at least not during Franklin’s life. That’s what Tenbrook wanted. And now, with the raw wound of Fitz’s betrayal angering and hurting Franklin every second he was awake, he knew Tenbrook would get what he’d wanted. He’d won.

				Novice Joseph asked again, “May I bring you something to eat?”

				“No.” Franklin hadn’t been tempted by the thought of food since he’d spent that morning in Tenbrook’s lair.

				“You need to eat something.”

				Franklin said nothing, gestured nothing. He’d already answered the question. Why waste energy repeating words to be nothing but polite? He needed his energy to wallow in his heartache and humiliation.

				Joseph walked around the pew and scooted along the front edge of the one on which Franklin sat until he was standing right beside Franklin. He pointed at the seat and whispered, “May I?”

				Franklin answered with the slightest of nods.

				Joseph seated himself, took a moment to get situated, leaned over, and put his elbows on his knees as though preparing to immerse himself in prayer. He didn’t, though. He turned his head and looked up at Franklin, whispering, “You don’t need to do this, Father.”

			

			
				Franklin said nothing. His choice to torture himself through the pain in his heart was something he did have to do, not because he felt it would make anything better, but because his heart was aching from Fitz’s betrayal, and because somehow the suffering had become all he wanted out of his waking hours.

				“Food stores are short because of the early snow,” said Novice Joseph, “but I’ve been doing my best to stockpile extra food in our larder. We still have no trouble getting what we need from the market.”

				Franklin didn’t know what Novice Joseph was talking about.

				“I’ve heard about you fasting,” Novice Joseph sat up and pointed across the rows and rows of pews all the way to the back of the Sanctuary, “and one by one, the rest of the clergy has come to join you. Have you not noticed? They all know you are doing it for the good of The People.”

				Franklin turned around, catching sight of the rows of faces behind him. The clergymen’s heads were bowed and they were assuming the same position as Franklin. In his distressed emotional state, he hadn’t realized what they were doing.

				“No one is eating now. Their novices are in the back row now, doing the same.”

				Franklin furrowed his brow as he surveyed the rows of clergymen. It felt like he was breaking from a trance. They weren’t joining him in the way they believed. In the quietest voice he could muster, Franklin whispered, “I’m not doing this for the good of The People.”

				Novice Joseph smiled and looked around to check the distance to the nearest clergy, as though one or two of them might have moved. He lowered his voice to a barely audible whisper. “I know why you’re here, and I understand now what Father Winthrop saw in you. I understand why you’re the Bishop of Brighton. You’re a genius.”

			

			
				How Novice Joseph concluded that Franklin was a genius for having made the mistake of loving a Barren Woman did nothing but underscore how stupid a novice Joseph must be. It made no logical sense. Not one speck.

				Novice Joseph studied Franklin’s expression for a moment and said, “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

				Franklin asked, “What are you talking about?”

				“The fast,” answered Novice Joseph. “I don’t understand how you knew what had to be done, but you did. You knew the other Fathers would be so shamed by your morality and sacrifice that they’d be compelled by their faith in The Word to join you. In doing so, their hatred of you for burning Father Nelson has been forgotten.”

				“Forgotten?” Franklin scoffed.

				“No, no,” Novice Joseph whispered, putting a hand gently on Franklin’s arm to calm him. “You’re right, not forgotten. Perhaps forgiven. I think in joining you, they’ve learned to respect you. They hated you after you burned Father Nelson. I believe they’d have eventually plotted to have you done away with, if you hadn’t started this fast.”

				A time existed not so long ago that Franklin would not have believed that any Father would dare conceive of such a sin, but Franklin was learning all about the depths of men’s and women’s animosities and the things they were capable of doing to one another. Franklin said, “They’ll always hate me for Father Nelson.”

				“No,” Novice Joseph shook his head. “Not now. They’ve all heard you speak. You have the gift to move men’s hearts with your words. They’ve all heard and seen. Because of Father Nelson, they’ve harbored doubts. Now, because of the fast, they believe that your words aren’t empty, that they mean to you as much as they mean to The People. The clergy is with you.”

			

			
				Franklin sat up and looked around. Every clergyman who’d gathered from the townships and villages had remained in Brighton after the army marched. They were all in the pews, silently meditating or praying. “All because of my…” Franklin was reluctant to voice the lie, “my fast for The People?”

				“Yes,” Novice Joseph confirmed. “Every one of them.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 72: Franklin

				With a back aching from sitting in a pew for so many long hours, Franklin got up. Most of the clergymen had retired to their quarters already. Some were snoring on the benches. Aside from that, Franklin heard no sounds in the dark Temple.

				He pressed his palm to the wood of his bench, testing its softness, deciding whether to spend another night sleeping where he spent his daylight hours sitting. He’d beaten himself down far enough that he felt like he’d reached bottom. It was time to trudge through the coming days under Tenbrook’s rule, until the days turned to months and the months to years. He’d worked so hard, traded so much of his integrity away to stay in Winthrop’s good graces, just to have a chance to one day sit in Winthrop’s seat and make Brighton better than what it was.

				But not now.

				Fitz had deceived and used him to serve her ambition, a life sharing her bed with one man rather than sharing it with them all; a councilman’s wife pulling his strings like a puppeteer. And Franklin had eagerly let her. And that was the seed of the epiphany: Franklin, regardless of his title, was never destined to be a leader. He’d been Winthrop’s novice, then Fitz’s puppet, and now Tenbrook’s servile dog, just as Winthrop had been Blackthorn’s barking pet. And if Franklin shucked off Tenbrook’s yoke through some miracle, it wouldn’t change a thing. Another strong-willed buffoon would appear, see Franklin’s inherent flaw, and take advantage of it.

				Franklin would always have a master. That was his fate.

				So what did it matter whether the master was Winthrop or Tenbrook?

				It didn’t.

			

			
				Franklin stretched his stiff knees and ambled out of the dark Temple, headed down the hall toward his quarters. Fitz would be there in the bed they shared. But she’d be asleep, and Franklin would sleep too, under a warm blanket with a pillow under his head. And tomorrow, he’d eat. No, he’d gorge. And he’d send Fitz to The House of Barren Women to fetch him a new whore, and he’d have his way with whomever she brought. And tomorrow night, he’d sleep in the same bed with Fitz again. He’d do the same the following day, and the next. And he’d make Fitz hate him, and in that hate, she’d learn the price of her treachery. And when she finally ran out of false patience and her anger flared, Franklin would tell her to go back to the whorehouse and spend the rest of her life on her back, or else keep his bed warm at night and pretend to be somebody of importance while she fetched new whores at his whim.

				That would be her punishment.

				Franklin would never be free of Tenbrook, but he’d make sure Fitz got what she deserved for putting him at Tenbrook’s mercy, and he’d enjoy the pleasures of the position for which he’d paid so dearly. He’d never be cold again. He’d never be hungry. He’d never labor and sweat. He’d never look at a woman with unfulfilled desire. He’d have whichever ones he pleased, whenever he wanted.

				Franklin quietly turned the knob on the door of his quarters and inched the heavy wooden slab open.

				The room smelled of smoke and Fitz, and for a second, his heart fluttered painfully to remind him how deep his feelings for her ran.

				He closed the door behind him as he stepped inside.

				The fire had burned down to embers that glowed dim red, giving Franklin just enough light to find his way to the bed.

				He sat down, took off his shoes, and stood back up and removed his Bishop’s robe before sitting back on the bed. That’s where he stopped, finding it suddenly too painful to lay down in the bed with her.

			

			
				He wanted to hate her, but it hurt too much.

				“I was giving you space,” she whispered.

				The words, gentle and apologetic in their sound, were nothing but deceit. Franklin knew that now. But knowing made it worse than he realized, because he couldn’t discern the falseness in them. Fitz was good with her lies. No wonder Winthrop had taken such a liking to her when Franklin’s job had been bringing him nightly harlots.

				“Lay down,” said Fitz. “You need to sleep. We don’t need to talk tonight. Let me hold you.”

				Franklin shook his head and stared at the shadow of his shoes on the floor, regretting coming into the room in the first place. He wanted to grab his shoes and sleep in the pews again. He wanted to run through the fields in the dark until he reached the gate through the circle wall, and then run into the woods, taking his pain and humiliation with him into the forest. After that, he didn’t care what happened. He just wanted to be free.

				Why did it have to be Tenbrook she’d bedded? Why did it have to be the man Franklin hated and feared more than any other?

				Suddenly he felt her whore’s hand on his back. He shuddered.

				“Are you sick?” Fitz asked. “You’re shivering.”

				“I’m not shivering,” Franklin croaked. “I just don’t want you to touch me.”

				The sound of the blanket being pushed aside and a pillow being knocked to the floor made it clear that Fitz had sat up in bed behind him.

				“What?” she asked, angry, challenging. “You don’t want me to touch you?”

				Franklin shook his head.

				She pulled roughly at his shoulder in an attempt to turn him to face her. “You better look at me and tell me what’s going on.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 73: Beck

				Beck and Jingo sat by the fire while Ivory and Melora slept. It had been a long day of walking and only Oliver was still awake with them. As usual, Jingo continued speaking. “The toenail color profiteers chose to change the genetic code of another fungus so that it would kill the fungus that was discoloring the toenails. What they didn’t realize at first, what nobody even guessed until a year after they were selling their product, was that that fungus they engineered was the spore that we have today, the one that infects men, twists their bodies and minds and turns them into what you call demons.”

				“You say it took a year before people realized the fungus was something other than a cure for toenail discoloration. Did they not wonder why demons were running in the streets?” Beck asked.

				“That is where we get back to the idea of the spark,” said Jingo. “The spark turns into a small fire, which if conditions are right, eventually turns into a large fire. And just like today, no person infected with the spore instantly changes from a human to a demon. It takes months, or even years. Or, in rare cases like me, the person never changes into a demon, but is changed into something else.” Jingo rubbed a hand over the fungal lumps on his head. “We all look like monsters, I suppose, but for some of us, the fungus opens our minds to a vast potential rather than twisting it and turning us into beasts.”

				Beck nodded.

				Jingo drew in a deep breath. “In Brighton, as soon as you suspect that a person is infected, you burn them. In ancient times, that was unthinkable.”

				“What did you do with them, then?” Beck asked.

				“At first, nothing. It took a long time for symptoms to show. At first there were what you call the smudges, and people didn’t know what to think of them. Our doctors took a long time to discover the cause. At first, nobody knew what the smudges would turn into. By the time the first people looked and acted like the demons we have today, the spore had infected hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions.” Jingo put a hand over his mouth and rubbed his lips as though he were trying to capture some particularly vile words before they escaped. “I suppose if we had known at the time where it would lead, we could have done something to stop it. We could have employed the solution you use in Brighton. We could have burned all of the infected and perhaps stopped the spore. But probably not.”

			

			
				“Why not?” asked Beck. “How could that be? If you had guessed, or your scientists had figured it out, then surely you could have done something.”

				Jingo nodded. “Eventually we did figure it out. We did understand the cause. We did know where the spore infection led. But millions were infected by then. Tens of thousands had died at the hands of the demons. It was a different disease that finished us off.”

				“Another pitfall?” Beck was shocked. “What was that?”

				“Our human nature,” said Jingo. “It is hard to send a smudged mother, child, or man to the fire.” Jingo paused. “It must be hard for you three ministers—”

				Beck nodded. “I’ve had regrets and uncertainties more times than you could know.”

				“Imagine what a family would go through if they were to make the decision themselves? How long would the parent of a diseased child wait before putting him in the fire? Would he do it after the warts showed up? Or would he wait until the child killed a sibling? Would he ever do it?”

				Beck glanced at a sleeping Melora, having heard the story of her mother and brother as they’d eaten their midday meal during the day’s hike. He said, “In some cases, a parent might never do it.”

			

			
				“Imagine the argument?” said Jingo. “A parent wouldn’t want to kill an infected child. The neighbors might want to. There would be fights. People would take the law into their own hands. Neighbors would murder neighbors. Others would organize on the side of the infected, in hopes of curing them, or at least handling them humanely. Others would want to destroy them all. Then there’d be the profiteers, looking for ways to make money on the suffering. Worse than that would be the charlatans. They’d profit by selling false cures, and the families of the sick would pay anything.”

				“And your leaders?” asked Beck. “Why didn’t they do the necessary thing? Why didn’t that stop the spread of the spore? Why didn’t they do something with the sick?”

				“For the very same reason leaders often fail,” said Jingo. “They are too concerned with protecting their power and fighting with their political rivals. The game of politics consumes them. They lose sight of their purpose, which is to see to the well being of the people.”

				Beck nodded at that. It was the same in Brighton. It always had been. He feared it always would be.

				“Our politicians were never able to come together with a solution, except when it was too late, when billions were infected,” Jingo said.

				The conversation ceased as Jingo focused on bending and stretching his knee, wincing at some pain that Beck assumed was related to the spore. After that, conversation came to a stop. Beck was overwhelmed by the revelation, and by feeling a weight of guilt because he’d been a participant in a governmental system just as inept as the one the Ancients had, the one that had wiped out their billions through selfishness and incompetence.

				Jingo seemed depressed for having relived the memories of all humanity’s failures leading up to the fall. Beck was depressed because of the futility that he saw in Brighton’s brutal struggle to live. The council inflicted the most painful solutions on The People while doing little to build a better life, at least not in the long run. They were simply bouncing their way from disaster to disaster. As Jingo said, they would think they were succeeding, until a big enough pitfall swallowed them and finished the fall that had started with the Ancients.

			

			
				They had to think differently. Beck just wasn’t sure how.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 74: Franklin

				Franklin stood up and shuffled toward the door. He paused when his hand grasped the knob, stuck on whether to go, or where. The pew in the Temple seemed worse, in its way, than where he was. He turned and walked over to one of the wooden chairs by the fire. The joints creaked as he sat.

				Fitz didn’t move. She stayed on the bed, propped up on an arm, a sleeping gown draped over her, barely covering those breasts that Tenbrook’s dirty hands had taken such pleasure in squeezing.

				Franklin glanced at her, but quickly turned back to the fires. He couldn’t bear to watch Fitz any longer.

				Fitz scooted to the edge of the bed with her feet hanging down to the floor. “You’re frightening me.”

				Franklin snorted at her vulnerable voice. He imagined her melting men’s resolve with that voice, all but stealing coins from their pockets after she’d pleasured them.

				“Why do you look so disgusted when I speak to you?” she asked. “What did I do?”

				“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” Franklin snarled.

				“Find out what?” Fitz asked. “Nothing was being hidden.”

				Franklin laughed harshly. “I suppose not. I’m certain I’m the only one in Brighton who doesn’t know.”

				Fitz hung her head and muttered. “I did it for us.”

				“For us?” Franklin laughed again through his anger and his hurt, tears burning down his cheeks. “For us? You did it for you.”

				“That’s a lie.” Fitz got to her feet. “I risked my life just as you have.”

				“Risked your life?” Franklin asked, mocking her. “Is that what you were doing?”

			

			
				“I could end up on the pyre as easily as anyone. More so. I’m just a Barren Woman. I’m nothing.” Fitz’s tears were starting to flow. “Why are talking to me with such cruelty? Was it so wrong of me to go the market? Was it so wrong of me to seek out allies when you were pouting in the Temple and doing nothing?”

				“Allies? Market?” Franklin spat. Fitz was trying to make the conversation about something other than her seduction of Tenbrook. “Pouting?” That part hurt. But why not? Everything else hurt. Why not hurtful words? He’d heard married men and women quarrel before, sometimes in the Temple, sometimes in the market. In the years before he’d been in a relationship, he’d always wondered how people could be so hateful to one another with their words, then find a way to come together and share a bed and raise their children. Now he understood at least some of it.

				“Yes, you were pouting,” said Fitz, “feeling sorry for yourself because sometimes things are hard.”

				“I’ll have you know,” Franklin shot back, “the clergymen have rallied to my side. They all believe in me now. They’re not against me.”

				“Is that what Novice Joseph told you?” Fitz asked.

				Franklin looked at the fire. He couldn’t face her with the half-truth he was spinning. “They’ve seen my devotion, and now they believe my words are true when I speak to The People. They believe in me. I haven’t given up. I’m doing something.”

				Fitz shook her head and added a mean laugh to the discourse. “Simple, stupid Novice Joseph. He doesn’t know anything I don’t tell him. He doesn’t have any idea what the clergymen think. And the clergymen are no better than he is. Who do you think told them that you were fasting for The People? Do you think they came up with that idea on their own? No. I told them, because I had to tell them something, so they wouldn’t think the leader of their religion was a pouting child.”

			

			
				Franklin wanted to fight back with something, and he grasped at the first thing that came to his mind, a confirmation of a vile thought that had been growing in his heart since Tenbrook had told him what she’d done. “You manipulate men with your lies, because that’s what you do. You smile and hypnotize them with your icy, blue bitch eyes, and your big slutty breasts, and that makes men too stupid to think, and they’ll do anything you say.”

				Fitz shook her head. “Where is all this hate coming from?”

				“And you let them dream about what you look like with all your clothes on the floor beside the bed, and you encourage them to dream about you, and when that’s not enough for you to twist their minds, you let them.”

				“Let them?” Fitz hollered. “Let them what?”

				“You let them touch you and kiss you and bed you to get your way.”

				“You are a pig! A nasty, sty-rooting, dung-covered, foul-mouthed pig!” she yelled. “You’re no different than any of them. Yes, I’ve laid on my back to beg for coins, because that’s what this god-awful town makes me do. I have to live by the rules that the Elders make, that men like you make. And you shame me for it. And why?” Her voice rose to a screech. “Why?”

				Fitz crossed the room and planted herself in front of Franklin, glaring down at him, daring him to respond. She shouted, “You didn’t mind that I was a whore when your greedy little hands were all over my skin. You didn’t care that I came to your bed with Father Winthrop’s stink all over me. Not one bit. You couldn’t wait to get my dress off. And now that I’ve risked my life and gone to the market to rally women, hundreds of them, to our cause because you’re too busy pouting to do your part, you come in here and sit by the fire like a spoiled little merchant’s boy, because you feel threatened by a woman who isn’t afraid to stand up and fight after you’ve given up.”

			

			
				“You’re spinning a web of lies to take my eye off the truth,” Franklin muttered, not wanting to look away from the passive embers and risk getting burned by Fitz’s fiery rage.

				“And what truth is that?” Fitz’s tears were flowing in full. “What truth has you in such a childish mood that you have to pout in the Temple and then come in here and treat me like a worthless whore?”

				Franklin mustered his courage and looked up at Fitz. “The truth is that you bedded Tenbrook to win his favor because you think I’m losing, and he’s going to win.”

				Fitz raised her arm and slapped Franklin across the face with every bit of strength she possessed.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 75: Franklin

				As Fitz reached back to slap Franklin again, she shouted, “If men didn’t think with their cocks they’d do no thinking at all!”

				Franklin took the slap across his face and looked at Fitz with no change in his expression. He was more disgusted by her touch than the sting of her hand hitting his face.

				Fitz swung her arm to slap again, but Franklin surprised her by catching her wrist. He spat, “Don’t hit me again.”

				“Or what?” Fitz snapped back.

				“Or I’ll kill you.” Franklin didn’t know where those words came from. They’d materialized out of his jealousy, out of her betrayal, he supposed.

				“Then go ahead.” Fitz reached back with her other arm and slapped Franklin across the cheek. “Kill me.” She pulled away, but Franklin wouldn’t let go. She went anyway and dragged Franklin toward the door. “Take me into the square and put me on the pyre.”

				Still, Franklin held onto her wrist.

				Fitz was crying out loud as she fumbled to get the door open, elbowing back at Franklin, who wouldn’t let her go.

				Finally, she loosed the latch and swung the door open, putting all her rage into slamming it against the wall. The bang resounded through the Temple as she stormed into the hall, pulling Franklin behind her. “Burn me! Burn me tonight if that’s what you want!”

				When they entered the Temple’s main room, Franklin let go of Fitz’s wrist. Dozens of heads were sitting up between the dark pews and staring at him and Fitz. They were aghast.

				Fitz stopped at the front of the Sanctuary, just in front of the lectern, where one end of the center aisle led to the giant pair of doors at the other end. She spun on Franklin and shouted in a voice that filled the giant dark space, “Do you want to know what happened? Do you want to know how Tenbrook makes love to a woman?”

			

			
				Franklin didn’t answer because he didn’t want to know, not one bit of it. It was bad enough knowing it had happened.

				Fitz grabbed the front of her nightgown. “Did you ever think for one moment to ask how my new dress got ripped when you saw me stitching it?”

				Again, Franklin didn’t know what to say.

				“No?” she taunted. “Of course you didn’t. All you cared about was what was underneath.” Fitz grabbed the cloth of her gown and ripped it apart, sending buttons bouncing across the floor. “He tore my dress just like that.” She dropped the gown off her shoulders, exposing her nakedness underneath. The dress slipped down to her hips, and she pushed it past, letting it fall to the floor. She leaned her head back, exposing her throat. She pointed at a yellowish mark below her jawline. “Do you see it?”

				Franklin stepped back.

				“Look at it!” she demanded. “Is it a smudge? Is it the remains of a bruise? Or is it right where a man’s strangling hand would squeeze a woman’s neck? It is, isn’t it?” Fitz glared at Franklin, whose mouth was hanging open, completely unprepared for everything Fitz was doing.

				“Did you ever ask how that got there, or were you too busy kissing and stroking to satisfy yourself to care about the marks on my skin?” Fitz showed Franklin fading bruises on her arms and scabs on her knuckles. “I fought him. I punched him, but it did no good.”

				She turned around and showed him her back. “What about those scabs in the shape of a man’s bite, you selfish imbecile? Did you not care where they came from? No, you didn’t. Or the other bruises and cuts.” Fitz collapsed to the floor, crying aloud. “You didn’t care. Tenbrook attacked me and beat me. Yes, I went there to seduce him for your sake, to get him to force Father Winthrop to go on the expedition. I was trading that for you, even though it disgusted me to do it. And he beat me anyway. He hurt me. He tortured me because he’s a twisted man that only gets pleasure through pain. It was General Blackthorn who protected me from him, who nursed me for a week in his house until I was well enough to come back here.”

			

			
				“Do you know why, Franklin?” Fitz’s voice lost its steam. “Do you know why I endured that in silence? I did it so you’d never know, because I knew you were such a lovesick puppy you’d have to do something to get your revenge on Tenbrook. And the sickest part is that your revenge would have been for you and your pride, not for what Tenbrook did to me.”

				Fitz jumped back to her feet. Her sobbing had come to a stop, though her face was thoroughly soaked with tears and her eyes were red and puffy. She glared at Franklin, and then at each of the clergymen in the room. “Look,” she ordered them. “Look at me. See my bruises. See my humiliation. This is what your sick-minded rules do to me and every woman in these walls. Your twisted thoughts and unclean souls make this world. It is all of you who are guilty. So don’t look on me and judge.” Fitz knelt down, picked up her gown and looked at Franklin. “Are you going to burn me?”

				Franklin said nothing. He was too ashamed to speak.

				She shouldered past him and marched down the hall. “If you’re not going to burn me,” she called over her shoulder, “find another room to sleep in. You’ll not be coming to mine.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 76: Beck

				It had been a long day of walking followed by a futile attempt to sleep. Finally, Beck sat up and looked around at what he could see in the dim glow of the fire’s embers. At the end of the day, they’d found the remnants of another ancient building in a patch of woods near the coastline, a simple, two-story structure with walls and stairs going up the side, and a roof solid enough to trust in case it rained. Oliver, Melora, and Ivory were sleeping. Jingo, however, was not in the room. Had Beck not been getting used to Jingo, he might’ve been alarmed. But not now. Jingo was an enigma. He looked like a demon, but he was the smartest, most peaceful man Beck had ever met. Just as Ivory had promised that first day they’d met.

				Beck stood and carefully placed his feet, wanting to minimize noise as he made his way across the room. He pushed aside a clump of branches, crossed a doorway, and stepped out into the night.

				Beck looked east to see the moon rising into a cloudless black sky over a calm ocean. The moon was a magical sight, a white and gray sphere that was round just like the earth, as Jingo had said, but smaller, and so desolate it didn’t have air a man could breathe.

				Wanting very much to look at the stars, Beck walked to the end of the patio and stepped onto the half crumbled stairs that ran up the side of the ancient house. He climbed, careful not to step where the ancient stone had crumbled away. He’d pay for that mistake with a twenty-five foot fall and a broken bone. Without a healer around, that error might be a death sentence.

				Once at the roof, he spied Jingo sitting with legs crossed, looking out at the moon coming up over the distant water. Jingo said, “Beautiful, don’t you think.”

			

			
				“Yes,” Beck agreed as he crossed the roof to sit beside Jingo.

				“Can’t sleep?”

				“No. Too many thoughts in my head. My imagination is running wild trying to picture how the world used to be, how it might be again.”

				Jingo laughed, but it was an empty sound.

				“You don’t think it can be?” asked Beck.

				“I don’t know,” said Jingo. “I often wonder if we reached such heights of technological achievement before we were ready, or by accident. We got lucky once and followed the technological and cultural path from simple hunters and gatherers to the complex global civilization that we had. I wonder if that path is scattered with so many pitfalls, that an attempt to follow it a second time would inevitably fail.”

				“Surely that can’t be true,” said Beck.

				“I don’t know,” said Jingo, “I truly don’t. As advanced as we were, as much as we’d learned, the world still held many secrets. We had no idea if we were the first people to know what we knew.”

				Beck turned away from the silver moon and looked at Jingo. “What do you mean?”

				“Time slowly erodes the evidence of our existence.”

				Nodding, Beck said, “I understand rot and I understand rust. I see how the ancient stone buildings slowly crumble. Are you suggesting that one day, they’ll disappear altogether?”

				“Exactly,” said Jingo. “You don’t believe that’s completely true. I can see it in your face. But I assure you it is. There is so much in science you simply don’t understand. I have lived over three hundred years.” Jingo stood up and waved a hand down the coast. “I was here when humanity numbered in the billions.” He looked at Beck. “The billions. Can you even comprehend that number?”

				Beck looked at his hands. “Theoretically.”

			

			
				Jingo laughed, “I supposed we all comprehend it that way. It’s a number so far beyond a man’s intuitive sense that we can only understand it as a concept.”

				Beck nodded because he didn’t know what else to do. Jingo’s words were loaded with so much meaning that Beck often felt lost when listening.

				“All up and down this coast, little towns thrived,” said Jingo. “Where we are now, five or six thousand people lived in wooden houses on the hills with views of the ocean. Outside of town, within ten miles, lived another five or six thousand. My wife and I used to come here before our daughter was born. We’d stay for the weekend and walk by the ocean and eat at the restaurants and dance in the bars.”

				“It’s hard to imagine,” said Beck.

				“Of course it is.” Jingo sat back down. “So much of our life would be alien to you today. Now, I can’t even show you the places I used to take my wife because most of them have rotted away. The concrete sidewalks are still there, but they’re overgrown by plants, and the roads are replaced by game trails. The point I was making, Beck, is that there is little evidence that this town was ever here, and I knew it was here. I used to come here. What will a person think when he comes here in a hundred years time, a thousand?” Jingo stomped his foot on the concrete roof. “This place won’t even be here. It’s only been three hundred years, and you can see the cracks in the concrete walls. The steps are falling apart. In three or four thousand years, one would have to dig deep and look very carefully to find any evidence that people ever lived here.”

				Beck shook his head, “It’s difficult to accept, but it is also sad.”

				“It’s sad but it is life. People come into this world from their mother’s womb, they live and they smile. Hopefully, they love. And then one day they die. Their bodies are buried or burned and nothing is left but dust. Even the people who knew them pass away and no records exist that they ever lived. That is the story of humanity.”

			

			
				“Jingo, I came up here hoping for a better view of the sky and feeling content. Are you trying to make me sad?” Beck frowned at Jingo in the darkness.

				Jingo shrugged. “No, I’m just trying to answer your question.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 77: Franklin

				The Temple sanctuary became Franklin’s new home. He could have taken any of the dorm rooms in the back of the Temple. He could have taken Winthrop’s reeking, windowless room. He could have moved into the one he’d shared with Oliver. None of those rooms provided anything he needed.

				The only thing he needed was Fitz’s forgiveness, and the only thing he yearned for was to hold her in his arms again and know that she loved him.

				The first few times Franklin knocked, Fitz told him to go away. After that, she ignored him. She wouldn’t speak to him when she walked past the pews on her way coming and going, which she did at all hours of the day and into the evening. She always had places to go. And visitors, women, came to see her in her room, sometimes one or two, sometimes a half dozen or more. They flowed in and out whenever she was there. When she wasn’t, they marched through the Temple, ignoring Franklin and the fasting clergy, and then marched back out again, no interest in anything at all but Fitz.

				As Franklin sat on his pew, staring and ruminating, he couldn’t stop wondering what Fitz was doing. At first, he thought Fitz’s friends were coming to comfort her over her broken heart. That was just the sort of thing women did, right? He imagined them in there talking about what an unsupportive, self-centered ass he’d been. He wanted to hate those women, because the more he imagined them in that room talking to Fitz, reinforcing her anger, the harder it would be for Fitz to forgive him.

				But then Franklin cursed himself silently, because he was doing exactly what had gotten him into trouble with Fitz in the first place. He was letting his jealously and insecurity convince him of a whole litany of fictions that put both Fitz and the other women in Brighton in a bad light. And then Franklin spent an hour or so telling himself what a worthless, unclean man he was. No wonder he’d ruined his relationship with Fitz. He didn’t deserve to have such a beautiful woman in his life.

			

			
				And so it went.

				Periodically, Novice Joseph would come in and take a place beside Franklin on the pew and beg him to eat. Franklin didn’t. He saw no point in eating. In fact, he’d lost all desire to eat ever again. The idea of food never crossed his mind except when Novice Joseph came to speak of it. Even the smells from the kitchen were no longer tempting. In fact, they ran counter to Franklin’s goal. He was thinking that maybe if he sat in the pew long enough, and refused food long enough, he might shrivel up and turn to dust. Then he’d no longer have to suffer through the memories of his long list of mistakes.

				That’s what Franklin wanted, for his suffering to end.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 78: Franklin

				Franklin listened to the sound of rain pounding on the Temple roof. The rain was coming down in torrents, probably flooding the streets and turning the fields into swamps, surely pouring into people’s houses. If it got bad enough, the river might come out of its banks and wash away sections of the circle wall. Stories told of it happening long ago.

				Franklin tried to recall the last time it had rained so frequently. He couldn’t. This had to be the dreariest weather of his life. And it was fitting. The thunderous clouds smashed each other in the sky and blazed lightning down on everything below, drowning the whole flat earth with their tears and matching Franklin’s mood exactly.

				It was as if the world felt his pain and were crying with him.

				Franklin liked that idea.

				No man, no matter how alone he tried to make himself, wanted his misery to be a personal thing. As much as Franklin pretended he didn’t like the clergy spread among the pews and fasting along with him, he preferred it. And now the heavens were joining them.

				Franklin leaned back on his bench and stared up at the Temple roof, lost in the blackness of the night shadows far above him. He felt the rumble of the thunder and the pounding of the rain. He felt the saturating humidity in his clothes, and he smelled the rain in the air.

				As he took in the sensations of the storm, allowing himself a respite from his wallowing self-pity, he sparked a sliver of a thought, a thought so different, so out of place, shining so brightly distinct, that it felt like a renewing ray of sunshine.

				No.


			

			
				He didn’t want renewal and sunshine.

				He wanted black storms until his bones were dust and his name was forgotten.

				But even as he pegged his identity to the idea of roiling clouds and the violent thunder, he couldn’t help but think of the natural course of things, the morning after. Storms always passed. They washed the world clean, and the sun always returned.

				What if sulking wasn’t the only path? What if there was a way to win Fitz back?

				Maybe there was.

				Fitz wanted to change Brighton. She had big ideas, and she saw the roads to her goals. She’d pushed Franklin along one of those roads. It also happened to be the road Franklin wanted to travel—to Winthrop’s seat on the Council. But where both Franklin and Fitz wanted a less brutal Brighton, Tenbrook had a different goal. He wanted all the power in his hands to do what he wished. And he was winning.

				Franklin had spent days feeling, among other things, that Tenbrook had already won.

				But Tenbrook was nothing more than a cavalry officer who only knew how to bully his men, whip his horses, and kill stupid beasts. He was no mental match for Franklin, especially with Fitz at his side.

				As brilliant as the lightning in the sky, Franklin had an idea to put all the pieces of the mess back together again.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 79: Franklin

				Franklin hurried down the hall, knowing that he had the answer to everything. He stopped at the room he’d shared with Fitz, put a hand on the knob, and paused. Inside, he heard the voices of a dozen women talking all at once. It was late for Fitz to have so many guests. Still, Franklin would not be put off. He knocked.

				Immediately, the sound inside the room stopped.

				No one invited him in.

				Franklin knocked again.

				“I won’t need you until the morning,” Fitz called, as if talking to Novice Joseph, or one of the serving girls.

				“It’s me,” Franklin said.

				A long pause.

				An older woman’s voice said, “Go away. Come back another time.”

				That made Franklin angry. He thought of flinging the door open and throwing the bunch of hens out of his Temple. How dare they tell him to go away?

				Franklin grasped the doorknob as he weighed what to do, and it occurred to him that throwing these women out would win him no favor with Fitz.

				Patience.


				“Please talk to me, Fitz.” He wanted to pound his skull on the thick wood over his choice of words and tone. He didn’t want his request to sound like begging.

				Indecipherable whispers passed back and forth inside for long moments until they suddenly ceased.

				Footsteps sounded, coming toward the door. Fitz said sternly, “I’m busy. Return in the morning if there’s something you wish to say.”

				Beaten already. Franklin’s brilliant idea suddenly seemed terrible, every single bit of it. And of course it was terrible—he’d been thwarted by the first pitfall. He hadn’t guessed that Fitz might refuse to open the door to hear what he had to say.

			

			
				Of course, she hadn’t.


				Franklin turned away from the door and took a step up the hall, stopping himself midstride.

				Wait.

				Why give up?


				Franklin wanted Fitz back more than anything. Why let one rebuff be the obstacle between him and happiness? Franklin turned and put his hand back on the doorknob. “No,” he called through the door, firmly but not angrily. “We need to talk now.”

				“Franklin, I can’t. I won’t.”

				“You must.”

				“Why does it have to be now?”

				“I thought about what you said.”

				“I said a lot of things,” Fitz told him through the door. “You’ve been sitting in the Temple for days. What could be so important just this minute?”

				“Maybe I’ve treated you unfairly. Maybe we all have.” It was the first time the words had come out of Franklin’s mouth. They felt awkward, considering that they’d been swimming through his thoughts for so long. He leaned his head on the wood as he waited for Fitz to respond. She didn’t, so he pressed on. “I listened to you in the Temple when you shamed all of us. You opened my eyes. I’d never thought of things the way you said them. You were right.” Franklin rushed to add, “You are right.”

				“I know,” Fitz told him through the door, the level of her voice rising with each word. “It took you all this time to realize what every girl knows from the moment she’s old enough to wash a man’s clothes or to slap his hands away when he grabs her butt?”

				“I can tell it makes you angry to talk about it.” Franklin took a moment to select his words carefully. “Maybe I can’t know. I’m not a woman. I know women have their tribulations, but I never really thought about it the way you described it. I knew it in my head, I think. But now that I’ve seen your passion and I’ve felt your pain, I know it in my heart.”

			

			
				“You’ll never know it in your heart,” Fitz snapped back.

				“Maybe not the way you do,” said Franklin. “But you have to understand, that though women may be treated badly, men are treated unfairly as well. Everyone lives under the foot of the one above. Even me, and I am the Bishop of Brighton. When I was a novice on the dais looking on as General Blackthorn, Minister Beck, and Father Winthrop presided over the burnings, I believed with all my heart that they were the three most powerful men in Brighton, and I dreamed of one day being one of them so that I’d no longer be subject to the whims of other men. I didn’t fully understand at the time that everyone in Brighton, even the women, must feel the same way. We all suffer at the hands of the powerful.”

				“That’s true,” Fitz agreed in a softer voice.

				“I never would’ve guessed that when I took Father Winthrop’s seat, I’d still be under the boot of a powerful man.”

				“So this is about you now?” Fitz snapped, her anger returning.

				“No, no,” Franklin disagreed. “Please listen. I’m only saying that Tenbrook’s lust for power makes me see that all of us men, women, and children in Brighton are tyrannized by the powerful, no matter who we are or what role we fill, from the dirty, hungry waifs in the orphanage all the way up to the Bishop of Brighton. I don’t know how to fix that, not for certain, but I do know that it’s wrong.”

				“Wrong for everyone?” Fitz asked. “Even for Barren Women? Even for whores?”

			

			
				“I’m sorry. I was wrong to say anything like that,” said Franklin. “If you hate me for the rest of my life for what I said, I’ll understand. Right now, I’m asking for your forgiveness. You don’t have to grant it to me, but please think about it. More important than what I want is what we need to do for Brighton.”

				“What’s that?” Fitz asked.

				“We need to stop Tenbrook. We need to stand up to him.”

				“We can’t, Franklin. He’ll put us on a pyre.”

				“I have a plan. We can build on what we started, and we can bring it to fruition.”

				“Don’t be a fool, Franklin. Get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”

				“No,” Franklin told her with much more force than he intended. “It must be done tonight. We must start now. I’m going back to the Temple sanctuary. I’m going to wake all the fathers and the novices, and I’m going to send them out into the rain to wake all of Brighton. I want everyone here before sunrise. I don’t know what I’ll tell them, but we’ll figure something out that will touch their hearts and make them follow us to march on Tenbrook’s stronghold. His soldiers can’t stand before the might of the whole town.”

				“We’ll go to war with them?” Fitz asked.

				“It must be done,” said Franklin. “We’ll put him and the captains on the pyre. It’s the only way to change Brighton.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 80: Fitzgerald

				The Strong Women, that’s how Fitz thought of them. Eighteen girls and women, some widows of men burned on the pyre by Tenbrook, the rest probably widows after their men had been taken on Blackthorn’s folly into the Ancient City. They were the ones who’d been in her room late at night, bickering mostly over trivial things and avoiding the biggest problem of all, how to unseat Tenbrook. They discussed at length where the power in Brighton would rest if Tenbrook magically disappeared from the picture. With Evan dead and Tenbrook gone, that would leave Franklin, a weak-willed man to rule. Not one woman believed that would lead anywhere good.

				After these discussions, Fitz was frustrated, as she often was.

				They all seemed to have the same general goals, but they couldn’t come to any agreement on the actions they might take to achieve those goals. The point they couldn’t seem to grasp was that cooperation and compromise was the only road forward.

				Nevertheless, after Franklin had spoken through the door for all the women in the room to hear, the meeting broke up and the women left one by one, going to pitch their lot in with the clergy on Franklin’s errands, to muster as many old men and women to the Temple as could be convinced to come.

				And as Fitz sat on the edge of her bed, watching them through the windows as the night sky lost its blackness, she heard the sound of thousands of hushed, anxious voices echoing from the Temple down the hall. It seemed that Franklin had done what he’d set out to do, fill the Temple in the dark of night, in a howling thunderstorm, defiantly facing down Tenbrook’s threats and executions.

			

			
				Maybe Franklin was finally growing into the man that she’d always believed he was.

				Those thoughts made Fitz’s heart ache, because Franklin, despite what the two of them shared, had accepted the vile words of another man at face value, despite the blatant lies. Franklin was a man in a man’s kingdom. And Fitz would always be a woman, and in the back of Franklin’s mind, a whore.

				As badly as Fitz wanted to go into the Temple with everyone else to see if Franklin could take the last victorious step in the plans that she’d laid, she couldn’t make her feet move.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 81: Tenbrook

				The woman stirred, jostling the mattress. Tenbrook grew angry, thinking it was her squirming and whining again.

				Why’d I let her lay with me through the night?


				It always made him feel dirty when he woke up smelling a woman, hearing one snore, or worst of all, feeling her clinging to him in that parasitic embrace they all seemed to have bred into their weak, needy souls.

				They were so necessary, but he hated them.

				And when he saw this one, sitting up on the edge of the bed, her hair matted into scabs that were just starting to crust on her back as she curled up with her knees under her chin and her shins wrapped tightly in her arms, he thought about punching her in the mouth so hard she’d learn once and for all not to whimper and wake a man trying to get his rest.

				She remained quiet. Watching him.

				Not making a sound.

				In fact, barely moving, not even shivering, though her skin was covered in goose bumps from the cold air in the room.

				Thunder rumbled through the night sky, loud and close.

				That must have been what had done the waking. It wasn’t the girl’s fault.

				With that thought dispensed, Tenbrook gave a thought to rolling the girl on her belly and taking her for another go. Why not? Morning couldn’t be far away. It would make for a good beginning.

				The thunder again.

				Only it was different.

				The girl was looking toward the door.

				It was both the thunder and the door. Someone was beating on it, seemingly intent on breaking it down with a single fist.

			

			
				Tenbrook’s temper erupted. He swung a foot up and brutally shoved the girl off the edge of the bed. “Go see who’s at the door. Are you a fool?”

				She scrambled up from the floor, fresh blood on her knees from new scrapes, and stumbled across the room, looking from side to side for something to wear, moving more slowly with each step.

				“Hurry, girl. Do you think you’re the only naked bitch anyone’s ever seen? The door!”

				The girl reached the door, grasped the handle, and looked back at Tenbrook.

				Tenbrook reached for a dagger he kept on a nightstand beside the bed. “Open it, stupid girl!”

				She pulled the door open, swinging it into the room while trying to hide her nudity.

				Tenbrook sat up and leaned against the headboard, not making any effort to temper the scowl on his face.

				Captain Sinko strode through the door in his uniform, sword hanging menacingly in its scabbard. He gave the naked, bruised girl a glance as he passed by before turning his attention to Tenbrook. “General.”

				“What is it, Captain?”

				“The Bishop. He’s assembling the townsfolk in the Temple.”

				“Is he?” Tenbrook grinned. He turned his attention to the girl. “Get out of here.”

				The girl stepped away from the door, moving toward a garment laying on the floor across the room.

				“Go now!” Tenbrook bellowed.

				The girl ran through the open door and down the hall.

				Captain Sinko turned to watch her run. “A pretty one.”

				“They’re all pretty,” said Tenbrook as he got out of bed, anxious now to start his day with some bloodshed. That was better than toying with a skittish, used-up blonde. “How many has Franklin mustered?”

			

			
				“I had a man check,” said Sinko. “The guess is a thousand, but he said all the pews in the Temple were filled and more people were standing where they could find a space.”

				“A thousand was the guess?” Tenbrook started to dress. “The Temple holds nearly three thousand. So there must be more than that.” Tenbrook knew few of his men had their numbers. To them, a thousand was the largest quantity imaginable. “With the rain coming down as it is. That is impressive. Perhaps I’ve underestimated our Bishop friend.”

				Sinko neither agreed nor disagreed. “More are in the street. All going to the Temple.”

				“Many more?”

				“By my guess, they’ll double inside the hour.”

				“They’ll be standing on top of one another,” Tenbrook laughed. He reached for his sword and slid it out of the scabbard, taking a moment to admire the blade. “Muster the men.”

				“I anticipated your wishes,” said Captain Sinko.

				Tenbrook froze, thought about rebuking Sinko, and then chose not to. He didn’t want any of his officers acting on their own without his authority. He made a mental note to punish Sinko later. “Assemble the men in the street beside the house. Have both squadrons of cavalry mount their horses. Bring my horse, as well. Send word up to me as soon as they’re ready.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Keep an eye out for spies. If any woman or man sees the soldiers in the street, have that man or woman killed. I’d like our visit to Franklin’s gathering to be a surprise.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 82: Fitzgerald

				The door flew open. Fitz’s friend Ginger, one of the few girls she’d liked from The House of Barren Women, stood there, urgency on her face. “Do you hear it?”

				Fitz nodded.

				“People are standing outside in the storm. Thousands of them.”

				Fitz had no concrete idea of how many “thousands” were, except that they were a lot, a whole lot. In fact, she knew that Ginger didn’t know what “thousands” were, either.

				“You can hear them.” Ginger pointed into the hall. “I’ve never seen the Temple so full. Women and their children. Even the old men came.”

				Fitz knew. She’d heard the sound of the growing crowd. People started coming in not long after Franklin had left, and they’d kept coming all through the night. There was an excitement in the muffled sounds of their voices. It was that intangible spirit that Franklin had tapped into the first time he’d spoken in the Temple. And each time he spoke, each time people heard him, they seemed more energized and anxious.

				They loved Franklin.

				He was special enough to draw thousands of them out of their beds in the middle of the night to walk the cold streets through a driving rain, rattled by thunder and startled by lightning. Franklin had tapped into a revulsion for Brighton’s bureaucracy that grew a little in each person every time they’d watched one of their own burn on the pyre, each time Blackthorn’s hawk eyes spied them from up on the dais, or as Winthrop’s gelatinous girth flowed under his robes while their kids went without their meals. And now, to have a new generation of tyrant in Tenbrook…

			

			
				A lot of hate lay repressed in the souls of the people of Brighton.

				“You should come out,” said Ginger. “It’s still dark, but the sun is just coming up behind the clouds. The storm is breaking. He’s going to speak soon.”

				Fitz looked at one of the windows. In the dull gray, the heavy rain was turning to a sprinkle. She looked at the fire in the hearth, then looked at the floor.

				“Come out,” said Ginger. “I know you’re…” She couldn’t find the next word.

				“Ashamed?” said Fitz.

				“You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

				Fitz nodded, but she truly felt it. Ever since Franklin had come begging at her door and she’d forced him to stay out in the hall as she ground his humiliation into the wounds both their hard words had left, she’d felt a growing shame. She’d been mean. She’d been petty. She’d been showing off in front of the Strong Women.

				But he deserved it. That and so much more.


				“I’m afraid for Franklin,” said Fitz.

				“No.” Ginger smiled with pleading eyes. “You have to come out and see. Franklin knows what he’s doing. You have to see the people. There are so many of them. Tenbrook can’t do anything to Franklin now. Not to any of us, anymore.”

				“Do you believe that?” Fitz asked. “Truly?”

				“I do.”

				“Why?” Fitz asked.

				Ginger seemed hurt by the question, but she said, “Because I’ve heard him. All of us have. He hasn’t come right out and said it, but he tells us in words we all understand, what The Word truly says about how we should live. Everybody knows that Father Winthrop was a liar. Everybody knows General Blackthorn’s tyranny wasn’t blessed by The Word. Few of us can read or write, but we aren’t stupid people. You’ve said that to us yourself, right here in this room. You’ve told us what Franklin’s words mean. Now, he’s going to tell us himself. The rumor from the novices is that he’s going to call for a change. When the sun breaks through the clouds this morning, Brighton will be a new city.”

			

			
				It was exactly what Fitz wanted, exactly what she hoped Franklin would one day say to The People.

				Ginger crossed the room and took Fitz’s hands in hers, pulling her up to stand. “Come. You’ll hate yourself if you don’t come out to listen.”

				Ginger led Fitz to the door and together they walked down the corridor.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 83: Franklin

				“It’s almost dawn,” said Novice Joseph.

				Franklin looked up from where he sat on his old bed, staring across the room at Oliver’s bed, not giving a thought about what he was going to say—he knew that. It was a speech that needed no preparation. It was an epiphany that needed to be voiced. He only needed to follow his heart, and through his words, show his path to The People. It was time for Brighton to become a better place.

				If only I knew where Oliver was.


				Franklin feared that Oliver had died. They’d heard nothing from Blackthorn’s expedition in days and days. The last word said they’d made it through the pass and had found a safe place on a hill to camp in view of the Ancient City. But every night the demons came in greater numbers to kill them. Everyone in town feared that the demons had done just that, and a despicable rumor was quickly becoming an unassailable truth: the council had betrayed the militia and sent them to their deaths.

				Friends. Neighbors. Husbands. All dead.

				“Father Franklin,” Novice Joseph persisted, “the dawn. It’s here. The People await.”

				Franklin stood up. It was time. If only Fitz had come to kiss him and wish him luck. It would have been nice, but it wasn’t necessary. The hour had come for Franklin to stand as a man on his own two feet. He would not spend the rest of his life being tyrannized by the Tenbrooks of the world. He’d show Fitz that he was a man that she could love.

				Franklin looked at Novice Joseph and smiled placidly. “Let’s go.”

				Novice Joseph rushed a smile in return and hurried over to open the door.

			

			
				As Franklin walked into the long hall, he saw all of the clergymen and all of the novices lined up from his door all the way down, all soaked from running through the streets in the pouring rain, carrying Franklin’s message.

				They looked on proudly as he passed.

				He’d talked with them earlier in the night when he’d told them what to do, and he’d told them why. It was time that The Word ruled the townships—not Father Winthrop’s venal version of it, but the true Word, that made all men brothers and all women sisters, The Word that didn’t burn children, that didn’t starve the orphans, and didn’t force women to be the slaves of men, The Word that didn’t make one man the servant of another, or make all men the servants of a vicious few.

				This was the morning.

				This was the day.

				Franklin reached the end of the hall and the Sanctuary erupted in a cheer louder than the thunder of the night before. He turned and took the stairs up to the stage, empty except a simple lectern in the middle. The fathers and novices filed past to take up the empty seats on the first row of pews that had been held for them.

				Franklin crossed the stage in long, confident strides, seeing on the far side, just by the door to the hall that led down to his old quarters, that Fitz was standing beside her friend Ginger, packed tightly among many other onlookers. All throughout the Sanctuary, Franklin saw the faces, hands, and shoulders of people, packed in as tightly as people could be packed. Save the clergy, no one sat.

				Still, they cheered.

				Through the open doors into the square, Franklin saw in the growing light a seemingly endless ocean of people, all wishing they were inside. He laid his hands on the lectern. He was ready. He opened his mouth to speak, and he paused to allow a long, last rumble of thunder to pass before he started.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 84: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook ordered Sinko to march the foot soldiers across the square, directly toward the Temple’s open doors.

				“The crowd,” Captain Sinko asked him. “Shall we disperse them or march through them?”

				Tenbrook looked at the mass of pig chaser’s wives, spinsters, and widows mobbed in front of the Temple and relished the thought of what was to come. “They won’t be there when you arrive.” He stood in his saddle, drew his sword, and stabbed it at the clouds as he called his orders.

				Behind Tenbrook, the cavalry trotted up the side of the square, two by two, past the pyres and along the walls. Two hundred sets of hooves pounded the stones and shook the ground. The rumble echoed off the buildings and shook every door.

				Tenbrook watched the mob as they felt and heard the hooves and one by one, each of them turned away from the Temple doors to see the cavalry they were feeling through their feet and hearing over the shrill joy that surrounded them.

				The sight of so many wide-eyed wenches and pissing whelps aroused Tenbrook in a way he hadn’t experienced before. He hadn’t guessed that so much fear from so many, so impersonal, and yet so tangible, would be such a rush.

				With the whole of the cavalry following his line and every horse, every cavalryman, every raised sword, visible in all of those staring eyes, Tenbrook ordered his cavalry to follow and he kicked his mount into a gallop.

				The thunder of the hooves, powerful and satisfying when the horses were trotting, turned into a deafening roar, drowning out the screams that Tenbrook knew had to be pouring from the mouths of all those women who were now running left and right, panicked, dragging each other, holding the hands of their children, thousands of them, fleeing like stupid demons from the death that was barreling down on them from atop war beasts trained to stomp flesh and break bones with their hooves.

			

			
				Tenbrook suffered a moment of dissatisfaction when he reached the Temple steps. He’d not trampled a single wench.

				He wheeled his horse around and passed the order to send one squadron through the streets to chase the fleeing women and old men until they were locked in their hovels with enough fright stomped into their souls to keep them there until they felt they needed personal permission from Tenbrook himself to come out and tend to their chores. He ordered seventy of his squadron to dismount.

				He looked up to see that his foot soldiers had covered half the span of the square. They’d arrived soon enough. Tenbrook turned in his saddle and looked into the Temple’s open doors, more than tall enough to accommodate men on horseback, and his eye followed the line of the Temple’s central aisle, packed with treasonous women all the way from the door to the foot of the stage.

				Tenbrook charged through the door and into the aisle.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 85: Fitzgerald

				Already packed in tight, the people in the aisle tried to avoid the massive horses trampling their way through them. They climbed, clawed, and screamed. Those in the pews along the aisle tried to dodge the steel blades, raised in the air and glinting in the candlelight. Fitz and Ginger were pushed against the wall as people poured into the hall to their left.

				Franklin stood at the lectern, watching, frozen, horrified.

				“Franklin!” Fitz screamed, trying to get his attention, not knowing what to say, just wanting to reach out to him. Her voice was lost in the pandemonium.

				“We have to run!” Ginger shouted into Fitz’s ear.

				“No!” Fitz shouted back. “We have to stay.”

				Tenbrook’s horse, blood dripping from its legs, hooves soaked in red from having just trampled people who couldn’t get out of the aisle fast enough, pushed through the last of the women in the way. The aisle cleared in front of it as it broke into a gallop and leapt onto the stage.

				Franklin jumped out of the way as the horse knocked over the lectern at which he’d been standing.

				Horse after horse followed Tenbrook’s, jumping onto the stage until seven or eight crowded the platform, each turning to face the congregation, snorting and stomping, their blood running hot to do what they’d been trained for.

				Franklin stood, silent and strong, facing the riders and their horses.

				Up and down the body-strewn aisle, a line of horses came to a stop as soldiers ran in between the horses and the pews.

				The Temple echoed with the screams of the injured and the dying, and of those panicked and trying to get away. Many crowded into the hall past Fitz.

			

			
				Soldiers filed into a line in front of the rows of pews, turning their backs to the stage and raising their swords, facing the congregation. All the soldiers in the central aisle brandished their weapons and stared down the crowded women in the pews.

				“Franklin!” Fitz hollered. “Tell The People to fight!”

				Franklin did nothing.

				Tenbrook sheathed his sword, dismounted, and stepped toward Franklin.

				Franklin didn’t move; he didn’t flinch. He glared.

				Fitz was proud of him.

				Many stopped screaming, stopped running, stopped climbing over one another in their rush to flee, and stopped to look at the stage.

				“Franklin!” Fitz called again. “Turn around! Talk to The People!” Even with the noise starting to settle, Fitz’s voice was lost. She begged, “Please!”

				Ginger repeated Fitz’s shouts with no more success.

				Tenbrook was in Franklin’s face, towering over him, grinning like a psychopath, shouting orders. Fitz heard Tenbrook’s voice, but in the noise, she couldn’t make out what was being said.

				Still, Franklin said nothing. Still, he stood his ground, looking up with fire in his eyes to match the fire Fitz knew was in his heart, knew had been there all along.

				Tenbrook said something emphatic with a finger thrust in Franklin’s face. He pressed it against Franklin’s cheek, using his strength to shove Franklin’s face to the side. Franklin turned and let the imposing finger slip away and thrust his defiant glare back at Tenbrook.

				For a moment, both seemed to have become statues, measuring each other, choosing what to do next.

				Tenbrook moved first. He spun and took a step away from Franklin.

				Fitz threw her hands over her mouth. Was it that easy? Had Franklin won by standing up to the bully, taking all he had to give, just bellicose words and little-man threats?

			

			
				“What happened?” Ginger asked.

				Fitz started to answer, and then the world froze into tiny droplets of time, each terrible, each more horrifying than the last, each leading to a certain, unavoidable tragedy.

				Tenbrook’s right arm reached across his body, and his gloved hand grasped the hilt of his sword.

				A scream peeled out of Fitz’s throat.

				Tenbrook’s face turned from that of a grinning madman to a twisted devil.

				Ginger shrieked.

				Tenbrook pulled a shimmering, silvery blade out of his scabbard, long and lethal.

				A thousand women gasped.

				All the air in the room stopped flowing.

				The blade cut through the air as Tenbrook spun.

				And as Fitz’s scream reached its peak, as terror sheared her heart in two, the blade found Franklin’s defiant throat and cut as though slicing through nothing at all, not slowing, not stopping. Blood spewed out in an arc along the path of the blade, hitting horsemen, soldiers, clergy, and women in the crowd.

				The expression in Franklin’s eyes changed from defiance to surprise as his head separated from his neck and spun into the air, coming over upside down and falling out of Fitz’s sight. And for that moment, the world was silent, except for the thunk of Franklin’s head on the wooden stage.

				And still, the blade cut through the air, swinging all the way around, spraying even more of Franklin’s blood on the people in front of and around Fitz, across her face.

				Then Tenbrook’s arm stopped. Tenbrook stood in a striking pose in front of Franklin’s standing body.

				Gasps turned to screams.

				Fitz felt part of herself die.

			

			
				Franklin’s body folded on its joints and fell out of sight.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 86: Beck

				“I was thinking about what you said the other day. I’m getting overwhelmed by your melancholy,” said Beck as he looked along the beach from out the window of the ancient house where they’d spent the night. He’d been hoping to see the sun rise over the water. For yet another morning, all he saw were clouds and rain.

				“I’m sorry,” said Jingo, turning away from the window and looking over at him.

				Oliver leaned through a door from another room. “Melora and Ivory are almost done cooking breakfast.”

				“Thank you,” said Beck to Oliver as Oliver disappeared into the other room.

				“I saw my family die,” Jingo continued. “The sadness, even after three hundred years, still hurts. I saw a whole world die, right before my eyes. Since then, in the ashes of the apocalypse we brought upon ourselves, I’ve seen man do nothing but make the same mistakes over and over again and slowly slide toward ruin.”

				“But we’re thriving in Brighton,” argued Beck.

				“Is that why you burn your children and women? Is that why you sent nineteen thousand to the Ancient City to be murdered by spore-infected men?”

				Beck looked down again, unwilling to meet Jingo’s eye. The argument he’d used to sway Jingo to come back to Brighton was now being used against him.

				“I’m sorry.” Jingo patted Beck on the shoulder. “I don’t mean to offend you. I simply mean to say that yes, Brighton has grown from the original fifty-seven founders, but over time, you have not progressed. You are a superstitious people. Few of you cherish knowledge or education. Ignorance will deepen with each passing generation until one crisis too many falls upon your doorstep. Then it will not be nearly half the population that you send into the Ancient City to die for your mistakes, but everyone.”

			

			
				“I don’t know what to say.” Beck stared at the others and bit his lip. “What can I say?”

				Jingo sighed. “I had great hope for Brighton.”

				“You don’t anymore?”

				“I still do, in a way. Even after what you’ve told me about the army.” Jingo took a break to collect his thoughts before he spoke again. “It will be thousands of years before humans learn to write again, to understand mathematics, agriculture, and engineering, medicine, if this group fails. I hope you won’t.”

				“What does that mean?” asked Beck.

				“In the distant past, so long ago that even the Ancients couldn’t be certain, there was evidence that man rose to dizzying heights of civilization. You see, our archeologists found things—very, very old things that we couldn’t explain. It was assumed that men from all those thousands of years ago were ignorant hunters and farmers. But the evidence changed our thinking. It seems to me and to many others that human civilization had risen and fallen before, perhaps many times.”

				“If that is true, why do you think that is the case?” Beck asked.

				“Perhaps that’s what happens when humans get together. They share a fire, hunt, band together and form villages, towns, cities, and countries. And then they find a way to destroy those things.”

				“I don’t want that to happen,” Beck said with certainty. “Not to Brighton.”

				“Neither do I,” said Jingo.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 87: Fitzgerald

				Tenbrook stood tall in the center of the stage, a frightening nightmare monster out of the darkest sleep, come to the Temple to petrify the sheepish bed-wetters.

				He shouted orders at his men, the only people in the room not in shock.

				Soldiers moved to block all the exits.

				Fitz was shoved out of the way, and all she could do was flow with those around her as she wailed her pain, wide-eyed, unable to turn away from the beast who’d just taken Franklin’s life.

				“Do you see this?” Tenbrook shouted in an ogre’s scream over the chaos.

				He strode across the stage, raised his knee, and stomped, only it wasn’t the sound of the wooden stage that caught his foot, it was the dull crunch of bone and soft meat. Blood squirted high over the heads of the men in front of the stage. Tenbrook stomped again, and again, until the crack of bone sounded like the grinding of rocks in mud.

				He leaned over as every eye in the Temple watched, many silent, many crying, some screaming as though demons were tearing at their flesh.

				Tenbrook worked his arm at something out of sight down on the stage by his hand. Everybody knew it was Franklin’s head, but nobody wanted to believe what they were seeing.

				Suddenly Tenbrook thrust his hand high in the air above him and stood straight up. His fist was pushed through Franklin’s mouth, grasping the lower jaw like the handle of a terribly misshapen basket, spilling gore and blood down his arm.

				“This is your silver-tongued savior!” Tenbrook shouted at them, daring anyone in the Temple to do anything but sob. “Not a one of you is worthy of him.” Tenbrook reared back his arm with Franklin’s head and threw it into the pews halfway back in the Temple.

			

			
				Women parted like the ripple of a splash in a pond, shrieking as the head came down with the sound of a wet dress on a rock being washed at the river.

				Tenbrook pointed a bloody finger across the Temple. “Every one of you will watch. You’ll remember. You’ll tell your neighbors and you’ll tell your children, the whelps you have and those not yet born. I am the supreme lord of Brighton and the three townships and every soul in between. No man, no woman, no child will defy me without suffering the full might of my wrath.”

				Tenbrook spun and hacked at Franklin’s body. He hacked twice more and leaned down to get something off the floor. He showed a severed hand to the stunned crowd, letting them all see it before flinging it at them. He next took a foot and threw it the stunned women, old men, and children.

				Fitz was paralyzed, overwhelmed with horror as piece after piece of Franklin flew at the congregation, all in a shower of Tenbrook’s taunts, until at last, the organs came, and the intestines, which Tenbrook made a point of flinging at the clergy, sitting frozen along the front row.

				Finally, with no more Franklin left, Tenbrook pointed his sword across the clergymen and said, “Put these clergymen on the pyre. All of them.”

				Nobody moved.

				“The pyre!” Tenbrook shouted.

				“Sir,” a man answered, shrinking away as he spoke, “The wood is soaked from the storm. It won’t burn.”

				Tenbrook looked at the captain for a moment and didn’t seem bothered. He glared down at the clergy. “Take their heads, then. Do it now.”

			

			
				The soldiers instantly attacked the clergy, hacking at the begging and screaming men.

				It was over faster than Fitz’s incapacitated eyes could turn away.

				“And the novices?” the captain asked.

				Tenbrook frowned and said, “What of them? They’re nothing. Take their robes and leave them naked.” He stepped up to the edge of the stage. “The Word is false. It was always a lie. This Temple shall be forever closed. No man will speak of The Word. No man will wear the robe of a priest or a novice. I am the only law. I am the only truth.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 88: Fitzgerald

				Fitz stayed in the crowd as Tenbrook’s soldiers herded everyone through the Temple doors and out into the square. Women walked over the flat stones in all directions, too stunned to hurry. Some fell to their knees and wept. Some of the injured collapsed. Nobody ran. The soldiers and the horsemen, seemingly satisfied with their victory, no longer coerced anyone except to tell them to go to their homes.

				Home?


				When Fitz had walked halfway across the square, too dazed to think about where she was going, she heard men chanting behind her.

				“BURN IT! BURN IT! BURN IT!”

				She stopped and turned. Soldiers in the Temple were piling the pews in the center of the Sanctuary, leaning them on a fire that was already burning. Smoke flowed out of the Temple doors, and Fitz watched, as did hundreds of others in the square.

				Most of the soldiers and cavalrymen stopped to watch, as well. Many of them whooped and cheered as the flames grew, and the men inside who’d been stoking the fire ran out.

				Fitz looked for Tenbrook among the soldiers but didn’t see him. She hoped that he didn’t see her, either. He knew her face, her hair, her dress. If his appetite for mayhem had not yet been sated, she’d be on his mind.

				But, no soldiers were searching the common folk. None were asking questions. They were fixated on the flames that burned tall inside the Temple.

				The smell of ash floated in the wet wind. The rain started to fall hard again. Nobody in the square paid it any mind.

				Fitz couldn’t stand to watch anymore. She turned away from the burning Temple and walked, unable to get the horrific picture of Franklin’s mangled, ruined body from her mind.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 89: Fitzgerald

				Fitz walked through the streets in a daze, directionless, her only thought to get away from the Temple. She followed a crowd of hundreds, each wandering with pale, frightened expressions, as if they’d forgotten how to get back to their homes.

				Fitz had no home left. Her home was the Temple, and now the Temple was gone.

				And so was Franklin.

				She swallowed the sick feeling in her stomach. Her body moved by itself. She barely noticed her surroundings, and she barely understood the whispers of the shocked people around her. It wasn’t until someone tugged on her arm that she snapped to attention. “Fitz.”

				Fitz turned to see Ginger with tear-streaked dirt on her face. Her eyes were dry and cold.

				“We need to find you a place to go,” she said.

				Fitz nodded absently.

				Ginger took Fitz’s hand and led her down a side street, whispering as they walked, “There’s an empty house just down this road.”

				Fitz shook her head and pulled her hand away. “The people from the other towns. They’ve taken every empty space.”

				“I know of one place that is empty.”

				“How do you know it’s empty?” Fitz asked, looking down the dark street, suspicious.

				Ginger shook her head slowly, started to say something, and then stopped.

				“What?” Fitz asked, as though she’d discovered a hidden truth.

				“You should be afraid. You should be careful whom you trust now. All those market women and merchant’s wives who you thought were your friends, who you thought were with you…” Ginger’s voice trailed off.

			

			
				“What are you saying?” asked Fitz.

				“What did they do in the Temple? What did they do when it was time to stand up for what they wanted? They did nothing.”

				Tears escaped Fitz’s eyes. “Neither did we.”

				“We were pushed against the wall,” said Ginger as they continued walking. “We had no weapons. What could we do?”

				“Perhaps it was the same with them,” Fitz argued. “Perhaps they had no weapons, either. I know you don’t like them, but they’re loyal. They suffer. All women in Brighton suffer.”

				“Perhaps,” groused Ginger. “Please listen to me. You’re distraught. Don’t let your emotions make your choices. Use your head. It will be hard, but trust me. I know how you feel.”

				“How could you know?” Fitz asked. Ginger had been in The House of Barren Women for a handful of years. She no longer had a man who loved her. She had no children, and her family hated her. That was the case with a lot of the Barren Women.

				“Do you think you’re the only one who has lost someone tonight?”

				“I…”

				“I lost my sister,” said Ginger before turning away. “When it started, I saw her in the aisle. She was with us.”

				“I’ve never heard you talk of a sister before,” said Fitz.

				“Who does in The House?” said Ginger. “None of us have families that accept us anymore.”

				Fitz didn’t disagree.

				“When my husband sent me to The House, my sister behaved as if I’d died. When I saw her on the street, she pretended not to see me. Her feelings towards me changed, even though mine never did.”

			

			
				“Did she get away?” Fitz asked.

				Ginger shook her head. “I saw her go under one of the horses.”

				“I’m sorry,” said Fitz.

				Ginger pointed down the road. “Her house is down there. Her daughter was taken in the last Cleansing. Her husband marched out with the Militia. The house is empty. You can stay there.” Ginger tugged at Fitz’s arm and urged her to get moving.

				Fitz walked alongside her friend past identical houses, watching people slip inside as if afraid they might be seen. From other houses, other women peeked out, women who hadn’t been at the Temple. The looks on their faces made it clear that they’d already heard the news of what Tenbrook and his men had done.

				Fitz lowered her head, trying to keep from being recognized. She knew that not all the people who lived on the dirty, narrow street were sympathetic to Franklin’s revolt. Ginger was right. It didn’t take much of an imagination to guess that some people would already be looking for ways to curry favor now that the power structure in Brighton had altered. Bringing Fitz to Tenbrook might earn that favor.

				Fitz didn’t know if Tenbrook was interested in putting her on a pyre, or if he’d like to take his sword to her throat. She didn’t know how much of his brutality in the Temple was perverse bravado, and how much was driven by fear of the residents of Brighton. If it was fear, then Fitz had cause to worry, because that fear might turn to paranoia, and paranoia would bring much more death to Brighton. When that death came, she’d be at the top of Tenbrook’s list of people to kill.

				They finally stopped at a ramshackle home. Ginger tried the door, found it open, and led Fitz inside.

			

			
				“This will do for now.” Ginger crossed the dark room and found a candle, taking it to a small fireplace and lighting it with the embers still smoldering there. “No one should come here tonight.”

				Fitz nodded.

				Ginger came over to Fitz and wrapped her in a hug. “This is hard on you, I know, honey. But you’re strong, stronger than any of us. It’ll hurt, but you’ll get through.”

				Fitz nodded again and hugged Ginger tight.

				After a moment, Ginger pulled away. “I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. You won’t be able to stay here long. One of the neighbors will come by in the morning to gossip I imagine. I don’t know what will happen then. It’s better not to take the risk. You shouldn’t stay. I think The House is the best place for you.”

				“The House of Barren Women?” Fitz asked, stepping back. “Nobody likes me there. Housemother Mary hates me.”

				“If you look only for hate, you’ll see only hate.” Ginger put a comforting hand against Fitz’s cheek. “You need to see past it.”

				Fitz shook her head and laughed harshly. “Mary hates me, and it’s not because of the way I see her. And I’m sure the other girls feel even worse about me now that I’ve left.”

				“It’s hard staying human in that house,” said Ginger. “It changes you and makes into something stone-hearted and cruel.”

				“A Housemother,” argued Fitz.

				“Perhaps,” agreed Ginger, “but she isn’t all foul inside. She’s a mean, sharp-tongued monster, but she was once a girl on her back just as the rest of us were. She has to be hard. I’ll talk with her in the morning. I’ll make it alright.”

				“I don’t know about this,” said Fitz.

				“Don’t worry about the other girls,” said Ginger, “as I said, they don’t make friends easily, but believe me, they liked you as much as they liked anyone else. None of them showed it when you were there. That’s what The House of Barren women does to a girl. But after you left, things changed. You’d have to listen to them yourself to know how much they all admire you now.”

			

			
				“Envy is probably a better word.”

				“Both are true,” said Ginger. “But believe me when I tell you they are ready to stand behind you. You and Franklin were all we ever talked about when the men and Housemother Mary weren’t after us to do our chores.”

				Fitz looked around the one-room dwelling, taking measure of the place where she’d sleep. “You should go, before the streets get too empty.”

				“You’re right,” said Ginger. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

				“Okay.”

				Ginger slipped out the door, closing it behind her. Fitz listened as the door scraped the jamb.

				And then she was alone.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 90: Fitzgerald

				After a long night of little sleep, Fitz sat on a few layers of blankets that Ginger’s sister’s family had once called a bed, in which they’d held each other at night and shared their dreams. And now they were all as dead as Fitz’s dreams.

				As dead as Franklin.

				She knew she couldn’t stay. Ginger was right about that. It wouldn’t be safe, with people around that might give her up. The house was a temporary fix for a problem she couldn’t figure out how to resolve.

				Tears came as Fitz thought about Franklin—sad, aching, tiny tears that did little to soothe the hurt.

				As she sat there, crying for most of the night, her grief-stricken tears turned into an anger that hungered for revenge.

				Tenbrook needed to die.

				But what could she do? Tenbrook seemed invincible. She turned those thoughts over several times in her mind, twisting them in new ways, but coming no closer to a conclusion as morning light grew brighter through the gaps in the door’s boards.

				Fitz listened to the sounds from the street, whispers that grew louder now that the events of the night had passed. She needed to leave the house, but she knew she couldn’t be the first woman outside. She’d wait until others found the courage to go about their chores. Then she’d leave and try to blend in.

				Ginger had told her to go to The House of Barren Women, but Fitz didn’t know if she should. But where else could she go?

				She’d thought about it through the night, over and over and over. Mostly, she believed she should try to gather up what provisions she could, find some clothing suitable for the wild, and wait again for dark and a chance to climb the circle wall and put Brighton forever behind her.

			

			
				Could she be killed by a demon in the forest? Yes, of course. But in her mind, the more she thought about her future in Brighton, the more certain she grew that her early death wouldn’t be a matter of chance, but a matter of certainty.

				Once over the wall, she didn’t know where she’d go. Most of the people from the three townships were still in Brighton. Some had returned to the other towns or villages. She could try to start a life in another town, but a returning villager might think she was a thief coming to steal their things while they were away. Even if she could make it work, the looming image of Tenbrook would live in her mind forever.

				How long would it be before her life in Brighton reached out to find her?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 91: Fitzgerald

				Having come through the familiar door and into the front room of The House of Barren Women, Fitz stopped. Everything about the room, the dim light, the feel of the floor under her feet, the bench along the wall on which she’d sat with the other girls, the other merchandise, waiting to be selected and put to use, and the smell of too many bodies doing too many things in too small a space, burrowed tentacles through her mind connecting all of her memories—a few sweet, but most she’d prefer to forget.

				“And the high harlot queen of the ashen Temple has fallen,” taunted Housemother Mary, coming into the parlor through a side door.

				Fitz eyed Ginger, one of the three girls on the bench, those awake early enough to serve a man in need of some morning attention. Ginger said, “Be kind, Mary.”

				Fitz said nothing. She’d expected Housemother Mary to say something callous, but she was hoping that Mary would see past petty cruelty after what had happened at the Temple. Fitz hoped for a favor.

				Mary stepped to the center of the room. “You want to bring General Tenbrook’s wrath down on us? Is that why you’re here? You don’t want to stand on the pyre alone?”

				“No,” Fitz said. She turned and reached for the door behind her, realizing she’d made a mistake.

				“No!” Ginger stood up from her place on the bench.

				“Sit back down,” Mary spat. “Or you’ll be washing sheets and scrubbing floors until your hands are too calloused to please a man.”

				Hearing the commotion, more girls came into the parlor from a door that led to the dining room and kitchen.

			

			
				“I’ll wash my own sheets,” said a tall, dark haired girl named Ashley who’d just come into the room.

				Other girls sheepishly offered to do their own housework.

				With a face that was reddening with fury, Mary spun on them, baring her teeth. “You barren sluts best get back in the kitchen.” She turned away from them, expecting them to comply without resistance. She refocused on Fitz. “Go! We don’t want you here. Go sleep in a pigsty. Go climb the wall and feed the demons. Or save everyone the trouble and go stand on a pyre in the square until the wood dries out.” She finished with a wave of her fingers as if she was brushing a bug off a loaf of bread.

				“Don’t go,” Ginger told Fitz, crossing the room to take hold of Fitz’s arm. Ginger turned on Housemother Mary and looked defiantly at the shorter woman. “Fitz will stay in my room. And you’ll not say another word about it.” Ginger’s words took a menacing edge, and she added, “And you’ll not tell Tenbrook’s men, either.”

				Housemother Mary stabbed a bony finger toward Fitz and shouted, “She’s a thief. Did you know that? I caught her with Father Winthrop’s stolen baubles myself. And when I took her to him, she escaped a burning by bewitching the Bishop and twisting him to her will.” Mary scanned the room, looking at each of the other women. “She’s doing the same to each of you now. Don’t trust her.”

				Ginger gripped Fitz’s arm tighter.

				“I should go,” said Fitz, worried that no matter what was said here in the parlor, at the first chance, Housemother Mary was not only going to betray Fitz, but every girl in the house. That was clear enough already, and Fitz didn’t want to see anymore of her friends killed.

				“No,” said Ginger.

				“You’ll stay, Fitz,” said Ashley, who turned and whispered something in the ear of the girl just behind her. That girl, a new girl Fitz didn’t know, looked back at Ashley, wide-eyed, reluctant. Ashley told her, “Go.”

			

			
				Focusing on Ginger, the source of the defiance, Mary said, “Go up to your room and stay there until you’re needed.”

				Ginger stared at Mary, but didn’t answer.

				Mary crossed the parlor in a flash, slapping Ginger across the face. “You’ll do as your told! Upstairs with you!”

				With her cheek stinging and tears in her eyes, Ginger said, “No. Fitz is one of us. You won’t turn her out.”

				“I’ll do what I’ve been charged to do, which is to keep you whores in line,” Mary shouted, slapping Ginger again, before turning and pushing Fitz. “Get out of here. I’m not going to the pyre for the likes of you. You’re a vile, self-serving witch. You got Franklin killed. You got all the fathers killed. You got the Temple burned for the sake of your heretic ideas and your scheming. I’ll see you burn before this day’s end. Mark my words. And any of the rest of you whores who want to join her? You go right ahead.” Mary turned to look at the others and unexpectedly gasped.

				Fitz saw Ashley standing, now facing Mary close, too close.

				Ashley’s face was expressionless, hard. She stepped back as Mary grasped at her stomach and stumbled forward a few steps. Ashley stepped out of her way, and Fitz saw a dripping red kitchen knife in Ashley’s hand.

				Everyone in the room stared, shocked. Fitz’s eyes widened.

				“All of you,” Mary gasped, between labored breaths, a red stain spreading down her dress, “all of you will pay.” She pointed to a girl on the bench. “Kayla, come help me.”

				Kayla looked at her feet, frightened. She started to get up.

				Ginger said, “Don’t.”

				Kayla froze.

			

			
				Mary’s hateful eyes fell on Ginger, and she turned and raised her hand to slap her again. “You pig bitch.”

				Ginger grabbed Mary’s wrist and stepped over beside Ashley, spinning Mary around to face her. Ginger reached out to take the bloody knife from Ashley and slashed it across Mary’s throat.

				Blood poured out and Housemother Mary collapsed on the floor, gurgling and struggling for another moment before going still.

				They all stared as Mary’s blood spread in a puddle on the floor.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 92: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook sat alone on the dais, watching the square, the center of his domain. The Cleansing platform stood empty in the middle, abandoned until the next Cleansing Day when the inspectors would wait as lines and lines of women and children climbed the steps and disrobed, hoping their skin was unblemished by spores and warts.

				Well past the Cleansing platform, fifty of the city guard drilled in the falling rain. Around the edges of the square, women, some with children, hurried through, crossing from one side of town to the other, deathly afraid to look in Tenbrook’s direction.

				On the far side of the square were the remains of the Temple. The stone walls still stood, but the roof had caved in, and its ancient colored glass windows were shattered. Black smoke stains ran up the walls. The smell of burned wood and charred flesh floated in the wet air.

				Is this what absolute victory feels like?


				Tenbrook hadn’t thought winning would be so easy. He didn’t think it would happen so quickly. That saddened him. Now, what would he do? No challenge existed.

				Sure, Blackthorn might come back with a raggedy army’s remnants in tow. But what of it? Blackthorn was a dying man. He’d given up already. He’d present no difficulty.

				The clergy was wiped out. Tenbrook smiled as he thought about how brilliantly he’d handled that. He was indeed a master.

				What of the Scholars? He’d crushed Evan’s insurgency, but the Academy was still intact, probably shivering in their study halls and pissing on their shoes as they thought about what had happened to the clergy. No, the Scholars would present no problems either—not for a long, long time.

				That left only demons.

			

			
				Tenbrook had to wonder, as he looked into his future, how effective Blackthorn’s expedition had been at exterminating demons. While he surely had no chance of killing them all, Tenbrook hoped that enough of them were left alive on this part of the great flat earth that they’d mass from time to time to come for the people of Brighton.

				Without that one possibility to relieve boredom, the future didn’t hold any appeal at all.

				Except for one.

				Tenbrook’s thoughts drifted to women, the only interesting thing of which there seemed to be a ready supply. With most of the men having been dragged on Blackthorn’s folly, the women now outnumbered men ten to one. And of that minority of men, most were so old as to be too feeble to march out with the army.

				Tenbrook decided to let his imagination run free through his most lurid fantasies. With a practically endless supply of female flesh, the only limit on his pleasure would be the breadth of his imagination. Through the years, he’d imagined so much.

				Until he found some other way to alleviate the boredom of the victorious, women would have to suffice.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 93: Fitzgerald

				Mary’s body had drained its blood on the floor and now lay bound with rope and wrapped in several layers of blankets in her room upstairs. The floor in the parlor was clean. The front door was barred and barricaded, as was the back. All of the windows on the first floor were shuttered. For men coming to find some entertainment at The House of Barren Women, there’d be no shooing them away, no explanation. The House would be closed up.

				Fitz’s bet was that none of the few men left in town would have the nerve to take the matter to Tenbrook, the only authority in Brighton at the moment. After his volatile performance at the Temple, no one, probably not even the city guard or cavalrymen, would want to be at the center of his attention.

				Now Fitz was standing in Mary’s upstairs room, the largest room in the house after the parlor and the dining hall. All eighteen of Fitz’s conspirators who’d been meeting with her in the Temple, the strong women, along with the women in The House, were in Mary’s room staring at Fitz. Franklin’s death hadn’t changed the view of the eighteen women that she was the leader. And the Barren Women had joined them.

				The leader of what? Fitz wasn’t sure anymore.

				She’d hoped that by gathering the townsfolk around Franklin and the ideas he spoke about, they’d be able to cow Tenbrook with the weight of their numbers. In Fitz’s vision, it would have happened without the loss of life or shedding of blood. The degree to which she was wrong shook her confidence and made the loyal gazes of all her friends difficult to bear.

				What if she made another miscalculation?

			

			
				They’d all die just as brutally as Franklin had.

				How many could she lead to their death to satisfy her ambition?

				And that’s what it was, wasn’t it? Ambition.

				Fitz had a difficult time wrestling with the idea. Was it wrong that what she wanted coincided exactly with what was good for Brighton? Did that make her ambition wrong?

				Another question that gnawed at her confidence was the temperament of The People. They’d all watched, horrified and paralyzed, as Tenbrook stood on the stage in the Temple and murdered Franklin. They stood back while a few dozen soldiers slaughtered the clergymen. They’d let the war horses trample their friends and neighbors.

				So had she.

				The criminality of what they’d all witnessed was irrefutable. Though scant few of them could count higher than their fingers, nobody needed mathematics to figure out that the people being killed vastly outnumbered the men doing the butchering, and yet, the murderers did as they pleased. They walked away arrogantly and without the slightest fear of punishment.

				That made Fitz fear that her lofty thoughts about right and wrong and her ideas about what could and couldn’t change were rare thoughts to have in Brighton. Most people were sheep, and apparently always would be. Some were wolves. Fewer still were shepherds.

				Fitz had to ask herself which she was. She was no sheep, though she’d been behaving as one her whole life. She thought she was a shepherd, but she wondered whether all wolves saw themselves as shepherds, as well.

				All of those questions needed answers before Fitz could decide what to do next: climb the wall and run, more like a rabbit than a sheep, or stay in Brighton and accept that she’d always be a sheep until the day that Tenbrook slaughtered her. Or maybe she’d put on a wolf’s hide to do the things necessary and then, at the end, rise above it all like a shepherd.

			

			
				The girls continued staring at her, waiting for her to tell them what to do next and how to avoid the pyre now that they were all complicit in murdering Housemother Mary. Fitz needed an answer for them, and she needed a plan.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 94: Fitzgerald

				“We need more women,” Fitz said, looking around at the others.

				The House women and the eighteen watched her, their hope fighting with the fear in their eyes.

				“More women?” Ginger asked, clutching the knife. “How are we going to convince them to join us, after what happened here?”

				“Or what happened at the Temple?” Ashley added.

				Fitz watched them for a moment. “Maybe we can use that tragedy to our advantage.”

				“What do you mean?” Ginger asked.

				“Tenbrook’s hope is that by destroying the Temple and The Word, he’ll prevent anyone from meeting together. What he doesn’t realize is that for every person who died, many more are affected.”

				“Affected by fear. He wants to frighten everyone into submission,” Ginger argued. “How can we get them to listen to us?”

				Fitz paced Mary’s room. Although it was larger and cleaner than the others, the smell of men’s sweat seeped through the doorway, reminding Fitz of the years she’d spent there.

				“We need to use the pain of what we went through to bring us together again. Not just the women in this room, but as many women as we can convince to join us from Brighton. We all know women in town, many of whom lost people in what happened at the Temple. We need to find them, and we need to use our experience to fight Tenbrook. We need to recruit and lead them.”

				“What experience do us Barren Women have?” Ginger asked, throwing her hands in the air. “All we’ve ever done is lie on our backs, taking whatever coins men throw at us, hoping we can avoid a beating.”

			

			
				“That’s exactly right,” Fitz said, thinking of Mary’s body with a grim smile. “Our bodies have been the only things keeping us alive. We’ve used our bodies to keep us fed, to keep us clothed, to avoid a beating. Those in The House have done whatever Mary has demanded. The rest of you have done whatever Brighton, the Elders, or your husbands have demanded. Maybe it’s time we used our bodies for ourselves for once.”

				After a pause, Ginger nodded. “I’m sure the others will agree, once you’ve told it that way.”

				“Listen,” Fitz said. “I have a plan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 95: Tenbrook

				Tenbrook laughed out loud at the joke Sinko had just made. As the other captains laughed, Tenbrook said, “You’ve been hiding this sense of humor all along. I didn’t know you were a funny man.”

				A girl came in and leaned between Captain Sinko and the man next to him, filling his cup with wine. He waved her away. “Enough, girl.” He looked at Tenbrook. “I talk too much when I have too much wine in me.”

				“As do we all,” the captain across the table said.

				Tenbrook leaned back in his chair and patted his stomach as he looked at a slab of roasted pork on the table. “I can’t eat anymore.”

				The captains all stopped eating and looked at Tenbrook.

				“Eat up,” Tenbrook told them. “Stuff yourselves. This is a night for us to sit on the laurels of our conquest and partake in the pleasures awarded the victors.”

				“Pleasures?” Sinko asked. “Is there to be more than food and wine?”

				“Here, here!” another captain agreed.

				They were talking about women, of course. When men got drunk on victory and wine, every vague phrase alluded to a single thing: women.

				“Let us finish our dinner first,” said Tenbrook. “For dessert, I have a collection of virgins for you to choose from. Take one if you like, two if you prefer. Three if you’re man enough to put them all to good use.”

				“I speak for us all, General,” said Sinko, “when I say I hope you have three each.”

				“Perhaps,” said Tenbrook with a sly smile. The smile was a mask. He did have a dozen virgins in a room in the back of the house—all young, all pretty—but none of them were for him. He’d grown bored with young virgins, their timidity, their begging, their fear of his manhood. Sure, it was fun at first, but the fun of seeing a woman’s fear just by dropping his trousers had grown old. His tastes at the moment were for women who were greedy for a man, tough women who thought they could tame him, women with fire in their eyes, who didn’t accept the fear until they earned it.

			

			
				That’s the sort of women Tenbrook wanted.

				Perhaps he’d ride to The House of Barren Women later and treat one of those wenches to an unforgettable night.

				A guard barged into the room, anxious, out of breath, trailing another guard behind him in a similar state.

				Tenbrook, like the other officers at the table, hadn’t lived long enough to rise in the ranks because they reacted slowly to danger. Each of them jumped to their feet, hands on the hilts of their swords or daggers.

				“What is the danger?” Tenbrook asked calmly, though he was already tense. In the back of his mind, he hoped it was a revolt. He relished the idea of a battle—even a battle against wretched peasants with pitchforks. That would be so much better than eating and drinking himself into a coma.

				The first guard pointed through the open doors behind him. “In the square, sir. I think they’re worshiping you. You have to see for yourself.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 96: Tenbrook

				A thousand women danced in the square, lit by rows of fires, not wearing a stitch of clothing, moving in a slow rhythm around the Cleansing platform in the center. They sang a sad, slow song that the worshipers used to drone in the Temple after one of Winthrop’s bleak, haranguing sermons. But the women had changed the words. Where the song had contained “THE WORD”, the women had changed it to “TENBROOK”.

				“TENBROOK is life.”

				“TENBROOK is the answer.”

				“TENBROOK guide us.”

				“TENBROOK make us strong.”

				“TENBROOK give us children so that we may serve even after our death.”

				All around the square, Tenbrook saw his men on their backs on the ground, in various states of dress, with their manly needs being tended to by more than one girl.

				More men ran into the square from their barracks, eager to participate. Women who caressed them like a lover, or grasped them like a whore, quickly engulfed them. Some men pushed their way through the first women that came to meet them, walking instead among the dancing worshipers, looking for particular ones, perhaps the favorites that they’d been eyeing in the market, hoping their husbands would never return from Blackthorn’s folly so they could claim them, or perhaps just looking for a girl with the right color of hair or eyes.

				As titillating as the debauchery in the square was, Tenbrook’s attention was focused on the Cleansing platform. Around its edge knelt a dozen naked women, all watching the center, where one woman stood with her arms in the air, surrounded by three others. The one at the center screamed each time one of the others swung a short horsewhip across her bare skin. Front, back, it didn’t matter, the whipped girl’s skin was crisscrossed with red welts and blood.

			

			
				“Shall I muster the men?” Captain Sinko asked, looking around warily.

				“Would they listen?” Tenbrook laughed, knowing they would once he got their attention. But why?

				He continued watching the girl on the platform cry out each time the leather found her skin. He saw the glistening of tears down her face, and he saw her pain as she cried for her tormentors to stop. As he watched, another fair skinned girl with red hair was dragged up the steps and shoved to the center of the platform. The whipped one, disappointingly, was led away.

				The three with the whips all took a few moments to curse the redhead between them. When they finished that part of their new ritual, or punishment, or whatever it was, the redhead reached her hands to the sky and looked at the stars overhead. One of the whips lashed her across her back, and the redhead screamed. Another lashed across her belly, and the third whipped her legs.

				Tenbrook told Sinko, “Let the men have their pleasure. This is the reward of stone-hearted men who do what they must. We earn the adulation of the weak.” Tenbrook left his captains and guards and strode toward the center platform.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 97: Fitzgerald

				Kneeling on the edge of the platform with her head forward, and her black hair hanging around her face to keep it hidden in dark shadow, Fitz watched Tenbrook walk through the slowly undulating women as he came to the steps at the bottom of the platform.

				Tenbrook looked on as the three tormentors whipped the redhead, taking slow turns, letting the girl feel the pain of each lash, and forcing her to anticipate the burn of the next one.

				Each time the leather cracked across the girl’s skin, Tenbrook seemed to inch a step closer to pleasure.

				He stepped up and the girls near the stairs reached out to drag their fingertips softly down his legs.

				Fitz watched Tenbrook stop at the top of the stairs. Most of his men were in the square, enveloped in women who couldn’t seem to get enough of them. More of Tenbrook’s men, perhaps the last of them, walked or ran into the square, following their lust.

				Coming to an unspoken decision, Tenbrook turned toward the whipped redhead and crossed to the center of the platform.

				He reached out and clasped a hand around her throat and squeezed.

				The girl’s eyes went wide as she choked. Unable to breathe, she grasped Tenbrook’s wrist and tried to pull it away. But she was much too weak to resist Tenbrook’s strength.

				He slapped her across the face. Blood spilled from her split lip. Tenbrook pulled her to him, releasing her throat and grabbing a handful of her hair to guide her face toward his. Nose to nose, he held her there for a moment, staring into her wide, fearful eyes as she cried. Tenbrook pushed closer and licked the blood from her mouth as he engulfed her mouth with his own, grinding his face into to hers, taking pleasure from the pain.

			

			
				The tormentors had their hands on Tenbrook, moving up and down his back, rubbing his thighs and pushing their hands down the front of his trousers.

				Tenbrook responded by touching what he wanted to touch, kissing what he wanted to kiss, and letting the women slowly disrobe him.

				All around the platform, the women who were not engaged with a man chanted and danced.

				The last of Tenbrook’s clothes fell away as the women greedily tried to be the first to please him. They laid him on his back on the platform. Tenbrook, still focused on the redhead with the bloody welts on her skin, pulled her down on top of him. She didn’t struggle to get away. She mounted him, sitting straight up.

				“Whip her,” Tenbrook ordered, “while she pleases her master.”

				One of the tormentors slapped her horsewhip across the redhead’s skin, and Tenbrook seemed immensely pleased.

				Fitz got to her feet and walked to a spot at Tenbrook’s feet, where he’d not be able to see her with the straddling redhead blocking his view. Fitz got down on her knees as one of the other girls passed her Tenbrook’s sword, which the girl had stolen from his scabbard while Tenbrook’s attention was focused on the redhead.

				Fitz took the cold hilt in her hands and held the blade straight up in front of her as she looked around the square, catching eye after eye of the women out there. They saw the blade. They understood what was to come next.

				Fitz lowered the sword and pointed it straight ahead between Tenbrook’s legs, the tip not more than a few inches from his crotch. She thought about Franklin’s mashed skull in Tenbrook’s upraised fist as Tenbrook taunted all the worshippers in the Temple, all the women too weak, too afraid to stand up to him.

			

			
				With all the anger from that moment blazing in her mind, she pushed the long sword up through Tenbrook’s pelvis, into his abdomen, skewering his chest.

				Tenbrook’s legs locked straight out in a spasm, and his scream was immediately muffled by one of the tormentors pressing a cloth over his mouth.

				The redhead hopped off of Tenbrook, giving Fitz a view of Tenbrook still lying on his back, with his shocked face looking up at her. The tip of the blade came out through his shoulder to the right of his head as she drove the sword all the way to the hilt.

				Tenbrook gagged, and his eyes went wide and white. He tried to move in jerks. He raised his arms and grasped his chest as blood poured out of his mouth. He kicked weakly as Fitz let go of the hilt, standing up, throwing her hair back to give Tenbrook a good look at her face before he died.

				“For Franklin,” she said.

				Tenbrook’s struggles stopped, and he lay lifeless at her feet. She looked around the square to see the glint of silver knives and swords, taken from scabbards and pockets, wherever the men had left them before they succumbed to temptation. All of the blades turned red.

				Men yelled and gasped. Some screamed and struggled, but in the space of moments, it was over. The dancing stopped. The singing ceased. All or nearly all of Tenbrook’s men were dead.

				Ginger stood up, still bloody from being whipped, her mouth still red from Tenbrook’s brutality. She put her arm around Fitz. “You’ve done it.”

				Fitz put an arm around Ginger and another around Ashley, who’d just come up beside her, and she said, “We’ve done it.”

				Ashley asked, “What now?”

			

			
				Fitz looked at all the new butchers of Brighton, naked and staring back at her, many with bloody hands and others with their victim’s blood on their faces and chests. A few chanted, “LADY FITZ. LADY FITZ. LADY FITZ.” Others joined in until the voice of every woman in the square had merged into one. Fitz looked across the square at Blackthorn’s empty house, now her house.

				Fitz said, “We have a new home to sleep in tonight.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 98: Oliver

				After following the coast for so many days, they’d all gotten used to the rhythm of flat, inlet-broken ground and bays, both of which they had to work their way around. Sometimes the rivers flowed into the ocean and forced them to find a way across. The terrain was generally easy, but the farther they walked, the hillier it grew, with more and more cliffs standing above the surf.

				“When was the last time we saw a demon?” Oliver asked.

				Melora, who’d taken to walking along with Oliver, said, “Three days ago, right?” She called out to Jingo. “Jingo, when was the last time we saw a demon?”

				Jingo stopped and took a deep breath. “Three days, I think.” He looked over at Beck. “I haven’t done this much walking in a long, long time.” He walked over and sat down on the trunk of a tree that had fallen in the shade of another.

				Melora and Oliver joined him.

				Beck said, “I’ll let Ivory know we’re going to rest.” He jogged along the trail, nearing the crest of a hill upon which they’d been walking while Jingo drank from his canteen.

				“Where do you think all the demons have gone?” Oliver asked.

				Jingo shook his head and looked around. “I used to journey up and down the coast and into the mountains when I was young.”

				“In an airplane?” Oliver asked.

				“No.” Jingo laughed. “I meant after the fall. I stayed in the city for three or four years before I ventured out the first time.” Jingo frowned and shook his head. “Things were still bad then. I was nearly killed.”

				“What happened?” Melora asked.

				“I was shot.”

			

			
				“Shot?” Oliver asked. “What does that mean.”

				“Remember when you asked about guns?” Jingo asked.

				Both Melora and Oliver nodded.

				“To put it simply, a gun is a metal tube about that size.” Jingo held up a finger. “Using Tech Magic, guns took a small piece of metal and expelled it from the end of the barrel going unimaginably fast. That’s what made the thunder noise and the fire that you talked about in your legends, Oliver. A tiny piece of metal did the killing.” Jingo held up one of his little fingers and pointed at the tip. “The metal was about that big, mostly.”

				“A tiny piece of metal could kill?” Oliver shook his head.

				“Seems hard to believe,” said Melora.

				“Is it?” Jingo asked. “Melora, you should know. You shoot an arrow at an animal from far away. And with that small arrow, you kill it. A bullet works the same way. It’s smaller, but it travels fast enough to poke a hole in human flesh. Getting shot is a lot like getting stabbed with a sword, but the wound is generally smaller.”

				“And somebody shot you?” asked Oliver.

				“Yes,” said Jingo. He leaned over and pulled up his pant leg, showing Oliver and Melora a circular scar in his calf. He turned his leg and showed them a similar scar on the other side. “The bullet went right through.”

				Oliver was fascinated. “What did you do to the man who shot you?”

				“I never saw him,” said Jingo. “Like I told you about guns, you don’t have to be close to use one.”

				“Is that why you stopped traveling?” Melora asked.

				“Yes,” said Jingo. “After I was shot, I didn’t leave the city again for thirty or forty years. By then, very few people were around. Nobody had guns or bullets to shoot anyone anymore, for the most part. I was pretty safe. After that, I used to travel, like I said. I used to go out and look for men and women like me. I used to try to find out if civilization survived anywhere.”

			

			
				“Did it?” Oliver asked.

				“Not that I could find,” said Jingo. “Eventually, I stopped going out to look.”

				Beck came jogging up, out of breath, excited about something. “Come up to the crest of the hill. You have to see this.”

				Oliver reached the crest and stopped behind a blackened tree trunk lying on it side.

				Ivory, hiding behind the same tree trunk, asked, “What do you make of that?”

				Oliver looked down at a bowl shaped valley surrounding a bay. Every tree in the valley had been cut down, leaving thousands of stumps, each with a top as flat as a dining room table. Oliver had never seen a tree cut that way before. Trees felled with axes left ragged stumps.

				Most of the valley had burned, and among the blackened stumps on the ashen ground lay thousands of skeletons.

				At the center of the valley, down by the water, Oliver saw the remnants of a stockade made from logs. They were standing side by side, sharpened at the top end. The logs formed walls thirty feet high, but many of them had fallen, and most were burned to ash.

				Inside the boundary of the stockade stood nearly a dozen towering houses, seemingly constructed from the logs cut in the valley. Each of the houses was large enough to fit five or six families. They stood four or five stories tall, narrowed to a roofed observation platform, and were open on all sides, large enough to easily hold a dozen men.

				Oliver looked in the water and saw something even more fantastic.

				“Ships,” Jingo whispered.

				“They look like your boat,” said Melora, “only much bigger.”

			

			
				“They’re probably a hundred feet long. Mine was only twenty-seven feet.”

				“Did they lose their masts and sails?” Melora asked.

				“Those kinds of ships don’t have sails,” Jingo answered.

				“How do they get them out into the water?” Oliver asked.

				“They don’t,” said Jingo. “Those four ships will be on that beach until they rust away.”

				“Rust away?” Ivory asked. “They’re made of metal?”

				“Steel, most likely,” Jingo answered. “It looks like they’re stuck.”

				Ivory mused, “They must be worth a fortune.”

				Beck shook his head in disbelief. “That’s what ships from your time looked like?”

				“No,” said Jingo. “We had plenty of ships that size, but we also had ships ten times that big. Those aren’t ancient ships. They look like they’ve been there a long time, maybe ten or twenty years, but those aren’t from ancient times. They weren’t here the last time I came this way, maybe a hundred years ago.”

				“Where did they come from?” Oliver asked.

				“I don’t know,” said Jingo.

				Ivory tensed and crouched down.

				Everyone did the same.

				“Look.” Ivory pointed down to a spot where the stockade had burned to ash.

				Oliver followed Ivory’s gaze and saw a person, draped in what looked like a blanket with a hood, colored in shades of green and brown. The hood was down, letting the woman’s long hair flow down her back. In one hand was a pair of rabbits she’d killed. In her other was a long, intricately shaped thing. Oliver turned to Jingo and asked, “What’s that she’s carrying?”

				Jingo’s voice seemed stuck in his throat, but he managed an answer. “That, Oliver, is a gun.”
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Preface

				Welcome to the end.

				You’ve reached the final book of THE LAST SURVIVORS, the longest in the series by a quite a bit, and the culmination of 400,000 words, two years worth of work, and a group of characters that Bobby and I have grown fonder of than we anticipated. Thanks SO much for sticking with us through the journey. The fans of this series have been awesome and incredibly patient with us.

				I want to thank Bobby for the friendship, the support, and the faith during this project. We took a risk in the beginning, and I’m so happy we did.

				For those who want more THE LAST SURVIVORS, I’ll be doing a series called THE RUINS, set in the same world and with some of the same characters, taking place immediately after the events in THE LAST SURVIVORS. For more info on that, you can read a sample chapter at the end of the book.

				But for now…THE LAST CONQUEST.

				Tenbrook and General Blackthorn are dead, but the battle for Brighton isn’t over. Winthrop’s army is on the move. Jingo and his gang have come across a new discovery. What will be the fate of Brighton? And who will survive?

				I won’t hold you up any more. Without further ado, here’s THE LAST CONQUEST.

				-Tyler (T.W.) Piperbrook & Bobby Adair

				September 2016

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1: William

				William peered out the glassless window of the ancient building, watching the sun set through the cracks of the monoliths that lined the city street. The light cast an amber aura over the dying weeds that snaked through the pocked road, illuminating large chunks of Ancient stone that had fallen from the timeworn buildings, cracked and scattered without pattern. William could no longer see the rats, but he could hear them scurrying between the crevices and searching for carrion that hadn’t been claimed during the day.

				The towers guarding the decaying streets stood silently, fascinating William every time they caught his eye. They reminded him how much he wanted to learn the Ancient City’s secrets. He longed to understand its whispers as he wandered effortlessly through places that men had been too afraid to explore.

				But that would have to wait.

				A shuffling noise drew his attention to the sixty or so demons behind him, who were fidgeting, scratching, and curiously searching the nooks and crannies deeper in the building. Their silhouettes blended with the growing shadows.

				“Quiet,” he whispered.

				His demons resituated and grew still. William looked out the window at two shirtless men, marked in bloody handprints, talking loudly and slapping one another on the back as they strutted down the street.

				In a boisterous voice, more suited for a tavern full of drunks than a ruined city teeming with dangerous demons, one of them told the other, “Our god has led us to another day of victory!”

				“I bathe in their blood,” said the shorter of the two.

			

			
				“You could paint yourself in it and never be strong!” The loud one laughed.

				“Maybe not, but I’ll be immortal.”

				William glanced behind him. His demons swayed and hissed. They wanted to feed. But he couldn’t let them. Not now.

				“Wait,” he whispered. “It’s not safe.”

				The demons watched him with hungry eyes, but they obeyed.

				It’d been days since he’d last seen Melora, Ivory and the strange, twisted man named Jingo. Since then, William’s demons had become his family. They slept closely at night to keep one another warm in the winter chill. They hunted together and shared what they killed. None starved among his demon band. They didn’t burn one another on the pyre. They didn’t murder their kind. None was inferior to the others because of a silly made-up title.

				William was above the rest, only because they looked to him for answers and decisions. They understood that he was smart enough to provide for them, even though he was just a boy. To the degree that their simple minds understood the concept, they respected him.

				That was something he’d have never found in Brighton, even if he somehow avoided the pyre. The thought of Brighton brought with it the smells of blazing wood and burned flesh, making him want to spit.

				William no longer wanted anything to do with Brighton, and he wanted nothing to do with its people.

				The demons were his brothers.

				Together with his demon band, William had been tracking the strange army for days, following their hardened boot tracks in the mud, skirting around dead human bodies and the carcasses of his new kind. This strange new army out of Brighton was bent on slaughter. They seemed to fight with no discipline, but zealous rage, and they rode their crazed frenzy to victory in every skirmish. They were something to fear.

			

			
				He needed to find out more about them.

				He watched the men wander down the road. They were heading toward the enormous, dome-shaped building that he remembered seeing when he’d first reached the Ancient City. It was about eighty yards away, diagonal from William, set back from the other buildings on the opposite side of the road and separated by a large, overgrown field. The last of the sun’s light glanced off the rusted steel girders that curved over the top. Sloped pieces of concrete rose around the building’s edges, holding rows of concrete and metal that might’ve once seated spectators. William had never seen a building as large or as wide, either in Brighton or here. Even in disrepair, the building was remarkable.

				He recalled Bray’s words. The Ancients used it to play games.

				The Wardens call it the Ancient Circle.

				Remembering that discussion led William to think about Bray. He hadn’t seen Bray since the Warden had killed his mother. William’s anger still seethed when he thought of Ella’s lifeless, bleeding body. The memories tormented him almost every night, when he was scraping away piles of rubble, trying to clear a place to sleep. During those times, he staved off tears, hating himself for his human frailties.

				But days of wandering the Ancient City had given him time to think. Bray had saved William and Ella. He’d protected them when the people of Brighton surely would’ve killed them.

				He’d taught William to track, and he’d helped them find Melora. He’d battled off the soldiers.

				Why had Bray killed Ella? William hoped to figure it out in time.

				Loud chanting drew his attention back to the dome.

				The army was inside.

			

			
				The entrance to the dome, once protected by glass, was now open, a gaping mouth through the tall sidewall of the Ancient Circle, giving William a view inside. Through the deepening shadows and the orange flame of campfires, William saw the silhouettes of hundreds, some facing one another, talking, perhaps, others squatted around the fires, doing things he couldn’t guess. Disturbed, William realized he could see only a small section of the interior.

				Within the aging structure, there had to be thousands he couldn’t view.

				Who was leading them? There was always a leader—at least, that’s the way it worked in Brighton. They had to be from Brighton. But William had an unfounded suspicion that nagged at him. What if they were the Ancients, come to reclaim their city? That speculation caused William to look at all of them wildly, fearing they might be using ancient contraptions to track him. But none of the people seemed to be looking in his direction. None were alarmed. They were dressed in clothing that he couldn’t imagine the Ancients would show themselves in.

				Some of the men were bare-chested. The women wore ragged clothes. Maybe they were an army of settlers. If so, they were larger than any group William had imagined in the wild. The army’s chants floated to the building in which he was hiding. He caught pieces of what they were saying, but none of it made sense.

				“We are the children of a new god!”

				“We will live forever!”

				Could these ragged, vicious people truly be immortal?

				William needed to learn more, and that meant, as dangerous as it was, he needed to get closer.

				But not while there was still light in the sky.

				He waited until the sun was finally below the horizon and he could barely see the sword in his hands before he turned to his demons and said, “Come on.”

			

			
				They crept into the street, moving carefully and quietly, using the faint light of the moon to guide them to a smaller building in the middle of the overgrown field, fifty feet away from the Ancient Circle’s vast entrance and just big enough to fit them all.

				William led them through a back entrance, settled them down, and found a front doorway to perch in. Other than the two soldiers he’d spotted earlier, he didn’t see any others outside the Ancient Circle. From his new position, he saw several stringy-haired women skinning a mangled carcass near the entrance, tossing aside what they couldn’t use, carrying the rest inside and toward the nearest fire. Others turned corpses over spits. It took William a moment to realize what they were cooking. Demons. William’s heart pounded with fear as he watched the people stuffing chunks of meat past their lips, chanting around mouthfuls of food.

				They’re eating demons.

				They’re eating us.

				Close to some of the bonfires, piles of his demon brothers were waiting to be cooked.

				The people grew excited as they chanted louder, “We are the children of a new god! The demons’ flesh will sustain us!”

				William subconsciously brushed the lump on his knee, which had grown larger as the spore took root inside him. He suddenly felt open and vulnerable. These people weren’t the Ancients. They were something far worse. He clutched the sword he’d taken from the large man he’d killed several days ago, wishing he had more weapons, or more demons.

				He’d been hoping to collect more of his brethren, but most of the demons in the Ancient City had been wounded, slaughtered, or driven off by the violent army. The demons were afraid. Who could blame them? Humanity was a vile, vicious race, capable of killing each other as well as anything else they encountered. He’d seen what humanity was capable of back in Brighton.

			

			
				He gritted his teeth as his fear turned to anger. He wished these people dead.

				If he were powerful enough, he’d do it himself.


				He watched as the dirty-faced men and women covered their chests and faces in fresh demon blood, smearing it over their cheeks and foreheads.

				William snuck back outside, his anger roiling. The sight of those people eating demons filled him with a sick, dark feeling he couldn’t explain, and he and his brothers needed to get away. Retreating from the doorway, he led them out the back door of the building, quieting them as they crossed the small field and away from the Ancient Circle, headed back to the street. Every so often, William scraped against a chunk of ancient stone that was all but invisible in the dark. The moon was barely bright enough to see where he was going.

				They’d made it back to the street and gone the length of several buildings when a large group of men carrying torches came around a corner.

				One of them called out, “Who’s there?”

				William froze.

				His demons hissed.

				The bobbing lights flickered as the group of men stepped cautiously closer, peering into the darkness. William saw bloodstained faces behind the torch’s glow. There were more than enough soldiers to kill him and his brother demons, and they were going to figure that out in a few more blinks of an eye.

				“Let’s go!” William cried.

				He allowed his demons to take the lead, as he’d learned to do. The demons knew passages in buildings that escaped most men. They bolted down a side street, leaving the men indecisive and stuck in place for a few moments.

			

			
				Much too soon, footsteps pounded the road as the men gave chase.

				Men cried out for their comrades to join the hunt.

				Voices carried the message to unseen others in the dark streets, and the message found its way back to the dome. The army awakened with a roar.

				“Demons! More food!”

				Looking over his shoulder, William saw a growing collection of torches. The flames sputtered as the men carrying them ran faster, echoing their turns. William and his demons fled through the night, the breeze carrying the demon’s now-familiar scent into William’s nostrils.

				The demons tore down several cracked roads, running past buildings and ducking beneath collapsing bridges that William could hardly see. He crouched when he needed to, climbed when he had to climb. Finally, they approached a large, shadowed building several stories tall. William had almost reached it, and the shouts seemed impossibly close. He glanced behind.

				He never saw the chunk of ancient stone in the road until he tripped.

				Suddenly he was flat on his stomach and bleeding, his sword clattering across the stone. He gasped for breath, frantically reaching for his weapon. Several of the demons stopped, waiting for him. They screeched at the oncoming torches, holding their arms up in anticipation of battle. William got to his feet and collected his blade.

				But he was too late.

				The first of the men collided with the demons. The shrieks pierced the air. William hoisted his sword to fight, but his demons knocked him backward, protecting him.

				He heard the shouts of men swinging blades, the cries of his demons as the blades bit into their flesh.

				“No!” William screamed. “Leave them alone!”

				Blood-printed men wailed and fell as the demons tore into them, but there were so many men, and more were coming.

			

			
				Men hacked and sliced. Demons felt the pain of sharp steel and shrieked.

				Half of William’s brothers fell to the ground, dead. Others writhed in agony as their limbs were hacked off.

				William lunged at a soldier with a fat, bloody face and a stubbly beard, but the man backed away. William wanted to kill, but it seemed all he could do was scream and futilely swing his sword.

				He looked around him in the torchlight, wild-eyed. The few demons that were still alive watched him with dying eyes, inflicted with fatal wounds. The blood-printed men held their torches, surveying William. He looked from one dirty man to another, wishing he could stab them all.

				“You killed them!” he screamed. “You killed my family!”

				William’s anger grew as he swung his sword harder, faster, but the men backed away so he hit nothing but air.

				“I’ll kill you!” William screamed. “I’ll kill you!”

				The men’s faces changed as they watched him. A few laughed.

				“Are you a demon, boy?” someone taunted.

				“He was walking with the demons!” one man remarked.

				“But they weren’t hurting him!” said another.

				“Who the hell is he?”

				“He’s a prophet!”

				“Either that, or the devil!”

				“What should we do with him?”

				“Bring him to our god! Let him decide!”

				The blood printed people surrounded him. Before William could react, strong hands grabbed him from behind. Someone ripped his sword away.

				“No!” William screamed. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of you! Let me go!”

				He continued fighting as he was carried into the night, listening to the baleful shrieks of his remaining demons as the men speared them, finishing them off.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Oliver

				Melora stood up with a familiar expression on her face as she looked down at Jingo, Ivory, and Beck. She was going to challenge them again with her opinion, an opinion she’d developed in the days that had passed since they’d first seen the strange woman walking through the burned gap in the timber stockade. “I think she’s a ghost.”

				Oliver was glad he wasn’t sitting on one of the chairs around the stone fireplace with the rest of them. He was starting to dislike Melora. Her penchant for letting her emotions run away with her words irritated him.

				At the moment, Oliver was looking through one of the thin arrow slits—gun ports, as Jingo called them—through the thick timber walls on the first floor. Outside, he saw the silvery glow of a full moon shining on the bodies of dead settlers and demons, so thick on the ground that it was difficult to step around them in places.

				The people of the settlement had lived at the bottom of the bowl shaped valley at the edge of the ocean behind a wall built from timbers, whole tree trunks that had been stood side by side. Outside the wall, in the valley stripped bare of trees, countless demon bodies littered the ground, mostly old corpses, little more than skeletons.

				The dead inside the stockade were fresher, probably a week old by Oliver’s guess. They’d come through gaps burned through the wooden wall.

				Once inside, the people had tried to fight from tower-shaped houses they lived in, small forts really. The square ground floor of each had walls of thick logs that no monster had a chance of breaking through. The successive floors above got smaller and were built with thinner and thinner logs. The sixth floor of each structure was a covered observation deck that provided a view of the whole valley all the way down to the shore, where wrecked steel ships lay washed up on the beach of the bay.

			

			
				Somewhere in the strange little town at the edge of the sea was the woman with the gun they’d all seen on that first day when they’d discovered the settlement, and she wasn’t likely to walk in front of the tower where Oliver and the others were staying. Oliver knew she was hiding. The others, except for Melora, knew it, too.

				“Ghosts aren’t real,” Ivory told Melora, from where he sat with the others.

				“Ghosts are imaginary,” added Jingo, contributing the weight of centuries of learning to Ivory’s argument.

				Oliver didn’t look back at the brief exchange. The silence that followed Ivory’s disagreement with Melora surely earned both Ivory and Jingo a dirty look.

				Melora had her beliefs.

				Jingo had his knowledge.

				The two frequently didn’t agree, and Melora, probably because of her growing attachment for Ivory, saw Jingo as a kind of competition for his attention.

				Maybe they were all just weary from too many days’ travel.

				“She might’ve moved on and went back into the forest to be with her people,” Beck said.

				“These are her people,” said Ivory, apparently rebelling against Melora. “She was dressed the same strange way they are.”

				“Because she was a ghost,” Melora told them all before turning to walk away. There was nowhere to go in the expansive room that made up the base of the tower, so she started up the stairs to the upper levels. Just as well, Oliver thought. It would be Ivory’s watch soon anyway, and he and Melora often stood their watches together.

			

			
				Once Melora had disappeared, Beck asked in a hushed voice, “Jingo, how do you know there are no ghosts?”

				Jingo laughed. “People have always believed in ghosts, and though the people of my time tried, no one was ever able to prove they existed.”

				“I know people who have seen them,” said Beck. “They told me themselves. That’s proof.”

				“No,” Jingo argued. “Perhaps tomorrow we can talk about all the devices we had in Ancient times for capturing proof: cameras, and televisions, infrared sensors, motion detectors.” Jingo sighed. “But not tonight. I’m tired.”

				Oliver knew that Jingo didn’t want to open the discussion because Melora might return. Oliver had heard her arguing with him about whether the Ancients really could fly, whether they had carts that pushed themselves down the roads at blinding speeds, roads as smooth as the floor in the wealthiest house, and roads that went on for a million miles all over the world. She didn’t accept that any device had ever existed that could fit in a person’s hand, letting them talk to any other person on the whole flat earth as if they were right next to one another. She couldn’t believe the Ancients had great, terrible weapons that unleashed a piece of the sun and incinerated everything as far as the eye could see. No amount of arguing could convince her that the world was round and not flat. And no matter what piece of ancient Tech Magic came up for discussion, the conversation always came to a place beyond Melora’s willingness to believe.

				After days of listening from near and far, Oliver started to guess that Melora’s aversion to Jingo’s stories maybe didn’t have as much to do with what he told her, as it did with her mother’s death. Oliver didn’t know if Jingo noticed, but he saw the way she looked at Jingo when she thought he wasn’t paying attention. To Oliver, it looked a little bit like hate. Maybe without the Warden named Bray around—the one she said had killed her mother—she needed someone to blame.

			

			
				Ivory said, “Maybe the demons killed the woman we saw.”

				“Perhaps,” Jingo replied.

				Out the gun ports, Oliver watched scavenging animals tear at the bodies, though they were starting to freeze on the ground. The night, like all of them lately, was going to be cold. He didn’t think the woman would be among the dead. When they’d all been up on the rim of the valley, looking down at the settlement, and they’d spotted her, she’d had what Jingo called a gun, the first real piece of Tech Magic Oliver had ever seen.

				Well, there was Ivory’s compound bow. That was amazing, but not magical the way a gun seemed.

				He was infatuated with it.

				He wanted so badly to see the gun up close, to touch it, to see how it worked, and then to use it to slaughter a thousand demons. That’s what the legends said—that guns could spew lighting and thunder and give one man the power to kill every demon in sight.

				It was hard to imagine.

				But Jingo had confirmed most of the legends about guns were true.

				“Jingo,” asked Beck, changing the subject to a more pressing question, “what do you think we should do about the demons?”

				They’d been finding the monsters in every tower they searched. The demons were in there, feeding on the dead settlers. They’d been coming into the settlement through the gaps in the stockade, either by themselves or in small groups. It wasn’t a constant stream, but they showed up with such regularity that everyone spent a good part of every day watching for, running from, or killing demons.

				“I think the twisted men are in every one of these dwellings,” said Jingo. “They probably believe this is now their home. Or they may move on in the spring when the bodies of the dead have been eaten to bone, or the meat is too rotten. More may continue to come from the woods.”

			

			
				“Why?” asked Beck. “Surely every demon in the nearby forest has already arrived. The noise from the battle for this place must have drawn them all in.”

				“You assume that the twisted men have minds as simple as a beast,” Jingo said. “That is a mistake. Many are much smarter. They communicate in a crude way. Word of this place has spread among them, and they have been coming here to make war on these humans for nearly a generation.”

				Oliver was paying attention now.

				“What?” Beck’s tone clearly conveyed his disbelief.

				“A generation?” Ivory asked. He didn’t believe it either. “Jingo, are you saying this settlement has been here for twenty years?”

				“A little more, or a little less.” Jingo shrugged. “The demons think these people were the Ancients.”

				“So were they Ancients, or were they not?” asked Ivory. “All of these dead people who lived in these wooden towers?”

				Oliver didn’t know what to believe. He’d seen the Ancient City with his own eyes. Even after three hundred years of decay, it was still the grandest thing he’d ever seen. The towers in the settlement were tall, and they were grand, but they were nothing compared to the Ancient City.

				“These are not the Ancients as you think of them,” said Jingo. “All of you have seen the Ancient City. The technology and the machines used to build those cities were not used here. As you said, these people lived in towers constructed of timbers behind a wall built of logs.”

				Beck asked, “Why do the demons think these are the same people?”

				“Because of their weapons,” Jingo answered. “These people must have fought the twisted men with guns. The wounds on the dead are consistent with gunshot wounds.”

			

			
				Ivory said, “The dead are everywhere, but so far we’ve only seen one gun.” Everyone knew Ivory was talking about the gun carried by the woman who’d disappeared. “If these people died fighting, where are their weapons?”

				“I can’t say,” answered Jingo.

				“And guns don’t normally disappear do they?” asked Beck.

				Oliver was curious about that question too.

				Jingo laughed, and Beck became embarrassed.

				“I apologize,” said Jingo. “Minister Beck, your question is not a stupid one, not coming from your culture, from a person who has never touched or used a gun. For you, guns are weapons of legend. Some myths your people believe about guns are true. Some are not. Even so, there are many facts about guns that you simply do not know. I laugh because I have a knowledge of guns that is far beyond yours. From my perspective, disappearing guns are not possible. Guns are weapons made of steel, sometimes with wooden or even plastic parts, but mostly steel. They would not disappear on their own.”

				“They could rust away, though,” said Ivory, “Right?”

				“True.” Jingo nodded. “But we all are familiar enough with metals to know the guns used by these people could not have rusted away before the bodies rotted.”

				Nods all around.

				“So what happened to the guns?” Beck asked.

				“It’s a mystery,” answered Jingo. “As is the woman we saw.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: William

				William flailed his arms and legs as he was carried through the streets. The world became a blur of torch lights and bloodstained faces. He tried to twist away, but the men held him tight, propping him up so he wouldn’t fall. They chanted with loud, confident voices.

				“The blood of the demons makes us immortal!”

				“We are the children of the new god!”

				They’d killed his demons.

				I’m alone, he thought.

				Fear overtook William’s anger as he caught glimpses of the wide, maniacal eyes around him. Gangly women ran out from the dome, holding demon meat on sticks. They shouted excitedly as they picked up the men’s chant. More people gathered at the dome’s entrance, drawn by the commotion.

				A new fear settled in William’s stomach: once they found his lumps, they wouldn’t just kill him. They’d eat him.


				He kicked and screamed, but the men wouldn’t let him go. The chant grew louder as William was carried through the dome’s entrance and past several dozen campfires, where more stacks of demon bodies were lined up or roasting.

				He was surprised to see several blue shirts running next to him. He was hit with a quick memory of Blackthorn’s army before his attention was ripped back to a group of women unraveling entrails, preparing them for the fire. He screamed louder, begging the men to put him down, but they barely looked at him. Soon they were approaching a bonfire that was larger than the rest, guarded by a chanting circle of men and women. The people parted. William saw women with blood-spattered faces, wearing necklaces made of demon’s ears. The chanting continued as William was dropped to the ground in the circle’s center.

			

			
				He collected his senses, ready to run, but hands held him in place. Seemingly at the center of everything, he saw a man who looked different than all the others. His head was bowed to the earth; his tattered white robe was covered in red blood prints. Hearing the chants of the others, the man raised his head and focused his bloodshot eyes on William. The walls whispered a name that William recognized.

				Father Winthrop.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Bray

				Bray concealed himself in a shadow between two buildings as the mob of blood-printed men carted William away. The remaining soldiers were in the street in front of him, butchering demons, and slathering themselves with fresh blood.

				They must be insane.

				Only irrational men would paint their bodies with demon innards. The demons were good for killing and scalping. They were worth a few coins.

				That was it.

				Bray wanted to leap out and attack, but he was hopelessly outnumbered, and even if he wasn’t, the gash on his left arm where Melora had sliced him still throbbed with pain. His leg and face were crusted with scabs from his hard fight escaping the tower where Ella had died.

				Tracking William had been a harder promise to keep than he’d anticipated. William and his demons sometimes moved quickly, hunting and scavenging, resting in buildings that offered enough of a view of the street that Bray feared getting close. A few times, Bray almost reconsidered his plan, thinking that William was too far gone, but whenever he thought that, he’d hear William’s voice giving commands to his demons, and that voice had reminded Bray of the boy he’d taught to track in the forest, and the promise he’d made to himself after accidentally killing Ella.

				He’d keep William safe, as long as there was anything left of the boy he knew.

				Finding food and water was difficult when Bray needed to keep William close. Once, hunger had gotten the best of him and he’d scavenged the pockets of a dead soldier immediately after William. He’d been surprised by several demons lurking in a nearby alleyway, but he’d scurried off just quick enough to avoid an incident.

			

			
				If William weren’t surrounded by the demons, Bray would’ve tried butchering them. But nearly sixty demons would’ve been impossible.

				Now, none of that felt like it mattered.

				William screamed as he was carried farther away. The torchlight and the sparse light of the moon illuminated the remaining men’s faces.

				“These demons will feed at least a thousand of us,” he heard one man say.

				“Let’s get them back to the fires.”

				Bray clutched his sword in disgust as he realized the men were planning on eating the beasts. Who knew what they were planning to do with William?

				The men traded orders as they coordinated carrying the bodies. Most demons were carried by two men—one took the arms, the other the legs. A few dragged demons by themselves. The rest carried torches, leading the way. They started down the street, following the group that had disappeared with William. Bray waited until they were far enough away that he could creep out into the road and follow.

				He weaved between hunks of ancient stone, stepping between bushes and bramble, keeping enough of a distance that they couldn’t see him if they turned. He had no immediate plan, but he needed to rescue William.

				A few times, pebbles underfoot made enough of a noise that Bray froze, fearing he’d given himself away. A few times one of the torches stopped as a man looked around the silent street, suspecting danger but not seeing it.

				The soldiers turned down several streets, backtracking to the place where they’d first encountered William. Deep in the distance, Bray saw the gaping entrance of the Ancient Circle. The dome was filled with moving bodies and flickering campfires, but he couldn’t see the details. Were these people from Brighton? He assumed so, though he hadn’t been able to verify it.

			

			
				The group carrying William disappeared into the mob inside the Ancient Circle. William’s screams faded and all Bray heard was that incessant, annoying chanting.

				He snuck closer to the men carrying the demons. He needed to find out whatever he could before they got to the dome. Sneaking behind a large chunk of ancient stone, he peered around the edge, watching one man linger in the back of the group as he dragged a demon. The man was far enough behind that he might not be missed.

				Or so Bray hoped.

				He needed to take a chance. Heart knocking, he raced out into the street, moving quickly and quietly, gaining distance on the man. The torches bobbed and flickered as the men chanted in monotonous, droning voices. One turned head would be enough to spot him.

				One cry would alert the others.

				Bray winced as one of his footfalls echoed loudly—too loudly. He came up behind the last man just as the man was turning around and threw him to the ground. The man fought and kicked, but Bray clamped a hand over his mouth and pinned him, heart still slamming. He held still, certain he’d hear shouts of alarm, but the shouts never came. When the chanting was far enough away that he could no longer discern the words, Bray stuck a knife under the man’s chin.

				“If you scream, I’ll slash your throat.”

				The man gave an exaggerated nod as Bray released his hand.

				“How many men are in the dome?”

				The man breathed heavily, but he wouldn’t answer.

				“How many men are in the dome?” Bray repeated.

				“Does it matter?” The man scoffed.

				“Whose army is this? Blackthorn’s?”

			

			
				“The god of war leads us.”

				“I’ll cut your throat before you say that again. Whose army is this?”

				“We are immortal. We can’t be killed.” Bray could sense the man smiling in the dark. He pressed the knife deeper.

				“You can’t hurt me.” The man laughed. “My body is filled with His blood.”

				“Whose blood? Blackthorn’s?”

				“Winthrop’s. Feel his love, and you too, shall be blessed with his power.”

				“Where’s Blackthorn?”

				“Blackthorn’s dead. Winthrop killed him.”

				The obvious lie pissed Bray off, and he buried the knife in the man’s neck up to the hilt.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Oliver

				Jingo, Minister Beck, and Melora were asleep near the fire in the wooden tower they’d secured to protect themselves. Ivory was keeping watch.

				Nobody saw Oliver sneak out.

				The night was cold, and Oliver’s breath puffed into white clouds in front of him as he walked through the bright moonlight. He pulled his coat tight around his shoulders to keep the chill at bay. Still, he shivered. Bodies of demons and strangely clad people, all frighteningly thin, all dead for at least a week, lay scattered on the ground inside the stockade.

				The town was strange, enthralling, a silent place of the dead where even most of the scavengers took shelter when the sun went down.

				With the night cold deepening each passing day, the demons were avoiding the dark, huddling wherever they hid out in the forest and in the other towers where the town’s residents had lived. Oliver figured night was the best time to search for the woman with the gun, as long as he was quiet about it.

				The residents of the seaside village had erected a wall of timbers. Whole tree trunks stood vertically side by side to form a barrier twice as tall as the circle wall that kept Brighton safe. The wall was imposing even from up on the hill, on the rim of the valley, where Oliver and the others had been when they’d initially seen it.

				But the wall hadn’t been strong enough.

				The demons had breached it.

				Thousands of their bodies lay on the ground outside the wall, gored by terrible weapons, with wounds that seemed to explode through flesh and bone. Jingo had said that guns caused the wounds. But as powerful as the guns were, they had not saved the people who’d lived behind the wooden wall. Easily twice as many dead demons lay on the ground inside the wall as without. Among them were the corpses of the town’s residents.

			

			
				Peppered across the ground, enough to make any Brighton man rich three times over, were tiny brass tubes, almost like cups made to fit a squirrel’s hand. The insides were blackened and reeked of a strange odor, but the outsides were shiny. Jingo called the tiny brass tubes casings. He said the Ancients’ guns used them for firing what he called bullets. Bullets made the terrible wounds that had gouged the demons’ bodies, and in some cases, blew their skulls apart.

				Bullets were terrible, powerful things.

				Oliver wished he could find some casings whole with the bullets still attached and the necessary peculiar powder still packed inside. Then he’d only need to find a gun. But among all these dead people, there seemed to be none. The only gun they’d seen had been in the hands of that woman they’d spotted that first day when looking down from the hill.

				Since then, nothing.

				It was frustrating, and the main reason Oliver hadn’t been able to sleep. He was in a town stranger than he’d ever imagined existed, and Tech Magic was hidden somewhere within. He couldn’t stop thinking about it.

				Brighton’s circle wall was immense. It encompassed an area large enough for fields and pastures to exist outside the town. This settlement’s wooden wall kept a relatively small area safe, leaving no room for fields or flocks inside. Oliver had seen what remained of long, fallow fields outside the wall. He saw no sign of livestock. He wondered if that was the reason all the corpses of the residents looked so thin.

				Like Brighton, this strange town had a few streets lined with squat buildings made almost exclusively of wood that seemed to be the place where merchants and tradesmen worked. But some of the buildings held devices large and small that served no purpose that Oliver could guess. One looked like a blacksmith shop, with tools and metal machines that he’d never seen. Others provided no clues.

			

			
				Through most of the town’s enclosed area stood widely spaced towers, a dozen or so. All the towers were of a similar design, built of thick timbers with a huge, square, communal room at the base. The upper floors of each tower were successively smaller squares.

				Probably the strangest thing about the city was what Jingo called the ships and boats. Most were so large that Oliver couldn’t imagine them floating. Most were constructed of metal that was crusted red and orange with rust and flaking paint. All looked liked they’d been hauled from the water and shoved into a jumble along the beach. Some were broken open. All were damaged.

				When Oliver thought about the power that had done that with all that steel, it made him shiver. It had to be Tech Magic.

				Frightening.

				But enthralling.

				Oliver wanted so badly to find a magical, powerful device left over from the ancient world.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: William

				William scooted away from Father Winthrop, feeling revulsion and fear. Every day of William’s life since that moment when his mother had found the lump on the back of his neck had been defined by evading capture by Brighton’s soldiers, men who had done the bidding of Blackthorn, Beck, and Winthrop.

				And now he was at Winthrop’s feet.

				In William’s mind, Winthrop was a deathly white angel, a murdering monster wearing the blood of William’s brothers on his robe and the sins of Brighton on his cruel soul. William needed to get away.

				William bumped into a wall of arms and knees. Hands pushed him back into the center of the circle.

				Is Winthrop going to burn me?


				Is he going to butcher me and feed me to his slovenly, yellow-toothed horde?

				Alive or dead, William knew his body would be laid on the flames.

				He spun, frantic for an escape. Frustration turned fear to rage and he lunged at his encircling captors. Some laughed and took exaggerated steps back. Others pushed him again into the center of the ring. No one let him out.

				William wished every demon in the city, his demons, would gather their strength as one and attack these stinking buffoons. He wanted to see every one of them dead. He cocked his head and listened as the wind blew over the shattered roof of the ancient, oval building. He strained to hear the howls of his distant demon brothers.

				He heard nothing but the night and a thousand voices of Brighton’s dregs surrounding him.

				Inevitability set in as William accepted the outcome. The moment that lump had appeared, he knew he’d follow his father to a future of ash. His only regret was that his mother had died trying to keep him safe.

			

			
				With nowhere left to go, William quieted, stopped fighting the chanting mass surrounding him, and turned toward his fate, Father Winthrop.

				Death, take me to my father, my mother, and my dying demon brothers, still bleeding and crying in the alley.

				The chanting people stopped.

				Silence fell, save for the crackle of burning logs and the sizzle of fat drizzling off a carcass on a nearby cook fire.

				The moment was at hand. William stood tall and tried his best to look defiant.

				“We found him among the twisted men,” one of the blood-printed men explained to Winthrop.

				“We thought he was fleeing,” another man explained.

				William listened to the men, thinking they were referring to someone else, instead of him.

				“He’s a devil!” someone screamed from the rear of the circle.

				“He’s an omen!”

				Panic pecked at William’s defiant resolve. He glanced at the faces around him, suddenly hoping, on no basis at all, that he might see someone familiar. But Melora, Ivory, and Jingo were gone. All he saw was one bloodstained face after another.

				“Our god will decide what to do with him,” the first man said.

				As if he were a big ugly bug not wanting to slough off his bloody cocoon, Winthrop rose to his full height, clutching his stained robe around him. He raised his arms in the air, moving his lips soundlessly.

				William shivered, suddenly certain that Winthrop knew of the lumps underneath his clothes. William had flashes of memory from standing on the dais in Brighton, waiting to be hauled off and burned. No words had ever helped the condemned. Even the dullest of children understood that. William kept his silence. Better to die a silent, brave boy than a begging coward.

			

			
				Winthrop raised his arms to the sky. The crowd stepped back.

				Silvery moonlight dripped through the girders of the enormous dome, mixing with the orange firelight and maddeningly frantic black shadows. William stared at the sky, wishing he could fly, or that Melora, Ivory, or even Bray had discovered an Ancient flying contraption in the ruins and was coming to rescue him.

				Winthrop stepped toward him.

				William recoiled. Suddenly, men’s tight grips were on his arms, holding him in place.

				Winthrop held out his hand. He planted his greasy palm on William’s forehead.

				“Are you a devil?” Winthrop asked.

				William struggled for several seconds before he realized it was useless. Winthrop smelled like sweat, and acrid smoke. He leaned down, bringing his face close to William’s, sharing his putrid breath.

				“I asked you a question, boy. Are you a devil?”

				William gulped back his fear. He opened his mouth, but couldn’t find an answer.

				Eyes bored into him from all sides. The people were swaying, waiting for a response.

				William longed to be on the streets of the Ancient City with his demons, not here with these savages.

				“Are you a devil?” Winthrop asked, louder, through teeth wet with red demon’s blood.

				William found the courage to answer, “No.”

				Winthrop tugged at the patchy stubble on his chin. He retracted his clammy hand and stood up straight.

				“Were you walking among the demons?” Winthrop laid it out like an accusation for all to hear.

			

			
				William wanted to shout out proudly that he had been among his brothers. But fear gripped him tight, and he had the tiniest hope that he might avoid the flame.

				Behind the first row of spectators, people whispered. Others stared intently, their faces little more than shadows in the flickering firelight.

				“Tell the truth!” someone shouted. “We caught you, devil!”

				“Quiet!” Winthrop barked. He bent down again, examining William’s face. “A boy who walks among demons might be a devil. Or he might be a miracle.” Winthrop’s voice turned soft and kind. “Which one are you?”

				“He might be an omen, sent to alter our path,” someone shouted.

				“Or he’s here to save the demons!”

				People grunted agreement.

				Winthrop waved at them to cease their yammering. “We already slaughtered the demons.”

				William swallowed, wishing he could figure out the right words to set himself free. But he feared a trap.

				“I cast the devil out,” Winthrop boomed. “I sent him to hell on a pile of demon corpses. Are you the devil, come back to life? Are you Blackthorn?”

				Blackthorn?

				William gulped as he connected thoughts in his head. Had Winthrop killed Blackthorn? That might explain why he’d seen the blue shirts.

				Winthrop burned with anger as he stared at William, trying to make a decision. He was on the verge of another proclamation when a bearded man stepped into the circle.

				“The little devil had a sword in his hand, Father. We brought it here. We didn’t want him to harm you.”

				Winthrop scoffed. “Harm me? I’m immortal, you fool. Show me this sword.”

				The bearded man held out the sword to Winthrop, who took it and examined it. After a moment, he lowered it to his side.

			

			
				“It’s much too large for a boy his size,” Winthrop remarked. “It bears the scars of all the death it has reaped. Maybe he is Blackthorn’s ghost, after all.”

				“I’m not Blackthorn.” The words sounded weak as they came out of William’s mouth. Taking a chance, he added, “And I would never want to be.”

				Winthrop was taken aback. “Why not?”

				William spoke the first thought that came to him. “He butchered the people in Davenport.”

				The people stared at him with gaping mouths.

				Winthrop studied William. His face twisted with a memory. “The people in Davenport were slaughtered without my knowledge. That is true. That was Blackthorn’s doing.”

				“I know. I escaped.” William stuck his chin in the air. “I outran Blackthorn’s soldiers. I took one of their swords.” William didn’t know where the words were coming from, but suddenly, they were there.

				“You escaped the hands of the devil?” Winthrop asked. Then, in a resolute voice, Winthrop announced, “You escaped so you could join us.”

				William stared at Winthrop. He didn’t speak.

				“What would you like us to do with him, Father?” the bearded man asked. Winthrop handed the bearded man back the sword.

				“This boy ran all the way from Davenport to join us,” Winthrop said. “He found us in the Ancient City. He’s no devil. He is a miracle, come to help us battle the demons.”

				“But he was walking with them—” the bearded man started.

				“He followed them here to find us.” Winthrop nodded definitively, as if the answer had just come to him. “They cast a spell over him. But he has broken free long enough to get to us. Now he will feel the light of his god.”

			

			
				Winthrop gazed past the girders of the dome and waved his hands, as if he’d found the answers in the sky. William’s eyes unwittingly roamed to one of the women in the front row of the circle, who picked at some gristle between her teeth.

				“What should we do with him?” the bearded man asked.

				Winthrop looked around him at the curious, hopeful eyes of his followers, who were waiting for an answer. He looked at William.

				“Blood the boy.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Bray

				After dragging the body of the blood-printed man into an alley, Bray watched the remainder of the soldiers disappear with the dead demons into the Ancient Circle. He fought the urge to rush inside after them.

				If William were going to be killed, Bray wouldn’t be able to do anything quickly enough to prevent it. He needed to see what he was up against before he figured out a plan.

				Bray got closer to the dome, surveying the area. The enormous building was surrounded on all sides by weed-covered ancient stone, most of which had been trampled by the army. He had never seen an area that large. It would make a stealthy approach difficult. Several small entrances where the walls had caved in provided access to the dome, but most were cluttered with people. On the fringes of the ancient stone, a few hundred feet away, were several tall towers that might give him a view of the gaping entrance and the people inside, if he could climb high enough.

				That seemed like the best plan.

				Sticking to the shadows, Bray snuck down the opposite side of the road, skirting rubble that had fallen from buildings and weeds that were as tall as his knees, some bent over from where men or demons had passed through. He no longer heard William’s screaming.

				It was as if the great dome had swallowed him whole.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Oliver

				Oliver walked past a pile of ash and black timber, the remains of one of the towers in which the people of the settlement had lived. At least six of the towers had been completely destroyed by fire. Most of the others showed fire damage. That had everyone confused. As far as anyone knew, demons didn’t use fire, but it looked like someone had deliberately set the settlement ablaze.

				Fire as a weapon in the hands of demons was a frightening thought.

				The people who’d lived in the seaside town had guns, and they’d killed thousands and thousands of their attackers—many times their number, based on the count of human bodies found. But it was apparent to Oliver that they hadn’t been able to fight the fire and the attacking demons at the same time. As a result, all of the townsfolk had been slaughtered.

				It was confounding to think about. So many demons dead, and still, the people had lost the battle.

				It didn’t make sense.

				The same thing had happened to the Ancients. They’d all died at the hands of the infected hordes. Even Blackthorn’s army had been slaughtered by wave upon wave of demon rabble.

				Why had Brighton survived so long?

				Oliver decided he’d need to have some long conversations with Jingo about that.

				At the moment, Oliver’s eye was on something mounted high up on one of the towers’ tallest platforms. From where he was standing, he was able to see through the gap between the platform’s waist-high rail and roof, just at the corner. From five steps to the right or left, forward or back, he’d not see it. He’d only just lucked into spotting it because movement near the top of the tower caught his eye.

			

			
				The movement came from black birds, roosting at the top of the tower.

				The angular object that had Oliver’s attention was silhouetted black against the moonlit sky, its edges perfectly straight. Out of the end, a thin metal tube stabbed the night. The perfection of its straight lines made it look ancient, and though Oliver couldn’t tell from where he stood seventy feet below, he guessed it was metal. It had to be a gun.

				Taking careful strides to avoid bodies and keep quiet, Oliver made his way across the compound toward the tower on the far side that held what he hoped was a gun. Having stepped away from the spot where he could see it, he focused on the blackened tower. Of the dozens of towers scattered through the grounds, he didn’t want to lose track of the one that was his target.

				Once he was close enough, Oliver saw that the tower, like many of the others, had suffered from fire damage. This one hadn’t collapsed. It looked sturdy, even though it was blackened with smoke and crusted with charred wood.

				Oliver made his way around to the entrance—one wide, solid door leading through the thick timbers. All the towers were similar in design, and they all had the single door entrance.

				The door for this tower was open, burned black inside and out, and frozen in place on metal hinges layered in soot and new orange rust.

				Taking a moment to listen, Oliver heard no noise from inside.

				He stepped through the door and looked around in the near blackness. The interior stank of burned wood and flesh so strong it reminded Oliver of standing near the pyres on Cleansing day back in Brighton. Looking up, he saw beams of moonlight shining through the upper windows, lancing the darkness all the way up. The floors inside had mostly burned away, leaving only the supporting framework. The stairs and ladders that led from one floor to the next had been reduced to ash, and were mixed with the debris and stinking gore that covered the bottom floor.

			

			
				Oliver turned and hurried back outside to gulp fresh, cold air.

				Looking up at the tower, knowing his prize was up on that highest platform, Oliver knew there was only one way he’d get to the top. He was going to have to scale the tower from the outside.

				Oliver walked the circumference of the tower’s base, found what looked like a good spot, and started to climb. The fat logs were laid one on top of another, and at first they seemed easy to scale, but they weren’t. Oliver’s hands slid over the charred curves. It seemed impossible to grip the wood. He had to wedge his fingers into gaps where the mortar had cracked away between them. Even then, the diameter of the logs made climbing difficult.

				Thankfully, the thickest of the logs, the hardest to scale, had been used on the first floor. The second and third-floor logs were smaller in diameter and easier to work around. Above the fourth floor, Oliver was able to grip the open framework supporting the tower’s high observation platform, and he was able to get his hands on the braces and plant his feet in spots from which he wasn’t in constant fear that they’d slip.

				Being so close to his goal, Oliver made quick work of the last of the support beams and heaved himself over the parapet and onto the tower’s high platform. Scores of big blackbirds squawked and flapped their wings, startling Oliver as they took flight to get away from what they thought was a predator come to kill them in their sleep.

				Before Oliver even caught his breath, the dark, squawking flock disappeared into the night, anger in their caws.

			

			
				The platform smelled of bird droppings, rotting flesh, and smoke. All around Oliver were the bodies that the birds had been feeding on, carrion in shredded clothing, nine corpses with their eyes plucked away and their faces in tatters from birds’ claws and sharp beaks.

				On the floor among the bodies lay brass casings by the hundreds, each bigger than one of Oliver’s fingers. On a belt feeding into the big gun lay a long row of bullets, gray and fierce, each attached to the end of a brass casing.

				On the floor beside the gun, a rectangular metal box held one end of the belt that led into the gun. Against a wall were stacked dozens of similar boxes. Oliver guessed they each contained a belt of bullets for the gun.

				Taking a long evaluative look at the bodies, he understood it wasn’t demons that had killed these people—it had been smoke and heat from the fire. Often the smoke did its work long before flames crisped flesh. The smoke must’ve killed the people before they could shoot all the demons.

				Ignoring the bodies, Oliver stood up and crossed the platform, careful to avoid putting a foot on any of the dead, but unable to avoid the bird droppings that slicked the floor.

				Once beside the gun, he couldn’t help but reach out to touch the cold metal. He turned it on its mounting swivel, taking great care not to move any of the small metal pieces attached. He didn’t want to set the gun off accidentally. He figured out pretty quickly that the gun weighed nearly as much as he did. There was no way he was carrying it back down with him.

				That was a disappointment, but at least he’d found a gun.

				Tech Magic.

				Power.

			

			
				Oliver couldn’t help the surge of excitement that ran through him. In Brighton, the big gun would be priceless.

				Oliver looked around at the top platforms on the surrounding towers, and he spotted four more such guns mounted along the parapets. One was the same size as the one he had a hand on, two looked smaller. All four were atop burned out towers like the one he stood upon. None of the intact towers had guns mounted on their high platforms.

				That was odd. Oliver tried speculating, but he had no idea why a gun would or wouldn’t be mounted in each tower.

				Thinking that he was on a lucky streak, Oliver scanned the grounds below, hoping that from his high vantage, he’d spot a glint of shiny metal sparkling against the dark ground. Maybe he’d find a gun like the ones Jingo had described. Maybe he’d find one small enough to carry with him. That was a power that appealed to Oliver.

				He was still searching when he spotted movement.

				The movement startled him. At first he thought it was a demon, but as he scanned through the dark shadows around the jumble of wrecked ships, he recognized a human gait. Someone was running through a gaping, rusty hole on the side of a leaning ship.

				The woman with the gun.

				Oliver leaned forward, watching her disappear inside the distant ship below.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: William

				After Winthrop’s pronouncement, his people leaned closer, hungering for another word. William glanced frantically from one side of the fire to the other, afraid he’d just been condemned. He struggled and kicked against the men holding him. Winthrop’s smile oozed across his face. Some of the priestesses held their hands over their lips, urging William to be quiet.

				“Blood him! Blood him!” someone in the crowd yelled.

				“The blood of our god will show him the way!” said someone else.

				With fingers stretched wide from big hands, Winthrop stepped toward William.

				William screamed.

				“It’s okay, my son.” Winthrop laid his palm on William’s forehead. “Whatever spells the demons have cast over you will be broken.”

				“You will taste the warmth of our god,” one of the men told him assuredly as he held William’s shoulders.

				William lunged forward, ready to run through the fire for his freedom. He felt like he’d landed in a nightmare, in which Winthrop had taken over the Ancient City instead of Brighton.

				Fear coursed through William’s body as several more men carried a limp, gnarled carcass of a demon and laid it next to them. Winthrop cast a glance at the demon corpse, then let go of William’s forehead and waved a woman over who had been lingering at the edge of the circle. In her hands was a knife that was large and sharp enough to hack through William’s skull.

				William tried to squirm to break free, but the men forced him to his knees.

				Winthrop watched as the woman knelt down next to the dead demon. William’s eyes darted to the corpse. He recognized it. The demon’s knobs and warts—indistinguishable to anyone else—had become identifying marks to William. The demon’s eyes were dark and sightless, its dying gasp stuck on its lips. It had tried to save him. And now it was dead.

			

			
				The tempo of the chant quickened. Heads swayed and hands waved in the air and the circle filled in around him.

				“Blood him! Blood him!”

				“Show him the way!”

				“Show him the light of our god!”

				William felt like the crowd was preparing to consume him. After a nod from Winthrop, the woman with the knife lowered the blade to the demon, slicing its chest open. William cried out for help, as if the demon might spring to life and assist him. The woman lifted the demon corpse with the help of another man, offering it to Winthrop. Winthrop leaned down and buried his palm in the flowing blood, his eyes dark, his lips moving as the people chanted around him.

				“Stop struggling, my son! The power of my blood will cure you of the demon-curse!”

				Winthrop held up his blood-drenched hand. “My blood will make you stronger! It will cure you of the demons!”

				Winthrop took a step, red blood dripping from his fingers.

				The more William struggled, the harder the men refocused their efforts.

				Winthrop slapped his palm against William’s shirt. William cried out in fear, closing his eyes, waiting for the pain to come, certain he was living the last moments of his life. But the only sensation he felt was the blood seeping through the fabric of his shirt.

				Surprised that he wasn’t dead, he gathered the courage to open his eyes. He looked down, expecting some mortal injury, but he saw only red imprints where Winthrop’s large, splayed fingers had been.

			

			
				“I have cured the demon boy!” Winthrop screamed, prompting cheers from the crowd. “The boy is immortal!”

				The crowd screamed and resumed their chanting.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: William

				The tall bonfire blazed hot on William’s skin, but Winthrop stood even closer to the flames, ecstatic, entranced, the focus of every crazed eye in the ancient, circular building. Winthrop didn’t burn, though. He didn’t even notice the fire as it whipped flares of orange flame at the black sky.

				Everywhere on the ground, between the fires, up the tiers of ancient stone and all the way up to the giant, thick rafters overhead—the fragile old bones of a once grand place—Winthrop’s zealots stomped their feet, shook the ground, and pulsed the building itself.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				They chanted, “Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				The sound permeated William, shaking his guts and rattling his bones.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				Every demon in the city had to hear. William knew they did. But they didn’t come.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				Outside, the demons heard the power of these people, like William felt it inside. And the demons were afraid.

				William was past fear. He was wearing the blood of his own brother, and he was being ingested by the collective soul of Winthrop’s mob as they slid willingly into the black abyss around Winthrop, yearning to touch his bloody robe, pining for a beatific gaze, aching for a loving smile.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				They were all mesmerized, and the trance was contagious in a way William never knew existed. He’d seen power before at every Cleansing back in Brighton—three councilmen sitting on a dais, doling out death to the smudged and unlucky. But that was power propped up by fear and swords.

			

			
				Winthrop had transcended that smarmy, feeble, earthly power. He was something different. William didn’t know what, but all these people thought Winthrop was a god.

				And maybe he was.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				One of Winthrop’s priestesses flung her robe open, exposing her naked skin for all to see. She sidled up to William, wrapped her slick, sweaty arms around him, and ground her pelvis against his with the rhythm of the chanting and the stomping.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				The stink of a crowd full of unwashed skin and soiled clothes dragged its oily fingers across William’s tongue and up his nostrils. The stench of cleaved guts and burnt flesh screamed to William that he was in hell.

				But Winthrop seductively called through silent lips, letting the incantations of thousands of proud voices pound their magic through William’s resistance.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god!”

				William hated Winthrop and everything Winthrop had ever done.

				Winthrop was death, the flame that killed his father, and the sword that hewed his demon brothers.

				But Winthrop was more, something William couldn’t see, something he couldn’t define, something he couldn’t begin to explain except through the power of all those voices, all those stomping feet, all that stinking flesh pressing in on him.

			

			
				William wanted to belong to the mob. He wanted to follow Winthrop, wanted to love him.

				Thrump, thrump, thrump.

				“Our beast, our soul, our god.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: Bray

				Locating a large tower on the edges of the weed-covered area of ancient stone, diagonal from the dome’s entrance, Bray snuck inside, using the moonlight that shone through the windows to guide him to a set of stairs. He climbed in the dark, feeling his way along the wall, ensuring he didn’t misplace his feet. The building reeked of damp rain that had gotten into the crevices, and the occasional rotting animal that had died deep in the building’s bowels.

				After climbing several flights of stairs, Bray paused and looked out across one of the levels, noting that he could only see the first few rows of Winthrop’s people. The dome was a hundred feet away. He made a quick determination of how many more levels he’d need to climb to have a better view inside.

				Bray was winded by the time he found a perch in an overlooking window halfway up the tower. The moonlight illuminated the edges of the room, revealing a set of scattered animal bones and rat droppings by his feet. He clung to the edge of the window and peered out the ancient building and into the Ancient Circle, comprehending the scope of Winthrop’s army for the first time.

				There were thousands.

				The army was comprised of men and women of all varieties—blue shirts and what looked like farmers and tradesmen. The men and women chanted and danced, surrounding individual fires that blazed across the dome, turning gnarled carcasses on sticks, or smearing fresh blood on their faces. A massive group was congregated around a fire that was larger than the others, forming a circle around someone in a white robe who was waving his hands to the sky.

			

			
				Winthrop.

				Bray blew a relieved breath as he spotted a smaller figure that looked like William. William was unharmed, swaying in a line with some others, caught up in the ritualistic dance.

				They’d adopted him like some abused orphan.

				Stinking pig scratchers.


				He wanted to ram his sword into their skulls, throw them into the fire, and put an end to their savagery, but that would have to wait. Bray’s instinctual urge to get to William was tempered by the fact that he was still alive. If they hadn’t killed William yet, chances are he’d be safe for a while longer, long enough for Bray to weigh his next move. He considered slathering some blood on his clothes and stepping inside, dancing with the others, trying to get close, but he didn’t see a clear way to ferret William away with so many in close proximity.

				Watching William dancing with the others, he decided it would be more reasonable to wait until morning, when the group’s interest in William died down.

				Feeling the ache of climbing more stairs than he could count, Bray closed his eyes to rest.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Oliver

				Oliver waited, and he watched. He didn’t know if the woman was inside the ship for a moment, or for the rest of the night. Maybe the grounded ship was where she lived, now that her town had been destroyed and all of its residents slaughtered. What he did know was that he didn’t want to lose track of her.

				Oliver quietly observed from his high perch.

				Every passing moment led him to believe she’d be staying inside long enough for him to climb down the tower. Once he started down, all of his concentration would be focused on placing his feet and gripping the thick logs in just the right way to keep him from slipping off and falling to his death. He wouldn’t be able to watch the row of ships. In fact, the lower he descended, the less visibility he’d have of the ships washed up on the shore. In those minutes, the woman might slip away.

				When enough time had passed, Oliver steeled his nerves and gave the shadowy ships one last look. He scooped up several of the big bullets and put them in his pocket as proof for the others of what he’d found. He gripped the rail and climbed over the observation deck’s wall.

				On the way down, he thought about running back to the tower where the others were sleeping and alerting Ivory, who was taking his turn keeping watch. But that was a wish more than a thought. Oliver didn’t want to risk letting the woman escape while he crossed the town, trying to rouse the others from their sleep. No, he had to do this alone.

				Once his feet landed solidly on the ground, Oliver turned and jogged past the corpses scattered in the wide spaces between the towers. The closer he got to the shore, the more he saw of the wrecked ships, but he saw nothing moving—no woman running away in the dark, no eyes in the shadows looking back at him.

			

			
				He came to a stop beside the remains of a collapsed cabin that stood closer to the shore than any other building in the settlement. The cabin was now little more than a pile of half-burned logs and boards entombing blackened bodies.

				From his hiding place by the cabin, Oliver looked at the ship into which the woman had disappeared. It was huge, and laying half in and half out of the surf, rolled onto its side like some enormous, dead beast. What had to have been the top—the deck, as Jingo called it—was facing Oliver. It was planked with what had been exquisitely cut, perfectly straight boards before they’d suffered in the weather and waves. Many were warped and peeling away from the ship’s skeleton. Other boards were rotted in place, exposing holes like the one through which the woman had disappeared.

				On the deck was what looked like a building, with doors and windows, now standing sideways with the rest of the ship. The deck held other, smaller structures that seemed to have no purpose. The ship looked like an artifact created by the Ancients. It had the appearance of great age.

				Before crossing the open distance to the ship, Oliver took a long look at its windows and doors, those facing the surf below, and those facing the settlement. He tried to discern the black shapes through the holes in the deck, but saw nothing identifiable. With no human or demon face looking back at him, he ran through the tall grass until his feet crunched on rocks and shells on the shore that sloped steeply to the water’s edge.

				Knowing he could do nothing to hide the sound of his feet, he bounded across the beach and only slowed when he splashed into the surf. He gasped as the cold sea filled his boots and the smooth, rolling waves pushed salty water up over his knees. He waded toward the big hole in the leaning ship into which he’d seen the woman disappear.

			

			
				Anxious to get out of the freezing water, Oliver reached out, grabbed hold of a rusty piece of metal rail, and steadied himself to listen. He desperately wanted to climb through the hole, but he knew that rushing into the ship’s dark interior without listening for demons was risking an ambush.

				Waves splashed against the ship’s hull. Floating debris softly clinked against metal deep in the shadows, making rhythmic sounds over the rise and fall of the water.

				Leaning into the hole, Oliver saw a cavernous space of rusty metal walls and doorways leading to even darker places deeper inside the ship. Shafts of silver moonlight speared through the whole place, pouring through holes, some built into the ship, round with crusted edges, some that were tears through the thick, rusted and fragile steel. A mix of odd smells swirled into an unfamiliar odor, a new kind of rot. The ship smelled dead.

				The remains of a metal stairway, now lying horizontal, groaned each time the water pushed it this way or that. Oliver climbed inside, sloshing carefully through water that rose and fell over his feet and ankles, stumbling a few times over debris hidden by the dark water. Of several doors that led out of the space, one was half submerged. Another was high up on a wall, accessible by way of a large pile of wreckage. Oliver reached the loosely jumbled rubble and worked his way up, careful to test each handhold and foothold for purchase. He didn’t want creaking junk to alert the woman to his presence.

				If she hadn’t already spotted and evaded him.

				Crawling into a sideways hallway almost tall enough for him to stand in, Oliver proceeded on careful steps. Doors lined the hall on what was now the ceiling and floor. The open doors above let in faint moonlight. The doors below him were pitfalls into darkness, sloshing water, and more foul smells.

			

			
				Oliver didn’t dare put a foot on any closed door for fear that it would give way and swing open.

				Taking a moment to peek into each room with an open door, either above or below, Oliver worked his way down the hall.

				“Don’t move.” The voice was menacing, especially given its strange accent, but it was a woman—the woman. It had to be.

				Guessing that she was maybe twenty feet behind him, Oliver didn’t think the woman was in a position to tell him what to do. He turned around and saw her dim shape down the hall. She was holding her weapon, not casually like before, but up against her shoulder, pointed at him as she looked down the length. Oliver asked, “Is that a real gun? Does it work?”

				“Why are you here?” she demanded.

				“I saw you.” Oliver pointed in the direction of the tower he’d seen her from, as if that was sufficient explanation for how his sighting came to pass.

				“Where are your friends?”

				“My friends are asleep,” said Oliver.

				“Why are you following me?”

				“I wanted to find you.” It seemed to Oliver like an obvious answer.

				“You’re being evasive,” said the woman. She took a quick glance over her shoulder and asked, “Tell me why shouldn’t I shoot you right now.”

				“Shoot me?” Oliver was intrigued. He’d seen the demon’s wounds that Jingo said came from the guns, but he couldn’t get past the magical nature of the weapon to the fact that it might actually kill him.

				“Yes, shoot you. You don’t think I’ll do it?”

				“I’ve never seen a gun shoot before. Did I use the word right? Shooting, that’s what you do with a gun, right?”

				“What?” The woman pointed her gun away for a second as she gawked at Oliver. She looked over her shoulder again. “Is there something wrong with you? Do you not understand things?”

			

			
				“You have an accent,” observed Oliver.

				“No, you do,” the woman told him. “Where are you from?”

				“Brighton,” answered Oliver, pointing vaguely west.

				“How far is that from here?” asked the woman.

				“Brighton is on the other side of the mountains,” Oliver told her.

				“How did you get here? Where’s your ship?”

				“I’ve never seen a ship until I saw these.” Oliver stomped on the floor. “You must have a lot of steel where you come from. Did you make this ship, or did the Ancients make it?”

				“The Ancients?” the woman asked.

				“The people from before,” answered Oliver. “The ones who built the ancient cities. The ones with the Tech Magic.”

				“Tech Magic.” The woman’s voice softened. The unspoken threats drifted away, and she looked over her shoulder again. Sounding like she was speaking to herself, she said, “You must be from one of the ignorant barbarian tribes.” She heaved a sigh. “Maybe we’ve both got a lot to learn from each other.”

				“I have questions,” Oliver told her. “Is that a real gun, like the ones from the stories?”

				“The stories?” the woman asked.

				“They tell us the fairy tales when we’re little. Some of the heroes have guns.”

				“Guns are from your fairy tales?” the woman asked. “You mean you’ve never seen one.”

				Oliver shook his head but then he said, “Up in a tower where I spotted you from, there’s a big one.”

				“A big one?” The woman laughed. “That’s a machine gun.” She relaxed and let the gun hang in a harness wrapped around her chest and over her shoulders. “What’s your name?”

			

			
				“Oliver.”

				“I’m Kirby. You’re lucky you’re a kid. If you were one of your friends, I might’ve shot you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: William

				William sat cross-legged next to Winthrop’s big fire, shivering. He could still feel the blood from Winthrop’s handprint seeping through his shirt. He clutched a blanket he’d been given. The chants around him had subsided to quiet murmurs, but the memories of the dance would live on in his dreams: the thrump of the army’s feet, the sway of the women’s hips, Father Winthrop’s entrancing gaze.

				He couldn’t stop thinking about it.

				The people had settled down and were milling around the fires, throwing in last logs and chewing on bits of demon meat. A cluster of women crouched around Winthrop, who sat on a pile of blankets ten feet from William. Winthrop seemed to be moving through a waking dream, communing with the people he called his god brothers in his mind while his feet stayed bound to the mortal earth. Winthrop’s eyes were closed, but they moved under the lids. His hands were folded across his lap as his fingers clenched and grabbed. His head turned, looked up, looked down, and seemed to take in visions that only he could see. Every so often, he mumbled some quiet words, and the women around him leaned closer to discern the demon-speak incantations. William too, strained to hear.

				A dozen men—some shirtless, others wearing tattered clothes—watched Winthrop and occasionally glanced at William, speaking in low tones as they relived the glory of battles William hadn’t seen.

				These people were important, somehow. To William, the thick crowds of others walking through the dome looked like a herd of animals, dirty and unimportant, on the periphery, like the rabble that filled Brighton square on Cleansing Day. They didn’t walk in the gossamer light of Winthrop’s divinity, they only sniffed at the leavings of those who did. The important ones were the women surrounding Winthrop and touching him with their doting hands, or the hard men who wore the badge of Winthrop’s favor in the bloody handprints on their skin and clothes.

			

			
				An invisible barrier separated Winthrop’s special people from the rest of the dirt scratchers and pig chasers inside the dome. Winthrop’s chosen few basked in his radiance. The others seemed like an ignorant horde, carrying on pointlessly just like they did back in Brighton, going through the motions of their lives, hoping for a moment of clarity when Winthrop’s words told them what to do, and his pointing finger told them where to go.

				William had been in that stinking, powerless throng when he was in town, bleating in the square as the glowing deities on the stage chose the unfortunate for the burnt sacrifice.

				An epiphany shone through his thoughts, a truth that had always been there, but one that had been invisible, blocked from view by that invisible social barrier that kept the horde at bay, even now. It was better to be a mythical, godly lion, basking in the glow of power, than to be a sheep queued for the slaughter, and to change from one to the other was no miraculous feat. All William had to do was to remain in the light, in Winthrop’s favor, among the special ones.

				One of the men standing near the fire, a tall man whose face sparkled red with firelight and wet blood, nodded at William. Next to him was the woman who had cut the demon earlier. She leaned by the fire with her knife, slicing off bits of a cooked carcass. She met William’s eyes.

				“Would you like something to eat?” she asked, holding out a charred piece of demon meat.

				William eyed the sizzling, dripping flesh. It only took him a second to answer. Hungry or not, he couldn’t eat his comrades.

			

			
				“I’m fine,” he said, his voice cracking. He hadn’t spoken since the moments just before he’d been slapped with Winthrop’s bloody handprint. Even during the dancing, he had remained quiet, listening as the voices lifted around him, enthralled with the moving bodies.

				The woman watched him with a smile. “What’s your name?” Without a bloodthirsty crowd around her and a knife sharp and close enough to stab William, she was far less threatening. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Sweat had washed some of the demon blood from her face.

				William was reluctant to answer. In the time he’d been here, no one had asked. What if he told the truth, and someone put his name and face together and recognized him as the boy who had escaped the pyres of Brighton? He thought of the first word that popped into his head. “Rowan.”

				“I’m Jasmine, and this is Philip,” she said, motioning to the tall man. Waving at Winthrop, still in his stupor, Jasmine said, “You’re lucky our god saved you from the demon curse.”

				William nodded.

				“Is it true?” Jasmine asked.

				William watched her, unsure what she meant.

				“Do you really walk with demons?”

				“I…I’m not sure what you mean.”

				Jasmine nodded with understanding. “You probably don’t remember what happened to you. Winthrop has cured you. You’re safe now. You’re one of us.”

				William looked at his boots.

				“You’re from Davenport?” Jasmine asked. “You have a touch of the accent.”

				William was confused for a moment until he recalled his lie. “Yes,” he said quietly.

			

			
				“I had an aunt who lived there,” she said. “But I guess she’s probably dead now.” A hint of sadness crossed Jasmine’s face.

				William didn’t say anything. Everyone in Davenport was dead. He knew it. But was that the right answer? He could no longer remember. Ever since he’d been with his demons, he hadn’t had to worry about social graces.

				“I haven’t seen her in a few years,” Jasmine continued. “I suppose I would have, when Blackthorn called up reinforcements from the towns and villages.” Seeing the expression on William’s face, Jasmine explained, “Blackthorn called all the people from the townships and the villages to help us battle the demons. We were sent into the wild to put an end to the scourge. You probably didn’t know that.”

				“No,” William admitted.

				“We almost lost the battle in a canyon outside the city, but our god Winthrop led us to victory,” Phillip said. A glimmer of pride went through his face as he pointed at Winthrop, who was still in his trance. “Our god has made us immortal.”

				William looked down at the handprint on his shirt. He looked at the one on Phillip. He certainly didn’t feel any different. But what if Phillip was right? What if Winthrop’s mark was the one that would excuse him from the scrutiny of Brighton? What if by wearing Winthrop’s mark, he could avoid inspection, the pyres, and certain death at the hands of those who might burn him?

				The idea was almost too much to think about.

				Maybe Winthrop was right, and William had been cured. Maybe his luck had taken a turn he’d never expected.

				“I questioned it at first, too,” Jasmine said, noticing the look of disbelief on his face. “But how else would we have defeated the demons, unless we were immortal? How else would we be here together, dancing and singing instead of lying dead in the Ancient City, where few in Brighton have ever set foot?”

			

			
				William couldn’t argue. He pondered on that as his gaze wandered away from Jasmine and Phillip and up toward the massive, curved girders of the dome, where moonlight shone through the mostly-open ceiling and illuminated the upper portions of the dome. He followed those curved arches down to the rows of ancient stone that formed enormous, sprawling levels, broken by stairs, speckled with moving torches as some of Winthrop’s people explored. Every so often, one of them shouted and pointed at some spectacle of the past. William had a faint memory of looking through another preserved, ancient building with Ella, Melora, and Bray. He scrunched his eyes shut. He didn’t want to remember any of that anymore. He wanted to walk a new path.

				“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Jasmine asked, tearing a hunk of demon meat from the stick and passing it to Phillip.

				“Yes.” William hugged his knees. “I’ve never seen a place like this.”

				“We have plenty to eat here,” Phillip said gratefully, as he chewed. “Probably more than in Brighton.”

				William grew quiet as he watched Phillip and Jasmine eat the rest of their meal and keep vigil over Winthrop. After a while, the raging fire withered into thin lines of smoke, and some of the men and women took last trips outside the firelight and into dark corners, squatting or standing to relieve themselves. Others nursed final sips from their flasks.

				“We’ll be going to sleep soon,” Jasmine told William. Gesturing to the thin blanket in his lap, she asked, “Are you warm enough?”

				“I think so,” William said.

				“Let me get you another blanket,” she told him, as if she hadn’t heard him. She walked to a bag lying on the ground, pulling a tattered piece of fabric from within and handing it to William. William took it. Mirroring the others, he folded it into a makeshift pillow and placed it behind his head. Jasmine rejoined Winthrop’s other priestesses, who lay in each other’s laps, settling into resting positions on the bent grass. Phillip set up his blanket near William.

			

			
				“It’s been a long day and night of worship,” Phillip said. “Goodnight, Rowan. I’m glad we found you. I’m glad you’ve been cured.”

				William lay on his side and closed his eyes, even though he was too nervous to sleep. The repeating chant felt like it was ingrained in his head, even though it had stopped. He still felt awful for what had happened to his demons, but he felt a strange sense of safety with these people, too. He couldn’t explain it.

				He didn’t open his eyes for a while.

				When he did, Jasmine and Phillip had stopped adjusting underneath their blankets.

				Most of the priests and priestesses were asleep.

				William looked around.

				Of those that were awake in the giant dome, most were walking the edges, not looking at him. His heart knocked violently as escape crossed his mind for the first time since the chants and the dancing.

				William sat up slowly, certain that someone would see him and stop him. But no one was paying attention. Winthrop’s head was sagged to his chest, his eyes closed. He’d fallen asleep sitting up, snoring. William rose slowly to his feet, stretched his cramped legs, and determined that he had to shed water.

				He wasn’t sure what to do beyond that.

				Should he flee? Or should he relieve himself, return to his bed, and take a chance that these people would continue being nice to him? Should he believe Jasmine and Phillip that he was chosen, that he was safe? He took a step, looking around, noticing most of the weapons were tucked underneath the sleeping men and women.

			

			
				Standing in the light of the fire, the heat warming his face, William located a path between two sleeping women and into some thick shadows way in the corner of the dome that might offer enough cover to escape, if that were the way he wanted to go.

				He swallowed, unsure.

				The snoring stopped.

				A voice pierced the quiet.

				“Where are you going, my son?”

				William froze. He swiveled as he looked around. Winthrop lifted his robe and pointed a bony finger at him, pinning William to the fire with his gaze.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: William

				A few of Winthrop’s priestesses snapped awake, watching William as if he were a demon creeping into their midst. They sat up, reaching for their swords and spears.

				William grabbed his belly. “I have to relieve myself,” he said.

				The truth tumbled from his mouth. He glanced cautiously at the priestesses, as if they might think he was lying. They watched Winthrop.

				“You are immortal now,” Winthrop said. “Human needs can wait. Sit down.”

				William settled back down and onto his blanket, trying to calm his beating heart. He looked for Jasmine and Phillip, the only people in Winthrop’s camp that seemed kind. Phillip was asleep nearby with his back turned. Jasmine was among a cluster of women around Winthrop, but she hadn’t stirred. Winthrop’s eyes were narrow and red, reflecting the light of the dying fire.

				“The blood of my life courses through you,” Winthrop said.

				William nodded, fear preventing him from comprehending the words.

				“The blessed are immortal. Do you feel immortal?” Winthrop asked.

				William didn’t feel any different. He was scared, but that was it.

				“You’re afraid.” Winthrop spat the phrase as if the emotion was a vile taste in his mouth. “I was once like you. I once lived in fear, tucking myself away in Brighton. But the wild cured that. I no longer fear anything.”

				William recalled the feeling he’d had when he’d been surrounded by demons. He’d felt invincible. But these strange people had taken that away.

			

			
				Or had they given him something else?

				“I am the god of war. I have blessed the people in this dome, so that all inside it are safe. The demons no longer come near us,” Winthrop said. “You will be protected, if you stay with me.”

				The priestesses smiled at William. A few more woke as they heard the talking. William looked at his handprint, and then at the people around him. He couldn’t deny what Winthrop was saying. All around him were dead demons and Winthrop’s people. No one was in danger. No one was afraid. These people were even more powerful than William’s demons.

				“We have driven the twisted men out of their nests. We have driven them from their homes, and slaughtered them in the streets. The power they hold over the great, flat earth is ending.” Winthrop held his hands up, basking in his proclamation, as his voice grew louder. “The demons’ blood has shown us the path to righteousness. My people are victorious. We are protected from the demons by their blood.”

				A few of Winthrop’s priestesses sat up and adjusted, revealing their bare shoulders, reminding William of the swaying bodies, and their chanting words. He recalled the ecstatic looks on the women’s faces when they danced. He’d never experienced anything like that in Brighton, or in the wild.

				“Our fearlessness makes us free,” Winthrop said, loud enough that more people awoke from sleep. Jasmine and Phillip sat up, rubbing their eyes, joining a growing circle of others. They watched Winthrop as if he were conducting a sermon in Brighton. Without warning, Winthrop coughed, wiping some drool from his face. He stared at one of the priestesses, as if she might’ve caused it. “I need something to drink. Give me some snowberry from my personal supply.”

			

			
				Without a word, the girl reached into a nearby bag and handed him a flask. Winthrop uncapped it, tipped the container, and drank greedily. Watching Winthrop drink gave William a subconscious reaction—he licked his dry, cracked lips.

				Winthrop noticed.

				“Are you thirsty, my son?” Winthrop offered the flask to William.

				The crowd leaned forward as they refocused on William, waiting for his answer. William backed away. He felt as if he was being tested. One wrong word and he’d be burned. But Winthrop shook the flask back and forth, persisting until William crept over and retrieved it. He scooted back and held it to his stomach as he crouched in his blankets, but he didn’t drink.

				“Drink from my flask, and you will be rid of the last of the demon curse,” Winthrop said to William.

				William looked down at the flask in his hands. He hesitated as all the eyes in the circle turned on him. Jasmine smiled. For a moment, he felt like he was on the dais again during the inspection at the Cleansing, under the scrutiny of the Elders, but this attention was different. It was good. It was the implication that he might be one of them, if he obeyed. Winthrop leaned forward, watching him.

				William sniffed the flask.

				The liquid smelled like the odors that lingered in the alleys and streets around the pubs in Brighton. Any time Ella and William had passed those buildings, Ella had pulled him along, as if the raucous, laughing crowd might suck him inside. It had always seemed to William that the people in there were having more fun than the people on the outside.

				He’d never had snowberry before.

				He recalled a time when he was at home in Brighton, and Ella had caught him sniffing one of Uncle Timmy’s flasks. William had been left alone in the house while his parents and Timmy had gone outside. Curious, he had uncapped Timmy’s flask and stuck his nose in it, inhaling a strong odor that reminded him of the pubs. Despite his mother’s warnings—or maybe because of them—William had tried to take a drink. That’s when Ella had come in, surprising him.

			

			
				He’d nearly dropped the flask.

				He’d had to clean the house by himself for weeks after he’d been caught.

				William looked down at the flask in his hand. Ella would never have allowed this. But these people were offering it to him.

				William drank.

				He resisted the urge to spit out the foul-tasting drink, or to cough. Instead he swallowed and watched Winthrop. He went to hand back the flask.

				“More,” Winthrop said, raising his arms as if he were conducting a sermon.

				William drank some more while the people murmured their approval.

				“The demon boy is one of us!” someone yelled.

				When he’d had enough to satisfy Winthrop, William handed back the flask and drew up his legs, protecting the lumps on his knees.

				William felt something warm in his belly that seemed to spread to his extremities. He no longer felt the scrapes and bruises from when the men had carried him. He no longer cared about the demons. In fact, he felt better than he had in quite some time. Now he knew why his Uncle Timmy had carried two flasks.

				“You are one with your god,” Winthrop boomed, prompting a cheer of approval from the captive audience. “You have been saved from the mouths of the demons.”

				Winthrop raised his arms. He took to his feet. “The demons have been eradicated. The others will hide in the woods until my army leaves, and they will shiver with fear when they consider coming to the Ancient City, or to our towns. For too long, we have withered under the teeth of the demons, waiting for them to strike us down. We no longer have any need for fear! We have come to the Ancient City, and we have conquered it!”

			

			
				All the priests and priestesses, and the people surrounding them, cheered in agreement. Winthrop held his hands high in the air. The warmth in William’s belly grew.

				“We are free in the wild!” Winthrop boomed at the crowd. “We have conquered our fear and walked among the demons. We have beat them back while our relatives huddle behind a circle wall in Brighton!”

				“FREEDOM! FREEDOM!” a few people shouted in unison.

				More people woke up, joined the rowdy huddle, and lent their voices to the chant, as if they’d never been asleep at all.

				“FREEDOM! FREEDOM!”

				“There is no need to shelter Brighton any longer. We need to return and show them the way. As your god, I will lead you! We will tear down the circle wall and show them there is nothing to fear!” Winthrop’s voice rose to a crescendo as he stomped around and waved his arms.

				The crowd picked up on the new chant. “TEAR DOWN THE WALL! TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				“We will march back to Brighton in the morning! We will tear down the wall!” Winthrop shouted.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL! TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				The chant started and spread as more people in the giant dome awoke from their sleep, joining the chorus. William looked around, the feeling from his stomach extending to a smile on his face. This time, he didn’t even try to stop himself. He chanted along.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Bray

				Bray was woken several times in the night by loud chanting or the laughter of dim-witted men. He sat up, watching the people feasting on demons, smearing their faces with their blood. Each time, he made sure to spot William and see that he was safe before he went back to sleep.

				When he opened his eyes in the morning, the first rays of light were breaking over the Ancient City. Bray looked out the windows. Several of the army were already headed into the streets, picking through the rubble, looking for demons. A few chased rats through the weeds. He swore as he watched several coming toward the building in which he was hiding, seemingly to explore.

				He collected his things and departed out the back entrance, deciding to keep an eye on the army from a little more distance.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Fitz

				Fitz looked across the courtyard behind Blackthorn’s house, watching birds soar in the cloudless blue sky. For the first time in as long as she could remember, some of the oppressive weight in her stomach had lifted.

				The smell of Tenbrook and his men’s burnt bodies had dissipated over the course of days. She’d burned them without pleasure. It was a chore to be done, much like cleaning a chamber pot, tidying a room, or performing one of a multitude of tasks that she looked forward to never performing again.

				She gave no special treatment, good or bad, to Tenbrook’s corpse. A fire was built near the southern edge of the circle wall in a pit, where the ashes of the Cleansing Day pyres were dumped twice each year. Tenbrook’s body, like those of his men, was tossed naked into the fire. Fitz had watched the fire burn down to coals and had ordered the women to stoke it with more wood until no lump was left in the ash large enough to identify as a bit of bone.

				Much of Tenbrook had turned to smoke and blown away in the wind. What remained was the anonymous ash of a mound of unclean innocents, mixed with his heartless soldiers’ powdery gray cinders. No evidence of Tenbrook was left in the world, save a sword that looked like any of a hundred others. No one mourned Tenbrook’s passing.

				He was gone and would be remembered fondly by no one. His brutality would live on in stories among the women. Fitz couldn’t erase that. But Tenbrook’s name would come to represent all the evil one man’s heart could ever cage. His name would be told to children to frighten them when they traded stories around the fire. Women would spit the taste of his name from their mouths. Tenbrook’s name would be a curse. A foul word.

			

			
				That was Tenbrook’s deserved legacy.

				She appraised the tall stone buildings that formed a boundary around the spacious courtyard behind Blackthorn’s house. The walls gleamed with a shine she’d rarely seen in the exterior of The House of Barren Women, or any building for that matter.

				The majority of the Strong Women—the women from town who had holed up with her in the Sanctuary, which seemed so long ago—and those from The House of Barren Women, as well as the Sanctuary’s stranded young novices, had been staying with her, eating Blackthorn’s food, sleeping in his guest rooms, and occupying the quarters formerly used by soldiers. They’d become her advisors, helping her communicate with the townspeople. Over the course of days, they’d started calling Blackthorn’s house the New House, and they were its women, the New Council.

				Blackthorn’s servants had accepted them. Most were women that had been mistreated by the soldiers, or were forced to cater to Tenbrook’s whims. Most had lived in fear that a burnt meal or an unclean room would lead to the pyre. To them, almost any change was better.

				Fitz had been trying to speak with the Academy, but she’d had no luck. The remaining members were barricaded in the Academy building, too frightened to come out after Evan’s death. Fitz visited them daily, trying to convince them they weren’t in danger, but they had refused to open the door.

				Or they were afraid to be implicated.

				She wanted them to join her in making a better Brighton.

				She just wasn’t sure how.

				She walked across the courtyard and over the imprints of soldier’s boots in the grass. Her Strong Women had placed several large stones down in the center of the browning grass. Several women dug through the soil in the center of the courtyard, making piles of dirt on the ground next to them. Fitzgerald walked over to Ginger, smiling.

			

			
				“You were able to get through the soil,” she observed.

				“Yes,” Ginger said, spearing her shovel into the ground. “The top layer was hard, but the ground wasn’t frozen yet underneath.”

				“Good.” Fitzgerald held up the jar of Evan’s ashes in her hand, appraising them with a sad smile. She set the jar on the ground next to the others.

				Ginger and the other women had transferred the remainder of the jars they’d pulled from Tenbrook’s dining hall into the courtyard. The courtyard would be a memorial, a reminder of how quickly words could turn into reprehensible action.

				“Some of the mason’s wives offered to help carve the names of the dead into the stones,” Ginger said.

				Fitz nodded. “I’m sure their relatives will appreciate that.”

				After emptying Tenbrook’s dining hall of the ashes, Fitz decided she’d choose a new meeting room to conduct her business.

				She watched the women bury the ashes, then Fitz walked back to the other side of the courtyard, a pensive look on her face. Noticing the change in her demeanor, Ginger broke from the group and walked with her.

				“What’s wrong?”

				“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” Fitz admitted.

				“We all have, after what happened. That’s why The People have been coming to see you at all hours.”

				“I know. They want to know what’s going to happen in Brighton,” Fitz said with a sigh.

				“You must be tired, after so much talking.”

				“I don’t think I’ve met so many people in my life.” Fitz rubbed her eyes. “I’ve been trying to soothe their concerns, but in truth, I’m not certain what’s going to happen myself.”

			

			
				Ginger nodded sympathetically. “Things have been peaceful in the streets. No soldiers to worry about. No wondering whether we have enough to eat, or whether we’ll be spiked or burned.”

				“It’s nice,” Fitz agreed. “But I can’t stop thinking about what happens when the army comes back.”

				“Maybe they won’t come back,” Ginger suggested.

				“That would be good in one sense, but not in another. People have been asking about their relatives. The people left in Brighton are concerned about their family members that were forced to march in Blackthorn’s army. They think most of their relatives are dead.”

				“I’m worried about the same thing.” Ginger lowered her eyes. “The only people likely to survive are the blue shirts and the cavalry. Everybody suspects that.”

				“I’ve made my peace with that, as awful as it is,” Fitz said. “But that hasn’t stopped me from wondering if someone worse than Tenbrook will come back with rule on his mind.”

				“Or retribution,” Ginger added. She touched Fitz’s arm. “What should we do, Fitz?”

				Fitz blew a breath. “We need to find out what’s coming, Ginger. We can’t hide behind the circle wall and pretend everything will stay this way forever. Send a few of the best women riders out past the circle wall. Tell them to take every precaution, but bring us word about Blackthorn’s army.”

				“I know a few women that will be perfect for the task.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Oliver

				With the sun barely up and a morning fog shrouding everything in gray, Oliver approached the wooden tower where he’d left everyone the night before. The heavy timber door swung open and Melora ran out a few steps. “Oliver, where were you?”

				Ivory tentatively stepped out behind her, his bow at the ready, an arrow nocked.

				Oliver didn’t say anything until he was close enough to answer in a voice that wouldn’t carry so far as to wake nearby demons. “Is everyone up?”

				Melora came to a stop a few paces in front of Oliver. She looked at him with her head cocked to let him know what a strange question that was. “Of course.”

				“We thought something happened to you,” Ivory hissed from where he stood just outside the door, looking right and left. “How did you get out?”

				Oliver didn’t answer Ivory’s question. Instead, he stopped and raised his hand to show them the device that Kirby had given him.

				“What’s that?” Melora asked, stepping forward to touch it.

				“That’s metal,” said Ivory, staring, his interest piqued.

				Oliver pulled his hand back to keep the device away from Melora. “Don’t touch it. Okay?”

				“What is it?” Melora asked, perturbed by Oliver’s refusal to share.

				“I snuck out last night,” said Oliver. “And I found the woman with the gun.”

				Ivory was taken aback.

				“She’s real?” asked Melora.

				“She asked me to gather everyone around and show them this.” Oliver raised his hands again to display the heavy, metal device, which was about the size of a fat apple.

			

			
				“Why?” Ivory asked. “What is that thing?”

				Holding it up for both Melora and Ivory to see, Oliver told them, “She said it was a hand grenade.”

				Ivory shrugged and looked at Melora. “I don’t know what that is.”

				“Is it Tech Magic?” asked Melora. “What does it do?”

				Oliver pointed to a metal pin sticking out near the top. “She said I’m supposed to pull this out to show everyone how it works.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: William

				William opened his eyes, unsure when he’d fallen asleep. Morning light lanced over the girders that curved over the enormous ceiling of the dome, temporarily blinding him and causing a dull ache in his skull to worsen. He raised his hands up to shield his face. He felt nauseous. His breath reeked of the drink he’d taken. He wiped away the remnants of sleep and forced himself to sit up.

				A few others were stirring. Some were picking breakfast from the remains of the demon corpses. Others were stoking fires. William removed the blanket tucked over his legs. He didn’t even remember putting it there. Looking around, he saw a bigger pile of blankets where Winthrop had slept, but he didn’t see Winthrop.

				Jasmine walked over and greeted him with a smile, a bag slung over her shoulder. A night’s sleep had stripped more of the blood from her face. In the daylight, he saw that she had high, curved cheekbones and blue eyes. She looked like someone who might be picking berries in the forest next to his mother, though he didn’t recognize her.

				“How’d you sleep?” she asked.

				“Okay,” William said, unwilling to admit that the drink had probably made him sick. “Where’s Father Winthrop?”

				“He’s off with a few other priestesses for his morning rituals,” Jasmine answered without hesitation. “I had my turn yesterday.”

				William had a guess as to what that entailed. He pictured Winthrop’s hands crawling over the women, and he turned away to hide his disgust. Winthrop might be a god, but he was a foul, blubbery man who smelled worse than the stench coating William’s tongue.

				Jasmine unslung her bag, placed it on the ground, and pulled out a small pouch. William wondered what sort of new, strange ritual she was preparing for. He was surprised when she opened it and revealed some berries.

			

			
				“Want some?” she asked.

				William couldn’t help staring at the pouch. His hunger had grown over the course of the night, so much that he felt his mouth watering. He held out his hand and accepted a small handful. It was better than eating demons—that was for sure.

				“Thanks,” he said as his mouth turned tart from the berry’s juice. Recalling the words Winthrop had said the night before, still not convinced it wasn’t a dream, he asked, “Are we really headed back to Brighton?”

				“Yes. We’re leaving later this morning. Are you excited?” Jasmine asked, a smile spreading across her face.

				“I’m not sure how I feel,” William said, before he could figure out whether he should say that.

				“We’re going to fulfill our destiny, Rowan,” Jasmine said, patting his arm. “This will be a moment in history our future families will tell stories about—the day we set Brighton free. They’ll tell tales about the day we broke down the wall.”

				William nodded, but he wasn’t convinced. Watching Jasmine, he determined she didn’t look old enough to be sent out with the army. “Why are you here? Don’t you have children in town?”

				A sad look crossed Jasmine’s face.

				“I didn’t mean to be rude,” William quickly retracted. “You don’t have to answer, if you don’t want to.”

				“You’re not being rude, just curious,” Jasmine said. “I was to be married last spring, but my husband was smudged. The army was called before I could be paired off with someone else.”

				William flinched at the reminder of the burnings. He tried his best to hide it.

			

			
				“How old are you?” he asked.

				“Eighteen. They sent me out here to help carry supplies. And to fight, of course,” Jasmine said with pride. She watched William. “You’re not scared anymore, are you?”

				“No,” William said. He still felt the same sense of safety that’d come over him the night before. “I thought I was going to be eaten last night, though,” he admitted.

				Jasmine chuckled. “We don’t eat people. We eat the demons. Their flesh gives us their strength. It makes us immortal children of the new god. Our leader brings us to victory. Now we’re going to bring that victory back to Brighton, and the demons will no longer bother us.”

				“How can you be sure?”

				“The demons fear us, Rowan.”

				William nodded. He wanted to believe Winthrop had changed. He wanted to believe that Brighton could be a better place. Looking around at the few demon corpses that hadn’t yet been eaten, he was still horrified and disgusted, but maybe the bloodshed was necessary, if it meant less bloodshed in the future. Maybe the demons would stay away from Brighton, and the people of Brighton would stay away from the demons.

				Maybe Winthrop had the answer.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Oliver

				Ivory shut the heavy oak door and started putting the braces in place.

				“Oliver,” Jingo asked, in a voice much too tense for the situation, “where did you get that?”

				Oliver stopped walking, offended by Jingo’s tone. “I found the woman with the gun. Her name is Kirby. She gave this to me.”

				“Don’t move.” Jingo crossed the great room on cautious feet. He glanced quickly at Melora and Ivory and then pointed toward the stairs. “Get up there.”

				Ivory finished with the heavy braces.

				Melora asked, “Why?”

				“Do it,” Jingo told her. “We’re all in danger.”

				Oliver looked at the device in his hand as a weight of guilt came over him. Had he made a mistake in trusting Kirby?

				Melora ran across the room and bounded up the stairs. Ivory hesitated.

				Jingo spoke calmly as he got closer to Oliver. “Go, Ivory. If Beck leaves his watch post, tell him not to come down here.”

				“I can stay,” said Ivory. “I can help.”

				“There’s nothing to help with,” Jingo told him. “Go upstairs. Get away from us.” Jingo stopped in front of Oliver.

				Oliver raised the device for Jingo to see. “She said it was a hand grenade.”

				Jingo leaned to the side and examined the hand grenade carefully. “It’s remarkably well-preserved. Be very careful with it.”

				“I don’t understand,” said Oliver. “She wasn’t careful. She tossed it to me, and I dropped it in the ship when I tried to catch it. It’s heavier than I expected.”

			

			
				“You dropped it?” Jingo was surprised.

				“What were you doing in the ship?” Ivory asked from where he stood near the top of the stairs.

				Without taking his eyes off Jingo, Oliver answered Ivory’s question. “That’s where I found her. In the ship.”

				Jingo looked over his shoulder at Ivory. “You get upstairs. Back against the far wall. Well away from us.” Looking back at Oliver, he said, “She threw this to you and you dropped it?”

				“Yes. That’s what I said.”

				“Why did she tell you to bring it to us?”

				“She said she would come to see us after I showed you how it worked.”

				That answer clearly disappointed Jingo. “She gave you instructions to show us its function?”

				“Yes.” Oliver reached up with his free hand and put a finger on the pin.

				“Don’t touch that.” Jingo’s hand struck out as fast as a snake and pushed Oliver’s free hand away from the grenade.

				“She said I should put a finger through that loop of metal, and pull it away from the hand grenade when I was ready to use it.”

				“And?” Jingo asked.

				“She was very emphatic about the steps,” said Oliver. “She said we should all go to one of the upper floors of the tower and wait until some demons came out to scavenge. She said I should call them over and wait until they were pretty close to the bottom of the tower, and then I should pull this metal pin out. She said as soon as I do that, I should throw this hand grenade down at the demons. She said whatever I do, don’t drop it on the floor by accident.”

				“You’re sure about that?” asked Jingo.

				“She said after I take the pin out, dropping it would be very bad. She said it could kill me.”

				“Did she say what the hand grenade would do exactly?”

			

			
				Oliver nodded. “She said it would ex…” Oliver forgot the word.

				“Explode,” Jingo helped.

				“Yes,” said Oliver. “She said it would explode.”

				“Did she say what that meant?”

				“She said it was like a burst of lightning and thunder. Anyone close to the grenade when it exploded would be killed. That’s why she wanted me to throw it at the demons.”

				Jingo reached again. “May I take it from you?”

				Oliver put the grenade into Jingo’s hand. Jingo hefted it and asked, “What’s supposed to happen after the grenade explodes and the demons die?”

				“She said she’d come to our tower and talk to us.”

				“Why didn’t she come with you this morning?” Jingo asked.

				“She said she needed insurance,” answered Oliver. “She said she has more hand grenades, and she wants us to understand what kind of power they have.”

				“She’s afraid we might harm her?” asked Jingo, nodding as he said it. “Of course. She doesn’t know us. She’s being careful.”

				“That’s what she told me,” Oliver confirmed.

				Jingo examined the grenade in his hands. “It doesn’t look three hundred years old. Did she say her people manufactured this?”

				Oliver shook his head. “Should I have asked?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Oliver

				Oliver, Beck, Ivory, and Melora all stood on the platform at the tip of the tower. The thick fog dampened every sound and made it hard to discern the shapes of the bodies down on the ground.

				“One of us should be down there with him,” said Ivory, referring to Jingo, who was on the second floor, stationed in front of a small window, looking out for demons.

				“It might not be safe,” Beck told them. “Jingo said that device could kill all of us.”

				“It won’t kill us,” Oliver argued. Despite what seemed to be everyone’s mood after Jingo told them what the grenade could do, Oliver trusted Kirby.

				“We don’t need to endanger everyone to find out,” said Beck. “We only need to wait.”

				“What do we do if that thing kills Jingo?” asked Melora.

				“It won’t,” Oliver told her.

				“We leave this place as fast as we can,” said Beck. “If this Kirby woman’s device does what Jingo says it will do, and if she has that gun, then we’ll all be in mortal danger if we remain.”

				“But if she has all this power and wants to kill us,” said Oliver, “why didn’t she already do it?”

				Ivory nudged Beck and grinned. “He’s got a point, don’t you think?”

				Oliver smiled. It was a powerful compliment; at least it felt that way to Oliver, who was able to talk with Beck for a moment as an equal.

				“Yes,” Beck admitted as he refocused his attention at the foggy ground below.

				“I think I see some demons,” said Melora, pointing. “Over there, coming through that gap in the wall.”

				“I see four,” said Ivory. “No, six.”

			

			
				Oliver looked over two fallen timbers in the stockade wall and saw six ghostly, gray man-shaped things moving into the compound. They could have been regular people. They could have been soldiers from Brighton. They could even have been the ghosts that Melora was so sure existed, but they weren’t. Oliver, like Ivory, guessed they were demons. In a few moments, they’d know for sure.

				“We should let Jingo know,” said Ivory.

				Beck shook his head and started to say something.

				“From where Jingo is looking out the window,” said Ivory, “he can’t see that part of the stockade wall.”

				Beck looked at the coming figures in the fog.

				“He’s right,” added Oliver, getting nervous.

				Ivory had already crossed the platform and was mounting the ladder to head down.

				“Tell him and then come right back up,” said Beck. “I know you don’t think you’re in danger, but you might be.”

				With a nod of acknowledgment, Ivory disappeared down the ladder. He was hurrying down the rungs and making too much noise because he was rushing.

				“Should we get their attention?” Melora asked, looking at Beck. “If we want them to come over, we should, shouldn’t we?”

				“Yes,” agreed Oliver.

				Reluctantly, Beck nodded. “Better to get this experiment done with.”

				“Hello!” Melora called loudly.

				Oliver saw the gray shapes in the fog come to a stop.

				“Hello!” Melora called again. “Over here!”

				The gray shapes all turned and hurried toward the sound of Melora’s voice.

				“That’s good,” said Beck.

				Jingo said something through the window four floors down.

				“He can’t see them yet,” said Beck, “but he knows they’re out there. He must be calling them. They’ll come to his voice.”

			

			
				Melora looked toward the hole in the floor where the ladder led down. “Ivory doesn’t need to warn him, then.”

				“If you go down there, you’ll be in danger. Ivory can handle himself. Don’t put yourself at risk needlessly.”

				With a nervous sigh, Melora turned back to look over the rail at the coming demons.

				From the window down on the second floor, Jingo called again.

				Ivory’s footsteps echoed through the tower as he sped down the stairs.

				The demons ran. They were close enough that Oliver was able to see for sure that they were twisted men with misshapen heads and bony warts on their joints. They were racing around to the front side of the tower, trying to find the source of Jingo’s fog-diffused voice.

				“It’s working.” Oliver pointed. “They’re coming around to the front.”

				Melora looked toward the ladder again. She was worried about Ivory.

				“He’ll be fine,” Oliver told her.

				Beck leaned over the rail for a better view down below.

				Jingo called again.

				The demons were nearing the front of the tower, slowing down as they looked at it, trying to figure out if the voice they were hearing was coming from inside.

				Oliver peered over the rail for a good look. The demons were close together, a little bit confused.

				Without warning, a black, innocuous object flew out the window at which Jingo had been stationed.

				The hand grenade.


				Oliver watched, eager to see what the Tech Magic would do.

				The grenade hit the ground near a pair of the demons. It bounced and rolled. All six demons looked at it. They, of course, had no idea what it was.

			

			
				Yellow and orange light flashed.

				Thunder boomed.

				A cloud of dirt blew past the demons and quickly dissipated in the fog.

				All six demons were on the ground. Two were as immobile as the dead settlers. The other four were moving, barely.

				“Did you see that?” Oliver nearly shouted.

				“Yes,” Beck answered.

				“That was amazing! That was Tech Magic!”

				“And your friend has those?” Beck’s tone was odd.

				Oliver nodded enthusiastically.

				Beck stiffened and pointed toward a nearby tower. “Is that her?”

				Oliver followed the line of Beck’s finger and saw Kirby coming out of the fog from where she’d been hiding. She had her long gun at her shoulder. Oliver waved a hand and called. “Kirby! Hey, Kirby!”

				Kirby waved without any enthusiasm and put her hand back on her gun, taking care to keep the weapon pointed at the window inside which Jingo stood.

				“That’s the rifle,” Oliver told Beck, showing off his new word. “She brought it with her.”

				Beck leaned on the rail and squinted, as if to clarify his view.

				“She can kill us all from down there,” said Melora. “Unless the legends are lies.”

				“She won’t,” Oliver said definitively.

				After walking past the rotting bodies, frozen from the night’s chill, Kirby came to a stop a few dozen paces from the tower’s front door. “I’m Kirby,” she called. “Oliver told you about me.”

			

			
				From downstairs, Jingo called, “I’m Jingo, and I’m in here with four others. May I invite you inside to join us?”

				“Yes.” Kirby took one hand off her rifle, reached down to her belt, and lifted a hand grenade, holding it high for everyone in the tower to see. “You know what these can do,” she told anyone who could hear. “I don’t know you people. I don’t trust you. But you know I have these. If you try to harm me…” Kirby left the rest of the threat unspoken.

				“We have no wish to hurt you,” Jingo called back. “You’ll see once you’re among us. We have questions, many questions.”

				Oliver hurried over to the ladder and had already passed through two levels before the hinges on the heavy door at the base of the tower creaked open.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: William

				In the time William and Jasmine had been talking, half of Winthrop’s priests had returned with fresh demons they’d chased down, and the women were skinning them next to the fire. Others in the camp were waking up and preparing breakfast.

				“Winthrop’s not back yet,” Jasmine said. “Maybe we should find Phillip.”

				William agreed. They set off from the big fire and wove through the crowds of waking people. Some of them squinted and wiped their eyes, like William had. It looked like they were battling the same headache he’d woken up with.

				The air held the lingering scent of cooked demons and the stench of unwashed men. Despite that, William had shed most of his fear. He had a full breakfast of berries in his stomach. He had Jasmine at his side. He had a handprint and Winthrop’s assurance that he was immortal.

				Things could be worse.

				He followed Jasmine through a maze of people. A couple nodded at William as they talked about the night they’d shared. For the first time, William felt as though he was their equal. They treated him as any other adult. They allowed him to drink snowberry. They talked about battle, and demons, and women, and they didn’t quiet down when they saw him, like Ella, Melora, or even Ivory would have. He felt like he’d finally made it inside one of those pubs that he’d been pulled away from. Most of the men’s faces were marked with smeared blood, sweat, and soot, but they wore smiles as they talked about returning to Brighton. The women cursed as they brushed stubborn tangles out of their hair. In spite of that, they seemed happy.

				Through a pack of laughing men, William caught a glimpse of Phillip. He was assisting another man carry a demon. He greeted them with a smile.

			

			
				“I can handle the demon, if you need to talk,” the other man said.

				“Thanks,” Phillip said. He joined Jasmine and William. “Did you eat?” he asked.

				“Yes,” Jasmine answered. Her eyes roamed to the sides of the dome, where several people were already climbing the stairs. “Father Winthrop’s not back yet.”

				“You want to explore,” Phillip guessed, a smile crossing his face, as if he’d had the same thought.

				“I was thinking we might be able to check it out, before we leave this morning,” Jasmine said.

				“We’ll need to make sure Winthrop is provided for.” Phillip looked around, as if Winthrop might be waiting to give orders.

				“A few of the priests were cooking him breakfast. It will take him a while to eat. And it will take him a while with the priestesses he chose this morning.”

				“Maybe we can go for a bit,” Phillip agreed. “Are you coming with us, Rowan?”

				“Yes,” William said.

				They continued through the crowd of people, creating a path between the blood-printed men who were stuffing meat in their mouths, or cleaning off their spears. One group of men described a battle using exaggerated hand motions. Others tipped flasks that appeared to be almost empty, as if they were celebrating. William tuned them out, focusing on the site of the building’s interior. The dome was even more magnificent in the daylight. Above the first five or six levels of ancient stone, several more angled out above them, and above that, several more. Rusted, ancient metal bars hung out over the uppermost layer of stone, extending into the building. A few of these had fallen into the lower levels of the dome—metal pieces that were large enough to crush anyone underneath, had they been standing in the way.

			

			
				“What do you think those are for?” Jasmine asked, pointing.

				William thought on it. “They held up things,” he said.

				“How do you know?” Jasmine asked.

				Pointing at one of the long metal bars near the top, he said, “I don’t think people could sit on them.”

				“I wonder what the Ancients did when they gathered here,” Jasmine asked.

				Recalling the conversation he’d had with Bray earlier, William said, “This place was used to play games. The Ancients came here and watched something on the ground, like we watch our harvest races or pig pulls.”

				Jasmine watched him with renewed interest. “You are smart, for a demon boy.”

				William smiled at the compliment.

				“Those pieces of metal would be worth some coin, if we could take them back,” Phillip said, gesturing at a few of the fallen metal beams.

				“I don’t think we’d be able to carry them,” Jasmine lamented.

				“You’re probably right,” Phillip said. “But maybe we’ll find something smaller we can take with us.”

				They walked with renewed purpose towards the edge of the dome. The brown grass was longer by the edges, where it had escaped the trample of the army’s boots. Reaching the first set of cracked stairs, they walked past several people who were conversing at the bottom. As they started up the steps, William felt the same exhilaration he’d felt when entering the Ancient City. All around him were the creations of people who had walked many years ago, whose imprints were still impacting people today. He was still one with the Ancient City.

			

			
				Even without his demons, he could still hear the whispers of the Ancients.

				He sprinted up the first set of stairs as he explored the first level, leaving Jasmine and Phillip temporarily behind. Rusted metal frames were embedded in the stone, evenly spaced, as if the dome had been built around them. Some were more decrepit, but they looked like places to sit. He grabbed on to one stuck piece of metal, trying to wiggle it, but it wouldn’t budge.

				“Be careful,” Phillip said, coming up behind him. “You don’t want to get a cut from the metal that will spread sickness through your body.”

				“I know,” William said, recalling how one of his friends had developed a shaking disease that seemed to last for months.

				They continued exploring the lowest levels, which were nearly identical. A few times, they stepped around cracks in the ancient stone that were wide enough to stick a foot in. Several hearty weeds crept from these cracks, as if they were trying to pull William, Jasmine, and Phillip in. On some levels, they encountered other blood printed men and women, and they traded speculations and held up empty hands they’d hoped to fill with treasure. William guessed that anything valuable had probably been scavenged a long time ago.

				After walking by most of the other groups, they moved on up the stairs. William watched the girders grow closer and the people on the ground grow smaller until they were at the landing of the top layer, breathing heavily, looking around.

				“It’s wonderful,” William marveled.

				People were everywhere in the dome. Deep in the center of the building was the bonfire where they’d slept. The gaping entrance at the front was clogged with people that were passing in and out, some carrying demons, some carrying flasks. Smaller entrances dotted the sides, where people gathered and looked from the city to the dome. William scanned around until he found Winthrop speaking with a circle of people, waving his hands.

			

			
				“He’s still busy,” Jasmine noted, pointing. “I don’t think he’s had his breakfast yet.”

				“It looks like we have some time,” Phillip said.

				They chose a spot to sit that was free from debris, where they could rest from the climbing and exploring. William sat on the end, Jasmine and Phillip next to him.

				“I haven’t seen this many people together except at the square,” William said with wonder.

				“Was the Davenport square large?” Jasmine asked.

				Remembering his lie, William said, “Not as large as this, or as Brighton’s, I imagine.”

				“You’re looking at the strongest of Blackthorn’s army,” Phillip said proudly. “The ones who lived on, even after Blackthorn was killed. Those who lived long enough to see the devil die so they could follow Winthrop.”

				“We will be the ones to deliver the message to Brighton,” Jasmine said. “We are Winthrop’s chosen.”

				William nodded. He looked down at the blood print on his chest, feeling a sense of belonging that he hadn’t felt in a while. The last time he recalled feeling that way was when he was walking with Bray through the forest, following the tracks that would lead to Melora. His mother had trailed behind, and Bray had regarded William with admiration—respect, even—as he led the way.

				But that moment was over, and it would never happen again.

				William pushed the thought from his mind and remained in silence next to Phillip and Jasmine for a while, observing the parade of the army below them. And there was plenty to look at. Every so often, a stream of men left the dome through the gaping entrance and another returned. William looked up, watching several birds take flight from the top of the dome, disappearing into a cold, clear sky. Looking back at Jasmine and Phillip, he caught them trading a smile. A sense of peace came over William. For once, he wasn’t running from Brighton. Instead, he was headed back into it, under Winthrop’s protection.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Winthrop

				Winthrop walked through the stinking army of pig chasers, dirt scratchers, and foul women, out of breath from crossing most of the giant dome. He headed for the big fire that had become his quarters. He was hungry. Several stringy-haired priestesses clung to his arm, but he shook them loose.

				He’d already had his pleasures.

				Besides, they stank from too many days without a bath.

				Winthrop’s human urges were starting to annoy him. Over the course of days, a dull pang in his stomach made Winthrop realize he needed food, and other aches made him realize he needed women. He indulged those urges, but only because he was still completing his transformation into a god.

				Wiping his hands on his robe to clean off some of the filth, he reached his fire, which had already being stoked by some of his faithful. He avoided the stares of a group of people who were waiting for a reverent gaze and looked for the tall man who had been coordinating his orders.

				“Where is he?”

				A few of the priests stopped turning the demon in the fire and looked around.

				“Who do you mean, sir?”

				“The tall one.” Winthrop waved his hands, agitated.

				“Phillip’s off getting more demons, I think,” one of them said.

				Winthrop shook his head disgustedly. If the dirt-scratcher were around, he’d reprimand him, but the snarl in his stomach told him food was more important. He walked to the fire, staring at the roasting demon as it turned from pink to black and the men handed him a piece. He looked around the campsite, chewing. He needed to coordinate the army to leave for Brighton. He needed to free Brighton the way he’d freed these ignorant people, showing them the true light of the blessed.

			

			
				Winthrop stared up at the ceiling, listening as the gods whispered a word into his ears that he’d almost forgotten. Tenbrook. He felt a shimmer of fear, then excitement as he thought through ways to dispose of the devil’s servant. He’d feed him to the demons. Or he’d feed him to his people.

				He’d killed Blackthorn, and he’d kill whoever was left in his stead. Winthrop had more than enough men to tear down the Brighton wall, running over all who opposed him with the blood of a thousand demons. His men and women would sacrifice themselves on the altar of Brighton so that they could create a path back to Winthrop’s rightful chair.

				One of Winthrop’s nameless priests approached him, shifting from foot to foot.

				“Father, I have news.”

				Winthrop tried to project his answer into a thought without speaking. The man stared at him, confused. Reverting to human-speak, Winthrop asked, “What is it?”

				“We found something outside the dome.”

				The man beckoned behind Winthrop, and Winthrop turned to see several of his followers breaking through the crowd, guiding several large horses with matted fur and fear in their eyes.

				“Where did you find them?” Winthrop asked.

				“Outside in the streets, while we were looking for demons,” the man answered.

				Another man said, “They were clustered together, drinking from a puddle. We were able to coax them over.”

				Winthrop thought back to the battle on the hill. Most of the horses had been killed or run off after he’d killed the devil Blackthorn. But these must have survived.

				“They’ve come back to serve their god,” Winthrop pronounced. “How many are there?”

			

			
				“About a dozen. We have the others outside.”

				“Good. Keep them ready, until we march. My priests and I will use them as we head back to Brighton.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Oliver

				When Oliver came down the stairs and got to the bottom level of the tower, he saw Ivory across the big room standing near the closed door, looking confused. Kirby had her big gun strapped across her back, but in one hand she held one of her hand grenades. In the other hand, she pointed a hand-sized, metallic device at Ivory.

				“Where are the rest of them?” Kirby demanded.

				“Upstairs,” Oliver told her, answering for Ivory. “They’re on the way down.”

				Kirby waved the metal device at Ivory.

				Ivory looked at the device like he wanted to walk over and touch it.

				“Move,” she said.

				“Why?” Ivory asked.

				“Because I told you to.” She wasn’t pleased.

				Pointing at the metallic device in Kirby’s hand, Oliver asked, “Is that a gun, too?”

				Kirby looked at the gun as though checking to make sure it wasn’t invisible. “Of course, it is.”

				“A real gun?” Ivory asked.

				Kirby nodded.

				“Is it big enough to kill a demon?” Oliver asked.

				“Yes,” Kirby answered Oliver but kept deadly eyes focused on Ivory. “And big enough to kill you. Go over by the stairs with Oliver.”

				Ivory looked at the gun and weighed the choice on whether to comply, but didn’t move.

				“We’re not a danger to you,” Oliver told Kirby. “We’re friends.”

				“Friends?” Kirby asked.

				“We’re friendly,” Oliver clarified. “I told you we didn’t come here to hurt you. We saw you from up on the hill and wanted to talk to you.”

			

			
				Kirby looked back at Ivory. “I don’t want to hurt you either, but you understand now that this is a gun. I can kill you with it so fast you won’t even know you’re dead. Go over there.”

				Ivory blinked as he looked at the small gun in Kirby’s hand.

				“C’mon.” Oliver waved for Ivory to step away from Kirby and cross the room to stand by the stairs.

				Melora and Beck rounded the corner at the top of the last flight of stairs on the way down.

				Beck stopped, staring at Kirby, her strange clothing, and her Tech Magic weapons. His mouth hung open in wonder.

				Melora ran to the bottom of the stairs and waited for Ivory to cross the room.

				“Is Jingo coming?” Ivory asked.

				Beck pointed behind him and absently answered, “On the way.”

				“She has one of those things,” said Melora, tugging at Ivory’s arm to pull him back onto the stairs.

				“It’s a hand grenade,” Oliver told her. “But she’s not going to hurt you with it.”

				“It’s insurance,” said Kirby. Then she glared at each of them for a second. “All of you understand what this can do, right? You saw it explode outside. You saw it kill those mutants.”

				“Mutants?” Oliver asked, but was ignored.

				Taking the steps downward, one at a time, deliberately, Beck pointed at the warm flames burning in the enormous fireplace and the crudely constructed chairs arrayed in a semi-circle in front of it. “We should sit down and talk. We mean you no harm.”

				Kirby looked over at the chairs and the inviting fire.

				Oliver guessed that she hadn’t been warm in a long time. Hiding in that cold, wet ship had to have been miserable. He took a few steps toward the chairs. “We should all sit down.”

			

			
				“We have lots of questions,” said Beck, “as I’m sure you do. We’ve never met somebody who wasn’t from Brighton or the smaller towns.” He laughed, nervous or giddy. “We thought we were the only people in the world.”

				Kirby looked at each of them, taking a moment to scrutinize each. “Bows. Swords,” she observed, and then mumbling to herself, she said, “you people really are backward. No guns?”

				“None,” Oliver answered. “I told you. We’ve never seen a gun, and I’d never even heard of a hand grenade, until today.”

				“That hand grenade was amazing,” said Ivory anxiously. “Can you show me how to make one?”

				Kirby looked at Ivory strangely, and then a noise from the stairs caught her attention.

				Jingo had just come onto the last flight. “You are the Kirby that Oliver told us about?”

				She stared at Jingo but didn’t answer.

				As Jingo descended the stairs, he pulled the hood back from his cloak.

				Kirby gasped when she saw the deformity the spore had made of his head. She involuntarily stepped toward the door.

				“Uninfected people find me ugly,” Jingo called across the room. “I’m not offended.”

				“You…” Kirby started but had trouble finding her words. “You sound normal.”

				“He’s not normal,” Oliver cut in. “He’s three hundred years old. He’s one of the Ancients.”

				“Three hundred?” Kirby asked. “That’s not…” But Kirby stopped talking, and her eyes betrayed some thoughts she didn’t voice.

			

			
				“It is possible,” said Jingo, “and I can see from the look on your face that you know it’s true.”

				“And you’re not a crazed monster?” Kirby asked, in an empty tone of voice, as though repeating someone else’s words.

				“As sane as you,” said Jingo.

				“He’s the smartest man I’ve ever met,” said Ivory. “He’s not a monster.”

				“The spore didn’t ruin your mind?” Kirby asked.

				“It opened my mind,” said Jingo. “It made me more intelligent than I was before.”

				“They told us the spore made men into monsters.” Kirby muttered it to herself more than anyone. “The forbidden stories told the truth?”

				Jingo stopped walking and cocked his misshapen head. “Forbidden? Stories about me?”

				Kirby shook her head, and she gazed absently as though the timber wall all around were invisible. “The stories about us.” Tears trickled out of her eyes and tumbled down her otherwise stony face.

				“About you?” Jingo asked.

				Kirby holstered her pistol. She shoved the grenade into a row of others on her belt. She peeled off her overcoat and dropped it to the floor, then took off a heavy shirt. And then removed an undershirt. She turned around and pulled a final, dirty shirt over her head, leaving her naked back exposed for all to see. Starting at her neck, and running down the length of her spine, small spore warts, each the size of an egg yolk, grew out of her vertebrae.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: William

				Men and women chattered excitedly as they grabbed their packs, filled them with their belongings, and filed behind one another, forming a line that weaved between the fire pits and extended all the way outside the dome. From somewhere outside, William heard the whinnying of horses and the shouts of men passing along Winthrop’s orders.

				“We will march on Brighton, and free the ignorant of their comforting wall!” Winthrop shouted. “We will show them the ways of the blessed!”

				Winthrop was buried amidst a circle of priests who were listening to his instructions by the fire. The men roared and thrust their swords and spears in the air.

				Motivated by Winthrop’s rousing words, a few men extinguished the fire while Winthrop’s priestesses stood ready, listening or chatting with one another. William stood next to Jasmine. His mind swirled with a mixture of emotions.

				“This is really it. This is the moment our god has chosen us for,” Jasmine said with a smile.

				“I know,” said William.

				He couldn’t believe he was going back to Brighton. So much had happened in the wild that his memories of home were a blur. He could barely remember his friends, his room, or his neighbors. Were any of them still there? Had a rich merchant bought and sold his house? Flashes of emotion came back to him as he recalled that last, nervous day in Brighton. He and his mother had fled from soldiers and climbed the circle wall to escape. They’d spent the night in the forest in that strangely-layered ancient building. From the top of that building, where they could see over the tips of the trees, they’d watched the smoke rise from the Cleansings of the various towns and villages. William recalled the dying look on the soldier’s face after Ella had stabbed him when they were attacked outside the buildings on the outskirts of town. That had been the moment he knew he was never going back.

			

			
				And now he was.

				He reminded himself that he was under Winthrop’s protection now, and that he’d find a new role as one of Brighton’s chosen. No one would persecute him with Blackthorn dead. They couldn’t.

				At least, he wanted to believe that.

				“Brighton will be different when we get there,” Jasmine said confidently, as if reading his thoughts and offering him reassurance.

				William nodded.

				“Here,” Jasmine said, handing him one of two swords she carried. “Most of us carry two after the battle on the hill. I found an extra for you.”

				“Thanks,” he said, smiling at her appreciatively, clutching the weapon.

				Winthrop finished his speech, and the shuffle of feet began as the slow line of the army moved from the dome and out into the street. Phillip and the other priests clustered protectively around Winthrop, holding their swords as they ushered him outside. The priestesses surrounding William followed, with him next to them. From somewhere far behind, William could already hear the other half of the army starting the chant, boots stomping the earth as they caught up, skirting around the carcasses of dead demons. The sunlight glanced off William’s face as they walked out from under the dome’s expansive shadow and the priests stopped next to a row of horses that had been lined up in preparation. William and the line of people behind him stopped and waited.

				Winthrop motioned to the horses, looking for the best one. He chose a tall, black steed that still seemed spooked. Several priests held the horse’s reins while Winthrop climbed onto the saddle, perching himself on the beast’s back, his massive girth bunching up his robe.

			

			
				“My priests!” he pronounced, motioning to the line of men. “Take your horses!”

				William watched with envy as the men chose their animals and took hold of the reins. The sight of the majestic animals still entranced William. He recalled riding on a horse when he was younger and one of the cavalry had taken a liking to Ella. That had been after his father died. The man had gone off to war and never come back.

				Phillip was one of the last to choose a horse—a brown animal with a white mane. The other priests had fallen into a row next to Winthrop, waiting. A final horse clomped its hooves nervously next to Phillip.

				William was surprised when Phillip waved him over, pointing at the white horse next to him.

				“Get on, Rowan,” he called.

				William’s mouth fell open, but he didn’t let his surprise stop him. He moved as quickly as he could, climbing onto the beast. He could feel the animal breathing heavily beneath him, but it didn’t move, and it didn’t shake him off. William clutched the reins and looked around, recalling the things the cavalry member had told him when he’d ridden several years ago.

				Sit tall.

				Be gentle with the reins.

				William clenched his boots against the horse’s sides. The horse fell into a trot.

				And then they were marching behind the army on horseback, ten priests, Winthrop, and William, clopping over bent grass, boot prints, and the discarded pieces of demons, the only things that would be left behind of Winthrop’s army in the Ancient City.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Oliver

				“All of us were marked by the spore,” said Kirby as she pulled her coat back over her shoulders.

				“You mean the people outside?” Beck asked, tactfully not calling them the dead people outside. “Or the ones where you came from?”

				“The ones outside,” answered Kirby. “I’m the only left still alive. I’m the last survivor.”

				“I’ve got questions.” Jingo almost sounded like a pleading merchant’s child.

				“I’ve barely eaten since you people came.” Kirby looked around at the eyes all staring at her. “I’ve been hiding from you instead of hunting. Do you have food?”

				“We do,” Jingo told her. He pointed to the chairs by the fireplace. “Let’s sit and take off the night’s chill.” Jingo turned to Oliver. “Fetch us some of those squirrels Ivory killed yesterday. We can roast them over the fire while we talk.”

				The squirrels, the last of their meager stores, were hanging on a hook in a larder built into a corner of the cavernous space. Oliver hurried, not wanting to miss any question that Beck and Jingo would ask or any answer Kirby was going to give.

				Jingo turned to Ivory. “With all the noise of Kirby’s hand grenade, would you please go up and keep watch?”

				Ivory looked at Kirby, and it was clear that he wanted to stay and hear every interesting thing she had to say.

				“You know we need to keep safe,” added Jingo.

				Melora grudgingly tugged at Ivory’s hand, pulling him toward the stairs. The two were becoming nearly inseparable.

				“I assure you,” said Jingo with a smile, “there’ll be plenty of time for your questions as we each take our turns at the watch.”

			

			
				Ivory and Melora went upstairs.

				When Oliver brought the skinned and cleaned squirrels over to the fire, Jingo, Beck, and Kirby were already sitting down.

				“Do you mind cooking them?” Jingo asked.

				“I will,” answered Oliver as he busied himself skewering each animal with a stick to lean it over the flames.

				Kirby took a long hard look at Jingo, and said, “You’re really three hundred years old?”

				“Yes,” answered Jingo.

				Kirby continued to stare at him, but didn’t say any more about it.

				Sensing her skepticism, Jingo said, “You’re trying to decide whether I’m lying or not.”

				“No.” Kirby slowly shook her head as her eyes drifted toward the fire. “It’s hard to accept.”

				“Perhaps the spore mutated differently where you’re from,” said Jingo. “Did you come from across the ocean?”

				Kirby nodded. “On those ships, yes.”

				“From another continent?”

				“Yes.”

				Jingo said, “I figured the strain that infected me and every person on this continent cursed them with immortality.”

				Oliver looked back and forth between Jingo and Kirby, bewildered by the strange terminology.

				Jingo stopped and thought about Kirby’s answer. “No, the people on our continent are not immortal; we can be killed. We age very, very slowly, though. In all my years, I haven’t seen any of my kind die of old age.”

				Kirby looked down as she opened her hands. She turned them over and examined the backs.

				To Oliver, it looked like she was worrying that she’d turn out like Jingo, an ugly monster.

			

			
				Jingo said, “I believe the spore causes a mutation in telomerase, a protein that keeps telomeres from fraying, hence keeping DNA from degrading as it reproduces, hence slowing aging.”

				Looking up at Jingo blankly, Kirby said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Your culture has lost its knowledge of molecular biology?” Jingo asked.

				Still confused, Kirby said, “You use words that I don’t know.”

				Beck smiled and injected himself into the conversation. “He does that to all of us.”

				Kirby smiled weakly at Beck and then refocused on Jingo. “Do you know how old I am?”

				“How old were you when the spore infected you?” asked Jingo.

				“Eighteen,” answered Kirby.

				“I’d guess you’re twenty now,” said Beck, looking her up and down and letting his eyes linger on her hips and breasts. “Maybe twenty-two.”

				Kirby shook her head.

				“You got infected long ago?” Jingo guessed.

				Kirby nodded. “Three years before we came here.”

				“Before you sailed here in those ships?” Jingo asked.

				“We landed here fourteen years ago.” Kirby looked at both Jingo and Beck, ready for them to challenge her count. Neither did. “We’ve been at war with what you call twisted men, or demons—and what I call mutants—ever since.”

				“You’re thirty-five?” Oliver said, as he turned away from his cooking squirrels. “That’s old.”

				Kirby nodded sadly.

				“You don’t look old,” said Oliver. “I think you still look eighteen.”

				Kirby smiled sweetly at Oliver.

			

			
				“That’s why you believed me when I told you I was three hundred,” said Jingo.

				“Yes.” Kirby nodded. “I’m not aging.”

				“And that frightens you?” Beck observed.

				“Fright?” Kirby asked. “No. It makes me sad.” She looked at Jingo. “The thirty-five years I’ve lived have hurt too much. Everybody I’ve ever loved is dead. I couldn’t stand to live another three centuries.”

				It was Jingo’s turn to hide his melancholy behind a plastic smile. “Don’t the spore-infected people live longer than normal lives where you come from?”

				Kirby laughed so darkly that Oliver thought at first she was sobbing. “Things are different where I come from. People who show signs of infection don’t live more than a few years.”

				“Years?” Oliver was surprised as he shot an accusing look at Beck. “You don’t burn them immediately?”

				Kirby looked at Beck, too, and for a moment, her face showed her disgust.

				“No,” Beck defended himself. “I don’t… Brighton’s laws are… I’m trying to… I want to change Brighton.”

				“So you burn the infected?” asked Kirby. “In Brighton? Is that the name of the city you’re from?”

				“Yes,” Oliver answered. “They burn them alive.”

				Kirby labored through a weighty sigh. “It always comes to the killing. Always the suffering.” Her eyes grew distant as they stared through the fire, past the squirrels, through the stones behind it, and out across the vast tempestuous ocean.

				No one spoke. Oliver felt bad for what he’d said. Beck seemed embarrassed, Jingo patient.

				Tears traced solo trails down Kirby’s cheeks that otherwise betrayed no grief at all. Finally, she spoke again. “If you went to the place where I came from, it would seem like the most alien place on the face of the world. We have machines and weapons, guns and bombs, concrete fortresses and bunkers, but not many of the wild infected like you have here. We slaughter them like rats, and we’re good at it.”

			

			
				“I’m amazed,” said Jingo.

				“Most of us get infected too, and when we do, we’re forced into the arena by the non-infected to fight for sport,” Kirby said. “Or they put us in the army, and we go to wage the wars.”

				“War with the demons?” Beck asked.

				“Wars with barbarians, wars with pirates, wars with bandit tribes, wars with other cities and territories. Always war. Always. It never ends. Everyone where I come from eventually dies in the wars. That’s our fate. Our leaders tell us tales of glory and sacrifice. They tell us of heaven and golden palaces in the clouds, but all I’ve seen is war. I saw no golden palaces. All I saw were tears and blood.” She looked at Jingo, Oliver, and then Beck, pausing for second to make eye contact. “Have you seen someone you love suffer and die?”

				Oliver nodded, thinking of his parents. But he said nothing, fearing a word might turn into tears if he dared utter it.

				“You said you were infected three years before your people came here,” said Jingo, changing the subject. “Were you in the wars for three years?”

				“I was in the wars for two,” Kirby confirmed, “and I was in the arena for one. Three years of killing people just like me, corrupted by the spore and waiting for death.”

				Oliver gulped as he put thoughts of his burned parents out of his mind, only to replace them with vivid memories of the slaughter he’d seen in Blackthorn’s army. “You must be a good soldier to have lived through so much,” he said to Kirby.

				Kirby didn’t accept the compliment. Instead, she emptily responded with, “People corrupted by the spore want to die. I helped them.”

			

			
				“You don’t sound like you believe that,” observed Beck.

				“I was a slave,” Kirby shot back, as though the truth was so obvious it offended her to have to say it. “I made people suffer. I murdered them so that I could have food in my stomach and a warm place to sleep. I hated what they made me into.”

				“Why did your people come here?” asked Jingo.

				Kirby looked at Jingo for a long time while she thought about her response. “Hope. That’s the simple answer. We were all corrupted. We were all tired of killing. We came here in search of a quiet place to live out the few years we thought we had left. We came here in search of that golden palace in the clouds, hoping it might be on Earth.”

				“But that’s not what you found,” Jingo concluded for her. “I’m so sorry.”

				Kirby buried her face in her hands, rubbing as though to mash away all the evil her eyes had seen in her life. “Where I came from, people die on a scale you can’t imagine. Victory only comes from annihilating our enemies. We don’t kill only their spore-corrupted mutants, we kill the uninfected people, too, the men, the women, the children, and the babies.”

				Beck stopped looking at Kirby. Oliver guessed he was embarrassed for not feeling the shame Kirby felt for what sounded to Oliver like the same kind of killing that happened regularly in Brighton.

				“Most of the land is scarred from war,” said Kirby. “We steal our enemy’s food stores when we can, and burn what we can’t take with us. We torch their fields and kill their livestock. We poison their wells with the bodies of their dead. They do the same to us, and we all starve. We hoped this place would be different, but it isn’t. We hoped this place would be the part of the ancient world that survived.” Kirby slowly shook her head, and then she focused on Jingo. “I think there are no more Ancients, no more glittering cities, full of electric lights. Only one thing in the world is true anymore: war. Whatever light lived in the world in the ancient times and inspired men to build glass towers into the clouds, create flying machines, and build rockets to the moon died a long time ago. Humans only exist for one purpose now, to drag each other deeper and deeper into the brutality of the darkest age of our existence and to murder ourselves into extinction.”

			

			
				“It doesn’t have to be that way,” Beck said with a grim smile, glancing at Oliver. “I think we can change our path back toward the light.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Bray

				Bray snuck through an area of demolished buildings on the outskirts of the Ancient City. Some of the buildings were little more than foundations, while others had one wall, or two, or three. Rarely did he find a building that had four. Mounds of rubble had collected in the center of most of them, the only remnants of the Ancient buildings that had once stood at the edge of town. Pathways were worn next to each of the walls, where animals, men, or demons had sought respite or a quick trail to the next street or building.

				Bray used those paths now as he crunched softly over the debris, keeping to the interiors of the buildings, listening for Winthrop’s army a few streets away. Every so often, he had to run through an open section of street to get to the next neighborhood of houses. When he looked left, he caught glimpses of the army. The men and women chanted loudly, drawing the demons in the area. They were either brave or stupid. In Bray’s experience, making noise like that was an easy way to get killed.

				At the same time, the demon activity seemed to have lessened since the army arrived. During most of Bray’s trips to the Ancient City, he’d found a few carcasses—remnants of scuffles between demons and metal smugglers, mostly. But now he found piles, scattered haphazardly across one another with jagged slice marks across their stomachs, probably from when the army had entered the city.

				Now the army was headed back to Brighton, leaving a new trail of violence. Or at least that’s what it looked like.

				Bray stopped short as he heard something on the other side of a wall. He lingered for a moment, sword drawn, listening to the hiss of what sounded like a demon. Bray crept toward the wall’s edge, moving quietly out so he could get the jump on it.

			

			
				A demon with a large gash in its gut lay on the other side, its fingers wrapped around the wound, holding its innards in place. It must’ve survived a skirmish long enough to flee and take its last breaths. The creature was propped against a piece of cracked stone. Bray ran and caught it by surprise, putting a quick end to it. He couldn’t have the thing howling upon seeing him.

				He continued through the maze of foundations and walls.

				Bray followed the chanting army until the empty, crumbled walls and foundations ran out and became towers again. He was forced to sneak in the alleyways between intact buildings. Reaching the edge of an alley, he peered around, catching sight of the army crossing a large intersection.

				Several soldiers dragged their swords through the streets, or hoisted them in the air as they chanted in unison. A few brave demons raced at them, providing a momentary skirmish, but the men disposed of them easily. Those that could be carried were hoisted on men’s shoulders. Others were thrust back into the streets. A line of women toted swords, sticks, and gear. They sang loudly as they surveyed the streets for more demons.

				Ahead, the buildings ended and the dense woods took over, encasing the final towers of the Ancient City in brown weeds. The army would run out of road soon. Then they’d be back in the wild.

				Still no sign of William.

				Bray was about to dash to the next building when he noticed a line of horses marching between several clusters of guarding men. He stopped and watched. The horseback riders were men, but a few women walked alongside them, bellowing melodic chants into the wind. A large man rode in the middle of the procession, his robes billowing underneath him, his hands waving in the air as he guided them. His enormous girth gave him away.

			

			
				Winthrop.

				Sitting directly next to Winthrop, looking uncomfortably small in the saddle of a large, white horse, was William.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Bray

				Bray gritted his teeth as he watched William swallowed by a procession of blood-printed men and women. He wanted to charge out and take the boy. He wanted to hack these deranged men and women to bits.

				Instead, he settled for getting closer, weaving between buildings so he could get a better view. His best option would be to catch them at night when they were resting, so he’d have a chance at luring—or stealing—the boy away. But he needed more information. He needed to know how carefully William was being guarded.

				William didn’t appear to be fighting to get away. He seemed resigned to his fate, as if these strange men had beaten him into submission. Or maybe they’d threatened him with some fate worse than what they were doing to the demons. Infected or not, the boy didn’t deserve to end up in some soldier’s stomach.

				He considered the words William had yelled when Bray had inadvertently killed Ella.

				Kill him! Kill him!

				Would William be stable enough to realize he was being rescued? Bray wasn’t certain, but he needed to know before he made any moves.

				Stopping at a large, multi-story building with numerous windows, one of the last towers before the Ancient City gave way to forest, Bray crept inside and up the stairs. He paused when he reached a window high enough to glimpse the army, watching them travel down the last of the cracked roads. The front rows of people disappeared between the thick trees, as if the forest was swallowing them up. When Bray followed them, he wouldn’t have any buildings to hide behind.

				He’d need to leave a healthy gap.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: William

				William clutched the horse’s reins, keeping his legs tight against the animal’s flanks as it clopped across the landscape. He followed a group of singing, chanting men and women. He felt like a powerful deity, coming to claim some Ancient land, riding high above the heads of men. He looked next to him, watching Winthrop bellow commands. The men and women heeded his orders. When Winthrop asked them to slow down, they did. When Winthrop led a new chant, they changed their tune. William recalled having a similar power over the demons. A part of him missed it, but he was glad to be following Winthrop.

				William looked around him. They were climbing a large, grassy hill. The hillsides swooped broadly into the distance, fading into the wilderness and trees, but William was no longer afraid of anything in those woods. He had conquered the demons. He was riding with the strongest army. Winthrop hadn’t promised him anything, but maybe he’d even get his own building when they returned to Brighton.

				Maybe one day he’d even have his own men, who would die for him like they’d die for Winthrop, like William’s demons had died for him.

				He rode with that vision in his head for several hours, until the sun rose high into the sky, spearing the army with its rays and driving back some of the cold. William was grateful. He was returning to Brighton on the back of a horse, instead of on the blistered soles of his feet. He had a sword, a belly with some food in it, and the camaraderie of thousands of men who would fight shoulder to shoulder with him. It was a lot safer than running through the woods with Ella, Bray, and Melora.

				A flock of birds scattered from a nearby patch of forest.

				“What was that?”

			

			
				Several men stopped singing and looked up at the fleeing, noisy birds. They peered down the hill and into the woods. William followed their gaze.

				The men turned to Winthrop, awaiting his guidance while Winthrop halted his horse and prompted the others to follow suit. He turned his attention to the hill, appraising their surroundings.

				“Do you think they were startled by demons?” one of the priests asked.

				“No.” Winthrop shook his head confidently. “It is a sign from the other gods. An omen that we are on the path to righteousness.” He hit his horse’s side and started it moving.

				“The path to righteousness!” the priest repeated.

				“The path to righteousness!” someone echoed.

				The priests cheered. A few women took up the chant, spreading it to the army in front and the army behind, thousands of voices echoing into the woods in unison as they marched, unafraid. William smiled and lifted his voice with the others.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Oliver

				In the tower’s observation platform, Oliver leaned on the rail and looked at the compound and the bodies of the dead. The sun was behind the mountains in the west, but the sky still glowed blue. The evening chill was starting to set in. No demons were moving about. The few who’d been scavenging the flesh of the dead had filled their bellies some time ago and had disappeared to the far side of the settlement. Oliver didn’t know in which tower they were making their home.

				From below, the sound of labored breathing and feet on the wooden rungs let him know that his replacement was coming. Being the youngest of the group, none of the rest of them trusted Oliver to keep watch at night, so he usually got the afternoon shift, relieved by Beck when the sun went down.

				Oliver looked west to gauge the time. Beck was coming early for a change.

				Oliver stood up straight and walked the perimeter of the platform, looking for anything on the move in all directions. There was nothing. After the morning’s grenade explosion, it had been a slow day for wandering demons.

				Turning as the sound of his replacement reached the top of the ladder, Oliver was surprised to see that it wasn’t Beck, but Kirby. “Are you taking my watch?” he asked.

				“No.” Kirby emerged from the hole in the floor and stood up straight, taking a moment to catch her breath after the climb. “I’ve been down there all day asking and answering questions.” She drew another deep breath. “I don’t like being indoors. I need fresh air.”

				Oliver leaned over the hole in the floor to look down the ladder, checking for Beck, but he saw no one else coming.

			

			
				“It’s only me,” Kirby confirmed as she walked to the rail and looked toward the mountains.

				Oliver walked over and stood beside her. “Thank you for coming this morning.”

				“I said I would.” Kirby pointed west. “Beck told me your home is on the other side of the mountains.”

				“Yes,” Oliver confirmed.

				“Brighton and some smaller towns, all close together?”

				“Close?” Oliver had never thought of them as close. They always seemed far away, that was, until he’d journeyed out with the army and realized his perception of distance was inadequate for the world he lived in. “I suppose a person could walk to Coventry or Ashford in a few days.”

				“Are there other towns?”

				“Some smaller villages,” Oliver answered. “Nothing more.”

				“Nothing?” Kirby seemed surprised.

				“Maybe Jingo or Minister Beck knows—”

				“No,” Kirby interrupted. “They don’t. Both said there is only Brighton, Coventry, Ashford, and the villages you mentioned.”

				“If you knew,” Oliver asked, “Why did you—” Oliver stopped himself when he guessed the answer to the question he was asking. “You wanted to check to see if they were lying.”

				Kirby nodded.

				Oliver smiled devilishly. “How do you know I’m not lying, too?”

				Kirby smiled through her permanent sadness in a way that didn’t help make her look happy. “I trust you, Oliver.”

				“Really?”

				“If I didn’t,” she said, “I wouldn’t have come this morning.”

				“I trust you, too,” said Oliver. “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have told you about my friends here in the tower.”

			

			
				“Your friends?” Kirby asked. “Is that what they are?”

				Oliver thought about it for a moment. “I haven’t known any of them for long, but yes, I think they’re my friends.”

				“Beck talks as if you and he have known each other a long time,” said Kirby. “You didn’t know him in Brighton?”

				“I knew who he was,” said Oliver. “He knew who I was, too. I was a novice for Father Winthrop, who was on the Council with Minister Beck, but I was of no importance. I never spoke with Minister Beck until the expedition.”

				“Beck told me about the army,” said Kirby. “He told me about this Winthrop character, and he told me about the slaughter. He said you two escaped together.”

				Oliver nodded. “We’ve been together ever since. In a way, we were together on the march from Brighton to the Ancient City, too. He was kind to me.”

				“Is that why you think he’s your friend now?”

				“I don’t know,” answered Oliver. “I haven’t thought about it exactly. We help one another. He saved my life. I was drowning in the river, and he pulled me out. I guess he could have left me and run away, but he didn’t. I don’t know what will happen when we get back to Brighton, if I go back there, but for now, I think we’re friends.” Oliver looked Kirby in the eye and asked, “Is that a mistake? Am I foolish to think that?”

				“I can’t know that,” said Kirby. “I don’t know how things are in Brighton. From what Beck tells me, he believes he’ll be some kind of king when he returns, except he has to handle some fellow named Tenbrook.”

				“He was planning to overthrow the Council, before the army marched,” said Oliver. “He told me he wanted to make Brighton a better place than it was.”

				“Is that what you want?” Kirby asked. “To make it better?”

				“Brighton is ruled by bad men that kill people.” He caught himself, took a breath, and said, “I’m sorry. Brighton is an evil place. At least that’s what I think most of the time.”

			

			
				“Are the people evil, or are the leaders evil?”

				Oliver cocked his head. “I haven’t thought of it that way, not really.” He looked toward the mountains and looked around at the dead settlement while he thought about it. “I think the people are victims. The Council, the blue shirts, the clergy, and the cavalry have all the power. They make the rules and enforce them. The people die, but are afraid to do anything but run away when they get a smudge. Most of the time they go to the pyre like they thought nobody would ever find out.”

				“But Beck wants to change that, right?” asked Kirby.

				Oliver nodded.

				“Will he make it better?”

				Oliver turned back to look at Kirby. “I hope so.”

				“Do you trust him?” she asked. “Is he an honest man? Is he a good man?”

				“He’s a smart man.” In truth, that was the only thing about Beck Oliver was sure of. “Maybe the smartest in Brighton. I don’t know if he’s honest. I don’t think he’s lied to me. He’s been good to me. But, he’s on the Council, and the Council does evil things.”

				“He says that was all the doing of this Winthrop character and a man named General Blackthorn.”

				“Why is all of this important?” asked Oliver. “Are you going to go to Brighton?”

				“No,” Kirby told him emphatically. “I don’t want to be around people. I’m going to leave this place.” She looked west again. “Jingo told me he hasn’t ventured over the mountains in nearly three hundred years. Beck doesn’t know what lies west of Brighton. Nobody does. Three hundred years ago, it was a vast country of great cities, fruitful plains, and more mountains, all the way to the Pacific ocean.”

			

			
				Oliver looked at the mountains, and his surprise carried in his voice. “Another ocean?” He pointed. “That way?”

				“Very, very far, that way,” said Kirby. “That’s where I’m going.”

				“Do you hope to find those other cities?” asked Oliver. “Do you think they survived? Can I come with you?”

				“You don’t have friends and family in Brighton?”

				Oliver thought about Franklin and Fitz. Despite all that had happened between them, they were more than just friends. They were his family. Thinking about it now, he missed them.

				“You don’t want to help Beck with his revolution?”

				“I don’t know,” Oliver answered absently, still thinking of Franklin, feeling guilty for how he’d left Brighton. He felt like he owed Franklin an apology, but he wasn’t sure why.

				“I wouldn’t, either,” said Kirby. “Revolution is another word for war, and war is ugly.”

				“I know war,” said Oliver. He’d seen all he wanted of it on Blackthorn’s expedition.

				“Yes,” said Kirby. “I guess you do.” She drilled Oliver with a hard stare and asked, “I need to know whether to trust Beck.”

				“That’s why you asked if I trust him?”

				“Yes.” Kirby patted the butt of the handgun in her holster. “He wants me to give him my Tech Magic.” Kirby laughed rudely at that. “It’s not magic. He thinks guns will help him win his revolution with little blood and few deaths.”

				“You have more guns?”

				Kirby nodded. “Hundreds of them.” She waved a hand at all the dead people. “We were all armed. After we lost this war, I collected all the weapons and hid them where we keep our store of ammunition.”

				“You have hundreds of guns?” Oliver reiterated, because he couldn’t believe it. He was mesmerized by the thought of having a Tech Magic weapon of his own. “Can I have one?”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Fitz

				Fitz looked around the room she’d chosen as her new meeting hall. On the walls were painted renditions of old battles. In one, a single soldier positioned himself in the center of a circle of demons, his face regal and defiant. In another, a group of men stood in a tight row, holding polished, gleaming swords and wearing Blackthorn’s colors. Ornaments and glasses adorned several shelves, items that were worth more coin than Fitz had probably seen in her life.

				Sometimes the knowledge that she was living in Blackthorn’s house gave her a pang of fright, though she’d never admit that to the courageous women who followed her.

				A knock sounded on the door. “Lady Fitz?”

				“Come in,” she called.

				Two female riders entered, their cheeks red from a hard journey. Dirt was caked to the sides of their boots, and blood stained their pants. Fitz recognized them as the riders she’d sent out, Tara and Loren.

				“Are you all right?” Fitz asked, concerned.

				The women seemed uninjured, despite their ragged clothing.

				“We had to fight off a few demons,” Tara explained as she brushed a strand of dark hair from her face and motioned to a sword at her side.

				“We stayed on our horses, and tried to avoid as many as we could,” added Loren. “We rode through much of the night to get here this morning.”

				“You have news?” Fitz asked.

				Tara nodded.

				“Have a seat,” Fitz said.

				The riders surveyed the meeting room, seemingly uneasy in the presence of so many expensive things. Fitz smiled to allay their fears, beckoning them again to two chairs before they sat.

			

			
				Tara tapped her fingers on the table. “We found the army,” she said.

				A pit formed in Fitz’s stomach. “Alive?”

				“The ones we saw.”

				“How far away are they?”

				“Probably a few days’ march. They have a few horses, but most are on foot.”

				Fitz nodded. “How many are there?”

				“A few thousand,” Tara said, before adding an explanation. “That’s the amount of people that can fit in the largest farmer’s field at the beginning of Hay Road.”

				“I appreciate the description. One of the merchant’s wives has been teaching me my numbers,” Fitz said. “I’m learning. Do you know if the rest of the army was killed in Blackthorn’s war?”

				Tara said, “I’m not sure. We can only speak of what we saw. We found a spot on a hill overlooking their path through the woods where we could eavesdrop.”

				“What did you see and hear?”

				“The army was fighting off groups of demons while marching. That was slowing them down. They were tired, but they seemed to be making ground.”

				“Most of the remaining people are blue shirts and cavalry?” Fitz guessed.

				Tara shook her head. “No. The army seems to be a mix of blue shirts and the militia. I didn’t see any cavalry. The rest have banded together so much that you can’t tell most of them apart.”

				“You mean they’re all dressed the same?” Fitz asked, nodding.

				“No. Something else…” Tara paused as a flicker of fear crossed her face.

			

			
				“What?” Fitz asked.

				“Their faces and chests are covered with blood.”

				“From battle?” Fitz asked.

				“No,” Tara said, rubbing her hands together nervously. She looked around the room, as if someone might storm in and accuse her of lying. “They’re painting themselves with demon’s blood.”

				Fitz said, “I’ve never seen soldiers do that. Do you think this is a tradition we haven’t heard about?”

				“I don’t think so,” Loren cut in. “It doesn’t seem normal. We watched several of these men slaying demons. They cut them open and dipped their fingers in their blood, using it to paint themselves. They were chanting, talking about returning to Brighton. They were talking as if the battle drove them insane. They were talking about tearing down the circle wall.”

				Fitzgerald’s worry deepened. “They want to tear down the circle wall?”

				“That’s what it sounded like.”

				“Why would they do that? We’d be exposed to the demons.”

				“I’m not sure, Lady Fitz,” Loren said. “We’re just reporting what we heard.”

				Tara said, “They were chanting things like they were in a sermon, even though they were outside. We heard them saying they were immortal. They said they were the children of a new god. They said they were coming back to Brighton to save the rest of us.”

				“What about Blackthorn? Was he among them?” Fitz asked.

				“Blackthorn’s dead.”

				Fitz reeled in shock for a moment. Blackthorn might as well have told her he was dying. Still, it was hard to believe the leader who had ruled since she was a child was gone, and that he’d never be coming back. “How do you know?”

			

			
				“We heard some of them chanting. They said he was the devil, and that they killed him,” Tara explained.

				“If Blackthorn is dead, who’s leading the army?”

				“Father Winthrop.”

				A cold shiver of fear ran through Fitz, but she forced herself to remain strong.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Oliver

				The wind had kicked up earlier that morning, driving thunderous waves against the beached ship, rocking the boat and grinding rusty steel against the rocks. Oliver felt like he was in the belly of a beast, groaning as it died. Still, he followed Kirby through the ship’s dimly lit, sideways corridor, taking care not to fall through doors into rooms below them.

				Jingo and Beck lagged behind. Jingo was old, and his joints were laced with the roots of the spore-warts that grew through his skin. Beck wasn’t used to this kind of activity.

				Melora had no interest in entering the ship. Her one and only experience with a boat when escaping the hordes of demons in the Ancient City was the kind of thing that bred phobias. To keep out of sight, she waited just inside the tear in the ship’s hull, watching for any twisted men who might follow the group. Ivory stayed with her.

				Kirby stopped in front of a large, heavy-looking door with a latching mechanism that appeared much too complicated for its purpose. Oliver watched as Kirby worked the latch, and then as she strained under the weight of the door, opening it downward and laying it on the floor.

				She crouched low to get through, and Oliver followed, glancing back down the hall to ensure that Jingo and Beck were still on their way.

				Inside, the room was nearly black. The only light came from the open door. Oliver lost track of Kirby in the darkness, and he dared not take more than a few steps.

				“Careful,” Kirby told him. “Don’t move until I get this lit.”

				Oliver heard the rattle of metal and the slosh of liquid in a small container. Something clicked a few times and lantern light splashed suddenly across a room so large the far wall nearly disappeared in shadow.

			

			
				Kirby pointed at the floor. “We built it sideways across most of this cargo hold.” Nodding to one side of the space, she said, “Don’t go over there. The floor is rusty in spots close to the wall. It might give way.”

				Oliver stepped in the opposite direction of the places Kirby pointed, and he looked the other way to see long racks of rifles on both sides, like the one Kirby carried strapped across her back. They each stood on the butt with the barrel pointing up. Bigger guns that looked like they weighed as much as Oliver leaned on one of the racks. Handguns were arrayed on shelves along a wall.

				In the back of the room, stacked floor to ceiling, were hundreds of crates, carefully constructed and marked with faded black letters on weathered wood.

				Kirby waved at the crates. “Our ammunition.”

				“For the guns?” Oliver asked.

				“More than you’ll ever need.”

				Oliver’s eyes were back on the racks of weapons, and he examined them as he got close. “Three types of guns,” said Oliver, “but all the guns of each type look exactly alike.”

				“Of course.” Kirby leaned over to look through the sideways door, checking that Jingo and Beck were still coming.

				Getting close enough to stroke the smooth dark metal on one of the guns, Oliver said, “Your blacksmiths are amazing.”

				“Blacksmiths?” Kirby asked, before catching herself. “We have a factory that manufactures these. We don’t have blacksmiths in the sense that you probably think.”

				“Manufacture?” Oliver asked.

				“A process,” said Jingo as he crouched to get through the sideways door, “where people work together using machines to make many identical pieces efficiently.”

			

			
				“I don’t understand,” said Oliver.

				“It’s not important that you do just yet,” said Jingo. “I’ve got some books in the Ancient City that’ll make it very easy for you to understand, if we ever get back there. If not, I can explain it later. Okay?”

				Beck came in through the sideways door, his eyes lighting up when he saw the racks of guns. “It’s true.”

				Kirby pointed out the crates of ammunition. “This is the last of what we have.”

				“You brought that with you when you came fourteen years ago?” Jingo asked.

				“Much more,” Kirby answered.

				“You manufactured none of it here?” Jingo pressed.

				Kirby shook her head. “We’d hoped to. As I said, we were all infected with the spore, but before we were forced into the army, each of us worked at other jobs. Among us were farmers, doctors, laborers, teachers, chemists, and metallurgists. We had enough knowledge and skill that we thought we could build everything we needed. Eventually.”

				“Why did you bring so much with you, then?” Beck asked.

				“We stole the ships,” said Kirby. “They had whatever came in them. Two belonged to our people. Three belonged to other cities that traded with us. Some were packed with food. One was empty; one was filled with ore. That one’s at the bottom of the bay now. This ship carried a load of weapons and ammunition.”

				“Why didn’t you try to manufacture anything here?” asked Jingo. “Were you not able to find the raw materials?”

				“That wasn’t it,” answered Kirby. “The spore-corrupted men started attacking almost immediately. By the time we’d been here a week, we were fighting hordes of them numbering in the hundreds, thinking we were killing all those in the area and that eventually there’d be none left.”

				“But they kept coming,” said Jingo.

			

			
				“How did you know that?” asked Kirby.

				Jingo pointed south. “Before the fall, millions of people lived in the city south of here. Many hundreds of thousands of demons still live there, and all along the coast between the ocean and the mountains. From the tall building I lived in, I saw them heading north in bands of a few dozen or a few hundred. They used to band together and head west for Brighton. Around the time you say your people landed here, they started coming this way.”

				“The attacks went on and on,” said Kirby. “They never slowed, as we’d expected. They only grew worse. We were in discussions about sailing our ships elsewhere, to find a safer place to build our new home, but the hurricane came.”

				“A bad one,” said Jingo. “I remember it.”

				“It sank the ore ship in the bay. It tossed these others up on shore, where they lay today, and stranded us here. After that, we had to build the towers that we lived in and the wall to defend ourselves.”

				“And still, the demons came,” said Jingo.

				Kirby nodded. “We grew what we could, but we didn’t have enough room inside the stockade. We planted crops outside, but we’d be lucky if we ever were able to harvest half of them. They got trampled by the attacking mobs or raided before the harvest. We didn’t bring any animals with us—no pigs, no goats, no cattle.”

				“Cattle?” Oliver asked. They were beasts of myth that fed the Ancients all their meat and cheese and gave them all the milk they could drink.

				“They were real to our people,” Kirby told him. “But the city I came from didn’t have any. We didn’t control enough pasture land to keep them. We had plenty of pastureland on the frontier, but raiding parties killed or stole our herds.” Looking back at Jingo and Beck, she said, “When we runaways understood the problem we faced, we rationed what food we’d brought with us. We hunted when we could. We gathered what we were able to find in the forest, but that was dangerous business. We built wooden boats to fish, but none of us were fisherman, and the few fish we caught were never worth the effort put in to catch them.”

			

			
				“And it wasn’t enough?” asked Beck.

				“We starved every winter,” said Kirby. She held up a thin arm as proof. “You’ve seen the bodies of my people outside on the ground. You see how thin we all are. If the spore hadn’t finished us, starvation would have, eventually.”

				“The spore?” Jingo asked. “How’s that?”

				“You know what happens when a man or woman is corrupted by the spore,” Kirby told him. “At first, we are normal. Over time we develop the discolored spots on our skin, and then the lumps. Some go crazy, but many don’t. Eventually, though, we all lose our minds.”

				“If you truly believed that,” said Jingo, “none of you would have come here.”

				“We hoped,” answered Kirby. “Who doesn’t?”

				“What did you do with the people here who lost their minds?” asked Beck.

				“We turned the worst of them out into the forest,” said Kirby. “But it wasn’t enough. For every one we turned out, another ten stayed who hadn’t gone crazy, but had lost their capacity to make good choices. Eventually, so many of us were halfway down the road to insanity that we were no longer able to defend ourselves. In the last battle, some of the insane people inside the stockade decided to put a torch to it, and that was it. The demon horde breached the walls, and you see the result. The dead cover the ground.”

				“How do you know you were the only one to survive?” asked Jingo.

				“I don’t,” Kirby admitted. “Maybe some others escaped into the forest. If they did, none have come back.”

				“If you’d used these guns,” Beck asked, rubbing his chin and coming to conclusions, “do you think you could have beaten the demons?”

			

			
				Kirby laughed in a dark, mean way that was her habit. “We did use the guns. That’s why there are so many dead demons out there.”

				“But,” Beck pointed at the racks of weapons, “why are the guns here now?”

				“I collected them,” said Kirby, as though it were the most obvious thing she’d said all day.

				“Why?” asked Beck. “You can’t use more than one or two, correct?”

				“Where I come from,” said Kirby, “whenever a battle is won, the winner scavenges and keeps the spoils, especially the guns. They’re too valuable to leave out to rust. I brought all of these here, cleaned off the blood, and put them on the racks, as you see here.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Fitz

				Fitz scanned across the faces of the women of the New House, all sitting in high-backed chairs around Fitzgerald in the meeting room, watching her. Those who couldn’t find seats were hovering in anxious rows behind the rest. Several servants and a few young boys, novices leftover from the clergy, mingled, whispering, waiting for whatever she had to say. Ginger had sent word to the Academy again, but none of the men had responded. Fitz wasn’t surprised.

				Projecting her voice, Fitz stood and said, “I have news.”

				The room grew silent. A few of the young novices peered around the women’s shoulders as they waited. Fitz relayed what she’d heard from Tara and Loren, speaking of the death of Blackthorn, Winthrop’s army, and their intention to break down the circle wall.

				“How far away is Winthrop’s army?” one of the Strong Women asked.

				“As few as two days, as many as four,” Fitz answered. “They come at their own pace, which our scouts say changes according to Winthrop’s whim.”

				“How many men does Winthrop have?”

				“A few thousand, at least,” Fitz answered. She explained what the number meant to the people in the room, most of who didn’t have their numbers.

				The women looked around at each other as a rumor turned into a realization. A few clutched their hands. “What happened to the rest of them?”

				“We’re not sure,” Fitz admitted. “It’s possible they’re behind Winthrop, somewhere. I’ve sent the riders back out to find more information.”

				“So you haven’t seen the rest of the army?”

				“No,” Fitz admitted.

			

			
				“The rest of our relatives are dead!” a woman put together, a sob escaping her lips.

				Several people in the room started talking at once. A few women broke down and cried, gripping their friends and consoling one another as they mourned relatives they never thought they’d see again.

				“My uncle taught me my numbers,” one woman explained to her friend. “If the rest are dead, that’s almost all of them!”

				“By the gods!” the woman shrieked. “My husband and sons are out there!”

				Fitz let the women cry for a few minutes. She knew they needed time. When they were finished, she put her palms on the table, the way she’d seen the leaders do, speaking loudly enough to quiet the lingering conversations in the room. “We don’t know for sure that they’re dead. But what we do know is that Winthrop is out there. We’ve all seen the way Winthrop acted before he rode out on the horse. We saw the way he acted in the Sanctuary, looking around at the ceiling, listening to the words of ghosts. And now, that insanity has spread into the minds of his followers. We can’t let them in.”

				The young novices looked over their shoulders nervously, as if someone might smash through the door and carry them to the nearest pyre.

				“We’ll be burned for what we’ve done!” one woman said, unable to contain her fright. “Our men will punish us when they get back!”

				“No, they won’t,” Fitz said, holding up her hands to try and preserve the calm. “You people have stood by me. We’ve done what we had to do to Tenbrook and his men in order to stay alive, and we can do whatever we have to do to survive again.”

				“It’s one thing to seduce a few hundred soldiers,” one of the women broke in. “But how will we convince the rest of the men—our men—not to burn us?”

			

			
				“We have to let them in,” another woman argued, looking around. “They’ll kill us if we don’t.”

				“We don’t have to let them in if they mean us harm, or if they mean to break the circle wall,” Fitz said firmly. “We’ll fight back, if we have to.”

				The women continued talking amongst themselves. Some argued. A few of the servants exchanged wide-eyed expressions that revealed their worst fears had come true.

				One of the Strong Women leaned over a few women sitting at the table, speaking loudly. “We have the numbers. And we have the circle wall. It has protected us for three hundred years from hordes of demons. It will protect us from men too drunk on the glory of killing to think straight,” she said.

				“But how will we defend it?” One of the servants held up her hands in exasperation. “The army has weapons. We have almost none. We outnumber them, but the people left in Brighton are women, children, and the elderly, not soldiers.”

				Fitz raised her voice again. “We’re in a better position than we were last week, or last year. We have enough food to sustain ourselves. We have a wall to protect us from the army and the demons. We can outlast an attack until we figure out how to resolve this.”

				Several of the Strong Women and the women from The House of Barren Women nodded, reinforcing Fitz’s statement.

				A woman with dark hair asked, “Why would they break down the wall and let in the demons? I don’t understand.”

				“They mean to punish us for what we’ve done, like I said,” a woman reiterated.

				“We’re not sure what their intentions are,” Fitz said. “But whatever the case, we can’t let him come here and change things back to the way they were.”

			

			
				“If we let them in, we might be able to avoid a burning,” one woman said, drying quiet tears on her face.

				Hearing the words made Fitz angry. Looking around at the ladies from The House of Barren Women, she recalled the bruises on their arms, or the times they’d lain on their backs, pleasuring men for the good of Brighton. Then she considered the women in the homes of Brighton who had taken similar abuse, or worse yet, the children. “Is that what you want, to let them in and have Winthrop throw your children on the pyre? To have a man you don’t love share your bed and be treated like a farm animal? To be beaten when the crops fail, or when dinner isn’t ready before sundown?”

				Silence.

				“Mark my words, if they come through those walls, all of us in this room will pay. He won’t keep any of us alive. He’ll keep the rest of the sheepish women for chores and pleasure, but we will burn! His men will do what they want with us. We need to do whatever we have to do to protect ourselves. We need to defend the circle wall.”

				With her pronouncement made, Fitz stared around the room, waiting for an argument. The fear in the room was a tangible aura, hanging above them, but no one disputed what she said. Everyone knew she was right.

				“We can’t let them kill us.” Ginger stood up straight and moved closer to Fitz. “We need to work together.”

				“Hopefully we’ll hear back from the riders again soon. In the meantime, we need to be prepared for whatever is coming our way,” Fitz said. “We need a plan. And when we have one, we need to relay it to the townspeople.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Bray

				After following the army for most of the previous day, Bray camped out in the forest, foregoing his fire so he didn’t attract the soldiers or the demons. He resumed his watch the next morning, sticking close to the thick trunks of the trees, moving stealthily, until he saw a few men relieving themselves in a copse of trees that preceded a clearing. Past them was a large gap of open land, where the sun shone brightly on a maze of crumbled ruins and rocks, through which the army was already forging. Bray knew the area well. Those ruins had been worn down with paths that started with the Ancients, continued with the animals, and had been taken up by travelers over the years as they went to and from the Ancient City.

				More often than not, demons roamed there, too.

				The army could afford to lose a few men, but Bray wasn’t about to risk his own ass.

				He hiked through a tangle of briars and snagging vines, slicing through them with his sword as he went deeper into the forest, but still close enough to hear the chants. He stiffened as he almost stepped on the body of a dead demon, its arm cut off at the elbow, its stomach slashed. Its mouth formed a bloodied frame around its cracked, stained teeth. It looked like the injured thing had lived long enough to flee the army and make a final resting place under the weeds.

				Another twenty feet later, he discovered another dead demon.

				He couldn’t understand how an army of raggedy men and women was slaughtering so many.

				“Luck, that’s all,” he tried to convince himself, but he couldn’t dispel the feeling of uneasiness that crept into his stomach.

				Bray kept moving. Deep in the distance, he heard the chanting of the army rising and falling as they progressed through the small buildings. None of those buildings were as impressive as those in the Ancient City, but they were a frequent stop for metal scavengers who didn’t know better than to avoid the demons. They’re definitely headed in the direction of Brighton, he thought. He didn’t care where they were going, as long as he was able to keep track of them and take William. After that, he’d head somewhere that wasn’t likely to be swollen with deranged, suicidal men.

			

			
				Maybe they’ll all die from eating demon meat.

				Bray laughed under his breath as he hung on that thought, knocking his way through the thicket and tangled bushes. Everyone knew better than to consume the foul, twisted things.

				The exertion of a cold, hard hike was taking its toll on him. Or maybe it was his injuries. Bray hadn’t had a decent night’s rest since he’d started following William. He’d been sleeping only when he knew the boy was bedded down, and waking before William was likely to rise. His fear had been that he’d lose him to the wild, or to the demons.

				He’d never suspected he’d lose him to a pack of war-crazed men.

				Beyond the thick barrier of woods, a clear section of forest dotted with pine trees and needles came into view. A little farther on, Bray knew, was a stream. He’d take a quick break, fill his flask, and splash water over his sweat-ridden clothes.

				He’d just reached the other side of the thicket when he heard a snuffing noise. Bray froze and peered through the forest. Perhaps some half-dead demon was taking its final steps. He stalked quietly through the forest, aiming to surprise whatever it was as he hid behind a crowded section of pines. On the other side of the trees, the forest curved down a narrow bank and toward the stream. Pine needles tickled his face as he kept cover between the branches.

			

			
				Pushing aside the thick foliage, he caught sight of three large shapes lurking by the stream. He froze. Adrenaline made him clench his fingers on the sword. He watched as the shapes lifted their monstrous, elongated snouts and glanced behind them. They snuffed again.

				They weren’t monsters, at all.

				Horses!

				Bray lowered his sword, the surging adrenaline of battle changing to another strategy. He crept through the pine needles, making his presence known, trying not to alarm them.

				“Easy, boys,” he told them, sneaking closer.

				He scooted down the bank until he was ten feet from the horses. They eyed him wearily but made no move to run. Blood striped the fur on their flanks, and saddles clung to their backs.

				Bray rarely saw horses in the wild. In fact, the few he’d come across had been so startled that they’d fled faster than he could catch up with them. It’d been years since he’d owned a horse. He hadn’t ridden one since he was hunting with his father, back when he was learning to become a Warden. The only people who owned horses were cavalrymen, or merchants rich enough to stable and feed them.

				Looking around, Bray didn’t see anyone who might own these horses.

				They must belong to the cavalry.

				Judging by the blood on their sides and their spooked demeanor, he guessed that whoever had ridden them had been killed. Bray took another cautious step until he was close enough to grab hold of one of the reins. He led the horse gently over to the other two, careful not to get in the path of a kick.

				Horses would be a huge advantage in keeping up with the army. Bray smiled. Maybe his luck was turning around.

			

			
				After securing the horses’ reins, Bray filled his flask and splashed his face in the brook.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Fitz

				Fitz looked around at the women of the New House, the servants, and the novices. After more arguing, some crying, and finally, a nervous acceptance, calm had settled over the meeting room as they tried to determine a plan to bring to the people of Brighton.

				“What do you think we should do?” One of the women from The House of Barren Women, Ashley, asked as she looked at Fitz from across the table.

				“We need to convince the townspeople that we have to keep the gates closed until we figure out what’s going on,” Fitz said. “We can’t let those men back in town to destroy it. We especially can’t let Winthrop set foot in here.”

				No one in the room disagreed.

				“We’ll need weapons,” Fitz continued. “Even if we don’t use them, men respect them. And men from war will especially be used to swords and spears.”

				Several nodded.

				“We have the swords of Tenbrook’s soldiers,” one of the Strong Women said, patting the sword scabbarded at her side.

				“Yes, but we’ll need a lot more.”

				“Maybe we can collect weapons in town,” Ginger suggested. “Most have been taken with Blackthorn’s army, but some things are bound to have been left behind. If the people understand the threat against us, you should be able to convince them to share their arms.”

				Fitz nodded.

				“The families of the blacksmiths might be able to assist us in making some things we can use,” Ashley said. “They won’t have the experience of the men, but they’re sure to have knowledge that will be helpful.”

				“One of my neighbors was a blacksmith,” one of the Strong Women spoke up. “I’ve been to his shop plenty of times. Swords would be ideal, but it takes a lot of metal to make a sword. We might be better off making spears.”

			

			
				“That way we can arm more people,” Fitz said, running with the idea. “More bodies with spears will do better than a handful with swords.”

				“How will we intimidate them, if they can’t see us over the wall?” Ashley asked. “The wall is smooth at the top. There’s no place to stand that is protected. We’d have to stand in the open.”

				“We’ll have people in the guard towers,” Fitz said. Turning to Ginger, she asked, “How many women do we have watching for demons?”

				“Only a handful,” Ginger answered.

				“We’ll get everyone else ready behind the gates, when the time comes.” Fitz nodded as the plan solidified. “The rest will be in the towers. Most of The People in Brighton are inexperienced, but there are bound to be some older men that have fought in wars. They can teach the women and children.”

				“We won’t have much time,” a woman said.

				“Of course. But it will be better than being completely unprepared,” Fitz answered.

				“How will we know which gate Winthrop will march on?” one of the Strong Women asked.

				“I know Winthrop. He’ll march through the front,” Fitz said, without hesitation. “He won’t be expecting a reception like this. He might be expecting Tenbrook and his men, but he won’t be concerned about a few hundred soldiers.” Her face twisted as she recalled Winthrop’s greasy, soft fingers and his narrow eyes. She never wanted to see him up close again, unless she was shoving a blade into his stomach. “Even still, we should plan on guarding the rest of the gates with equal numbers of people, just in case.”

				“We’re talking as if the townspeople have agreed to this plan,” one of the Strong Women said. “But we still have to tell them. And none have heard the news.”

			

			
				“Some might not believe it. Others might panic, the way we did, at first,” the Strong Woman said matter-of-factly.

				“Having a plan will help them digest the news,” said Fitz. “We need to convince them we can be strong, just like we’ve done before.”

				“Do you know what you are going to say to them?”

				“Yes,” Fitz said, standing. “I think I do.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Bray

				Bray sat tall atop one of the horses, leading the others behind with a rope he’d found in a saddlebag. It was a lucky find. The rope would enable him to lead the horses as a train, one behind the other. He’d ride one horse until it got tired and then switch off to another.

				He smiled at his luck. It was good to get off his feet for a change. The soles of his boots were worn from the constant hiking. His heels were cracked from the cold.

				He’d been keeping as close as he dared to the army, tracking their movements by the insistent chanting. Bray hadn’t seen many demons since the cluster of bodies he’d discovered earlier. Maybe the army had driven most of them south. Or maybe the ignorant men and women were driving the demons closer to Brighton.

				Whatever the case, he couldn’t wait to be rid of their annoying singing, which would surely plague his dreams. He followed a game trail as it curved through foothills and ran mostly parallel to the army’s path. The horses quickly fell into a rhythm of riding behind one another. Bray stayed in forests thick with oaks and maples, skirting the meadows, only crossing in the open when he had no other way. The army had passed the ruins outside the city and was traveling toward the mountains. The ground was leveling off, and the mountain tips were creeping above the tops of the trees. Bray knew the route well.

				The army was marching toward an ancient road that zigzagged up the face of the mountain before cutting into a long canyon over an ancient bridge.

				Bray had passed through the area many times. If the army were headed through the canyon, it wouldn’t be wise to follow. Sprawling valleys and hills would leave him exposed. In certain places, the terrain narrowed too much to leave him any escape, should Winthrop’s mob see him and choose to come after him.

			

			
				His horses snorted and clopped as they obeyed the pulls of his rope. He led them to a clearing in the trees, through which he had a better view.

				Coming to the edge of the forest, Bray crested a hill that rose taller than most in the area, catching sight of men streaming across a field that stretched for a mile, stomping down the ancient, overgrown road as if they had made it themselves, heading toward the road up the mountain.

				There must be thousands of them, Bray thought.

				He watched them swing their spears and swords as they marched, bellowing chants of war. In the middle of one group was the row of horses that contained William and Winthrop. He couldn’t see much more than Winthrop’s flowing white robe, the clusters of men and women surrounding him, and the blood-printed people marching in front and behind, trying to keep close. They were treating Winthrop as if he were an ancient god come to life. Bray shook his head in disgust. He’d need to pursue them in a different direction. He’d have to head north. If he could cut through the forest, he should be able to push his horses faster than thousands of marching men, circle around the canyon, and come out the other side and catch up to them. Unfortunately, that would mean he’d have to wait until the army passed. And he’d have to go up a mountain. That would mean he’d have to rest his horses more.

				A glimmer of movement drew his attention back in the direction of the Ancient City. Seeing the towers at a distance, it was easy to imagine they weren’t crumbling, that the Ancients were still there, building all of their magic machines in the dark tunnels and sunny spires. But across the tan grasses of the rolling plain between Bray and those ancient megaliths, some of the dark patches of forest seemed to move and flow, oozing down a hill, flowing through a late afternoon shadow into a gulch, like a discolored blanket, some kind of parasite eating the land. Some Ancient monster that Winthrop’s band of imbeciles had awoken in the ruins.

			

			
				Bray felt the hair on his neck prickle.

				He had the urge to spur his horse and race to the trail that the smugglers took to get through the mountains.

				Whatever was coming frightened him.

				Bray sat up straight on his horse and watched, straining his eyes to determine that the nightmare shadow wasn’t one thing, but a herd, a mass of beasts bigger than any he’d ever seen.

				Demons.

				Holy shit.

				Bray felt a new surge of fear ripple through him. His hand instinctively went to his sword, as if he might need it, even though he was well hidden and far enough away that the demons weren’t an immediate threat. He’d heard stories of war from his father, tales of hordes of demons large enough to swallow the earth. But he’d never laid eyes on a group that large himself. The demons were following the army. Were they stalking Winthrop and his men? Or was it a coincidence?

				Maybe his earlier premonition was true, and the army was leading them back to Brighton.

				His urgency renewed, Bray looked up at the face of the mountain range, eyeing the cut where the canyon spilled the river down to the plain. Winthrop’s ragtag army would get there long before Bray had any chance at rescuing William. An attempt at night would be equally risky. If the demons pursued Winthrop’s army into the canyon, it would be suicide for Bray to follow. He’d have Winthrop’s zealots in front and what looked like every demon in the world behind.

				Bray was too smart for suicide.

				He turned his horse, pulled the reins, and led the other horses through the forest. As soon as the army cleared, he’d ride as far and as fast as he could and circle around the canyon. He just hoped William lived long enough to see the other side.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: William

				After riding for most of the day and fighting several small bands of demons, the army began to tire and the horses were panting, slowing their pace, and fidgeting. They’d taken several breaks along the way, filling their flasks in a small stream and allowing the horses to drink. William watched the setting sun from atop his steed.

				Next to him, Phillip turned to Winthrop, suggesting, “We should stop soon.”

				Winthrop looked annoyed, as if he’d been broken from whatever reverie he’d been in. “We marched farther on the way into the city,” he complained. “I don’t remember stopping near here.”

				“The army is tired,” Phillip said. “We’ve been fighting demons every night since we marched out of Brighton. Even with the sleep we got in the dome, the army needs more. And I don’t think the horses can go much farther.”

				“They seem fine,” Winthrop said, slapping the flank of his own panting beast.

				Phillip pointed ahead, where an enormous mountain rose into the distance—the same mountain they’d descended on the way to the Ancient City, as he’d told William. The long, winding ancient road leading up it was filled with turns, turns that would be even more difficult to travel on the way back.

				“Maybe we should camp at the foot of the mountain,” Phillip said, pointing to a clearing at the mountain’s base.

				Winthrop nodded. “So be it.”

				The priests called out orders to the closest men, who passed the information along to the rest of the army. Soon they’d reached a clearing at the base of the mountain and were hopping from their horses, setting up bags, and gathering kindling in the nearby woods. William tied up his horse with the others in a small cluster of trees and helped find wood for the fires. By the time the sun had set, fires dotted the valley, and men hovered around them as they cooked the bodies of the demons they’d killed during the day.

			

			
				The priests had created a fire that was impressive, though much smaller than the massive one they’d built at the dome. Winthrop sat close to the flames, eating something his priestesses had provided from one of his bags. Several of his priests conversed with him about travel plans for the next day.

				William sat with Jasmine and Phillip.

				“I’m tired, but I can’t imagine how you must feel,” Phillip said to Jasmine, who had kicked off her boots and was rubbing the blisters on her feet.

				Jasmine smiled. “I’ll survive. Though a rest will be nice.”

				William nodded. He felt bad that he was on a horse, while the priestesses and so many others were forced to march. “Winthrop insisted only one man ride each horse,” he said, feeling the need to explain.

				“I understand. They’ll grow less tired that way,” Jasmine said. “Besides, the horses are reserved for the men. Either way, we’ll get back to our families soon.”

				Turning from Jasmine to Phillip, William said, “Do you have a family waiting for you at home?”

				Phillip shook his head. “My wife and son perished in the last round of illness.”

				“The Cleansing, you mean?”

				“No. They died of fever. The last winter was harsh.”

				“I remember,” said William.

				And he did. Too many people had died during the coldest months. It had taken a while to bury them, between the frozen ground and the woodworkers struggling to keep up with caskets.

			

			
				“Your family is dead?” Phillip asked, lowering his voice and his gaze.

				“Yes,” William said without elaborating.

				Everyone knew about Davenport. He didn’t need to explain. He watched Jasmine and Phillip in the flickering light of the fire.

				He didn’t feel like he was lying. For the most part, William’s family might as well be dead. His mother and his father were gone. He doubted he’d ever see Melora, Ivory, or Jingo again. And Bray might as well be some ghost, carrying around the secret of why he’d slain Ella.

				William thought more about that.

				Bray had done something terrible. But as the days passed, William found himself having glimpses of memory from that dreadful afternoon. In the preceding days, William had been unable to focus on anything but Ella, but now he recalled seeing something else, as if it were some part of the dream he’d been missing.

				The look in the Warden’s eyes after it happened came back to him.

				Bray had been just as shocked as William, Ivory, or Melora.

				Maybe it had been a terrible accident, after all.

				Maybe he hadn’t coerced Ella into anything.

				Looking back at Jasmine and Phillip, William was surprised to see Phillip giving Jasmine the same look that Bray had given his mother all those days ago, on the steps in front of the ancient building. William had interrupted them, confused, angry. He didn’t feel that way now.

				He watched Jasmine and Phillip for a moment, deciding he didn’t mind.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Jingo

				Jingo sat in a chair, watching the embers glow in the fireplace. It made him think of Beck, up in the tower, freezing in the dark, taking his turn at the watch. All the others were asleep, bundled against the cold, except Kirby. She rolled and rearranged herself countless times, sighing and staring at the dark ceiling.

				“If you can’t sleep,” Jingo told her softly, “why don’t you come sit with me and we’ll talk until our minds are too tired to hold the thoughts that bother us?”

				Kirby sat up at she looked over at Jingo. “It’s these damn lumps down my spine. I used to sleep on my back. Now I can’t.”

				“You’ve had them for a long time,” said Jingo. “Seventeen years now?”

				“Yes, that’s when they started,” Kirby conceded as she pulled off her blanket and stood up. “But it’s only been five or six years since they’ve grown large enough to make it painful to lie on my back.”

				Jingo patted the seat beside him, urging her to join him.

				Kirby looked around the room at the dark shadows beyond the fire, as if the invitation needed more thought than it deserved. She stretched, leaned over, and groaned like an old woman.

				Jingo didn’t comment. He didn’t want to tell her that the pain and stiffness would only get worse. Over time, the spore sank its roots into the joints and made movement painful. He longed for the ancient days when aspirins and anti-inflammatory drugs were available in nearly every store.

				Kirby finally surrendered to her insomnia, climbed out from under her blanket, and came to sit beside Jingo.

			

			
				She stared at the embers as Jingo asked, “Have you decided what you’ll do?”

				“About?”

				“Going to Brighton.”

				Kirby gave Jingo a cross stare. “I’ve never led anyone to believe the matter was under consideration. I’m not going there.”

				“Beck seems to think you are.”

				“He nags me constantly about it,” said Kirby. “But I have no desire to fight in another unending war.”

				“Is that what you think it will be?” Jingo asked.

				Kirby’s expression turned to disappointment. “In three centuries of life, have you seen anything other than death, people butchering people? I’ve been on this earth for thirty-five years, and it’s all I’ve seen.”

				“If I told you conflict has always been a part of human history, would that make you more or less likely to go to Brighton?”

				Kirby chuckled as she frowned. “I don’t know much about ancient times, but I’ve been told things by people who read ancient histories. Unfortunately, my parents weren’t educated, so I wasn’t.”

				“Yours is a common story in human history,” Jingo told her.

				Kirby continued, as though Jingo had said nothing at all. “If you’re telling me that men and women have killed throughout history, going back however many thousands of years, then I say to you, maybe it’s better if we all die. Maybe when our kind is gone, the suffering will disappear.”

				“All creatures suffer,” said Jingo. “Men and women are just like the rest. The only difference is that we are intelligent enough to believe that we shouldn’t.”

				“Maybe you have a darker view of humanity than I do,” Kirby guessed as she took a deeper look into Jingo’s eyes.

				“There was a time when I did,” said Jingo. “Through the years, though, I’ve come to believe that a truth has always been in front of me. It is a truth that gives me hope when I lose faith in our species.”

			

			
				“What is that?”

				“It will be longwinded to explain.”

				“Perhaps it will put me to sleep.” Kirby smiled. It was the first real smile Jingo had seen on her face.

				Jingo took a moment to find his starting place, and then said, “People have warred with one another since the first human figured out how to pick up a rock and use it as a weapon. From that day, through nearly all the days since, humans found better and better ways to kill one another. In what everyone here calls the ancient times, in the days in which I grew up, we’d build tools and machines to kill on an unimaginable scale. People died by the million in our wars.”

				“Millions were killed?” Kirby asked. “That can’t be true.” Then Kirby softened. She must’ve seen the size of the ancient cities, or heard about them. There were too many great cities spread over the globe, all turning to rubble, for her not to have some kind of knowledge. “Were there really that many people then? Did your wars truly kill millions?”

				“Do you know your numbers?” Jingo asked.

				Kirby nodded with a scowl, offended to be asked the question. “I can’t read, but that doesn’t make me stupid.”

				“My apologies.”

				Kirby’s face relaxed.

				“More than a million died,” Jingo confirmed, getting back on topic. “Tens of millions, in some wars. But we could have killed so many more. We reached a time when our bombs were so terrible that several nations possessed the power to kill every living thing on the planet—children, their parents, their pets, every blade of grass in the yard, every tree that lined their streets. But we never used that power. In a way, as we all came to realize what power we wielded, the worst of the wars grew farther and farther in our past, and when war did come, it killed a smaller proportion of the living people.”

			

			
				“Through all of these wars, life for most humans got better. Humanity built great cities. Most people lived long lives, and never had to raise a weapon for their country. Many never saw violence or had to fight for their lives. Most didn’t starve. Most were educated. People were scientists and artists and explorers.” Jingo pointed up. “We sent men to the moon in a rocket. We built a station in space, a colony like a very small moon. People lived and worked there. People seldom got sick. They didn’t die needlessly. We had doctors to cure most illnesses. When someone died before they’d aged eighty years, people were surprised.”

				Kirby laughed like that was the funniest joke she’d heard in a long time. “That can’t be true.”

				“It is,” Jingo confirmed. “Some people lived to be a hundred. Of course, this was before the spore made the infected people immortal.”

				“Before my people came to this land,” said Kirby, “the oldest person I’d ever heard of was fifty-seven.”

				“I know the strain of spore affects people differently where you came from. But do you see my point about war?”

				Kirby glared at Jingo as if she were being duped.

				“War is an inescapable part of who we are, but it is not all we are. The pursuit of knowledge and the application of that knowledge makes better lives for people. That is the better part of humanity. That is what you can help with, should you go to Brighton with Beck.”

				“But you’ve lived your life alone in your Ancient City,” argued Kirby, “avoiding the people in Brighton, even though you could have helped them with your knowledge.” She let that hang in the air for a moment before she added, “Yet, you did not.”

				“No,” Jingo confessed. “Perhaps there was a time or two over the centuries when I might have been welcomed by the people of Brighton, but it was too much of a risk.”

			

			
				“Why did you not go to them when they first settled?”

				“Times were violent back then,” said Jingo. “Had I approached Brighton’s founders in those days, I’d have been killed and my body burned. But it would’ve been impossible to go to them at that time, anyhow.”

				“Why?” asked Kirby.

				“I didn’t become aware of Brighton until some sixty or seventy years after the fall. By then, I’d taken to thinking that I was the last civilized man on earth. Then, one day, I spied a man, a normal, healthy human in the Ancient City. He came there scavenging for what he could to bring back to Brighton. He was a brave man. He had to be. The city was teeming with twisted men who would have killed him, had they found him.”

				“I came to know Ted after I helped him escape a mob of demons that thought they had him trapped. Ted and I became friends, and whenever he came to the Ancient City to scavenge, he would visit with me. He brought me news of Brighton. And like Ted, there were others through the years, always someone. Eventually, I took on students like Ivory. His uncle used to bring him to the Ancient City to meet with me.”

				“My hope was that I could influence Brighton from afar, but that didn’t work. Brighton was devolving intellectually. The people were so busy surviving, growing crops, hunting for food, building their fortifications, and fighting the twisted men that they had little time for education. Five thousand years of human history and knowledge disappeared in a few generations. People had no time to read. They had no time for mathematics. All modern knowledge was based on those two foundational skills. It all disappeared, and superstition grew. Hatred of anyone with the spore infection festered. Their perversion of a religion justified their choice to burn anyone they suspected of being infected.”

			

			
				“And you’re going back there?” Kirby asked incredulously. The look of disbelief remained on her face until she came to a new realization. “You believe Beck can change Brighton with his guns.”

				“Maybe he can,” said Jingo. “In all these centuries, this might be Brighton’s best chance. The old leadership is dead. With so much of the militia and cavalry gone, Beck, along with his guns, may win the day. He may be able to put Brighton on the right path. If so, then I should be there to guide them. As you know, my knowledge of the ancient world is vast, but my knowledge of this world is just what I’ve seen in the Ancient City and what I know of the areas nearby. You know a great deal about life on the other side of the ocean. You can help us.”

				“No,” said Kirby. “I told Beck no, and I tell you no. I appreciate you asking me, but I won’t do it. I can’t go to another war. It is as I’ve said. Maybe with enough time, my optimism will return the way yours has. But you’ve had three centuries after seeing everyone you love die to get where you are now. My people just died. I’m tired of fighting. I’m tired of death. I don’t have the will for it anymore.”

				“Remember where we are, then,” said Jingo. “I’ll draw you a map. Come to us when you are ready. I’ll be in Brighton, trying to bring the light back to the world.”

				“All I can give you is my hope that you succeed,” said Kirby.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Fitz

				Fitz looked out over the vast crowd of people that had gathered in the square. For the first time, she knew, and didn’t have to speculate, what it felt like to be one of the Elders. Behind her were three chairs: Blackthorn’s, Beck’s, and Winthrop’s. Two of those leaders were presumed dead, and she’d do whatever she could to prevent the third from walking through the Brighton gates again.

				People filled the square, lingering on the edges, watching from the rooftops, or hanging from windows, vying for the best spots to watch. Where the census-takers had once stood, her Strong Women now lined up in a row. Where the inspectors had made their pronouncements of life and death, the women from The House of Barren Women now waited. She looked out over the thick, tangled crowd of women, children, and the elderly—all those left in Brighton—and then back at her women.

				A fierce loyalty blazed in the women’s eyes.

				That gave Fitz the courage to speak.

				“People of Brighton, I thank you for gathering in the square on such short notice. I know you have been wondering what is going to happen in Brighton. And I’m here to address your concerns.”

				The crowd watched her intently as almost everyone fell silent. Women hushed their children.

				“A few days ago, I sent out some riders to find General Blackthorn and his army. Those riders brought me back the news that most of us expected.” Fitz waited, dreading the announcement she’d have to make. “The best we can tell, General Blackthorn is dead, and most of his army has fallen. Most of our relatives will not be returning home.”

				A few gasps of shock went through the crowd as the rumors whispered in the streets for days were confirmed. Women and children bent their heads as they stared at the ground. Some wailed. Others held their faces. Fitz retained her composure as she waited through their reaction. She’d expected it. Even so, it was difficult for Fitz to watch.

			

			
				She continued. “We’ve been preparing for this day for a while in our hearts. And while that should make it easier, it doesn’t. We grieve our loved ones and honor their courage. That is what they deserve. While we wait for more news, we need to think of our children, and the people we need to protect here in Brighton. We have a duty to protect our loved ones left behind.”

				Fitz fell silent as she watched the crowd. They were still processing what she’d said. A few women cried through the angry expressions on their faces. Before they could direct that anger at her, she went on.

				“For years, the leaders of Brighton have told us to harden our hearts, to listen to The Word, to do what’s best for the townships and villages. We’ve been told that every action we take is for the best, that each burning, each spiking, each beating is for Brighton’s betterment. We’ve been told that the smudged need to be Cleansed, so the rest can live. For us women, we’ve been told that we need to lie on our backs and accept the decisions of our men. And most recently, we’ve been told that nineteen thousand men and women were sent out from Brighton for a reason. I could stand up here and tell you that they fought courageously, and that they died for a purpose, but that’s not what I’m here to say. I’m here to tell you that the Elders lied.”

				A ripple of confusion and anger went through the crowd. A few women clenched their fists and prepared to shun her. Fitz arched her back. She thought about what Franklin might’ve done, had he still been alive. A flicker of doubt crossed her mind. He was supposed to be standing up here—not her. But she quickly dismissed it. If she failed at what she was about to say, she would fail Brighton.

			

			
				“The people in Blackthorn’s army were sent to die because of the mistakes of our leaders,” she said, increasing her volume. “A while ago, we watched Scholar Evan burn for a smudge that didn’t exist. Tenbrook told us he was burned because he was infected, but most of us knew that was untrue. That smudge was the smudge of the truth. Evan knew something that he was about to share. A famine was coming to Brighton. That famine would wipe out most of our people. That famine would not be caused by your lack of hard work, or your lack of faith, but by the mistakes of our leaders. That is why our people were sent out to die.”

				This time the crowd’s anger found an outlet as more rumors were confirmed true. Fitz glanced at a few women from the New House, who had made sure to spread those truths throughout the town prior to the meeting.

				“Blackthorn did this!” someone yelled.

				“The Elders killed our men!”

				“Blackthorn got what he deserved!”

				Fitz watched as the anger spread through the crowd. Some women looked behind them, as if they feared retribution, while others shouted with abandon, letting their anger and grief drive them to things they wouldn’t normally say. Mothers clutched their children tightly.

				“I have more news,” Fitz said, holding up her hand to quiet them. “I said most of Blackthorn’s army is dead, but not all of them. A few thousand live. Those few thousand are marching back here under the direction of Father Winthrop, with the intention of breaking down the circle wall.” She explained how many people that was.

				The fright and confusion returned. A few shouts echoed over the rest.

				Someone yelled, “We’ll be killed!”

				“Why would they do that?”

			

			
				Holding up her arms to quiet the uproar, Fitz drew a breath and allowed the people to settle. Some of what she was about to say was speculation. But she needed to project certainty in her voice if she wanted the people to believe. “Few of you know Winthrop the way I do. His heart is cruel and sick, though his lies are strong. He has convinced the army’s survivors it is in the best interest of Brighton. But whatever the case, we cannot allow ourselves to be exposed to demons. If we do, the rest of us will die. I mourn with you for the people we have lost. I mourn for the people who have been sent out with Blackthorn’s army. I wish I could bring your relatives back. But all I can do is promise that no one will have to suffer the way we did under the Elders. Whatever is coming our way, we need to be prepared. We need to convince the men and women marching back here that what Father Winthrop is saying is a lie. And above all, we cannot let Father Winthrop come back to Brighton.”

				Some of the crying in the crowd turned to anger as people yelled for Winthrop’s head on a spike. Several others cursed his name.

				“Death to Winthrop!”

				“The Word is a lie!”

				Those shouts built into a chant that quickly spread from the front of the square to the back, to the rooftops and the windows, to the crowds hovering in places she couldn’t see.

				“LADY FITZ! LADY FITZ! LADY FITZ!”

				Invigorated by the power of the audience, Fitz yelled, “The reign of the Elders must end!”

				Fitz raised her hands in the air and motioned to her Strong Women, who picked up several torches from the side of the stage. One of the women handed a torch to Fitz. Together, they walked over to the chairs at the back of the dais—Blackthorn’s, Winthrop’s, and Beck’s—while Ashley dumped a bucket of oil on the seats, pouring until no liquid was left. Fitz and her Strong Women laid the torches on the expensive chairs. Orange and yellow flames burst from the chairs as the fire took hold, consuming the padded cushions and then the backs, spitting smoke into the air. Fitz stepped back and watched the fiery procession. Then she strode purposefully to the edge of the dais, watching the crowd.

			

			
				In the loudest voice she could project, she said, “Dead or not, the Elders are never coming back!”

				The crowd roared in her support, their tear-streaked faces looking from the flames, to her, to the other women on the stage. They continued the chant as they watched the chairs of the Elders burn.

				“LADY FITZ! LADY FITZ! LADY FITZ!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Jingo

				“The cart itself is worth a fortune,” said Beck, looking at the narrow wagon made of pure, strong, light aluminum that they’d loaded up in the tower, after using it to wheel back supplies from the ship.

				“I hope it’s narrow enough to roll on the game trails when we cross the mountains,” said Jingo, as he knelt beside the big-wheeled cart to check the tautness of the ropes over the load.

				“Three thousand rounds, four extra rifles, extra pistols, and dozens of hand grenades,” said Beck. “It’s got to weigh two hundred pounds. I hope it’s not too heavy to pull when the trail gets steep.”

				“One person can push,” said Jingo, “and one can act like the horse that pulls.” He laughed as he yanked on the rope harness they’d fashioned for whoever would take a turn pulling. “We’ve got enough rope for three more harnesses. We’ll do it together.”

				“And if the trail gets too rough?” asked Beck.

				Jingo stood up and said, “Don’t turn into a pessimist. You know the journey to Brighton will be hard. Are you voicing some hidden fears? Are you afraid that even with these weapons, your insurgency will fail?”

				Beck sighed and admitted, “Perhaps.”

				“We’ll each be carrying a rifle,” said Jingo. “We all have pistols, and we’ll each be carrying enough loaded magazines to kill a whole squadron of Blackthorn’s cavalry, if they weren’t already dead. We’ve been practicing loading and shooting all morning. None of us is an expert with these weapons, but we’ve killed every demon that’s come within sight of our tower.”

				“So far,” said Beck.

			

			
				“Yes,” said Kirby, coming silently down the stairs. “So far.”

				Jingo looked up, startled, as he hadn’t heard Kirby coming. “How are they doing?”

				Melora, Ivory, and Oliver were all up on the second floor, practicing with their rifles. The noise of each shot drew in demons, which they took care of when they got close.

				“Prodigies, all,” said Kirby.

				“Truthfully?” requested Jingo.

				“You two are the worst shots,” she admitted with a shrug, gesturing at Jingo and Beck. “But Melora and Ivory shoot like they were born to it. Oliver does fine, but the rifle wasn’t made for a boy his size. And he has a difficult time with a pistol. It’s too heavy for him.”

				“Perhaps he shouldn’t carry one,” said Beck.

				“He’ll get used to it,” said Kirby. “Besides, he won’t be target shooting. He’ll only use the pistol if the mutants are close. At that range, he won’t miss, and it might save his life.”

				“He should carry one, then,” said Jingo.

				Gunfire started to pop off rapidly from up on the second floor of the tower.

				“More demons outside?” Beck deduced.

				“More practice. They need to get used to shooting at the live ones, if all of this ammunition is going to do you any good,” said Kirby.

				“Have you reconsidered your choice to come with us?” asked Jingo.

				Kirby shook her head. “You have everything you need from me. We’ve been shooting all morning, and that means this place isn’t safe anymore. The mutants in the forest will come again. Soon we’ll be overrun, and your chance to leave will disappear.”

				“We’re leaving when you do,” Jingo told her.

				“I’m going to gather my things and go now,” said Kirby. “I’ve said my goodbyes upstairs. I’ll say the same thing to you that I said to Oliver, Ivory, and Melora. Here is some last advice: when you’re out there in the forest, you can get away with a few shots now and again. The mutated men will think it’s thunder, and they probably won’t come. But if you fire too many times, something primal in their twisted minds remembers the sound of guns, and they’ll come with a vengeance. You won’t be able to kill them all. Think before you use your guns.”

			

			
				Looking at Jingo, Beck asked, “Are there truly that many in the forest?”

				“In some places,” answered Jingo.

				“If the clouds don’t obscure the moon tonight, I recommend that you don’t stop until morning,” Kirby told them. “Get as far from here as you can. We’ve already made enough noise. Rest for a short while at sunrise, and then push on through the day. I’ll do the same. Wherever you are tomorrow night, you’ll sleep safer.”

				“Where will you be?” asked Jingo.

				“I haven’t chosen a direction yet,” answered Kirby. “Good luck to all of you. Perhaps we’ll meet again one day.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: William

				Violent cries jolted William awake. A pair of legs stamped the grass as someone ran by and kept going. William wiped his bleary eyes and forced himself upright, certain that the demons had come and that he was about to die. All around him, people ran and staggered, vomited, and clutched their stomachs as if they’d been impaled. Horses whinnied and shifted nervously as they stamped the grass on the valley. Men tried unsuccessfully to calm them. Others fled down the hill and out of sight, disappearing into the glare of the emerging sunlight.

				William got to his feet. Jasmine was already awake, on her feet and watching the chaos.

				“What’s happening?” William cried. “Are the demons here?”

				Jasmine shouted, “No. People are getting sick!”

				“It’s the plague,” said one of the priests, who had sat up near William and was looking around frantically.

				A man nearby got up, barely making it past William before emptying his stomach. William wrinkled his nose and skirted away. The odor of demons filled the air, but this time it wasn’t from any of them attacking.

				“It’s not the plague!” William yelled over the noise. “It’s the demon meat!”

				The priest looked at him with a furrowed brow. Jasmine instinctively clutched her stomach. William recalled what he’d eaten—nothing more than berries from Jasmine, and some dried squirrel that another of the priestesses had been nice enough to share with him.

				“I don’t feel so good,” Jasmine confessed, her face turning pale.

				Despite her admission, she managed to avoid vomiting. Groups of people that weren’t ill sat up and looked around, worried and checking on the others. The people who had gotten sick remained on their knees as they recovered from their illness. A few wiped their faces as they came back up the hill, returning to their blankets.

			

			
				“Where’s Winthrop?” William asked, noticing the empty spot across the camp where he’d lain the night before.

				“He left this morning for a ceremony,” Jasmine explained.

				As if on cue, Winthrop crested the hill, his robes billowing behind him as he led two shirtless women with fresh bloodstains on their chests. Phillip and a few other priests trailed behind him, holding their stomachs, their faces pale.

				“Winthrop doesn’t look sick,” William said, furrowing his brow.

				“I don’t think Winthrop had as much demon meat as the others,” Jasmine said. “He’s mostly been eating the rations we brought from Brighton.”

				William frowned as he watched Winthrop raising his hands in the air, proclaiming his chants as Phillip and the other priests vomited all around him.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41: Demon

				The demon wove through the horde. All around, his brothers trampled the grass, cocking their heads, and scoured the canyon for food.

				The demon and its brothers had been following the army for days, keeping out of sight, scavenging for food as their numbers grew. Ever since they’d been chased from their home amidst the crumbling towers of the Ancient City, they’d been coming together, gathering to take their revenge.

				When they did, the demon would have plenty to eat. It wouldn’t have to scavenge for carcasses or small animals in the ruins. It would have plenty of people to pull into the fields and do with what it wanted, once its hunger was sated. The demon felt a surge of something that could be happiness as it pictured the things it could do to the soft creatures that were so hard to keep alive.

				The demon scanned the trampled, bent grass for food, searching for something to quell the pain in its stomach. It was almost always hungry. Finding food was one of the only things it thought about, other than staying close to the group and following the others.

				A few other demons screeched nearby. They’d discovered the half-eaten carcass of a squirrel. The demon watched as they knocked into each other, fighting over the sparse remains. It stepped toward them, but the other beasts gnashed their teeth in a territorial warning. With an irritated hiss, the demon continued through the army’s abandoned campsite, wanting nothing more than to end its hunger.

				The demon saw something.

				It twisted its bulbous head upward.

				Perched on a precipice, high over the valley and out of reach, two women on horseback surveyed the hungry horde. The demon took several steps forward, judging the best way to get to them. The cliff was steep and jagged, but an incline ran up the side of the mountain. The demon started toward the women. It increased its speed as several others spotted the same meal, snarling and screeching, running toward the side of the cliff. The weight of several bulbous growths on the demon’s skull sagged its head, but it ignored the pain.

			

			
				All it cared about was food.

				The demon envisioned tearing the women down from their perch, spilling their insides, and pulling them into some crevice where it could consume them away from the others. If it could get to them first, it would have a full stomach. Maybe it would even leave one of them alive for its own lascivious purposes.

				That last thought made the demon run faster.

				The demon pushed one of its brethren out of the way, knocking it down the hill, causing it to snap a leg. The demon barely noticed. It was focused on the women. The demon was partway up the hill when the riders turned their horses away and started moving. The demon cried out. Several of its brothers yowled in frustration. It kept running, even as the riders disappeared into a crag and rode out of sight.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42: Bray

				Bray rode through the forest on his horse, leading his team of two others single file, taking care to hold on to the rope that he’d attached to each of their bridles. They traveled through game trails, or thin paths made by metal scavengers or settlers. Sometimes they passed through clearings with tall grass. Every so often, he had to slow down to guide them over downed trees, or choose paths that weren’t cluttered with bramble. The droning chants of the army had long since faded, segueing into the chirps of birds and the occasional crash of underbrush as small animals scurried away from him and his horses.

				Bray was glad for the reprieve from the army’s repetitive song, but he was worried about William. The horde of demons was like a looming nightmare that wouldn’t fade. Bray hadn’t feared the wild since he was a boy, leaving the circle wall for the first handful of times. He lived each day knowing he might die, or that a crippling injury might force him back to the nearest township. But this group of demons was large enough to inspire fear in the most hardened men.

				God, there were so many.

				Winthrop’s army would be swarmed before they knew what happened. Their spears and their songs and their bravado wouldn’t be enough to save their flesh from the maws of that many demons, or that many pairs of tearing, vicious hands.

				That would’ve sat fine with him, if William weren’t riding among them.

				Bray spurred his horse, pushing it and the others faster, envisioning the distance to the other end of the canyon. It would take the army a full day and a little more to get through the canyon, the most direct route from Brighton to the Ancient City. Taking the long way over the mountains, Bray would need to push his newfound horses to get him there when Winthrop’s mob of miscreants arrived.

			

			
				If they arrived.

				Bray was so caught up in his worry that he almost didn’t notice a disturbance in the clearing ahead. At the last moment, Bray halted at the edge of the forest, quieted his horses, and drew his sword. He peered through a last, thick cluster of pine trees and saw a woman running.

				Bray watched the thin woman weave through the field, looking over her shoulder. Her clothes were disheveled. Her long, dark hair swayed over a stuffed bag on her back. He squinted as he tried to get a better look at an object she was clutching, but he was distracted by three demons emerging from a patch of forest beyond the woman, snarling, chasing her.

				Fucking hell.

				Hadn’t he had enough trouble lately? Bray didn’t have to think hard to remember how the last time he had intervened in something had turned out. He was still trying to sort out the mess with William, and killing Ella was a mistake he’d never forget.

				Cursing his decision before he made it, he trotted into the field on his horse and raised his sword. Before he could take action, the woman stopped, spun, and thrust a strange piece of metal in the direction of the demons.

				Something flashed from the end of it.

				A crack pierced the air.

				One of the demons fell, screeching and clutching its stomach, as if it had been struck by an invisible foe. Blood leaked from a wound that shouldn’t have been there.

				Bray didn’t understand what he was seeing.

				Something was very wrong.

				He choked the reins of his horse and trotted it backward.

				The woman shifted the object and a spear of yellow fire flashed from the end as another thunder crack sounded.

			

			
				A second demon fell as its head erupted, spraying a fountain of blood and gore.

				More fire. Another bang, and the third demon went down.

				All three were on the ground, two dead, the first writhing.

				The woman was on her feet before Bray even realized it, crossing through the grass, approaching the wounded demon with her strange metal tool. She stopped, hovered over the demon, and raised the object.

				More fire. More god-awful noise.

				The demon’s head rolled to the side and it moved no more.

				Bray remained in place, in shock.

				Tech Magic.

				The woman looked over her shoulder, noticing Bray on his horse at the edge of the clearing. She swiveled the metal object in his direction, her eyes roaming from him to the horses, seemingly more interested in the beasts than in him.

				“What are you staring at?” she yelled across the field.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43: Fitz

				Fitz walked through Market Street with Ginger at her side and a circle of Strong Women around her. The women going about their shopping and selling bustled with a new kind of energy. Most of the others in town were collecting weapons, preparing for the oncoming army with the assistance of the women of the New House. Immediately after her speech, Fitz had sent her women to implement the plans upon which they’d decided in her meeting room.

				Some part of her couldn’t believe the crowd had listened. She’d felt a power in her speech that she never believed she had. A while ago, her hopes had centered on escaping The House of Barren Women. She never thought she’d be in a position to change Brighton.

				And yet here everyone was, working together, ready to defend the township and change their men’s minds. Ready to keep out Winthrop.

				Looking around, she found the familiar street corner in the market where Franklin had made his last powerful speech in the rain. Staring at the street, she could almost envision him standing there, spurring her on. She hadn’t been to the market since that day. Some part of her had avoided it, or maybe she hadn’t wanted to face the fact that they had failed. She fought back the tears welling in her eyes.

				She recalled standing behind the gathering people, cheering him on. She’d been so proud of him.

				But this day was even more proud. Fitz’s and Franklin’s plan had succeeded.

				The People were going to make Brighton what it was meant to be.

				Every so often, someone would recognize Fitz’s group and wave, or yell Fitz’s name as she walked through the street. She acknowledged them with a half-smile and a nod. She heard Winthrop’s name on more than a few tongues, followed by a curse. Winthrop’s name had become both a foul word and a motivation to keep going. Women rolled pushcarts from buildings and stores, carting weapons and supplies they’d found inside. Their nervousness about what was to come was tempered by keeping busy.

			

			
				“The collection is coming well?” Fitz asked Ginger.

				“We’re gathering some weapons,” Ginger said. “But not nearly enough.”

				“I didn’t expect we’d be able to arm everyone,” Fitz said.

				“We’ll do what we can,” Ginger agreed.

				They walked past a blacksmith shop. Inside, handfuls of people hovered around the forge; others hammered away on metal. Fitz saw women and older children coordinating and attaching metal to wood as they created spears.

				She moved on, noticing a few merchants’ wives whittling away on wood with their knives, fashioning crude weapons. A smile crossed her face as she watched them work.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 44: Bray

				“Let me guess, another one who has never seen a gun,” the woman called with an annoyed smile as she appraised Bray from across the field. “Throw your sword away and get off the beast, or you’ll end up like the demons.”

				She waved the weapon in her hand to tell Bray she meant it.

				Bray lowered his sword reluctantly. If he hadn’t already seen the power of the strange weapon, he might’ve argued, or tried to fight or run. But who knew how far the weapon might work? He tossed his sword on the ground, looking between the woman and the dead demons.

				“Get off the animal!” the woman yelled. “I won’t say it again.”

				Bray dismounted, unable to take his eyes off the strange device that was pointed in his direction, connecting the stories he’d heard about the Ancients with the object the woman held in her hand. He’d heard tales about weapons that flashed fire and killed from a distance. Every boy in the townships and villages had. But until he’d seen this one and what it could do, he hadn’t believed them. Was this woman one of the Ancients? She certainly dressed differently than anyone he’d seen. And she had an accent he didn’t recognize.

				His eyes flew back to the metal object with the small tube at the end, as if it might flash fire and send him tumbling to the ground. He clutched the rope connecting his horse’s bridles, trying to keep the beasts still, but they were stamping nervously.

				“Are those horses?” the woman asked, her tone changing to amazement as she walked closer.

				“Of course,” Bray answered.

				“Why are they stamping the ground like that?”

			

			
				“They’re nervous. All that damn noise you’re making has them thinking they’re going to battle.”

				“Are they going to attack me?” The woman raised the weapon higher.

				“No. They’re nervous about the demons,” Bray said, pointing to the dead ones across the field, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “They smell them.”

				“I didn’t know that they could…” The woman reconsidered her response.

				“Could what?”

				“Fight demons.” The woman looked from Bray to the horses, trying to put something together in her head.

				Bray puffed up his chest as he made a realization. “You’ve never seen horses, I take it? My horses can stomp down as many demons as I come across. I’ve taught them well,” he lied.

				The woman remained tight-lipped, as if she’d already spoken too much. She waved the gun. “Walk away from the horses and let go of the rope,” she demanded.

				“If I don’t hold the rope, they’ll run,” Bray explained.

				“Hold it, then. But walk farther away from them. Are you alone?”

				“Yes.” Bray looked around, as if someone else might appear. “Where did you get that gun?” he asked.

				“I’ll ask the questions,” the woman said, waving the gun to demonstrate her intention. He didn’t need an interpretation to know what she might do to him. “Do the horses trust anybody to ride on them?”

				Bray nodded. “They’re good animals. They’ve done well for me.”

				The woman nodded as Bray reached the end of the rope and stopped.

				“I can’t go any further,” he said. “Unless you want them to run away.”

			

			
				The woman walked toward Bray until she was within reaching distance. “Hand me the rope,” she said.

				Bray looked at her with a suspicion that was slowly becoming a reality. “Are you robbing me?”

				A faint smile crossed Kirby’s face as she pointed the Ancient gun directly at his head, taking the rope and slowly stepping back toward the horses. She approached Bray’s horse, mounted it, and found her balance.

				“Give me your bag, too,” she said, holding out one of her hands, keeping the gun pointed at him with the other.

				“My bag?”

				“Don’t pretend you can’t hear. It’s too late for that.”

				Bray tossed her the bag and she caught it. She slung it over her shoulder.

				“Are you going to leave me with nothing?” Bray protested.

				“No,” the woman said. “I’m leaving you with your sword.” She motioned to the blade that he’d dropped farther back in the clearing. “You’re lucky I’m doing that.”

				The woman rode away.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 45: Bray

				“Wait!” Bray cried as the strange woman rode off with his horses and his bag. He glanced back at his sword. He wanted to run after her, knock her from the horse, and take back his things, but fear of the Ancient gun kept him in place. And besides, he’d never catch her on foot.

				Instead, he watched her trying to keep her balance as she fought with the stirrups, which were adjusted for Bray’s legs and much too low for her feet to reach while sitting in the saddle. She swayed back and forth as she crossed half the clearing, looking over her shoulder every so often to ensure he wasn’t chasing after her. One of the horses snorted, making her inadvertently pull hard on the reins, causing the horses to stop.

				“Don’t do that!” she yelled, but her horse was clearly agitated, and it was riling up the others. “Keep going!” She swatted the horse’s side, but it didn’t move. “These things might as well be useless,” she muttered.

				“Wait!” Bray called, taking a step in her direction.

				“Stay back!” she warned.

				“I can teach you to ride!”

				The woman laughed as she tried to keep her balance. “You think I’m stupid enough to believe that?”

				“You’ll wish you did, when you fall and break your arm.”

				The woman tried to control the horse, but it was stomping its hooves and not listening. She watched Bray, suspicious, but slowly coming to the realization that he was right.

				“The horses can sense you’re nervous,” Bray called.

				“You said they were good horses. You said anyone could ride them.”

			

			
				“They are, if you know how to handle them.” Groping for a lie convincing enough to make her stop, Bray added, “They might attack you, like they do the demons, if you don’t use the right commands.”

				The woman clutched the horse’s reins. “Why should I believe you?”

				“You have a gun. You can easily kill me, if you want. But I can give you instructions on how to ride them before you go.”

				“Why would you help me, when I robbed you?”

				“If you’re going to take my horses, I want them to be taken care of. I’ve owned them since I was a boy. They’re like family to me.” Bray pointed at the horse she was riding. “That one’s name is…Jeremiah. And the ones behind it are…ah…Blackthorn and Fuller.”

				The woman leaned from side to side as she tried to catch herself from falling. “You’re saying this so you can attack me. You’re going to have them throw me off.”

				“Wouldn’t I have done that already, if that was what I intended?” Bray asked with a shrug, trying to hide the fact that he’d already considered that option. But he still didn’t trust that she wouldn’t harm him with the gun, even if she fell first.

				“Start talking,” the woman said.

				Bray walked until he was fifteen feet from her and stopped.

				“Tell me what I need to know,” the woman said.

				“To begin with, you’re going to have to let go of the pommel. That’s the curved part you’re hanging on to. You’re going to need to grab the reins.”

				“The reins?”

				“The smaller ropes attached to the horse you’re on.”

				The woman cursed as she let go of the pommel, trying to maintain her balance.

				“To start the horses moving, give a little kick with your heels and make this noise with your mouth a few times.” Bray demonstrated two clicks. “If you pull gently on the reins, the horses will stop.”

			

			
				The woman followed his instruction. She commanded the horse to trot, then pulled gently on the reins, prompting it to halt. The others followed, and then paused behind it.

				“You’ll get used to it,” Bray said with a nod.

				“What else do I need to know?” she asked.

				“When you want to go one way or the other, pull either side of the horse’s reins.” The woman watched him as if he might be lying. “Go ahead, try it, if you want.”

				The woman tested his instructions, riding a few paces and then turning, keeping Bray in her sights. She seemed surprised that the horse obeyed. “Why are you really showing me this?” she asked, furrowing her brow. “You don’t really care about the horses that much, do you?”

				Bray held up his hands. “I was hoping you might give me one of them back,” he admitted.

				The woman laughed as if it was the funniest thing she’d heard all day. “Why would I do that?”

				“Because I need to find my son.”

				“Your son?” The laughter on the woman’s face disappeared and she looked around the clearing, as if she might be ambushed. “You lied. You’re not alone.”

				“I’m by myself,” Bray assured her.

				“Where is he?”

				“I wish I knew. William was kidnapped this morning.”

				“By whom?” the woman asked.

				“A group of men snuck up on him. I went out to get kindling for our fire, and when I came back, they were riding off with him,” Bray said, looking down at the ground. “I should’ve watched more carefully. It’s my fault. I tried chasing them down, but they had a head start, and I lost them.”

			

			
				The woman watched him with an expression that showed she didn’t believe him. “Where did they go?”

				“They were heading toward the canyon.” Bray pointed off to the west. “If I followed them directly into it, they’d see me. I know a shortcut, and I was hoping to cut around and head them off.”

				Hoping to solidify his story, Bray continued, “William and I were on a hunting trip from Brighton. I was teaching him how to catch rabbits. He was too young, I think. And now I’ve lost him.”

				“You said you were from Brighton?” the woman asked.

				“Yes,” Bray answered.

				A flicker of recognition went through her eyes as he confirmed the town’s name. “I’m somewhat familiar with Brighton. I’ve met some people from there. What do the people who took your son look like?”

				“You won’t believe me when I tell you.”

				“Tell me.”

				“A few of them were shirtless, despite the cold. They wore demon’s blood on their clothing. I’ve seen these people before. They’re savages. They eat demons. And I’m worried about what they might do to my son. Have you seen them or my son?”

				“I haven’t, but the people I met from Brighton told me about others like that.” The woman’s eyes passed over Bray as she recalled something. “I’m not sure it’s the same group. How many did you say there were?”

				“Only a handful,” Bray lied. “And they can’t be far from here. I’m afraid of what they might do to William. I can only imagine why they took him. I need to get him back as soon as I can. If I had a horse, I might have a chance at saving him. And if I had an Ancient device like yours…”

				The woman looked down at the weapon in her hand.

				“I understand if you have to be on your way,” Bray said quietly, averting his eyes.

			

			
				The woman made a face. “You’re not getting my gun,” she said matter-of-factly. Looking at the bag on her back, she added, “Any of them.”

				“I didn’t ask for them. But if you’d be willing to help me get my son back, I’d have no problem giving you two of my horses when we’re done.”

				The woman looked down at the horse, which was still agitated and stamping the ground. “You’ll show me how to ride?”

				“I’ll tell you everything I know on the way.”

				“If you try anything, I’ll put a bullet in you.”

				“I’m not sure what that word means, but I believe you,” Bray said.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 46: Fitz

				It was late afternoon, and Fitz and her women were still walking through town, overseeing the collection of weapons, when Fitz’s attention was ripped away by the sight of two horses coming down the center of the street.

				Tara and Loren.

				Fitz walked in the direction of the riders, steeling for some news. The horses breathed heavily as they galloped the final steps to Fitz’s group. Tara dismounted, her face ashen. Noticing that people were watching, Fitz called them to a quiet corner, where they could talk without being so closely observed.

				“Did you find the rest of the army?” Fitz asked.

				Tara took a moment to form the words. “Only Winthrop’s. But there’s something else coming.”

				“What?”

				“Demons. Lots of them. It looks like they’re headed in this direction. They’re following Winthrop and his men.”

				“Oh, no,” said Fitz.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 47: Fitz

				“Demons?” Ginger shook her head, unable to stop fright from seeping into her voice.

				The other women looked grave as Fitz stared absently around the courtyard, her gaze roaming from the monument to the buildings. After quietly dismissing Tara and Loren, Fitz, Ginger, and the other women who had been walking with her in the marketplace made their way back to the New House. They hadn’t said anything to the townsfolk, but surely the rumors would spread. They always did.

				“The meeting at the square went better than I expected, but this news will surely shake even the strongest woman’s resolve,” Fitz said.

				“Maybe the demons will kill Winthrop and his army,” Ginger suggested.

				“I don’t think we can count on that. We need to keep doing what we’re doing. If demons are coming, we’ll need our weapons, Winthrop or not,” Fitz said.

				“Maybe we can use the news to our advantage,” Ginger said. “We all know the fear demons inspire in people. That might spur people to work harder.”

				“You’re probably right,” Fitz said. “I can extend the working hours. But all the weapons and people we have aren’t likely to ward off an army of demons.”

				“What else can we do?” Ashley asked, holding up her hands in desperation. “We’re already gathering and preparing whatever we can. Without more resources, or the knowledge of the tradesmen, we won’t be able to do much more.”

				“If we have to fight both the demons and Winthrop’s men, we’ll need to figure something out,” Ginger said, trying to think of a solution.

			

			
				Edith, one of the Strong Women who had been listening quietly, or maybe seething, turned an angry eye on Ginger. “It’s easy for you to talk about fighting Winthrop’s men, Ginger. You don’t have a husband that might be out there. Your days have been spent at The House of Barren Women, on your back.”

				Ginger turned toward Edith, surprised. Her eyes blazed with anger as she processed the insult. “And you think that was a choice I made?”

				Edith shot back, “You won’t have to face your husband with a sword in your hand, if you ever see him again.”

				“At least you had a husband!” Ginger shook her head. “I never had one! You think lying on my back was better than having a family, like you got to do?”

				“I’ve watched too many people die in Brighton. And now I might have to add my husband to that list, if he died in the wild.” Angry tears spilled from Edith’s eyes. “You’ll never know what that feels like.”

				“You think I don’t know grief? I watched my sister trampled by one of Tenbrook’s horses, you salty bitch!” Ginger took a step toward Edith, her hand flying to the hilt of her sword.

				“Ladies!” Fitz shouted in a commanding voice, stepping between them and putting a hand on each of their shoulders. “That’s enough!”

				Ginger and Edith stepped away from each other, maintaining angry stares. Fitz drilled them each with a look that said she wouldn’t accept any more trouble. Grudgingly, Edith and Ginger looked at the ground.

				“No one is saying this has been easy on any of us, or that we haven’t suffered enough. But if we don’t find a way to protect ourselves, we’ll lose even more people. And we’re certainly not going to fight each other!”

				Ginger and Edith remained silent, still exchanging the occasional angry glare.

			

			
				“Does anyone else have any ideas?” Ashley asked.

				“There has to be something else we can do,” Fitz said. She looked around the courtyard, as if she might find some answers. “In the years I’ve lived, I’ve never seen an attack on Brighton. If demons are coming, we’ll need to know the wall is strong. We’re told that the wall has stood strong for hundreds of years. We’re told it has never been breached. Can that be true? Or is that another lie told to us by the Elders?”

				The women looked at each other, but no one had an answer.

				“Surely someone has lived through an attack on Brighton. Surely someone must have seen something that would be helpful.”

				“How about Hilda?” Ashley suggested. “She’s probably lived through enough battles to last a few of our lifetimes. In fact, she was probably here when the wall was built.”

				A few women chuckled through the fear and nervousness on their faces. The comment even seemed to break some of the tension between Ginger and Edith.

				“Hilda,” Fitz repeated as she recalled the weathered, old woman who was the object of young children’s stories, including a few of Fitz’s own. “You know, that might not be a bad idea. She’s lived longer than most in the town. If anyone knows about demon attacks, it’d be her. Maybe I’ll speak with her and see what she knows.”

				“What about the Academy?” Ashley asked, offering another suggestion. “Are they still cowering in their building?”

				“I haven’t had time to visit them in a while. I was hoping they’d come out of hiding and speak with me after the meeting at the square,” Fitz admitted. “But no one has seen them. It’s like they don’t want any part of what we’re doing.”

				“I’m not sure how they can deny what’s happening,” Ginger said. “Once Winthrop comes back, they’ll have to pay attention.”

			

			
				“With the demons coming, the threat is much larger than a burning from Winthrop,” Ashley suggested. “Maybe that news will change things.”

				“We’re going to need whatever help we can get,” Ginger said.

				“Maybe you’re right,” Fitz agreed. “I’ll go speak with Hilda. Then I’ll try to get the Academy to open their doors one more time.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 48: Bray

				Bray turned and looked over his shoulder, giving the strange woman a glance. She’d insisted on riding on the last of the three horses, putting a horse between them and ensuring his back was turned to her.

				“What’s your name?” he asked her.

				“Kirby.”

				“I’m Bray. I was convinced you were one of the Ancients,” Bray called over his shoulder. “I’ve never seen clothing like yours. Or heard your accent.” Pausing, Bray asked, “Are you one of the Ancients?”

				Kirby took a moment to answer as she studied him. “No, but I know of the Ancients of whom you speak.”

				“If you’re not one of the Ancients, where did you get that gun?”

				“My people made it.”

				“Do your people have more guns?” Bray asked, trying to hide the excitement in his voice.

				“My people are dead,” Kirby said with sadness. “They were killed by what you call the demons, and we call the mutants.”

				“Mutants.” Bray rolled the word over on his tongue. “Whatever you call them, they’re no less vile.”

				“That’s the truth,” Kirby agreed. “My people have been fighting demons for as long as I can remember.”

				Bray looked over his shoulder, filled with questions. “How were your people killed?”

				“The mutants overran our settlement. They breached the wooden walls that we built to protect ourselves.”

				“The wall around Brighton is made of stone,” Bray said, as if he’d built it himself. “I don’t trust it fully, but we haven’t had any breaches in my lifetime.”

				“Even a wall of stone can be knocked down,” Kirby warned, with an authority that almost made him reconsider his statement.

			

			
				Bray eyed the weapon in her hand. “Your people had guns. Wouldn’t that have stopped any demons?”

				“One would’ve thought.” Interrupting his next question before he could ask it, Kirby asked, “How far away did you say those men are with your son?”

				“They shouldn’t be too far ahead. I think our best chance is to cut them off on the other side of the canyon, just before we reach Brighton. I would’ve followed them into the canyon, but I was afraid they’d see me.” Bray figured he might need to work his sympathy angle a little harder. “I’m worried about William. I don’t know what those men will do to him.”

				“How long is this canyon?” Kirby asked.

				“Only a few miles,” Bray lied. “We should be out the other side soon.”

				Kirby looked hesitant, as if she was reconsidering her promise.

				“Don’t worry. We’ll be there before you can say ‘mutant.’”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 49: Fitz

				Everybody knew who she was, but few people talked to her. The kids in town said if you looked into her eyes, you’d lose your soul and you’d sprout warts on your face before the sun rose the next morning. Others said her skin was so leathery that when mosquitoes tried to suck her blood, their stingers got stuck, and she’d pluck them out, squeeze them between her cracked lips, and suck on them like candy. The worst rumor was that when she was a young mother, maybe a hundred and fifty years ago, the starvation was so bad that one winter, she roasted her kids on the fire to feed herself and then made soup with their bones to give to the neighbors she didn’t like.

				And she cackled like a witch, whatever that was.

				Fitz had been hearing tales about Old Lady Hilda since she was old enough to go outside and play with the neighbor girls on her street. They frightened one another with the stories. Old Lady Hilda only came out when the clouds were so thick and gray they hid the sun. She was such a withered hag that when she farted, dust came out, and her shit was so dry, she’d burn it to cook her dinner.

				When Fitz saw her once back in those days, in the market on a drizzly, warm day in late spring, when everything stank of sweat and mildew, her friend dared her to touch Hilda’s skirt and promised to reward Fitz with an apple if she succeeded.

				Fitz hadn’t seen an apple since before the first snows had fallen the year before, and the thought of that sweet, crisp crunch was tempting enough to make her risk Hilda’s wrath. Fitz stalked Hilda through the market that morning, getting drenched in the drizzle and caking her feet with mud. It was when Hilda was haggling with a gruff birder over the price of a chicken that Fitz snuck in and laid a hand on the coarse, damp fabric of Hilda’s skirt.

			

			
				Hilda seemed to know instantly that Fitz’s hand had come into contact with the cloth, because her head snapped around and Hilda’s eyes met Fitz’s. The two stood frozen there in the market, Fitz paralyzed with fright, and Hilda, preparing to eat her soul.

				Fitz might never have moved again, except that Hilda looked her up and down. Instead of anger, sadness stretched across Hilda’s wrinkly face. In a raspy, deep voice, she said, “You’re the skinniest thing I’ve seen in a blue moon. What do you want from me?”

				Fitz’s mouth moved, but her voice was paralyzed into silence.

				“Are you hungry, girl?” Hilda asked.

				Fitz could only move her silent mouth and wish her muddy feet would carry her away.

				Hilda took the chicken she’d just purchased and shoved it into Fitz’s hands. “Is this what you need? Take it.”

				Fitz was confused.

				“Take it to your mother and tell her to cook you a real meal,” Hilda told her. “Put some meat on those skinny bones. Go.”

				Fitz stepped back.

				“Go.”

				Because Fitz received the chicken as a witch gift, her friend refused to give her the apple she’d promised, and Fitz learned something about people that day that stuck with her through her life: rumors are lies with a different name. Also, you should be careful whom you trust.

				Through the years, Fitz learned that Hilda was a hermit, as much as one could be a hermit in the confines of the circle wall. She lived in a hovel nestled between the trunks of three ancient oaks, well away from the town center, out past the fields, near one of the smaller gates in the wall. She was a healer, and people said she wandered the forest outside the wall alone, never afraid of demons, always searching for special herbs and plants that she mixed into remedies for the sick.

			

			
				It seemed like everybody knew somebody that Hilda had healed.

				Still, they were afraid of her.

				When Fitz finally crossed the last of the empty field toward Hilda’s house, Ginger refused to go up to the door, and instead stayed thirty or forty paces back, leaving Fitz to knock on the door alone.

				“Come,” a raspy old voice answered.

				Fitz turned the knob and pushed on the weathered wood, letting out a humid rush of warm air that smelled of a hundred strange things, many of them repulsive.

				“Inside,” Hilda told her. “Don’t let in the cold.”

				Fitz stepped quickly through, giving Ginger a glance and getting a full dose of Ginger’s worry before closing the door behind her.

				Hilda was standing beside a table in the dim light, grinding something in a bowl with a blunt tool that looked like it was made of stone. A small pot simmered on the hearth and steam flowed into the air, mixing with the musty smell of Hilda’s house.

				“Fitzgerald,” said Hilda. “The skinny child with the chicken.”

				“How do you remember that?” Fitz was surprised.

				“Pretty little things like you stick in people’s memories,” said Hilda, “though it made me sad to see you grow up.”

				“Why?” Fitz asked, trying not to take offense.

				“Don’t take me wrong, I couldn’t be happier with how you turned out.” Hilda put some effort into grinding the powdery mixture in her bowl. “You were a special thing. At least it looked that way to me. I thought they’d marry you off to some cavalry stud, and put you to work calving a dozen pups for him, unless your body broke down and died.” Hilda looked Fitz up and down and grinned for a flash, showing the few yellow teeth she had left. “Birthing is hard on a woman. You’re lucky you’re barren.”

			

			
				Fitz didn’t completely agree about the barren part, but she’d come to see Hilda for other reasons than to contradict her.

				“What’s on your mind?” Hilda asked. “You don’t look sick.”

				“I never thanked you for the chicken,” said Fitz.

				Hilda cackled as she sat her bowl and tool on the table. “Thank me? How old are you now, girl? How long has it been, twenty years?”

				Fitz looked away, feeling ashamed for never getting up the nerve to trek across the fields when she was younger to give Hilda a proper thank you.

				“No need to be embarrassed, girl. I didn’t give you the chicken for your gratitude. You needed the food. I didn’t.” Hilda patted her round belly through the coarse cloth of her dress, which if Fitz was to guess, was the same dress Hilda had worn that day in the market all those years ago.

				“I apologize for taking twenty years to come here.”

				“But you’re not here for that.” Hilda nodded to a few chairs over near the fire. “Sit down.” Hilda came around the table and headed toward the chairs. “Tell me what you want.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 50: Fitz

				Looking across at Hilda, sitting in the opposite chair, Fitz said, “They say you’re the oldest person in Brighton.”

				“I’m curious now,” said Hilda. “Are you coming to me for the wisdom that you think all my years have earned?”

				“No,” answered Fitz, though she assumed Hilda probably held a trove of knowledge in her old memories. “Later, perhaps. For now, I have more pressing questions. You know all that is going on?”

				Hilda cackled. “It’s been years since I last crossed the potato fields to go into town.”

				Fitz figured that was true. In fact, she hadn’t even seen Hilda at a Cleansing, ever.

				“When you save the lives of enough powerful men’s children, you can live above the rules, if you like,” said Hilda, apparently reading Fitz’s thoughts. “When I was a young woman living here in this house, my grandmother’s, General Blackthorn’s father sent for me. The General Blackthorn you know, the tyrant, was a sickly boy then, as skinny as you were that day in the market, and sick with a fever that took so many children that winter. I hadn’t learned all that my grandmother had to teach before she died, but I’d learned enough. I treated the Blackthorn boy for his fever and sat with him for three days, kept him watered, and got him soup when he’d take it. To everyone’s eventual regret, he lived, and his father, the noble General Blackthorn, showed his gratitude by exempting me from the Cleansing and seeing to it that I never went hungry.”

				“Perhaps saving the tyrant Blackthorn wasn’t the mistake you seem to think it was,” said Fitz. “There are worse men.”

				“Were worse men,” Hilda corrected.

			

			
				“What do you mean?” asked Fitz.

				“You’re talking about Tenbrook, aren’t you? He’s no longer with us. You know that better than anyone.”

				Fitz nodded, though she was sure there were other men like Tenbrook in the world. She’d met some of them back at The House of Barren Women, though she had to admit to herself that Tenbrook was a special kind of evil.

				“I’m yammering like an old woman,” said Hilda. “Yes, I know all that’s going on. I hear all the news, rumors, and gossip. Tyrant Blackthorn is dead in the wilderness. Pervert Winthrop has gone completely mad and is returning with the remainder of the army, apparently all as mad as he is. And a horde of demons is coming to kill us all.”

				“Nothing is secret in Brighton,” said Fitz absently.

				“Not for long,” Hilda agreed. “Now, why are you here?”

				“Has the circle wall ever been breached?” asked Fitz. “Have the demon hordes ever attacked and made it over the wall?”

				Hilda drew in a deep breath and leaned back in her chair as she scrutinized Fitz.

				Fitz was confused by the lack of an answer, but then realized why. “You aren’t sure how I’ll react to what you have to tell me.”

				Hilda grinned and showed her few teeth again. “My intuition about you was right from the beginning.”

				“You’re choosing whether to tell me about an attack when the demons broke through the wall,” said Fitz, “because you’re deciding whether it’s best for the people here to believe that the wall is impregnable, or whether they need to know what might happen again.”

				“Perhaps I should leave that to you to decide,” said Hilda. “As old as I am, I’ve never been good at guessing how people will react, especially when they’re afraid.”

				“Does that mean you won’t be here when it happens?” asked Fitz. “Are you thinking of leaving Brighton and taking a chance on your own when the demon horde comes?”

			

			
				Hilda cackled again. “I understand now why you outwitted Tenbrook. You find it easy to see the blackness in people’s hearts.”

				“I’m right?” Fitz was aghast.

				“No.” Hilda shook her head, a little disappointed. “After I go out to collect plants in the forest, I have to rest for three days before I can walk again. If the twisted men come over the wall, I won’t be able to outrun them. I can barely walk most days on my old joints. I would never survive in the wild.”

				Fitz understood where Hilda was going with her line of reasoning. “You think if the people believe they have no chance to defend Brighton, they’ll flee. And if they flee, we’ll be weakened further and less able to defend ourselves should the demons come.”

				Hilda nodded silently for a moment before saying, “I’ll tell you what I know, and you’ll have to decide what lies you want to tell all the doe-eyed women who look to you to save them. Or, you’ll have to tell them the horrid truth: that many of them will die.”

				“Is that what happened last time?” Fitz asked, “Did a lot of people die?”

				“They did.” Hilda punctuated her answered with a grimace and a slow nod. “The horde that came that year split into two groups. They never did that before. Sure, small bands of them splintered off in the past. Sometimes the demons came across the mountains in mobs of a few hundred strong, a whole train of them through the spring and summer. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Back in those days, every couple of years, a horde of them would come over the mountains, three, four, or five thousand strong. General Blackthorn—the father of the one you know—would ride out with his cavalry, a troop of gallant and handsome-looking young men, with straight backs and brave faces, galloping off to save us all.” Hilda stared into the fire as her thoughts drifted back to those days.

			

			
				“I was young then, young enough that I still had dreams of bedding one of those galloping young cavalrymen and having his beautiful, strong babies.” Hilda’s mood changed in an instant and she cackled. “But I was ugly then, just as I am now. I was only naïve enough to think a man might find me beautiful because of my youth.”

				Fitz felt sorry for her, but couldn’t think of any words to say that wouldn’t bring more hurt than comfort.

				Hilda sighed and put her thoughts back into the story. “The cavalry went out to chase some horde that was heading to slaughter the people of Ashford. They mounted up that morning as soon as the sun rose. I remember the sound of their hooves beating the earth as they rode out—thunderous, and powerful, our boys.” Hilda drew another long breath. “But we were surprised by another horde that nobody knew was out there. A mob of demons attacked Brighton when the sun was setting. The guards spotted them coming out of the forest and raised the alarm, but the militia wasn’t ready. The militia was slow to get to the wall, and when they did, they went through the gates and trickled out into the fields. But the demons were already coming over the wall. It was a slaughter.”

				From Hilda’s mood, Fitz guessed that it wasn’t the demons that were slaughtered.

				“The first militiamen who reached the wall died. The slow ones, the cowards, never made it into the fields. They tried to form a defense at the edge of town and failed.”

				“They all died?” Fitz asked, wondering why she’d never heard this story.

				“They broke and fled into the streets when they thought the horde numbered too many.” Hilda’s face showed her distaste for those men. “They were all armed. All trained. Had they stood their ground, they’d have won the day. That’s what The General Blackthorn told them that day in the square after it was all over. He decimated the survivors for their cowardice.”

			

			
				“Decimated?” asked Fitz.

				“Counted them off one through ten until he’d counted them all. Then he burned all the tenth ones to teach the others a lesson.” Hilda grimaced again. “Not a tear was shed that day, I’ll tell you. Blackthorn could have burned every one of those bastards and the people of Brighton would have gladly chopped the wood for the fires. Their cowardice got thousands of innocents killed. Nearly every family lost somebody, a mother, a child.” Hilda shored her courage up for the next words, but even as she did, tears filled her eyes. “A grandmother.”

				“Your grandmother?” Fitz guessed.

				Hilda nodded and blew her nose on her sleeve. “Look at me, I’m a silly old woman, still crying over a dead grandmother from nearly eighty years ago.”

				Fitz got out of her chair and wrapped Hilda in a hug.

				Hilda cried some more before pushing Fitz away. “The old saying is true. Fear brings out the worst in people.” She took Fitz’s cheeks in her knobby old hands and held Fitz’s face as she looked into Fitz’s eyes. “Be careful with the truth. Be careful with the fear. Hopefully, you can save Brighton, Fitzgerald. Hopefully you can prove that my intuition about you was right.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 51: Bray

				Bray slowed his horse, guiding it around a patch of thick weeds that had grown over the trail on which they were riding. He’d taken one of the lesser-known smuggler’s paths up a mountain, hoping to avoid the high elevations and the deeper snow, but it had been a long time since he’d come this way. Things didn’t look the way he remembered.

				“Earlier, you said you met some people from Brighton,” Bray asked over his shoulder. “Who were they?”

				Kirby was quiet for a moment. “A few hunters,” she said.

				Curious if more strange people were about that Bray hadn’t seen before, thinking they might not actually be from Brighton, he asked, “What did they look like? Were they dressed like you?”

				“No, they were dressed the same as you,” Kirby answered.

				“Not as handsome, I assume.” Bray sat straight on his horse and tipped back his shoulders.

				“No, they were pretty much the same. Dirty. In need of a shave,” Kirby’s laughter echoed through the trees. “Fewer scars, maybe, but I didn’t pay attention. I don’t have time for men.”

				Bray quieted for a moment, pretending to be insulted. “You know, most of my scars are from battles.”

				“So are mine,” Kirby said with a smile.

				Bray didn’t need to question her to know she was telling the truth.

				As they rode, the terrain grew increasingly steeper. Light snow covered the ground, speckling the tops of sticks and rocks in sparkling ice. A white glaze coated the tops of the tree branches. Every so often, Bray spotted tracks in the snow—mostly from small animals, but a few from barefooted demons. Those made him recall his fear as he pictured the twisted mass of demons he’d seen earlier.

			

			
				Bray listened for sounds of the demons or the army, even though they were too far away to hear.

				He was grateful that he’d convinced Kirby to come with him, but he was worried about what he’d tell her when she saw Winthrop and his army of zealots. What would she do when they encountered thousands? It was a lie he hadn’t thought his way out of yet.

				“I really appreciate you helping me out,” he said, hoping to ingratiate himself. “Where were you headed before I ran into you?”

				Kirby paused a moment. “Away,” she said finally.

				“You wanted to get away from where you lived, because everyone was dead,” he surmised. “I understand that.”

				“Why stay, when everyone else is gone?” Kirby shrugged as she rode.

				“Sometimes I feel like getting away from Brighton, even though my people are alive,” Bray said over his shoulder. He quickly added, “But I have my son to think about. A life in the wild is no good for a boy.”

				“Of course,” Kirby said. “Hopefully, we’ll find him soon. And then I’ll be on my way, with my horses.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 52: Fitz

				Fitz and Ginger walked through the streets leading to the Academy. The cracked, well-traveled roads had become increasingly familiar to both of them over the course of days. The Scholars had chosen a building that was secluded from the rest of town, citing the need to preserve quiet. Fitz often wondered if living out here was an excuse to separate them from the brutal happenings in Brighton.

				“It’s so peaceful out here,” Ginger commented.

				“Yes. It’s almost far enough away that you could escape the smell of the burnings,” Fitz said.

				Ginger shrugged. “Maybe that’s the real reason they live out here.”

				“Minister Beck decides who is burned and who isn’t. And then he retreats back to his Academy with his Scholars,” Fitz said with disgust. “Or at least, he did, before he left with the army.”

				“Where do you think Beck is now?”

				“He must be dead, if Winthrop is in charge,” Fitz said with a shrug.

				Looking left, Fitz recognized several broken-down buildings that had once been tall, but had since succumbed to decay, devoured by weeds and ripped to the ground. Animals and people had scavenged those ruins for years, taking every loose bit of stone and steel until they were too dilapidated to live in. On the right was a swath of trees climbed so many times by Brighton’s children that all of the smaller limbs had cracked off.

				“If I wasn’t looking for the Scholars, I wouldn’t know they were in hiding. The only time I saw them was when they came to The House.”

				Ginger gave her a sympathetic look.

			

			
				“I remember when one of them tried talking to me in a different language,” Fitz said. “He was trying to impress me.”

				Ginger laughed. “One did that to me, too.”

				“I can’t imagine a life studying ancient artifacts, when there are so many other things to be done. But in a way, I respect their knowledge.”

				The only Scholar that Fitz had known well was Evan.

				And now he was dead.

				She wasn’t sure if the Academy could help, but she hoped they might. After what she’d learned from Hilda, she was worried. If nothing else, adding some male bodies to the fight would help them to victory, and maybe the Scholars even had some ancient Tech Magic secrets.

				In order to find out, they needed to get them to open the doors.

				Rounding a patch of trees and peering down another street, Fitz and Ginger increased their pace until they spotted the large, familiar square building in the distance. The walls—made of blocks of stone leftover from the times of the Ancients—gleamed with a shine that rivaled Blackthorn’s house. Several large windows looked out over the sprawling property. She imagined many servants were needed to keep the Academy in order, but there was no one taking care if it now. Most of the windows were blocked with boards. A few of the upper ones were open, but she saw no faces.

				“I sense people watching,” Ginger said quietly.

				“As always,” said Fitz. “Let’s give it a try.”

				She approached the walkway and made her way to the door, raising her hand to knock while Ginger hung close by, holding her sword.

				“Go away!” someone yelled before Fitz had knocked twice. The voice was gravelly and familiar. It was the same person who had yelled at them on previous visits.

			

			
				“We need to speak with you! It’s urgent!” Fitz called, trying to inject sincerity in her voice.

				“As urgent as it was last time you came, I imagine,” the voice said, mocking them.

				Biting back her anger, Fitz said, “The next visitors you have won’t be so friendly. The army is coming back to break down the circle wall. And so is an army of demons.”

				Silence. Then the shuffle of a few feet. Fitz heard muffled voices from somewhere in the building. She watched the windows, wishing she were speaking to a person instead of a door. Looking at the thick piece of wood protecting the entrance, she thought about battering it down, even though she knew it was too heavy. She needed to speak with someone face to face.

				She was about to shout again when she heard objects being moved beyond the door. Fitz stepped back, reaching for her own sword. Maybe the Scholars had gotten sick of her visits and were going to threaten them, or worse.

				The door swung open.

				A cluster of shuffling, nervous men stood in the corridor, watching her. They wore long, white shawls similar to what Scholar Evan had worn. A few carried rusted spears that might’ve been artifacts. But they weren’t threatening Fitz or Ginger. They looked concerned about what she had to say.

				One of the men stepped through the group, meeting her eyes. Fitz was surprised. He wasn’t from the Academy, but from town.

				“Kreuz?” she asked, unable to hide the confusion in her voice as she recognized the owner of the smoked meat market.

				“You better not be lying about the demons,” Kreuz said, in the same gravelly voice Fitz and Ginger had been hearing through the door. “Come in and we’ll talk.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 53: Fitz

				Fitz and Ginger settled in two chairs around the table, looking at the ancient paintings on the walls in the Academy library. All around them, the Scholars were standing and watching. Only Kreuz sat across from them. After letting them through the entrance, Kreuz and his Scholars had taken them directly to the large room filled with mostly empty shelves of books, rusted pieces of metal that looked like they were on display, and empty chairs that lined the perimeter. Some still had notebooks and writing utensils sitting on the seats. Fitzgerald didn’t need to see the Scholars sitting in them to imagine the number of hours they’d been used.

				Farther down on the table where Fitz, Ginger, and Kreuz were sitting was a large, ornate box. Fitz felt the stares of dozens of pairs of eyes on her. Ever since she had killed Tenbrook’s men, she felt as though she were living a life standing on the dais, watched by everyone. She turned her attention to Kreuz.

				“What are you doing here?” she asked.

				“I’ve been staying here since Tenbrook’s last burnings,” Kreuz answered. “Things were bad in town. It looked to me like they were going to get worse.”

				Fitz nodded. She couldn’t deny what he was saying. The Academy was a good place to hide for someone avoiding the prying eyes of soldiers. And someone with as much money as Kreuz—a source of significant wealth in town—would’ve had no trouble convincing the Scholars to let him in. She could smell the lingering scent of smoked meat on his clothes, even though his market was halfway across town. That scent should’ve made her hungry, but she was too worried to think about food.

				“Tenbrook’s soldiers are dead,” Fitz said, breaking the silence. “I’m sure you’ve heard that. But that isn’t why I’m here.”

			

			
				“I heard.” Kreuz furrowed his brow, but there was no emotion behind the gesture. “Tenbrook was worse than the rest. He did Brighton no favors.”

				“Blackthorn is dead, too.”

				“Yes,” Kreuz said. “I heard that, as well.” She imagined Kreuz had seen many more deaths than she had.

				He tapped his long, bony fingers on the table, unable to hold back his questions any longer. “You said the army is coming to break down the circle wall. We’d heard those rumors, which were alarming enough. But now you say demons are coming too? How do you know that?”

				Fitz briefed the Academy members on what she’d heard from her riders. She watched the expressions on their faces change as she explained how thousands of demons were headed to Brighton. Then she described the condition of the army, the chants, and Winthrop’s leadership. Several of the Academy members looked at her, stunned. Even Kreuz seemed shocked.

				“That many demons will be impossible to fight,” Kreuz said, shaking his head. “And without the wall, we might as well be standing in the wild, if Winthrop’s men manage to break it down.”

				“At the very least, we need the wall to protect us,” Fitz said. “We can’t let Winthrop and his men do what they’re planning.”

				“We all knew Winthrop was going mad at that last meeting in the square,” Kreuz said, his eyes narrowing. “But I must admit, I didn’t think I’d ever see him again after he rode off on that horse.”

				A few in the room nodded, but no one agreed out loud, as if they were still afraid to be implicated.

				“I understand you’re scared,” Fitz said, voicing all of their concerns. “But if this information is correct, Blackthorn is dead, and the only one left is Winthrop.”

			

			
				“What about Minister Beck?” Kreuz asked. “Have you heard anything about him?”

				“My guess is that he’s dead, too.” Fitz gave a grim nod.

				“That’s what we were afraid of,” Kreuz said, looking around at the Scholars.

				“We’re all in equal danger here. Demons aside, if Winthrop breaks down the wall, or if he gets in, we won’t be talking like we are now. I wouldn’t be surprised if he burned down the Academy the way Tenbrook burned down the Sanctuary. He’s paranoid, and anyone who might oppose his rule isn’t safe.”

				A glimmer of fear passed through Kreuz’s eyes. “Let’s say you’re right. How do you propose we defend Brighton?”

				“We need to organize defenses. We need to make sure Winthrop’s men don’t attack the wall, or get in. And we need to get ready for the demons.”

				The reality of the situation hitting him, Kreuz said, “So we’re going to fight our own men?” He shook his head incredulously. “Wives and daughters fighting husbands and fathers?”

				“If it comes to that,” Fitz said stoically.

				Kreuz stifled a laugh. “I don’t see how that will work. I heard about your meeting in the square. You might have rallied all the women, but you really think a wife is going to raise a sword against her husband when he comes back?” He shook his head decidedly. “Not one will do it, when it comes down to it.”

				“They will, if they have to defend their children. And the majority of the women have already lost their husbands. Most of Blackthorn’s army is dead. The widows in Brighton won’t have any issues defending the family they have left. Everyone knows that if Winthrop’s army breaks down the wall, every last person here will be killed, if the demons get in.”

			

			
				“Not all of Winthrop’s men can be as insane as him. Surely they can be reasoned with,” Kreuz argued.

				“I want to believe that,” Fitz said. “But are you willing to risk it?”

				Kreuz looked around the room, his eyes resting on one of the rusted spears in a Scholar’s hand. “Everybody knows the weapons are gone. Brighton is a town of inexperienced women and children. Even these men behind me have never fought in wars.” Kreuz waved at the Scholars in the room. “No offense.”

				None seemed offended.

				“I understand all that,” Fitz said.

				“So what is your plan?”

				“We have women in the streets, collecting the weapons we have left. Some of the blacksmiths’ families have offered to help forge new ones. They won’t be as good as what the army uses, but they’ll be better than bare hands.”

				“What else?”

				“We have people. Lots of them. And the hope that we can work better together than separately.” Fitz looked around the room at the Scholars. She put on her most convincing face. “There’s no disputing you are some of the smartest people in Brighton. My hope is that we can figure out something together to battle the demons, and to keep Winthrop and his men from tearing down the wall. I’ve come to you for help.”

				With her final plea on the table, Fitz waited.

				Kreuz looked around the room. His eyes landed on the ornate box that sat at the end of the table. “Can you hand me that box, Johnson?”

				One of the scholars—Johnson—walked to the table and slid the box gently down to Kreuz. Kreuz reached to the bench next to him and picked up a bucket of water and a rag. Fitz studied the box. The box was studded with pieces of shiny metal, latched with a clasp and a working lock that had already been opened. As if he was putting on a show, Kreuz opened the box, tilted back the lid, and exposed the contents to Fitz.

			

			
				“Books?” she asked, in a tone that couldn’t mask her disappointment as she peered inside.

				“Yes.” Kreuz nodded. He dipped his hands in the bucket and washed them with the rag, then shook them dry. “I purchased these books from Minister Beck before he left for Blackthorn’s war.”

				He picked up several books from the box and set them on the table. Fitz studied the ancient artifacts while waiting for Kreuz to reveal the point of the conversation. Gently, Kreuz set one of the books on the table, unbound it, and pushed it in front of Fitz. Fitz couldn’t stop gaping as she appraised the book’s colorful cover.

				“It’s probably no surprise to you that I’m a collector of ancient artifacts. But these are some of my most prized possessions. They are the reason the Academy let me in. We share the same love of Ancient books.” Kreuz smiled at the Scholars, as if he was sharing a secret Fitz wasn’t supposed to know. He opened the book, flipping through the pages, revealing pictures with colors and clarity like Fitz had never seen. “While we’ve been locked in here, the Scholars and I have been studying these books. They’ve been helping me read them. Like my father before me, I’ve worked from sunup to sundown my whole life, and never had time to learn to read. I hope to, one day.”

				“They’re beautiful,” Fitz said. “But I can’t read, either. I’m not sure what these words or pictures mean. And I don’t understand what this has to do with Winthrop’s army or the demons.”

				Kreuz stuck a bony finger at the page on which he’d stopped, which bore the image of some Ancient contraption. “This device is one of the ones we’ve been studying. It was used by some of the ancestors of the Ancients to fight wars.” He looked at Fitz as if she should know what he was talking about.

			

			
				“I’ve never seen it before.”

				“This, Fitzgerald, is a catapult.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 54: Fitz

				“A catapult is a device that can fling objects for great distances,” Kreuz explained, tapping the picture from which Fitz had been unable to look away. “It was used to send projectiles into the air, such as rocks.”

				Fitz studied the Ancient contraption, which seemed to be made up of wood and ropes. “I can’t imagine how it works.”

				“The objects to be thrown are put in here.” Kreuz pointed at what looked like a bucket. “The bucket is pulled back, and using tension from the rope, it shoots the object upward and at long distances. It can be used to injure or kill. Sort of the way our bows work, but on a larger scale.”

				“I’m starting to understand,” Fitz said.

				“We have wood for winter. We have ropes,” Kreuz said. “If we build these the right way, and with the right materials, these might be able to fling things over the wall and strike people who are coming to attack us.”

				“You think this will help fight the demons, or deter the army, if it comes to that?” Fitz asked.

				“Possibly,” answered Kreuz. “If we can build them right.” He looked around at the Scholars. “The men in here might not know how to fight a war, but I think they can put something like this together.”

				“So do I,” Fitz said, nodding as she looked at them.

				“There are other weapons that might help us, too,” Kreuz added, turning one of the pages. He pointed to a man holding what looked like two ropes, with a pouch in the middle and handholds on the end. “These are called slings. One person can use them. A finger or a thumb is placed through one loop on the end of one cord, and a tab on the other end of one cord is placed between the thumb and forefinger. The person swings the device in an arc, and then lets go, flinging an object such as a stone a great distance. These look pretty easy to make. This would be useful to arm many more people. I imagine five thousand women with slings could destroy an army before they got over the wall.”

			

			
				Fitz felt a surge of hope as she looked around the room. The Scholars wrung their hands as they watched her. They were still nervous, but they weren’t disputing any of what Kreuz was saying. Taking the next intuitive leap, she said, “So you’ll help me, then?”

				She looked at Kreuz and the Scholars.

				“Given what you’ve told me,” Kreuz said, “I don’t see that we have any choice.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 55: Bray

				Kirby pulled the horse’s reins, turning left with the path and following Bray, clearly getting used to riding her steed. “I would’ve thought we’d reach the other side of the canyon by now. You said it was a few miles.”

				Bray stopped and made a show of inspecting the landscape. He’d lied when he’d told her a few miles. But she was right. They should’ve been getting close. They were still riding on the side of a mountain. All around them were trees. The snow had gotten deep enough to bury some of the sticks and rocks that had been poking out earlier, and the sun was setting over the mountains in the west, creating an amber glow over the sky. They were still following the smuggler’s trail, but he didn’t recognize any of the landmarks from the previous times he’d hiked it.

				“It’s been a while since I’ve been this way,” Bray admitted. “I must have miscalculated.”

				“We’ll have to camp soon,” Kirby said. “We’re losing light. I don’t need to tell you the dangers of traveling after the sun leaves.”

				“No, you don’t.” Bray sighed as he thought through a plan. “And the horses have to rest, after riding this terrain. Hopefully the people who took William will have to rest, too.”

				“We should still have enough time to cut them off, if we leave at first light,” Kirby said. “We’ll ride until we can’t see, and then we’ll stop.”

				They set their horses trotting again. Eventually, they located a spot where the trail widened and the slope to their right was covered in an embankment of snow-covered rocks. Kirby pointed up the steep, slippery slope, which was spotted with trees and looked treacherous to climb.

			

			
				“This might be a good place to camp. If something comes down this way, we’ll hear it,” she said. “A demon will lose his footing and give us warning. And one will have to work to climb up the slope that goes down.” She pointed to the other side of the trail, which curved downwards.

				“Not a bad idea,” Bray said.

				With a tired grunt, Kirby dismounted. “Are you as sore as I am?” she asked, massaging her legs. “I can hardly feel my ass.”

				Bray couldn’t help his smile, thinking he wouldn’t mind feeling it. “You get used to it after riding a while. It looks like the horse is getting used to you, and you picked up the commands I taught you.”

				“She didn’t throw me off,” Kirby said, patting the side of the horse’s bridle. “So there’s that.”

				“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman who spoke as frankly as you.”

				“Maybe you think you haven’t,” Kirby said. “But then again, I’m familiar with the way most of you view women in Brighton.”

				Bray looked at her, confused.

				“I learned some things when I met the other group.”

				They brought their horses to the nearby trees, tied them up, and located a spot just off the path with tall trees overhead and less snow. They found kindling dry enough to start a small fire. Warming their hands over the flames, they settled down. Bray noticed that Kirby kept her bag close to her and her gun in the strange pocket on the side of her pants.

				“Were the other people from Brighton as impressed as I am with your gun?”

				Kirby thought about it a moment. “Yes.”

				“I’m surprised you trusted them enough to talk to them,” Bray said.

			

			
				Maybe you robbed them, too, Bray thought, but he didn’t say it.

				“I can judge people pretty well.” Kirby watched him for a moment, weighing something as she studied Bray. “So I’ll ask you not to argue when I tell you what I know. You lied about how long the canyon was.”

				Bray was stunned into silence. He opened his mouth to construct another lie, but Kirby cut him off.

				“I’m not as stupid as you think I am, but I think it’s noble that you’re going to such lengths to find your son.”

				“Thanks.” That was the only word Bray could think to say.

				“If I’d known what you were up to, I might’ve thought twice before robbing you.” Bray started to say something, but she interrupted him. “In case you get any ideas, I’m still taking my horses when we’re done. And don’t get any cute ideas about following me.”

				She looked down at her gun to solidify her warning. Then she lay down to get some rest.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 56: Oliver

				Oliver looked down the slope as he sat next to Jingo, scanning the group’s messy trail through the knee-deep snow to where it emerged from an endless forest of evergreens dusted in winter white. The trees filled a valley below that ran for mile upon curving mile back in the direction of the ocean. Towering above the valley, the steep mountains climbed into the sky until their sides were covered in only ice and rock. No tree could stand against the incessant, cold wind at that height.

				After hiking through the day and the night to reach the pass between the mountain peaks, Jingo, Beck, Ivory, Melora, and Oliver had reached their limit in the morning. They needed rest. They were far enough from the settlement by the sea, and with the sky just turning to light, they felt safe enough to stop.

				Leaving Jingo to keep watch, Melora, Ivory, and Beck had no trouble getting to sleep.

				Oliver couldn’t make himself doze off. He was having trouble catching his breath, and was afraid something was dreadfully wrong with him. He was scared that if he lay down to sleep without being awake to suck in the deep breaths he needed, he’d suffocate and never wake.

				“One day,” said Jingo, in a voice just loud enough for Oliver to hear over the wind, “you’ll have the best stories to tell your grandchildren.”

				The dawn light glistened pink through the ice and gave the snow around them the rose color of an early spring flower. “No one will believe me,” Oliver replied.

				“The people who are important to you will,” said Jingo.

				The morning sun peeked over the horizon, and the colorful hues faded to white.

				Still looking, still taking breaths too rapid for the effort of only sitting and watching, Oliver said, “It only lasts for a few moments.”

			

			
				“Yes,” Jingo agreed. “Nothing is permanent, especially the beautiful things in life.”

				Oliver sat down, still staring at the rising sun. “I think I’m going to die.”

				“No,” Jingo told him immediately. “Beck’s plan will work. You’ll—”

				“I’m not talking about that,” Oliver interrupted as he turned to face Jingo. “I think I’m sick. I can’t catch my breath. It’s been getting harder all through the night. When we came out of the trees down there and started that last climb, I didn’t think I’d make it.”

				“It’s not you,” said Jingo. “It’s the air up here. We all feel it.”

				“What’s wrong with the air?” Oliver asked, not believing.

				“You’ve been underwater before,” said Jingo, “so far that your ears hurt, right?”

				Oliver nodded, but couldn’t guess where Jingo might be going with the question.

				“That’s called pressure,” said Jingo. “It presses on you. That’s what makes your ears hurt. When you come back to the surface, the pressure goes away, and your ears feel fine. Do you know what causes that pressure?”

				Oliver shook his head.

				“In the water, it’s the weight. The more water above you, the more your ears hurt.”

				Oliver took a big breath again as though he was doing something strenuous, but he was still just sitting.

				“Air does the same thing,” said Jingo.

				“Air is heavy?” Oliver asked. It sounded ludicrous. “Like water.”

				“Not like water,” said Jingo, “but it still has weight. It weighs so little you don’t notice it. But’s it’s there.” Jingo held his hand up. “Raise yours, too.”

			

			
				Oliver did.

				“You feel the wind?” Jingo asked.

				“Yes.”

				“Do you know what that is?”

				Oliver was confused. “The wind, of course.”

				“The weight of the air as it moves against your hand,” said Jingo. “It feels just like water flowing past, doesn’t it?”

				Oliver’s jaw fell open. He’d never thought of it that way before. “I don’t understand why that makes it hard to breathe.”

				“Without getting into a discussion of molecules and biology,” said Jingo, “let’s accurately say that the air down by the ocean is squeezed tightly together by all the air above it. So, you don’t notice it, but every time you take a breath, you inhale more air than you do up here.”

				Oliver experimented with a few breaths. “It doesn’t feel like less air.”

				“Except that you always feel short of breath, even though you’re breathing like you normally would.”

				Oliver looked at the peaks of the tall mountains around them. “If I climbed up there, would it be even harder to breathe?”

				“Yes.”

				Oliver smiled. “So I’m not sick?”

				“No.”

				“I’m not going to die?”

				“Not from being up here.” Jingo looked over his shoulder at the valley running down behind them. “This is the highest we’ll go. This is the mountain pass we were hiking to reach. Walking will get easier through the day as we descend on the other side of the mountains.”

				Oliver smiled. “You know everything, don’t you?”

				Jingo laughed, but quickly stifled it as he looked around at the prone figures of Beck, Melora, and Ivory. He didn’t want to wake them by getting too loud. “I’ve lived a long time. I’ve learned many things.”

			

			
				“Can I ask you some more questions?”

				“You should sleep.”

				“I can’t.” Oliver scanned the snow and scrutinized the forest. “I’m too wide awake. Honestly, I’m too afraid to sleep here. I feel exposed.”

				“You worry too much for a boy your age.” Jingo scanned the snow-covered peaks and took a look at the forest, as well. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be. I don’t see anything moving. Do you?”

				Oliver shook his head.

				“We’ll camp early tonight, down the mountain where it isn’t as cold and in the forest, where we’ll be better hidden. Hopefully Ivory and Melora will find some game, so we can fill our stomachs and get a good night’s sleep. What are your questions?”

				“Why are there so many demons, but so few of us?”

				“Uninfected people?” Jingo asked, to clarify.

				“Yes.”

				“Uninfected people die of old age,” said Jingo. “Demons don’t. The spore stops our aging processes. It also protects us from other diseases. I’m almost never ill. For the people of Brighton, illness takes most of them. A good number get burned on the pyre. Some die in the never-ending war with the twisted men. Many simply disappear.”

				“They disappear?” Oliver asked. “No one talks about that.”

				“Brighton only Cleanses the women and children,” said Jingo. “Men who find themselves infected don’t tend to offer themselves up for the Cleansing. It’s not required of them. They mostly run away, so they don’t get discovered. They don’t tell anyone when they leave, and they certainly don’t say why. Most of them eventually lose their humanity and end up in the Ancient City with their kind.”

			

			
				“All of these demons come from Brighton?” Oliver asked, not believing it.

				“A small portion of them. But most of them are as old as I am,” said Jingo. “They are the Ancients the people of Brighton think disappeared. Many others come from the mountains. Hundreds of small tribes of uninfected people live south of here. When the spore finds them, I believe the tribes exile the tainted ones instead of burning them. Many of the exiled ones end up in the Ancient City.”

				“Are there towns in the south like the settlement where we found Kirby?” Oliver asked.

				“Not that I’m aware of,” answered Jingo. “The tribes of which I’m speaking are nomadic and small, sometimes a handful of people, sometimes as many as a hundred. They have no cities and are even more backward than the people of Brighton.”

				Oliver had no way of guessing whether Jingo’s reasons accounted for the vast hordes of demons, but it sounded like they could. He pressed on to another question. “Why are all of the demons men? What happens to the spore-infected women? Do they stay in their homes, minding the children?”

				Jingo just looked at Oliver without speaking.

				“What?” Oliver asked, suddenly feeling that his question was stupid.

				“My apologies,” said Jingo, “I didn’t mean to make you feel stupid. You don’t know, and how could you?”

				“Know what?”

				Jingo steepled his fingers and thought for a moment.

				“What?” Oliver asked again.

				“I’m deciding whether to tell you.”

				“Why?”

				“It’s brutal.”

				Oliver reached up and patted the barrel of the rifle hanging from his shoulder. “I killed eleven demons yesterday morning. I’m not a child anymore. Brutality doesn’t bother me.”

			

			
				Jingo appraised Oliver with a long look before he said, “The winters get long sometimes. The demons starve just like regular people do when they can’t find game. When they’ve gone hungry for long enough, they turn to cannibalism. When that happens, it is the weakest among them that are killed to feed the others.”

				“And women are weaker than men,” Oliver concluded.

				“Physically. Sometimes,” said Jingo. “But it’s more than that. Men who are twisted with the spore become infertile. Do you know what that means?”

				Oliver shook his head.

				“They are incapable of fathering children, though they still have the urge to try. In fact,” said Jingo, “they suffer none of the social norms, morals, or inhibitions that might keep a man from taking any woman he wants.”

				Oliver didn’t like the images coming to mind. “Is that why they kill men, but steal women?”

				Jingo nodded. “They have their way with them. But with so many demons and so few kidnapped women, the women don’t tend to survive long. They are all eventually eaten by the horde.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 57: Fitz

				Fitz appraised the enormous front gates of the circle wall, which extended upward for roughly twenty-five feet and were latched together by a board that fit snugly through the center. The gates were surrounded by stones that were piled closely and tightly enough together to block off any view of the world outside Brighton. The curved wall extended far into the distance, arcing past several guard towers, disappearing from sight. Fitz studied the closest tower, marveling at the overlapping boards and the raised, single room that extended higher than the wall. Inside, several women waved. The tower was large enough to hold a dozen people, but the other towers could only hold two or three.

				It had been years since Fitz had come this close to the circle wall. Most of her days were spent in the market, at The House of Barren Women, or more recently, at Blackthorn’s house—now the New House.

				Much of the wall had been in place since the times of the Ancients, but many of the stones had been replaced over time, when animals or time knocked the old stones loose. The top was smooth and flat. Normally, cavalry members and census takers guarded the Brighton gates, keeping strict notes on anyone who entered or left, reporting discrepancies to Blackthorn’s blue shirts.

				It was strange to see no soldiers guarding the gates or towers now.

				“A wagon wheel,” Fitz said, looking over at Ginger.

				“What do you mean?”

				Fitz gave a thin smile. “That’s what my uncle told me once about Brighton, when I was young and he was trying to describe the township.”

				“I’m not sure I understand?”

			

			
				Fitz explained, “Brighton is like a wagon wheel. The city center is the hub where most of the buildings and houses are. The farmer’s fields fill the area where the spokes are, and the circle wall is the wheel’s edge. Outside Brighton, it’s like there’s another, bigger wheel going around it, with fields maybe a mile wide between the wall and the forest. The south gate is the main entrance, as you know, with three other gates on the north, east, and west.”

				“That makes it easy to understand,” Ginger said with a nod.

				“I always thought so.”

				Fitz smiled as they turned their attention to a slew of women, children, old men, and Academy members working on three enormous contraptions that closely resembled the pictures in Kreuz’s book.

				“I still can’t believe the plan is working,” she told Ginger, who was standing next to her.

				“I know,” Ginger agreed. “I’ve never seen anything like them. Do you think they’ll work?”

				“Kreuz is confident they will,” Fitz said. “So are the Scholars. They made a small one to test it out this morning before constructing the large ones.”

				They watched as several women hefted boards from a nearby pile, tying ropes around them and securing the last pieces of one of the ancient contraptions. Kreuz was standing nearby, directing them as if he were an army captain, or a minister, delivering sacred orders. He pointed fingers and laid out directions. Farther along the wall, pushcarts full of spears were wheeled up close. Clusters of women and children were pushing more through the streets and up among the others.

				“It was a good idea to make spears instead of swords,” Ginger told Fitz. “That will ensure that more people are armed.”

			

			
				“We have swords, too,” Fitz said, pointing to a few piles near the pushcarts. “But I think you’re right.”

				“It was a good idea to station people at the other gates,” Ginger said.

				“I’m assuming Winthrop and his group will approach the front gate. It’s the one they always leave from. But it’s better to be safe. And the riders will give us a better indication of where they’re arriving.”

				Ginger smiled. “Winthrop will be surprised to see us. He’ll probably be expecting Tenbrook and his soldiers.”

				Fitz nodded. “That will work to our advantage.”

				She watched as a line of women, children, and old men wheeled more pushcarts to the front gate. An excited cry drew her attention to the big machine they’d been close to finishing. The Scholars, Kreuz, and several women stepped back, appraising it with wonder.

				“Is it done?” Fitz asked, stepping toward them.

				Excited nods answered her question. Kreuz stuck a thumb in the air. Fitz and Ginger watched several Scholars heft stones from a pile near the wall, preparing.

				Another Scholar was already measuring his steps from the wall, looking between the machine and the uppermost stones. “This way,” he directed, prompting several of the Scholars to help the women move the contraption. They rolled it on rickety wooden wheels until they had it in place.

				“Let’s give it a try,” Kreuz said, his eyes lit expectantly. “Why don’t you go in the guard tower and let us know how it works?”

				“We’ll be able to see everything from there,” Ginger said with a nod.

				Fitz and Ginger walked to the nearest guard tower and began to climb. Fitz alternated her gaze between the ancient device, Kreuz and his men, and the women waiting above them. When she reached the top, she climbed into the small room with the two women that had been waving.

			

			
				“Lady Fitz,” one of the women said, greeting her.

				The women watched her expectantly. Fitz nodded and took a position against a waist-high ledge that overlooked the wall and beyond. She surveyed the long field that extended past the gates and went several hundred yards before it disappeared into the thick, colorful trees that seemed to extend forever past Brighton. She kept her composure, even though she’d never been this high before. She remembered climbing trees inside the wall as a child, thinking that she might reach the heavens, but that was back in the days when she’d had hopes of someday having a husband and children, owning a house, and making the best of a life in Brighton. The luckiest residents got to travel into the wild and see other towns and villages. She’d hoped to be that fortunate, too. That was before her life had been confined to a sweaty bedchamber, before her dreams had been stomped to death by Mary, and by Winthrop.

				Until recently, she never thought she’d get them back.

				In the middle of the field, cutting a path from Brighton’s front gate to the forest, was a wide trail. The boots of Blackthorn’s soldiers, travelers, and their guides stomped down the dirt regularly. Winthrop and his army would be using that path.

				She couldn’t let them back in.

				Fitz looked down at the machine the Scholars had built. A growing cluster of women and children stood behind the contraption, finding places where they could watch. All eyes turned to Fitz. They were waiting for her direction. The Scholars had placed one of the large stones in the bucket.

				Fitz looked at Kreuz, who waved his hands. “Are you ready, or what?” he asked.

				Fitz looked away from him. Giving an exaggerated nod to the Scholars, she said, “Go ahead!”

				The Scholars and some women pulled back the long, wooden arm of the contraption. The ropes stretched. The bucket kissed the ground. Then, both arm and stone were flying forward, the arm stopping, the stone taking on its own life as it arced through the air and traced a path over the wall, traveling far away from the watching men and women.

			

			
				Fitz watched that stone whiz through the air. Suddenly, her dreams might be attached to it; she might as well be a little girl in a tree, pretending she could fly over the circle wall. And then the stone was smashing into the center of the dirt path three hundred yards away, spraying dirt and debris near the entrance to the forest, creating a divot the size of a man’s head and rolling for another thirty yards into the woods.

				“If soldiers or demons were standing there, it would surely break their legs,” Ginger said quietly to Fitz.

				The people on the ground watched the machine, awestruck.

				They looked from the sky to Fitz.

				They waited for her response.

				“It worked!” Fitz shouted, prompting a cheer from the crowd below. They smiled and hugged one another. The Scholars shook hands and patted each other on the back, watching each other and congratulating Kreuz.

				“Damn right, it did!” Kreuz yelled, unable to contain his smile.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 58: Fitz

				With the catapult test complete, it was time to move on other things. Kreuz and the Scholar named Adam-John joined Fitz and Ginger in the tower at the main gate.

				Fitz thought Adam-John’s name odd, but said nothing about it. Adam-John was a Scholar, and everyone in town thought the men who lived in the Academy were odd. More to the point, Adam-John had unexpectedly volunteered to ride out with Fitz’s scouts on their third excursion in order to get an accurate estimate of the forces that were coming to crush Brighton. It was a brave thing to do, though bravery wasn’t something Fitz expected from members of the Academy.

				Perhaps that was one more rumor with little or no truth beneath it.

				To Ginger, Fitz said, “Raise the red flag.”

				Ginger leaned out of the tower and yelled, “Raise red!”

				In the next tower down the wall, a smaller one with enough room for only a few soldiers, an old man who’d been a soldier in his youth, but who was now barely able to walk, raised a pole with a red flag flapping in the breeze.

				Fitz turned to look at a line of two thousand women standing in ragged rows, thirty yards inside the wall. All wore a strip of red cloth wrapped around one bicep. All were separated from one another by five or six feet, and they were all swinging their slings in response to the flag going up. Most of the reds were either very young or quite old.

				As Fitz watched, rocks arced up from the loosed slings. She turned and watched as they soared over the wall.

				Ginger, Kreuz, and Adam-John all turned to watch the fist-sized stones as they thumped the dirt, throwing up splashes of mud where the ground was still wet.

			

			
				To Fitz, every stone sounded like it hit with enough weight behind it to knock a man senseless, or maybe crack his skull.

				A long row of thin poles, each topped with a red flag, paralleled the wall about forty yards outside in the meadow. The rocks landed in the vicinity of the poles, some a little farther, some short.

				Fitz turned to Kreuz. “It’s working just like your Scholars said it would.”

				“They’re not my Scholars,” Kreuz corrected. “But I’ll be happy to pass along the information.”

				“It will not be a surprise to them,” Adam-John interrupted. “The solution was tested and proven many times by the ancestors of the Ancients.”

				“Thank you,” Ginger told Adam-John, in a tone that was clearly an order to stop talking. Ginger didn’t like Adam-John.

				Fitz said, “Raise the blue.”

				Ginger turned to the far tower and shouted, “Raise blue!”

				Another flag went up.

				Fitz looked at the rows and rows of women with blue armbands, maybe four thousand of them, the younger, stronger women, at least those that weren’t busy elsewhere in Brighton with more urgent matters, guarding other parts of the wall, or building weapons. The blue-banded women were in rows similar to the reds, but behind them. They spun their slings in circles and the chords thrummed in the air. More fist-sized rocks started to fly.

				Fitz and the others in the tower watched the stones rise high in arcs over the wall, much higher than the red stones flew.

				With satisfying, heavy thumps, the rocks rained down outside the wall in the area of poles topped with blue flags, another fifty or sixty yards past the row of red-flagged poles.

			

			
				“When the demons pass the blue poles,” Kreuz explained, “we raise the blue flag. When they pass the red poles, we raise the red flags.”

				“It works as you said,” Ginger admitted, looking at Kreuz, ignoring Adam-John.

				“We’ll not waste our energy flinging stones into the ground,” Fitz concluded with a smile. “And we’ll not waste what stones we have.”

				Ginger confidently told Fitz, “We have more stones than we’ll ever need.”

				“Not true,” Adam-John countered, earning him a glare from Ginger.

				“Please excuse him,” Kreuz begged. “The men of the Academy don’t like to waste their words on manners.”

				Fitz knew that to be true for most of the ones she’d encountered. Focusing on Adam-John, she asked, “Why do you say that?”

				“I estimate that we have forty thousand stones.”

				Fitz said, “That is a great deal, of stones, is it not?”

				“It is,” said Adam John. “The women you have scouring the ground for stones and breaking larger stones in the ruined buildings have all but stopped. They should redouble their efforts. If you had eighty or a hundred thousand stones, that would be better.”

				“Tell me why that is more important than the other tasks?” asked Fitz.

				Adam-John glanced at Kreuz. “The slings may be our most effective defense.”

				Fitz shared a look with Ginger to let her know that her patience was going to wear thin. “We already know that. Every woman, man, and child in Brighton now carries one. It was the simplest weapon to build that we have in our arsenal. You just witnessed the hail of stones we’re able to put in the air, and this is not even all of our women. We may have the power to massacre any army that comes to our gates.”

			

			
				“We’ll kill them before they even touch our walls,” Ginger reinforced.

				“That may be so,” said Adam-John, “but we don’t know how many rocks we’ll need in order to kill all the demons. More rocks than demons, I can assure you of that. Many rocks will miss. Many won’t even kill or injure when they strike.”

				Fitz realized immediately that Adam-John was right. She turned to Ginger. “We cannot have too many rocks. Allocate as many women as we can afford. Pile the rocks where the formations will line up when the battle begins.” She looked across the rows and rows of women and then turned to Kreuz and Adam-John. “We should have poles on this side of the wall too, each topped with a red or blue flag, so the women know where to line up. When the battle starts, we can’t expect them to make the judgment of their distance to the wall.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” said Kreuz.

				“Put the Scholars to work on that,” ordered Fitz, “unless they’re inventing some other weapon to save us all.”

				With a subservient nod, Kreuz said, “The poles will be up before sundown.”

				Fitz put her attention back on Adam-John. “I’ve heard from my scouts what they witnessed. Now tell me what you saw when you rode out with them.”

				Adam-John started to speak, stopped himself, and then started again. “I realize I owe you an apology. I was speaking to you of things you cannot understand. Kreuz told me you don’t have your numbers.”

				“That was true,” Fitz told him. “It is losing its truth with each passing day. One of the merchant’s wives is teaching me, and while I don’t claim to have a Scholar’s knowledge of mathematics, counting and simple addition are such easy things to learn that I cannot help but hate the men of Brighton who chose to use ignorance as one of their tools to subjugate.” Fitz realized anger was rising in her voice.

			

			
				Adam-John stepped back, cowed by Fitz’s tone.

				“He only mentions it,” said Kreuz, “because he needs to explain what is coming, and wants to do so in a way that you understand.”

				“I appreciate the effort,” Fitz told them in a diplomatic tone, “but do understand, I comprehend much more than either of you believe.”

				“My wife has always been the brains in my household,” said Kreuz, in an effort to allay Fitz’s anger. “Though I’ve never spoken of it in public, she manages the affairs of our business and has made us rich.” Then with a bit of disappointment, he said, “And she’s raised my daughters to be every bit as strong-willed as she. They all read. They all have their numbers. I may never marry them off.” Kreuz sighed. “But that was in the old Brighton. Now, under your rule, I can admit that freely.” Kreuz pinned his intense gaze directly into Fitz’s eyes. “Believe me when I tell you, I do not harbor illusions that men are smarter than women. We are stronger. That goes without saying.”

				“Would you like to test your strength against me?” Ginger asked with a hand on the hilt of her sword.

				Kreuz looked up at Ginger’s hard face.

				She stood half a head taller than him, and she was getting very comfortable with the sword she carried.

				Kreuz shook his head. “Perhaps I need to rethink many beliefs.” He turned back to Fitz. “Please know, I support you fully in what you’re doing in Brighton. If anything I or any of the Scholars say offends you,” he glanced harshly back at Adam-John, “please, accept our apology. It is not my intent, and it is not the intention of the Scholars to do so.”

				“Thank you,” said Fitz, as she turned away from Kreuz to look again at Adam-John. “Is that true, what he says? Do you intend to offend, or not?”

			

			
				Adam-John raised his chin in defiance. “If I speak the truth, will you put me on the pyre? Will you burn me for being a man?”

				Ginger grasped the hilt of her sword again, ready to skewer Adam-John. She was out of patience.

				Fitz restrained Ginger before saying to Adam-John, “I know every feeble old man and young man still lucky enough to be in Brighton has been afraid for his life since we took Tenbrook’s. All of you believe that what happened was a revolution of women. Some of you even pray for the day when Blackthorn’s army returns and sets Brighton right again. Those are all thoughts for the ignorant among you. It underscores how stupid and arrogant most of you are.” With her eyes, Fitz dared Adam-John to refute her.

				He kept his lips pressed firmly closed.

				“Brighton was a sick place,” Fitz went on. “You did not see it because you’re a man, and not just any man, but a privileged man of the Academy, a beneficiary of a society that stood on the backs of the meek. Your system brutalized them, starved them, and burned them on the pyre. This was a revolution of the meek. It has nothing to do with gender. I will not burn you for speaking the truth.”

				Adam-John, still raising his chin, said, “Kreuz told you already that we in the Academy don’t waste our thoughts and breath on pleasantries for the sake of courtesy alone. We speak truth to one another and set feelings aside.”

				“Perhaps all of you in the Academy are wrong,” said Fitz. “Pleasantries are not a waste, they are a form of respect, a kindness between people.”

				“As I said,” argued Adam-John, “a waste. But the true matter that I feared to speak is that I am your intellectual superior, as is every man in the Academy. You women should turn governance of Brighton over to those intelligent and educated enough to understand it. The truth you fail to see in my ill-mannered words is that I do not respect you. You are a woman.”

			

			
				Leaning toward Fitz, speaking loudly enough for Adam-John to hear, Kreuz muttered, “He’s smarter than me, but compared to my wife, he’s an idiot.”

				Ignoring Kreuz, Fitz said, “Lucky for you, I will not burn you for the lies you believe, and I will not burn you for your ignorance. The Academy will not govern Brighton. However, Kreuz will represent the Academy on the New Council. If you want more than that, I’ll warn you now, do not take up arms against the new government. I’ll show you no mercy.”

				“Our disrespect will not translate into violence,” Adam-John said as he topped his arrogance with condescension. “The men of the Academy are thinkers, not fighters.”

				“You better be fighters when the demon army arrives,” Ginger told him. “Every soul in Brighton who can lift a weapon will fight, even you Academy pansies.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 59: Fitz

				After sling practice was finished, several dozen pushcarts were wheeled through the front gates, each with seven or eight women and children behind or around them. They were headed out to collect all of the stones the slingers had flung over the walls. When they finished that, their task was to scour the outer fields for every rock they could find small enough to hurl over the wall and weighty enough to bust a skull. A hundred women armed with spears followed the carts out, keeping watch on the forest, should any demons be lingering close by.

				“Tell me of your scouting mission,” Fitz said.

				“For reference, let’s talk of Brighton first,” answered Adam-John.

				Ginger turned to Fitz and said, “I’m tired of his snide tone. We have reports from our scouts, who babysat him on the way.” Ginger cast a harsh look at Adam-John, then looked back at Fitz. “Let’s put him to work on something other than wasting your time.”

				“I sent him out,” said Fitz. “He took a risk. I’ll hear him.”

				“By the census numbers, thirty-one thousand people were left in Brighton after Blackthorn marched the army to the Ancient City. Many of those people had come to Brighton on General Blackthorn’s orders, to consolidate the population here for our protection.”

				“I know this,” Fitz confirmed.

				“You are aware that from the moment General Blackthorn marched out with the army, people have been leaving Brighton to go back to their homes. Many left that first night, resentful about having been forced to abandon their homes. That slowed to a trickle over the subsequent days, but many more escaped Brighton during the turmoil of your revolution.”

			

			
				Fitz didn’t respond to that, but she knew it to be true. The rumors of people escaping over the wall had been confirmed too many times to pretend it wasn’t happening. In fact, Fitz had ordered the guards at the gates to allow women to leave as they pleased. It was safer for them to travel during the daylight hours, well-provisioned, for their journey home.

				“We at the Academy,” continued Adam-John, “estimate a third have left, meaning the current population of Brighton is approximately twenty thousand souls.”

				“Before you go on,” Fitz interrupted. “I spoke with Hilda, a midwife who lives out near the north wall. Some think she’s a witch,” Fitz cast a glare at Adam-John to let him know exactly where Fitz believed such rumors were born, “because she’s a woman with knowledge. She told me about a time when she was a young woman, and the demons breached the wall. Does the Academy keep a history of such things?”

				“We do,” answered Adam-John.

				“She told me nearly every household lost family members. Do you know the numbers? How many people lived in Brighton at the time? How many died?”

				“The census did not exist in those days,” said Adam-John, “but our estimate is that nearly twenty thousand people lived in Brighton at the time.”

				“And how many died in the battle?”

				“Nearly seven thousand.”

				“Seven thousand?” Fitz couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to. “So many.”

				“It is an estimate,” Adam-John said, defensively. “As I said, we had no census.”

				“I don’t question your number,” Fitz told him, to soothe his slightly bruised ego. “I’m shocked by the number of the dead.”

			

			
				Adam-John raised his chin again, puffing himself up with superiority.

				“Do you know how many demons attacked the town, then?”

				“We have no positive number,” answered Adam-John, “but nearly nine thousand carcasses were burned in the aftermath. That number was recorded by a member of the Academy. It was most of the demon horde that came through the breach in the wall. Some were not killed, and escaped.”

				“Nine thousand?” Ginger whistled. She nudged Fitz and pointed to the sling women walking back towards town. “That’s six thousand, there. We barely have nine thousand capable of fighting.”

				“The rest of the population in Brighton now are the children and the very old,” said Adam-John, “people incapable of fighting the demons.”

				“Tell me,” said Fitz, “you saw the horde of demons following Winthrop’s marauders back to Brighton. How many demons do you estimate are coming?”

				“Twenty thousand.” Adam-John said it like it was a meaningless number, attached to nothing important. “My estimate might be off by as much as five thousand either way, so as few as fifteen thousand, as many as twenty-five thousand.”

				“How do you even know what twenty thousand looks like?” Ginger was angry about the number, and she was angry at Adam-John.

				Adam-John pointed to a three-story building across the fields, right at the edge of town. “My brother owns that tall house. I stood with him on the roof and watched on the day General Blackthorn gathered his army in those fields to march to the Ancient City. I know exactly what twenty thousand looks like.”

				“Ginger,” said Fitz, “speak to your scouts and ask them if they think that number is accurate. Ask them if they think the size of the demon horde matches the size of General Blackthorn’s army.”

			

			
				Ginger nodded.

				“How big is Winthrop’s band of misfits?” asked Fitz.

				“Two or three thousand,” answered Adam-John.

				“Why hasn’t this horde already annihilated them?” asked Fitz.

				Adam-John looked to Ginger, saying, “I have no answer for that. Perhaps her scouts do.”

				Looking at Fitz, Ginger said, “I asked them the same questions. It is as I’ve already told you. Winthrop’s followers are as crazy as he is. Perhaps that frightens the demons. I have no other explanation.”

				“The situation, as I understand it,” said Fitz, looking at Ginger, Kreuz, and Adam-John in turn, “is that we have Winthrop’s band of marauders coming to tear down our walls or to seize Brighton, or perhaps to kill us all. No one is certain which. A half-day’s march behind him, a horde of demons twice as large as any that has ever attacked Brighton is following, and when they arrive, they will attack us. Does anyone doubt that?”

				Shaking heads all around.

				“And when that horde of ten thousand came all those years ago,” continued Fitz, “they killed nearly a third of Brighton’s population. Does anyone doubt there are enough demons coming to kill every woman, child, and man in Brighton?”

				More shaking heads.

				Fitz turned to look toward the forest, trying to think of what more could be done. Twenty thousand demons. Could fist-sized stones and ancient catapults be enough to turn the tide in her favor? She wanted to be certain. But she wasn’t.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 60: Bray

				“They’re not here.” Bray’s mouth opened and closed on more words.

				After riding for most of the day on a trail that Bray realized more and more was not the one he’d thought, they finally reached the other end of the canyon. Bray and Kirby stopped their horses in a cluster of trees just next to the ancient road. Bray surveyed the stretch of path coming out of the canyon. It was empty except for trampled brown grass at the road’s shoulder, boot prints, and a few piles of horse dung. He looked back into the canyon, as if he’d find remnants of the army, even though the realization had already sunk in that they’d missed them.

				“It looks like you miscalculated worse than you thought,” Kirby said. Realizing her words were too severe, she added, “I’m sorry about your son.”

				“Dammit,” Bray said.

				With no signs of the army nearby, he trotted his horse closer to the road. Kirby followed.

				“Someone else has been through here,” Kirby said, wrinkling her nose. “A shitload of demons, by the smell.”

				“You’re right.” Bray pointed at bare footprints laid over the boot prints.

				“Do you want to check the canyon for bodies?” she asked in a soft tone, looking up the winding road. “Maybe you can bury him.”

				“No,” said Bray. “Hopefully the men who took William were smart enough to avoid whoever these people were. And hopefully, they avoided the demons.” Bray sighed. “If William’s dead, I’ve failed. But if they took him further, I might still have a chance to save him.”

				Bray hoped Kirby hadn’t put two things together and realized that a group much larger than a few men had taken William. But he knew he didn’t want to go back through the canyon. That would be a waste of time. If William were still alive, Bray would lose even more time backtracking.

			

			
				“What do you propose, then?” Kirby looked at her horse, which was clomping its hooves impatiently. It looked like the horse was echoing her mood. Bray couldn’t see how he could convince her to stay much longer.

				But he needed those guns…

				“I have a feeling they’re heading for Brighton,” Bray said, trying to sound uncertain.

				“How do you know?”

				“I don’t,” Bray said. “It’s a hunch.”

				Kirby watched Bray, deep in thought. “I have no desire to go to Brighton.” Her eyes darted away. “The people I met from Brighton spoke of an ugly battle coming. I have no desire to be a part of it.”

				Even though he already suspected, Bray asked, “A battle?”

				“A revolution of some kind. I listened only long enough to know that I wasn’t going to be a part of it. I never intended to come this far. And now that I know demons are traveling behind them, it certainly wouldn’t be wise to follow.”

				Bray was starting to put some things together. He knew Winthrop and his army were headed back to Brighton. He knew demons were following. He wasn’t sure what revolution Kirby was talking about—maybe she was talking about Winthrop—but the outcome, whatever it was, wouldn’t be good. That made his need to get to William even more urgent. Bray let one hand off his horse’s reins and covered his face, shaking his head and pinching his eyes shut, acting as if he might shed a tear.

				“I’m sorry,” Kirby said again. “I know you were hoping to find William here. You still might.”

				“It’s not William I’m thinking about now,” he said.

				“What do you mean?”

			

			
				“It’s my daughter.” Bray snorted through something that might be a sob. “She’ll be so upset if I return home without her brother.”

				“You never told me you have a daughter.”

				“Why would I tell my robber about all my children? Is that unusual?” Bray peered through his fingers enough to see the bewildered expression on her face. It looked like she was buying into his story. “William’s older sister is waiting for us to return. If William doesn’t come back, she’ll be destroyed. My wife died a few years ago from the plague, and William and I are all she has.” Bray kept his face covered long enough to avoid being caught in what he thought was an obvious lie. He uncovered his face to find Kirby looking off into the canyon, a pained expression on her face. He waited quietly for her to answer.

				With a deep sigh, she said, “I’ll go as far as the outskirts of Brighton. That’s it. Whether we find William or not, I’m leaving after that.” She pulled her horse’s reins, steering it behind Bray’s. She clicked her tongue at the horse. “Come on, Blackthorn.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 61: Fitz

				Fitz leaned on the rail, looking down from the tower and at the circle wall curving off into the distance. For three hundred years, it had stood twenty-five feet tall and had protected Brighton. It was made of ancient stone, smooth and strong, and impossible to climb, back when it was new.

				In places, it was still as smooth as the best ancient stone found anywhere: no place to grab, and no way to climb.

				But the wall was old, and its surface was crumbling. That made it scalable. In many places, it had collapsed and had been repaired with stacked stones, providing so many handholds that anyone could get over it.

				“Are you thinking about what to do with our cavalry?” Ginger asked. “We’ve got nearly two hundred horses and women to ride them.”

				“I’m thinking of other things.” Fitz still stared at the wall as she thought about the war to come and all the battles in the past—at least the ones she knew about. Brighton’s history was rich with stories of heroes who rode their great horses out to meet the demon hordes before they had a chance to reach Brighton’s circle wall.

				The only battle at the wall of which she was aware was the one about which Hilda had told her, and that one seemed to have been expunged from Brighton’s memory, like an embarrassing family episode that no one talked about.

				Fitz wondered how many embarrassing breaches of the wall had happened through three hundred years of history.

				And that made her wonder if the wall wasn’t an impregnable bastion, as she’d grown up believing, but rather, a rickety fence, providing a convincing illusion of security, but doing little more than keeping the livestock from wandering off.

			

			
				And corralling Brighton’s citizens for easier enslavement.

				Dark thoughts.

				Was Brighton truly such a wicked well of lies?

				But Brighton existed. It was the center of humanity in a wilderness full of monsters.

				Fitz finally asked, “Did you ever climb the wall when you were a child?”

				“Of course,” answered Ginger. “Everybody did. That was the game for a time, to climb the wall and touch a foot on the other side.” Ginger laughed at the memory. “We were all sure the demons would jump out of the grass and drag us into the forest. I nearly wet myself the first time I did it, I was so scared.”

				Fitz glanced at Ginger with a smile. The games Fitz had played with her friends were much the same. “How frequently do you see repairmen working on the wall?”

				Ginger’s expression changed as the happy memories slipped away. She looked at the wall, curving away in its unending circle. “Always. Somewhere.”

				“Why?”

				“Because it needs to be repaired.”

				“Why?” Fitz asked. “There have been no battles at the wall, no army breaking it down.”

				“It’s old. Everything old needs to be—” Ginger dropped her sentence as she reconsidered it.

				“You see now what I see,” said Fitz. “The wall is old. It’s falling down on its own.”

				Ginger shook her head slowly.

				“That’s right,” Fitz confirmed, knowing Ginger was still on the same track. “If a demon army twenty thousand strong comes, the weight of all those bodies pushing against this thin old wall will break it through.”

				Nodding, even as she tried to argue, Ginger said, “But the wall is strong in many places. Mostly.”

				“Mostly,” Fitz agreed. “But mostly isn’t good enough. And where it doesn’t fall, the demons can climb it. We both did it as children. The wall is no obstacle to a horde of hungry monsters.”

			

			
				Ginger looked across the field at the squads of women with their carts picking up rocks. “The wall will slow the monsters down while our slingers pummel them with stones.”

				“Our plan will fail,” said Fitz. “All of it is based on the assumption that the demons will come up the road, cross the field to the main gate, and spread out in the grass to wait while we kill them with stones and catapults.”

				Nodding and pointing at the gap in the forest where the road entered, Ginger said, “They’re coming up the road right now. Out there in the forest, somewhere. They aren’t intelligent beasts. They’ll come right for the wall.”

				“I don’t disagree with that,” said Fitz. “But what’s to stop a few thousand of them or many thousands of them from running this way or that?” Fitz pointed in each direction along the wall. “They might run a half mile or a quarter mile. They might run to the other side of Brighton and climb the wall there. What will we do, Ginger, if we have demons climbing the wall everywhere along its length? I may never have told you, but I heard one time in a conversation with Franklin and Scholar Evan that the wall is over six miles long.” Fitz turned and fixed Ginger with an intense gaze. “We don’t have enough women in our army to defend six miles of wall. Maybe if our forbearers had the foresight to build towers all along the wall every thirty feet or so, we would have a chance of defending it.”

				“Or a platform on this side of the wall,” said Ginger, her eyes lighting up. “A walkway on this side, where an army could stand and kill demons as they climbed from the other side. The demons would be defenseless and only able to come one behind the other. A single woman could kill an entire army, as long as she didn’t tire from swinging her sword.”

			

			
				Nodding with near dreamy eyes as she imagined such a thing, Fitz said, “In that old book that Kreuz showed me, that was how the Ancients built their castles, with walkways inside the top edge of the wall. The Scholars told me that in such castles, a few hundred soldiers could defend it from thousands.”

				Ginger looked at the wall again. “We should start—”

				Fitz interrupted, “There’s no way we’d have the time. A project of that size would take years.”

				“There’s got to be something we can do,” said Ginger, desperation in her voice, now that she understood how dire their situation was.

				“That chant your scouts heard from Winthrop’s ruffians. What was it?”

				“Tear down the wall?” Ginger asked. “That chant?”

				“Perhaps there is wisdom in their madness.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 62: William

				After riding on the horse most of another day on the ancient, overgrown road, William’s back and thighs were just as sore as on the previous days. He wasn’t complaining, though. He knew things could be worse. He could be out in the wild, alone, starving, absent the protection of thousands of men and women that were looking forward to reaching home. He could still see the anticipation in the men’s and women’s eyes, even though their shoulders were slumped and they talked and chanted less. They’d been marching, fighting, killing, and watching their friends die nearly every day and many nights since leaving Brighton, but they were optimistic.

				William felt badly for the horses, though. They were frothing at the mouth, flaring their nostrils, and moving at a slower pace. Many had white, crusty sweat around their saddles and where the ropes met their hides. They hadn’t asked for such a hard journey, or to have men riding on their backs. He looked to his right, watching as Winthrop adjusted on his horse, preparing to ask Phillip a question.

				“How far are we?” Winthrop asked, staring into the horizon, where the sun was beginning its descent.

				“We’re only a day’s march from Brighton,” Phillip answered, pointing at the dusty road in front of them. “I remember this section of road, and that circular patch of trees in the distance.”

				“Good,” Winthrop said. He made a face as if a nasty insect had bitten him.

				Winthrop had been growing increasingly agitated over the past few days. He often complained that his boots didn’t fit his feet, and that his robe wasn’t thick enough to protect him from chafing. One time, he ordered the army to stop twice in an hour when he needed a break. More often than not, he was depending on Phillip to make decisions while he tended to his physical needs or his ceremonies. That gave William hope. If Phillip was in the good graces of his god, then William was, too.

			

			
				“Where will we camp?” Winthrop asked Phillip.

				“I think we’re close to the field where we spent our first night when we marched out of Brighton,” Phillip answered, pointing up the road.

				Winthrop nodded.

				They continued marching until they reached a field of brown, trampled grass on the edge of the ancient road that still bore blackened logs in circular pits of ash, the remnants of their first night’s camp. On a few trees, William saw pieces of fabric, where people had hung clothing or blankets and gotten them snagged before leaving. The area reminded him of some of the ghostly, abandoned structures he’d found in the wild after leaving Davenport, when he’d been traveling with Bray and his mother. It was hard to believe that the army had camped here, and not some settlers that he’d never meet.

				Winthrop’s followers hunched around the old campfires, picking through the ashes for sticks they could burn or looking for fresh kindling in the nearby trees. Winthrop fell behind, surrounded by his priestesses and Jasmine, who fielded his complaints. William rode next to Phillip through the field.

				“There were a lot more of us last time,” Phillip explained to William.

				“I can tell by the fires,” William said. “It is hard to believe the army was so large.”

				“It is sad that so many people have died since then,” Phillip said. “I remember we suffered some demon attacks while we were here.”

				They rode through the campsite until they found an ashen fire pit that was much larger than the rest, close enough to the edge of the forest to tie their horses. The priests dismounted and secured their beasts, then foraged for wood to burn while they waited for Winthrop. The sun sank below the tops of the trees, giving off an orange glow and creating a dark hue over the campsite.

			

			
				William walked with Phillip on foot toward the edge of the forest. As they stepped over the bent grass, William noticed a few animals scurrying off into the forest, or birds taking flight. A fetid, cloying odor reached his nostrils.

				“What are those mounds?” he asked Phillip, noticing some large shapes tucked behind the first layer of trees.

				“Bodies,” Phillip said grimly. “Like I said, we lost some men the last time. We didn’t have time to bury them properly.” Reaching down to pat the blood print on his chest, Phillip said, “But that won’t happen again, now that we are under Winthrop’s protection.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 63: Bray

				“Still no sign of anyone,” Bray said aloud, as they rode along the side of the ancient road. Since leaving the canyon, they’d been keeping to the woods, trying to take the quickest path to Brighton while still staying out of sight. The road still bore the remnants of Winthrop’s army—boot prints, horse droppings, and an occasional dead demon.

				But now, it was getting dark. The chirps of daytime birds had been replaced by the sounds of night owls, and every so often, the flap of wings alerted them to a circling bat overhead.

				Kirby grunted, prompting Bray to turn and look at her over his shoulder.

				“No more shortcuts,” she said.

				“No kidding,” Bray said, trying to hide his stung ego.

				“Will we have to rest the horses soon?” Kirby asked.

				“Yes. But maybe we can ride through some of the night to get to William.”

				“How will we do that?”

				“The horses can see better than we can in the dark. I wouldn’t have advised it last night, being in the forest and on a steep mountain, but if we switch to the road after dusk, we might be able to make some progress tonight.”

				“And if we run into demons?”

				“The horses will warn us,” Bray said. “They sense the twisted men before we do. But we should smell or hear them, too.”

				“How long until we reach Brighton?”

				“My guess is we can make it before mid-day tomorrow, as long as the horses keep their strength.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 64: Fitzgerald

				“If you allow Winthrop’s hooligans to tear down the wall,” said Ginger, “I fear most of the people in Brighton will flee. Everybody knows a horde of monsters is coming.”

				“That’s not what I mean,” said Fitz, standing up straight as the inspiration unfolded in her imagination. “Those castles in that book, they all had a gate. That was the only way in. The gates often led through a stone tunnel with what they called murder holes cut in the walls and ceiling.”

				“Murder holes?” Ginger grimaced.

				“The castle’s defenders could shoot arrows or pour burning oil through the holes onto invaders.”

				“Ghastly!” Ginger looked toward the gates. “Are you thinking we should build something like that at our gate?”

				“We don’t have time for that,” said Fitz. “But if we take the idea of an entrance through which all invaders can be killed, I think we can do something.”

				“What exactly?”

				“If we’re to win this battle,” said Fitz, “We need the demons to attack here, at this part of the wall, around the main gate. If we concentrate our defense here, and the demons bunch together out in the field, our catapults and our slingers will be effective. If the demons spread out, those weapons become almost useless.”

				“How do we keep them bunched up?” asked Ginger.

				“We give them a way into Brighton,” said Fitz. “We open the gate.”

				Ginger shook her head. “We’ll get slaughtered.”

				“Not all the way,” said Fitz. “We swing the gates open just far enough so the demons can see Brighton and us, but only open them wide enough for one demon to enter at a time.”

			

			
				“What’s to keep the demons from pushing the gates open all the way and pouring in?” asked Ginger.

				“We open them this evening to where we want them, and we pile dirt up on both sides to keep them from moving further. If we do that, the demons will bunch up, trying to funnel themselves in through the gate. Our slings and catapults will kill them by the thousands outside in the field as they push through the narrow gap, and, as you said, even a few women with spears and swords can kill them as they come through single file.”

				Nodding and smiling, Ginger said, “That could work, but you know the demons will not wait out there all day while we kill them one at a time coming through the gate. They’re animals. They’ll get impatient. They’ll try to climb other parts of the wall, and we’re back where we started.”

				“Then,” said Fitz, “we give them more than one way in.” Fitz looked at the wall again and thought for a moment. “We build narrow staircases up to the wall outside—ten, twenty, thirty of them if we can. We give the demons an easy way to climb over the wall. When they reach the top and jump over one at a time, we have women with spears and swords ready to kill them one at a time. Maybe fifty women where each stair spills over the wall will be enough to kill all the demons that flow over.”

				“And a few hundred at the gate,” said Ginger, “since more will come through there.”

				“Yes,” Fitz agreed. “We don’t depend on an inadequate wall to repel them. We use it as a means to trickle the horde in and slaughter them.”

				Ginger giggled.

				“What?” asked Fitz.

				“I was just thinking,” said Ginger. “It’s a twenty-five foot drop from the top of the wall to the ground. Why let the demons jump from the top down to smooth dirt? What if we cover the ground with rocks the size of a man’s head? You know, big enough that it will be impossible to land without breaking an ankle.”

			

			
				Fitz grinned widely. “I love that idea. Most will get injured as they come over the wall, so we can kill them more easily.”

				“If we lay the rocks in a semicircle on this side of the wall, where the stairs spill over, make the semicircle twenty feet across, and put our women along the edges, the demons who do come across uninjured will have no firm footing when trying to attack. They will trip, slip, or fall, and be easy to kill.”

				“You have a good mind for this,” said Fitz. “You should have been born a man, a soldier.”

				Ginger patted the hilt of her sword. “I am a soldier. I don’t need to be a man.”

				Fitz laughed. “I can’t believe I said that.”

				“Those kinds of thoughts are beaten into us from the day we’re born,” said Ginger. “Bad habits die hard.”

				“We need to get the women started on building the stairs,” said Fitz. “We need to make sure they all understand this tactic so they know it will not endanger us, but bring us victory. We’ll work through the night if we have to.” Fitz turned toward the forest. “Unless Winthrop’s mob diverts, they’ll arrive tomorrow.”

				“What are you going to do about Winthrop and his rabble?” asked Ginger.

				“I don’t know.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 65: William

				William looked at the faces around him in the glow of Winthrop’s big fire. The priests spoke about relatives in Brighton, while the priestesses fawned over Winthrop, feeding him dried meat from his personal provisions. Elsewhere, spread out across the field and camped around their own fires, other blood-printed men and women spoke in loud, happy voices, reminiscing about the journey and speaking about what they’d do when they returned.

				Soon, they’d leave the wild behind, tear down the circle wall, and strip away the fear that lived within.

				They’d start their new lives in Brighton.

				The thought was exhilarating to William.

				He watched as a few demon carcasses roasted over Winthrop’s fire. Despite the sickness that had plagued the army earlier, Winthrop had insisted they were safe to eat, and William hadn’t argued. The smell of the demons’ burning flesh—although still not appealing to William—had at least become familiar, a scent connected with the journey and the experiences he’d shared with his new brothers and sisters. He could almost disconnect it from the flesh of his old demon brothers.

				He located Jasmine, sitting ten feet away on the other side of Winthrop. Every so often she glanced at Phillip and William, unable to suppress the happy grin that came over her face as she listened to the others speak about family. Looking around, William realized he’d always remember this moment—the warmth of the flames, the smell of charred wood, and the happy expressions of people who had something to look forward to.

				“Have you ever been to Brighton, Rowan?” Phillip asked.

			

			
				“No,” William lied.

				“What are you most excited for?” Phillip asked.

				“A bed to sleep in,” William answered. “Or maybe a plate of potatoes.”

				Phillip laughed. “My sisters back home are great cooks. Every week, they bring their families to my house and make a large dinner. They can make even the dullest dish taste better than some of the gruel we’ve eaten out here. You should come join us, after we’re done liberating the township.”

				William nodded. “I will.”

				Phillip’s face turned guilty as he made a realization. “You don’t have a place to live, Rowan. Your relatives were from Davenport.”

				William nodded, trying not to give away his earlier lie.

				“With your family gone, maybe Winthrop will find you a place in the Sanctuary. Or maybe you can stay with me.” Phillip patted his arm reassuringly. “Whatever the case, I’m sure you’ll be well taken care of, Rowan, for your dedication to our god.”

				“I’m sure of that, too.” William smiled.

				Under Winthrop’s protection, he had faith. He’d stick with Winthrop and the other priests and priestesses until they received their rewards.

				A loud screech from the forest interrupted those happy thoughts.

				William turned away from Phillip.

				Voices hushed as other heads turned and the priests and priestesses looked toward the tree line. A few men reached for their swords. William could just make out the silhouette of a few horses twenty yards away, shifting nervously in the moonlight.

				A few people turned to Winthrop.

				“The horses,” Winthrop boomed confidently over the crackle of the fire.

			

			
				He smiled and reached out for another piece of meat from his priestesses. The noise came again, louder, and clearly from the woods. More people fell silent as they waited and listened. Even Winthrop stopped and put down his food.

				Feet stamped the brush. A horse whinnied in fear.

				“Demons are coming,” Phillip said.

				“The twisted men are afraid of us now,” Winthrop argued, holding up a brave finger. “We had to chase the ones we came across this morning. They won’t come near our fires.”

				Another screech. More feet coming through the brush. And then a large group of demons emerged, howling and hissing as they spilled from the tree line and headed toward the camp.

				“Watch out!” Phillip yelled from next to William.

				Phillip sprang up and drew his sword. The campsite burst into panic as the priests and priestesses got to their feet and reached for their own weapons. Happy conversation turned to cries of dread. One of the horses at the tree line whinnied and broke from its tether, stampeding madly toward Winthrop’s fire, careening toward William.

				“Look out, Rowan!” Phillip grabbed William and pulled him closer to the flames, out of the horse’s path.

				The frightened beast changed direction at the last moment, heading for one of the priestesses on the fringes of the firelight, who had gone to get some more wood. She screamed as she leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding a trampling. William listened as the horse’s cry disappeared further into the campsite and other men jumped out of the way.

				Several demons entered the circle of Winthrop’s firelight, murder in their eyes, while other demons invaded the campfires around them.

			

			
				Winthrop got to his feet and staggered backward, protected by his circle of priests and priestesses.

				“Stay back!” he yelled, as if the demons might listen.

				With an enraged cry, one of Winthrop’s priests ran at the demons, swinging his sword to protect Winthrop. William watched in horror as the priest was tackled to the ground, screaming and flailing. A second demon pounced on him, ripping the flesh from his neck. After a brief hesitation, the other priests leapt into battle, forcing back demons with their swords and spears, slicing and stabbing to keep them away from Winthrop, away from the fire. Phillip drew his sword and stabbed a demon that was running by, sending it sprawling. He finished it off with a jab to the chest. The campsite became a place of chaos as men and women around the other fires fought the oncoming beasts.

				“Stay close to the fire, Rowan!” Phillip told William. “Stay close to Winthrop!”

				Phillip raced to a nearby fire, helping two women who were screaming and batting away demons.

				William backed against the fire. He wanted to help. He wanted to stop the fighting and the bloodshed. Sucking in a breath, he screamed at two demons that were fighting priests on the outskirts of the fire, but the twisted men were too embroiled in battle, and William’s shouts were drowned out by the cries of others.

				William looked left, finding Jasmine and Winthrop. With the priests gone, Jasmine and the other priestesses held up their spears and stood in a half-circle, protecting Winthrop. Winthrop hovered behind them, screaming, “Bring me the demons’ scalps! Bring me their blood, their hearts! Go now!”

				His voice was like a war cry. All around the campsite, men were fighting demons. A woman with tangled hair rammed a spear into a dying demon’s stomach. Another stamped a demon’s face with her boots. With Jasmine and Winthrop safe, William looked around for Phillip.

			

			
				Phillip was gone.

				Close to the fire where he’d last seen him, two women lay on the ground, dead. Had Phillip been ripped into the forest, or gutted? William bolted from the fire and searched for his friend. He ran past people who were spearing demons, or slaying them with their swords.

				He went past four campfires before he finally found him.

				Phillip was battling a group of four demons that were attacking more of Winthrop’s men. Phillip knocked a demon to the ground, stabbing it with his sword, then pulled the blade loose and swung at another. His grateful comrades hacked at the remaining demons; within seconds, the four demons were dead.

				Noticing William, Phillip ran over to him. “I though I told you to stay by the fire!” he said with concern.

				“I’m okay,” William said.

				Phillip nodded grimly, his face sprayed with blood. “Yes, but others aren’t so lucky. Where’s Winthrop and Jasmine?”

				“Back at the fire,” William answered. “They’re—”

				A scream interrupted his sentence. William looked across a string of fires, scanning frantically until he found Winthrop’s. The blazing bonfire was about forty yards away. Several men were battling demons in the area between, but Winthrop and Jasmine had been left alone.

				William’s mouth hung open as he saw what was happening, what he’d left behind.

				Winthrop was holding Jasmine in front of him. Several demons had pinned them by the fire. No other priests or priestesses were nearby, save a few wounded women who were crawling on the ground toward Winthrop, their bodies covered in blood, as if Winthrop might perform a miracle, showing them the light of their god.

				“What is Winthrop doing?” Phillip asked in horror.

			

			
				Jasmine’s eyes were wide with terror as Winthrop wrapped his meaty arms around her. Gore dripped from the demons’ mouths as they raked the air, preparing for another meal, eyes glowing red.

				Phillip and William ran toward the fire.

				“We have to get to them!” Phillip screamed.

				Noticing the scene, a few of the army ran from a nearby fire and toward Winthrop’s, but they were too far away to help. So were William and Phillip. They’d never affect anything. The demons would feast on Jasmine—and probably Winthrop—before anyone else could get there. William screamed for the demons to stop, but his voice was lost in the chaos of a dozen similar shouts.

				They kept running, closing ground.

				Winthrop stared between the demons, then at the few priestesses who were crawling toward him, sipping their last breaths. A look of disgust, then fear, crossed his face as he surveyed the frightened women. William prayed for a miracle. Maybe, like him, Winthrop would command the twisted men to stop and save Jasmine and the others, proving he was a god.

				But Winthrop wasn’t the face of bravery.

				His expression was the face of a coward.

				With a girlish shriek, Winthrop threw Jasmine into the beast’s arms and backed up as close to the fire as he dared. The beasts accepted Jasmine as if she were a sacrifice, ripping her to the ground, pulling chunks of flesh from her body. Jasmine struggled and screamed. She’d lost her sword. The demons stuck gnarled fingers into her mouth, her ears, and her eyes, searching for orifices or creating new ones as Winthrop watched. One of the demons ripped a piece of her entrails from her body, screeching in triumph as it held it into the air. Jasmine’s agonizing screams went silent as the demons discovered the source of the noise— her lips—then devoured her throat, cutting off the last of her air.

			

			
				The screaming stopped altogether.

				Winthrop knelt down in front of the fire, holding a robed arm over his face, as if he were too godly to watch anymore.

				William stopped running. His sword dropped to the ground. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t move.

				Phillip kept going until he’d reached Jasmine and the demons, screaming in rage. He wasn’t finished. He sliced at the creatures that had killed Jasmine, knocking them off, killing them with jabs to the chest or to the head, stabbing them after they were long dead and as bloody as Jasmine.

				But he couldn’t change anything.

				He knelt next to Jasmine’s mutilated body, staring at her as if she might come to life.

				That’s what Winthrop had promised them. They were immortal. He was supposed to protect them.

				“You did this!” Phillip screamed, standing up with Jasmine’s blood on his hands. His eyes blazed in anger as he pointed a red, accusatory finger at Winthrop.

				Winthrop uncovered his face and peered out into the gathering crowd. The priests who had survived ran back from the forest. A few priestesses who had been at the tree line stared between Phillip and Jasmine, in shock as they returned to the scene, seemingly unaware of what had happened.

				“You killed her!” Phillip screamed again.

				Looking around, noticing the demons gone, Winthrop slowly rose to his feet and clutched his robe. The priests and priestesses watched Phillip as if he were a devil come to life. Their faces were filled with fright. More people rushed from the nearby fires to watch what would happen. Some of them wielded their bloody swords, as if Phillip might be a lingering demon that needed slaying.

				“You dare to defile your god?” Winthrop shouted.

				William looked at the men who had run over with him and Phillip. Surely, they had seen what happened, and what Winthrop had done. But they remained quiet.

			

			
				Phillip looked down at Jasmine’s body, then back at Winthrop, his eyes wide and incredulous. “You threw her into the arms of the demons. You killed her!”

				“I did no such thing,” Winthrop said, standing to full height and dusting off his robe. “She was a brave woman. She sacrificed herself to save me.”

				The surviving priests and priestesses nodded their heads.

				“You are a coward!” Phillip yelled, angry spittle flying from his mouth as he took a step toward Winthrop. He raised his sword.

				For a moment, no one moved, and William was certain Phillip was going to run at Winthrop and strike him down. Phillip took another threatening step. Then another. Winthrop’s face contorted from false bravery to fear as he held up his bare hands, as if he might have to fight for his life. Before anything could happen, several of the priests stood in front of Winthrop, blocking Phillip’s path.

				With Winthrop’s priests in front of him, the courage returned to his face. “Blasphemer!” he shrieked. “You dared to insult your god! It is you who is a coward! Take him to the fire! Build a pyre higher than the ones in Brighton! Roast his body over the flames!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 66: William

				William watched, horrified, as four other priests grabbed Phillip’s arms.

				“What are you doing?” William screamed.

				“We’re taking him to the trees,” one man said to William. “We have some extra ropes in the horses’ saddlebags. We can tie him up there until we build the pyre.”

				The four priests moved a screaming, kicking Phillip toward the tree line while William ran after them, yelling, trying to pry off their hands. They swatted him away as if he were an annoying, circling gnat. One of them let go of Phillip long enough to shove William, and he fell backward, landing on his back on the hard, cold dirt.

				“Hold him!” the priest yelled to one of the priestesses, who ran over to grab William.

				Tears streamed down his face as he watched Phillip being carried to the trees.

				“Leave him alone!” William screamed.

				He looked for his dropped sword, but before he could grab it, one of the priestesses ran over and scooped it up. He wanted to run after the men and cut them down, rescue Phillip, and leave this place, but he knew he’d never get that far without Winthrop’s permission. He had no power here.

				He never had.

				William looked back at the priestesses, as if one of them might help, but they were already carrying away Jasmine’s body, moving her outside the light of the fire. None of them looked at Phillip. None of them cried for Jasmine.

				It was as if Jasmine’s and Phillip’s lives hadn’t meant a thing.

				“Watch the boy!” Winthrop shouted, pointing at William. “If he says another word, burn him on the fire with his friend!”

			

			
				One of the priestesses scurried over to William and bent down next to him, doing as Winthrop asked. She was carrying out Winthrop’s orders, just like she’d slaughtered the demons, and painted her body with the blood of the twisted men.

				She was pleasing her god.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 67: William

				The other priests hoisted Phillip onto the pyre, ignoring his screams as they tied him securely to a long, thick piece of wood that had been dragged from the forest, while others scavenged branches from the other fires. Winthrop watched from a safe distance, waving his hands and chanting, as if he were conducting a sermon. His face had lost the fear and settled back into a familiar, hard expression that William had watched too many times on the dais in Brighton.

				William struggled and tried to break free to help Phillip, but one of the priestesses clamped a hand over his mouth, cutting off his screaming.

				“Quiet, child,” she hissed in his ear. “Unless you want to join your brother.”

				Tears rolled down William’s dirty cheeks. He felt as if he were in the crowds of Brighton again, waiting for the flames to lick the flesh of the unclean. Only, Phillip wasn’t unclean.

				He was being burned for Winthrop’s cowardice. Nothing more.

				Phillip kept screaming, even though the fire hadn’t started. William knew those screams well. Within minutes, those screams would turn to agony, and then they’d be extinguished altogether as the flames turned a man into a memory, a face into a melted nightmare.

				The priests finished stacking the wood. One of them held a torch from another fire high in the air, waiting for Winthrop’s signal. Normally, the soldiers or the blue shirts lit the pyre.

				“Shall I?” one of the priests asked.

				Winthrop stepped forward, a smile creasing the sides of his droopy jowls. “Hand me the torch!” he boomed, as if he were gathering strength from Phillip’s cries. He took hold of it and stepped toward the pyre, making sure Phillip was watching as he taunted him with the wavering flames.

			

			
				The women in the crowd began singing the fire dirge, but the words were different, changed. Their voices were more insistent and earnest than they had been over the last few days, and they substituted Winthrop’s name in place of their gods’. It probably sounded like they were praising Winthrop, but William knew what they were doing—they were trying to save themselves from the pyre, like everyone in Brighton.

				“For our god!” one of the priestesses crooned. “For Winthrop!”

				“The light of the blessed will touch our condemned brother!”

				“Father, take away his immortality!”

				Winthrop walked over; the smile still stuck on his face as he touched the torch to the kindling, then lit it, watching it take hold. The fire crackled and spat as it grew from a small flame to a larger one, slowly building force and working its way toward Phillip’s pants.

				William made one last, desperate lunge for freedom, to save Phillip, but the priestesses held him down.

				“It will be okay, son,” one said, soothingly, stroking his arm.

				Winthrop’s crooked smile spread across his entire face as the flames took hold of Phillip’s legs and his eyes bulged, his screams turning into sounds that William would hear in his nightmares. The flames seared Phillip’s pants, burning through the fabric and bubbling his skin. William screamed and screamed into the hand across his mouth.

				There would never be a better Brighton.

				Winthrop’s hope was a lie.

				Once Winthrop got there, Brighton would turn into hell.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 68: William

				William ran through the woods, looking over his shoulder at the campfires that still glowed through the trees. It had taken almost an hour to convince the priestesses to let him go. He’d smiled, complied, and laid down as if he were going to sleep.

				Then he’d fled.

				All he had was Jasmine’s backpack, which he’d managed to ferret away. Inside were some blankets, some berries, and a knife. He’d considered veering toward the horses, but Winthrop’s men were guarding them too closely.

				He wouldn’t be caught.

				He wouldn’t die like Phillip.

				He didn’t know what would happen to him, but he wouldn’t take his fate in the flames.

				And that’s what would happen if he stayed. Eventually, he’d do something bad enough that Winthrop would order the others to burn him. He almost had. He couldn’t pretend that Winthrop was a god anymore. He couldn’t sing, dance, or laugh with the others. Phillip and Jasmine were gone, and they’d taken William’s faith with them.

				All he cared about was getting away.

				He didn’t know where he’d go, or what he’d do to survive, but anything was better than staying with these people and their perverse rituals. Winthrop had promised a new life, a better Brighton, and instead he’d delivered the same pain and punishment that had always been at the town’s core.

				William had been right to leave Brighton the first time. He didn’t need humanity’s suffering. He didn’t need Winthrop, or any of the Elder’s lies. He’d get by on his own, or he’d die in the wild, but he wouldn’t be a part of any of it anymore.

			

			
				The smell of Phillip’s charred flesh permeated his nostrils, even as he ran further from the camp. He could still taste the dirty sweat from the priestess’s hand that had held him down. He spat to rid his mouth of the oily taste. Somewhere in the trees, the night animals were probably already tearing into Jasmine’s mangled corpse. The vision almost made him vomit the berries he’d eaten that afternoon. Instead, he ran faster.

				Tears hit his cheeks as he grieved for people he’d never see again.

				William ran through the forest, holding his hands in front of his face to block branches that he couldn’t see. The forest was almost black, but William’s fear was directed at the people behind him, not at the wild. He would rather live in darkness than feel Winthrop’s light.

				Anything he came across into in the forest was apt to treat him better.

				He kept running, stopping only when the stitches in his side got too painful and when he could barely breathe. He didn’t even realize how long he’d been running until the sun was coming over the tops of the trees and the birds were chirping a morning song.

				William was at the top of a large hill overlooking a meadow. He scanned the countryside; empty at first, then watched it fill with a group of man-sized shadows that were roaming the plain, silhouetted by the morning sun. For a moment, William felt a stabbing fear as he considered that Winthrop’s men had found him.

				But it wasn’t Winthrop or his men.

				It was demons.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 69: Winthrop

				The fires burned down through the night and the army rose with the sun again, marching on the narrow road through the forest toward Brighton.

				Ever since the demons had invaded the camp the night before, all Winthrop could hear was demons.

				The demon cries seemed to be everywhere—far, near, behind, to the sides. They rang through the chants of his warrior disciples, leaching at their resolve.

				Winthrop cringed as he sat atop his horse. The late morning sun cast sharp shadows in the trees, swaying branches and making the dark shapes in the trees look alive.

				He wondered if it was because the boy, Rowan, had disappeared from camp the night before. They’d spent time searching for him in the forest, but hadn’t been able to locate him. The gods must’ve taken Rowan as a bad omen.

				On the narrow road through the forest, with his army strung out far in front and back, Winthrop felt vulnerable. The carnivorous shadows that had lived in his dank room in the Temple, that lurked under the bed and slid over the walls, clawing for his soul while he slept—the ones that he’d contained so admirably—had found their escape.

				They were no longer confined by the Temple’s walls. They were the trolls of the forest now, surrounding Brighton, awaiting Winthrop’s return. They were in the trees, in league with the demons, trying to tear away Winthrop’s divinity and smudge him in the stink of mortality.

				He’d felt immortal in the Ancient City, but they were trying to take that away.

				He felt their greedy claws churning fear in his heart, twisting his bowels, and poking his bladder.

				At any moment, a beast might pounce off a tree to clamp his throat in its vile jaws for a mouthful of his golden light.

			

			
				A flock of birds exploded from a tree just ahead, shattering the chant with a hundred caws and splattering the sky with a frenzy of flapping black wings.

				Winthrop nearly fell out of his saddle in fright.

				He cursed under his breath.

				He babbled in rapid godspeak, trying to wrap himself in the unassailable cloak of his divinity.

				The damn demons had snuck into the camp in the dark while his guard was down, when he had been distracted by temptations of the flesh and was weak with mortal wants.

				They’d almost taken him, but for the sacrifice of Jasmine.

				The beast and his shadow siblings had almost taken the last light from the world: Winthrop himself.

				“I am a god,” Winthrop muttered. “They can’t harm me.”

				“I am a god,” his words grew in strength.

				“I am a god!” he shouted.

				Still, the trouble in his bowels threatened to soil his saddle.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 70: William

				William sat in the tall, brown grass as forty-some demons scavenged the area around him. Every so often, one screeched in triumph when it found a carcass, or a few would run when an inattentive rabbit made the mistake of showing itself. Despite their preoccupations, the demons kept a protective circle around William.

				With the morning sun splashing on his face and warming his skin, and in the company of a new pack of demons, William should’ve felt safe. He wanted to forget about the cruelty of men and beasts, the unbound violence of war, the sight of bodies ripped and cleaved, the smell and the taste of horror.

				But he couldn’t.

				His fear turned to anger as he thought about Jasmine’s screams, or Phillip’s melted, dripping face as it burnt in Winthrop’s pyre.

				William pulled out a pouch of berries from Jasmine’s bag—a pouch that she’d shared with him. He couldn’t forget how kindly his friends had treated him.

				The logical part of William’s mind told him to run across the plain and disappear into the forest with his demons, to make his way back to the Ancient City, but he couldn’t bring himself to follow his own suggestion. He wanted to punish Winthrop. He wasn’t sure how, but he wanted him dead.

				William wiped fresh tears from his face as he opened the pouch of berries, stuffing several into his mouth as his demons milled about on the plain, oblivious to his torment.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 71: William

				Demon cries in the distance made William sit up straight. He looked around the meadow.

				The cries were coming from elsewhere.

				Some of his demons perked up, as if they’d been waiting for the noise. A few of them moved across the tall grass in the direction of the commotion. Several more looked back at William, like he was their leader, their alpha, though he was not the strongest or fastest, but the weakest and slowest. They recognized something in him that his demon brothers from the Ancient City had seen. William didn’t know what that was, but if their instincts made them follow him, he’d indulge it.

				William hiked with his demons through several patches of forest as the noises grew louder. With each step, his new band of demons grew more excited, tripping over one another as they listened to the screeches of twisted men in the distance. They kept next to William, though.

				They wouldn’t leave him, as so many others had.

				More demons would mean more safety, more protection from people like Winthrop. Maybe even a chance to get revenge.

				That thought drove William onward.

				They pushed on until they reached a clearing through the trees, through which was a patch of road. A shimmer of fear went through William as he considered that he must’ve circled back to where Winthrop’s army was. But he didn’t hear any of the incessant chanting that had characterized his time with them.

				He clung to the trees, peering out until he knew into what he’d be walking. He couldn’t risk death. The road in front of them was empty, but a mass of bodies was coming from back in the direction of the Ancient City.

			

			
				William’s fear quickly dissolved as he saw demons, not men, filling up the road.

				The demons moved in a massive cluster, extending off into the distance and farther than Winthrop’s army had, the biggest horde of twisted men on which William had ever laid eyes.

				Demons traveled in thick groups down the middle of the ancient road, shoulders bumping, eyes darting back and forth over the road as they walked. Some of them ran alongside the road’s shoulder, pissing on trees and then chasing to catch up to the others. Others stuffed meat in their mouths—remnants of whatever meals they’d captured. William watched the horde get close, and then the first demons were passing by.

				William’s demons screeched excitedly as row after disorderly row of their brethren walked by, noticing William in the trees, but none of them stopped or broke from the mob.

				William wasn’t directing them, but they were all going the same way.

				Staring at one of the moving demons, William noticed a piece of fabric snagged on one of its bulbous warts. He didn’t need to think any harder to determine where they were going.

				They were going to Brighton.

				But of course they were.

				They were going after Winthrop’s army.

				Revenge.

				William stepped out of the forest and looked back at his demons, ordering them to follow him to the edge of the road, and then waited until the last fringes of the enormous demon army were passing by. When the line had reached its end, William and his new brothers fell in line behind it.

				Walking with a horde of demons thousands strong, William couldn’t stop envisioning the look on Winthrop’s face when he saw them coming. Winthrop, his priests, and his priestesses would die at the hands of the horde. They’d get a death just as painful as Phillip and Jasmine had gotten.

			

			
				And they deserved it.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 72: Oliver

				Oliver was exhausted. Just as Jingo had promised, they’d made camp early the evening before, and Oliver had a full night of sleep, but all the walking, including the trudge up to the mountain pass through that whole first night away from the settlement, left Oliver with a fatigue in his bones that was going to take several nights of sleep and days of rest from which to recover.

				Ivory was in the lead again as they walked through the forest. Melora was with him, both twenty or thirty yards ahead. Oliver was walking beside Jingo, who was pulling the cart, and Beck was lagging behind, struggling to keep his feet moving forward. Of all of them, Beck was having the most trouble. His stamina was running low.

				But they were close to Brighton.

				Ivory said they’d be there before midday.

				They were driven to reach the goal, though they’d not talked about what exactly they’d do once they arrived. Sure, they were going to contact the Academy somehow, but no one had mentioned exactly how. They couldn’t all walk through the gate with wart-covered Jingo and their strange weapons, while they pulled a priceless treasure of Tech Magic on a cart made of solid aluminum that itself would be the envy of every rich merchant in Brighton.

				They’d figure it out when they got there. At least, that was Oliver’s hope.

				For the moment, they had bigger problems. Nearly as soon as they’d started walking that morning, they heard demons howling in the forest, faint and very far away, at first, but the sound grew nearer as the day progressed. More troublesome, there seemed to be thousands of them.

				Oliver knew the sound too well, and every time he looked back at Beck, it was obvious the sound had made a permanent impression on him too. The sound was louder than any they’d heard on the journey so far. Every night on the march from Brighton to the Ancient City had been filled with screeches, but nothing to match what they heard now.

			

			
				Oliver glanced in the direction of the distant horde.

				“How close do you suppose they are?” Jingo asked.

				Embarrassed for having gotten caught looking into the trees and showing his worry, Oliver said, “Far away, I think.”

				“A mile?” Jingo asked. “Two?”

				Oliver thought about his answer as he looked over his shoulder at Beck, who was listening to the conversation. “Maybe a mile, probably more.”

				“Not close enough to be a danger.” Jingo smiled. “Not in the next few minutes. Do you agree?”

				“If they come this way—”

				“Do you think they are?” Jingo asked. “Coming this way, right now?”

				Oliver looked to his left though he could see nothing but trees and shrubs. “Either they’re getting closer to us, or we’re getting closer to them, but I don’t think they’re coming this way.” Maybe there was hope.

				That’s when Oliver realized Jingo was asking him questions that would lead Oliver to logical answers that would soothe his growing fear. Jingo was teaching him how to think, rather than react emotionally.

				Jingo glanced over his shoulder at Beck. “How many, do you think?”

				Beck grimaced. “More than I’ve ever seen at one time.”

				Oliver noticed an edge of panic in Beck’s voice and he went to great effort to moderate his tone of voice when he added, “We’ve seen a lot of them, many, many thousands in the battle on that hill by the river.”

				Jingo appraised Oliver and nodded with a bit of a smile as he said, “There are many thousands out there.”

			

			
				Oliver felt like he’d passed a test, and was pleased to earn Jingo’s approval.

				Ivory and Melora came walking back. Ivory pointed. “You hear?”

				Jingo nodded.

				“What does it mean?” asked Beck.

				“We’re headed directly west, toward Brighton.” Ivory pointed in the direction of the township. “The road from Brighton’s southern gate runs southeast for miles. It sounds to me like the demons are following that road toward the town.”

				“Are they going to attack Brighton?” Beck asked.

				Melora looked to the south as a roar, suddenly louder, rose from the horde. For what reason, no one could guess.

				“I believe they’re going to attack Brighton,” said Jingo, with a grim look that showed it was more than a suspicion. Looking around at each of them, he said, “A wise man might take this opportunity to change his direction.” Jingo looked north. “That is probably the safest way to go.” Glancing at Beck, he said, “With your city’s army slaughtered back near the Ancient City, Brighton is defenseless, and may not yet be aware an attack is coming.”

				“They’ll be wiped out,” Beck concluded in a distant voice.

				Jingo patted the pile of ammunition on the cart. “When I was a young man, I saw my people, the Ancients, fight hordes of the infected with more men and more guns than this. Some battles we won. Some we lost. But in the end, we lost the war.” Jingo raised one of his hands and looked at the spore warts that encircled his wrist. “I suppose I was on the winning side.” He sighed. “We saw the slaughter back at Kirby’s settlement. Her people killed thousands and thousands, but in the end, they died. That is the way of it when the numbers are so unevenly matched.”

				“What are you getting at?” asked Beck.

			

			
				Looking back at Beck with a sad, but determined face, Jingo, said, “You brought us back here to save Brighton from itself. We followed you because we believed in your vision for a future better than Brighton’s past. As we talked, that was my vision, too.” Jingo sighed again. “I don’t think that choice is available to us now. With the horde coming, I think our fight is going to be for Brighton’s survival.” Jingo’s face slipped into the comfortable, deep sadness that all his years had ingrained there. “I’d hoped for more, but it’s going to be a war similar to so many I’ve seen.”

				“We can win,” said Ivory, encouraging them with the kind of enthusiasm that comes easily to someone so young. “I know we can, if we hurry.”

				Jingo looked at Ivory, Melora, and Oliver. “The three of you should take what you can carry and go north. You are all at the beginnings of your lives. Take your hopes elsewhere. The world is bigger than you can imagine. Perhaps there is a place where you can make a life better than the one here.”

				“Where are you going to go?” Ivory asked.

				“I’m an old man,” said Jingo. “I’ve lived long enough. I’m going to take my gun and all the ammunition I can carry, and I’m going to go to Brighton and help them fight. I will probably die.” He looked at Beck. “Are you still planning on going to Brighton?”

				Beck gulped, but nodded. “I’m going to do what I set out to do.”

				“I hoped that would be your answer,” Jingo said.

				“If both of you are going to make a stand for Brighton,” Ivory said, “so am I.”

				“Don’t waste your life on this thin hope,” Jingo told him. “You and the others should leave.”

				“It’s not just hope,” Ivory shot back. “Thousands of defenseless women and children are in Brighton. I can’t run into the woods, knowing they’re going to get massacred. They’re my people.”

			

			
				Melora stepped in front of Ivory, facing Jingo. “I know what it looks like to see everybody you ever met dead in the street. That’s what happened to my family, to my neighbors in Davenport. I’m coming, too.” She swung her rifle off her shoulder. “I killed forty-seven demons at Kirby’s camp while learning to shoot. I can kill a lot more.”

				“You’re both fools,” said Jingo, but Oliver saw a look of admiration on his face.

				“I’m staying with all of you,” Oliver told them.

				Jingo looked at his feet for a moment, clearly thinking of a way to dissuade everyone, even though he seemed proud of their decisions.

				“You had to expect that we’d go with you,” said Ivory.

				“I hoped you’d leave.” Jingo patted Ivory on the back. “Of all my students through the years, you showed the most promise, Ivory. I thought you might even take on students of your own and help me drag this world out of the Dark Age into which it descended.”

				“We can’t do that if everyone in Brighton is dead,” argued Ivory.

				Nodding reluctantly, Jingo said, “If we’re going to go, then it’ll be best if we can get all of you inside the wall before the battle starts. We need to get there while there’s still a Brighton to get to. We need to hurry.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 73: Fitz

				“They’re here.”

				The words carried such a weight it was hard for Fitz to move from step to step.

				Or maybe it was the fatigue of a long night without sleep, preparing the staircases outside the wall, reviewing the battle plans, checking and double checking, doubting every decision, imagining a hundred things they might still do if only they had the time, worrying over hundreds more things she should have done differently.

				The lives of every person in Brighton would continue or end because of her choices.

				A command structure was in place, much like that of the militia and the cavalry, with Fitz at the top, the women of the New Council below, lieutenants and sergeants under them, and every woman and man in Brighton who was able to fight at the bottom of the hierarchy, ready to do as Fitz commanded.

				Ginger was mounted on a chestnut stallion, waiting near the stables behind Blackthorn’s former house. A handful of women armed with swords, mounted on intimidating horses, waited with Ginger. They were Fitz’s personal guard, an affront to Fitz’s dream of an egalitarian Brighton, where everyone worked together for the benefit of all. She told the New Council she wanted no guards, nothing to set her apart, but the New Council insisted. They’d lost one leader they loved, Franklin. They weren’t going to lose another.

				Without Fitz, they told her, Brighton would tear itself apart.

				Blackthorn had held Brighton together through the strength of his sword.

				Tenbrook failed because he was an unconstrained psychopath.

			

			
				Franklin pointed down the path of a hope for a better Brighton, one that burned in every heart, because it recognized that everyone—even women—had value. But he’d been martyred for his belief in that dream.

				Now, only Fitz could carry Franklin’s dream forward.

				Fitz put a foot in the stirrup and pulled herself onto a huge black horse, one of the few left in Blackthorn’s stable, one that would have been his war horse, had he outlived his favorite.

				With a determined face, Ginger said, “Victory.”

				“Victory,” Fitz answered.

				They rode around Blackthorn’s old house and into the empty square, empty because every person had a place to be.

				No one slacked. No slacker would have been tolerated. Fitz made sure everyone in Brighton understood what would happen this day. The women of Brighton, and the thousand men who were left, along with the children old enough to fill a productive role, would fight and win, or they’d all be murdered by the demons.

				When the sun rose again tomorrow, Brighton would exist, or it would be another ruin, another Ancient City, with walls slowly crumbling to bury the skeletons of people unequal to the task.

				Fitz led her personal guard out of the square and down Brighton’s widest street, heading toward the edge of town and the road to the main gate.

				The small children were all barricaded into a section of town with a few hundred well-armed mothers guarding them. They were Brighton’s hope for a future, the last of what had to be defended if all else fell.

				Three cohorts, five hundred fighters each, were stationed across the three minor gates, fifteen hundred women responsible for defending the entire circle wall, not counting the main gate. Women were in every tower, but the towers were so widely separated that they were of little use for defense, and served only as lookout posts.

			

			
				Each gate and each tower had a rider assigned who would wait, ready to gallop with a message to Fitz if demons were spotted outside that part of the wall.

				Fitz had nearly two hundred mounted warriors. She wished she could call them cavalry, but she’d seen Blackthorn’s cavalry all her life. They were a disciplined lot of hard-eyed killers, invincible on their horses. In their time, they’d butchered more demons than Fitz could imagine. She knew her mounted warriors were not their equal, but they were brave, nonetheless.

				In any case, if the demons came at the wall from anywhere besides the main gate, Fitz’s mounted warriors would be the first to respond. They’d have to defend Brighton until reinforcements got there on foot.

				But with twenty thousand demons coming, Fitz knew they could split into two, three, or even four forces, any of which would be strong enough to breach the walls and turn the tide of the battle.

				Brighton’s only hope lay in keeping the horde invested in the battle at the main gate.

				Once past the edge of town and into the fields, Fitz galloped through thousands of women, men, and older children streaming across the fields, heading out to form up with the thousands who were already lined in their ranks, slings in one hand, spears, swords, clubs, or knives in the other.

				Cheers rose up as Fitz and her guard rode past.

				The people of Brighton believed in her, and they believed they were ready.

				The cheers spread as everyone in the field turned to look. And the sound of nearly nine thousand voices sounded like sweet, powerful thunder to Fitz’s ears, and filled her with all the confidence that the morning’s second-guessing had chipped away.

			

			
				Fitz clenched her teeth and steeled herself as tears of happiness threatened to spill from her eyes.

				Her people might not win the day; they might all die. But if death came for them all, it would not take them without a dreadful fight. Her people had only a little training, but they had heart. They were committed to standing shoulder to shoulder. They were committed to one another and to Brighton.

				It didn’t matter if they lived.

				They’d already won.

				No, it did matter. They would fight and they wouldn’t consider failure.

				Fitz drew her sword and raised it to the clouds.

				The confident cries of her army drowned everything.

				Victory.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 74: Fitz

				Every woman on the New Council was mounted and waiting when Fitz rode up behind the catapults. Even Kreuz, in charge of the giant contraptions, was on a horse.

				Fitz asked if each of them knew what to do, or had any questions.

				They’d been over their plans dozens of times. Everyone knew.

				Only one question was unanswered, and it was the only one asked.

				“We see a few demons trickling from the forest. But what about Winthrop’s army?”

				Fitz glanced toward the partially open gate.

				Kreuz said, “They’re marching out of the forest and forming up… well, mobbing up, really. They’ll come this way soon.”

				“Everyone hopes their husband or son is out there,” said one woman.

				“Some of them are in range of the catapults,” said Kreuz, pushing for the choice he thought Fitz should make. “They’ve passed the black flags.”

				“Are we going to fight our kin?” asked another woman, a challenge hiding in her words.

				“No,” Fitz told her. “Not if we can help it. I’m going out to talk with them.”

				“Not by yourself.” Ginger didn’t bother to make it sound like anything but an order from a mother to a child.

				“You’re coming with me,” said Fitz. “We’re taking the mounted warriors with us. We’ll convince the remnants of Blackthorn’s army to fight for Brighton and their families.”

				“Are you sure you can?” asked someone.

				Fitz nodded, even though she wasn’t certain. She turned to Ginger, “Fetch our two squadrons.” Turning back to the other women she said, “We all know our places. We all know what to do. Stand together to save your children and each other.”

			

			
				Fitz wheeled her big, black horse around and trotted toward the gate.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 75: Oliver

				Panting from the fast pace, the weight of his rifle, and his load of ammunition, Oliver stopped walking. “Do you hear that?”

				Up ahead, Ivory had come to a stop, and so had Melora.

				Jingo stopped pulling the wagon. His heavy breathing was nearly as loud as the sound the wheels made rolling across the leaves and twigs on the forest floor.

				“What is it?” Jingo asked, standing up straight to listen.

				“The demons,” said Oliver. “They’ve gone quiet.”

				Beck looked around quickly, concern on his face.

				Ivory jogged back to the group.

				“We hear it,” Jingo told him.

				“What does it mean?” asked Beck.

				“Wait,” said Oliver. “Do you hear that?” he strained to listen, but the new sound wasn’t nearly as loud as the massive horde of demons had been.

				“Men,” said Ivory. “They’re chanting.”

				“Tear down the wall?” Melora asked. “Is that what they’re saying?”

				“Yes,” Oliver confirmed. “I hear it.”

				“Tear down the wall?” Beck asked. “Why would they say that?”

				“Those are Winthrop’s men,” Jingo guessed, looking at the others for their thoughts.

				“Winthrop?” Oliver felt a surge of anger and shame for what he still believed was a mistake. He regretted not killing the Bishop when he had the chance. “If Winthrop is here, nothing good will come of it.”

				“Have they allied with the demons?” asked Beck. “Is that possible?”

				Jingo shook his head. “I don’t see how.”

			

			
				“Winthrop is insane,” Oliver told them, looking at Beck for confirmation. “We both saw it.”

				Nodding, Beck said, “That, we did. And his insanity infected the whole army.”

				“What does that mean for us now?” asked Ivory.

				Beck scratched his chin as he speculated. “Maybe they’re going to attack Brighton.”

				“With the demons coming, too?” asked Melora.

				“They must’ve heard them,” Beck said as he looked around the group for any dissenters.

				“We saw Winthrop and his army in the Ancient City.” Ivory looked at Melora and Jingo to support his opinion. “I think they’re all insane. There’s no telling what they’ll do.”

				Melora added, “And the demons were running from them. The demons were afraid.”

				“Do you think the demons will hear their chant and run away?” asked Ivory.

				“Is that possible?” Beck asked, stepping over in front of Jingo. “What are your thoughts?”

				“I don’t know,” answered Jingo, “but one thing I’ve learned through my life is never to expect luck to fall your way. Hoping that the twisted men will grow fearful and run away is the kind of hope that gets people killed. I don’t think this changes anything. I say we push on.”

				With a nod, Ivory hurried ahead as he said, “We’re close, maybe another mile. Let’s keep going.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 76: Winthrop

				The forest fell silent as Winthrop rode into the light of the open field.

				With an unsteady hand, he mopped the sweat off his face and dragged his hand on his robe.

				His god-speak prayer worked.

				No, not a prayer. An incantation. The words that tapped into his power.

				The demons had sensed his omnipotence, and they’d silenced themselves, cowering in the shadows. He’d taken his fear and put it back into their simple black souls.

				Ahead, the men spreading out into the vast fields between the forest and the circle wall were chanting.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				They remembered his message to them.

				They were still his people, despite the quake in his own faith over these last few miles.

				And that was the whole of it; there was no danger from the demons, ever. There was only Winthrop’s faith. While his faith stood unassailable, the faith of his disciples, his warriors, was pure, and when they were strong in their faith, there was no horde of noisy demons that could stand against him.

				His army was powerful.

				His army was the earthly manifestation of his divine might.

				His golden horde of blood stained beasts would purge the human realm of weakness and infidelity.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				Winthrop bellowed at the sky.

				Brighton’s gate stood tall, far across the fields.

				His army bellowed, too, and then took up the chant again.

			

			
				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				With the tremors in his bowels subsided and his need to piss forgotten, Winthrop rode his horse through the ranks as the laggards flowed from the forest.

				And seeing him move away from the trees, with his silent permission, the army lurched forward, too.

				Winthrop closed his eyes and turned his face toward his brother, the sun, basking in the warmth on his skin.

				He relished the ecstasy of power, savored the special fleeting moment of trepidation before his faithful smashed into his foe. It was like that moment wrapped in a woman’s touch before pleasure came. It was like when the fire crackled, and the flesh started to singe, and the pyre song first touched his ear.

				It was the kind of moment that gave a mortal a peek at divinity.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				But men were stupid, hairy things, barely a step ahead of the pigs they bred and ate to fill their bellies. And women, they were the most ignorant creatures his brother gods had ever created. They were good for one thing only.

				None of them had the soul of a god trapped in human form, not like Winthrop.

				None of them would ever see the divinity hiding in the world. Not like Winthrop.

				The special moment passed.

				Winthrop sighed as it slipped away.

				It was time to do his earthly work and ram his brutes into Brighton’s soft underbelly and take his place on the throne above his worshippers.

				Winthrop opened his eyes and looked toward the gates.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				He gasped.

				It can’t be.

				No, it can’t be.

			

			
				A line of cavalry stood abreast in the field half way from the forest to the wall. Riders staring, motionless except for their long hair flapping in the wind.

				And there in front was the devil himself.

				Winthrop’s bowels turned to water and overpowered any strength he had to stop the stench from dribbling onto his saddle, to stem the flow of urine down his leg.

				He’d killed the Blackthorn Devil with the Devil’s own sword.

				He’d carried the body in his arms for his disciples to see.

				He’d ascended to his divinity on that day on a hill covered thick with the bodies of the dead, swarming in flies, and stinking of the most horrid ills of a reeking world.

				But the devil had resurrected itself.

				How?

				Now it was a more fearful thing than it had ever been before, a raven-haired banshee with ice blue eyes and bloody red lips, sitting astride a frightful obsidian monster of a snorting horse, in front of squadrons of cavalry brothers, all risen from the dead, from that muddy mound of blood and dirt near the Ancient City.

				The powerful blood magic of ten thousand souls must have turned that mud into a cauldron for birthing gods and devils.

				Winthrop bellowed fear into the air, begging his god brothers to come to his aid.

				He couldn’t face a reincarnated Blackthorn beast on his own.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 77: Fitz

				“Men of Brighton!” Fitz yelled at the mob.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				Fitz turned to Ginger and nodded at the mounted warriors lined up in a long row in the field, blocking Winthrop’s army. “Keep them here.” Fitz spurred her horse to a trot.

				“No!” Ginger called after her.

				Fitz sat up straight in her saddle, doing her best to look regal as she crossed the grass. When she neared the mob, she called, “Men of Brighton, listen to me!”

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				The chant wasn’t as loud. Some in the mob were quieting to listen.

				The mob, fully out of the forest and coalescing into an intimidating force, was nearly half way between the trees and the wall. They slowed their advance as many of the raggedy men and women came to a stop.

				“Listen to me!” Fitz yelled, as she turned her horse to ride across their path. “Stop, men of Brighton! Hear what I have to say!”

				“Tear down the wall!”

				The chant weakened so much that most mouths hadn’t echoed it. All eyes were on Fitz.

				“Hear me!” she told them again, as she turned her horse to get back near the center.

				The mob was mostly silent, eyeing Fitz and the long line of women on their horses standing between them and the main gate. Only Winthrop was still talking, bellowing loud nonsense and waving his hands at the sky.

				Fitz noticed the disorganized mob had its horsemen, a dozen or so scattered near the unruly center, all near Winthrop. Most were looking at him, some in disgust, others in fear, most in awe.

			

			
				“I am Fitzgerald,” she called, “leader of the New Council, the new government of Brighton.”

				Murmurs swept through the mob.

				“General Blackthorn is no more.” Fitz stopped her horse, so the stomping of its hooves would not cover the sound of her voice. “General Tenbrook the sadist, Blackthorn’s handpicked successor, is dead, and so are his blue shirts and cavalrymen.” She waved a hand at the fierce-looking mounted women behind her. “We rule Brighton now. The People. All of us.”

				Quiet spread across the mob as they stared at her. A few angry voices shouted insults.

				Some in the mob took up the chant again.

				“TEAR DOWN THE WALL!”

				But the voices grew weak as a few demons screeched from the forest behind them.

				“I ask you,” called Fitz, “do not make war on your wives, your sisters, your mothers, and daughters. Do no—”

				A sudden tsunami of demon howls washed out of the forest, drowning out every other sound.

				The mob froze as everyone processed what was happening, what they already feared. The demons were coming, and Winthrop couldn’t protect them.

				Heads snapped around to look at the forest behind them.

				Panic slapped Fitz as she understood that Winthrop was no longer the threat.

				Her horse reared and whinnied, nearly throwing Fitz out of the saddle.

				She desperately reached for the pommel as she squeezed her legs on the beast.

				The horse spun and snorted.

				It stomped, suddenly fierce, ready to charge.

				It smelled what it was bred to kill.

			

			
				The forest came alive with an ooze of pale, dirty skin that flowed out of the trees and onto the road.

				Demons.

				A flood of them.

				A syrupy nightmare horde, engulfing the earth.

				How could the world hold so many?

				And still, they came.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 78: Bray

				They were nearing Brighton, and already Bray could tell it was a bad idea. Demon howls filled the forest. The twisted, nightmare mass that Bray had seen was close. He didn’t need to lay eyes on it to know. And somewhere off in the distance, Winthrop’s army chanted, as if they were answering the demon cries. The forest had gone otherwise quiet as the birds and animals held their breath, trying to avoid being disemboweled and consumed.

				“We should turn around,” Kirby said, worried.

				Bray glanced over his shoulder, but he didn’t respond.

				“We’re almost at Brighton, and we’ve seen no sign of your son or the men who took him.”

				“He might be just ahead.”

				“Any kidnappers would’ve gone in the other direction, like we should be doing,” Kirby warned. “This isn’t smart.”

				Bray didn’t know how he’d convince her to keep going. What he wanted to say, but couldn’t, was that William was with the army.

				“It would be suicidal to get close to that many demons,” Bray said. “But I know these woods. We can approach Brighton from a little further east.”

				“What will that do?”

				“It will give us a view of the front gate through the fields surrounding Brighton, but we should be able to avoid anything that’s going on.”

				“And if you see William?”

				“At least I’ll know where he is,” Bray said. “Then I can figure something out.”

				Hesitantly, Kirby followed him as he veered away from the ancient road they’d been following. They picked paths between the trees, weaving through a patch of dense woods. The chanting in the distance seemed to have stopped, but the demon howls had gotten louder. The horses’ ears were swiveling and their nostrils flared.

			

			
				Bray and Kirby rode through the woods until they saw light beyond the trees. Bray couldn’t see anything else, but he envisioned what might be waiting for them out in the fields outside of Brighton.

				“How far is Brighton past the fields?” Kirby asked.

				“About a mile,” Bray said.

				They were almost at the edge of the forest when the howls reached a fever pitch, and thousands of battle cries pierced the air. Bray’s horse reared back and he steadied it with the reins. There was no calming the anxious beast, just as there was no stopping what was happening.

				The battle had already begun.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 79: Jingo

				Everyone stopped.

				The sound of the howling monsters changed. They were no longer pursuing. They were fighting.

				Around Jingo’s group, nothing moved except the leaves.

				Looking at Ivory, who was scanning the forest for danger, Jingo said, “It’s starting. We have to run, or we’ll be too late.”

				“It’s not far to Brighton,” Ivory called back.

				With a determined look in his eyes, Beck put his hands on the back end of the cart, ready to push.

				“No,” Jingo told him. “You go ahead. You’re barely on your feet now.”

				Ivory came jogging back. “I’ll pull it. I’m stronger and faster.” Looking at Jingo, he said, “Get out of the harness, fast.”

				“We’ll hook up another,” Jingo suggested.

				“No,” Ivory told him with an unassailable finality. “We’re almost to the edge of the forest. I can run this cart the rest of the way in the time it takes to tie off the other harness. Push, if you want to help.”

				Melora was there beside them now, her rifle at the ready, checking the placement of the hand grenades hanging from her belt. She looked as though she were ready to slaughter the entire horde on her own. All the petulance over the previous week had vanished.

				Oliver unslung his rifle, inspired by Melora’s apparent resolve, and readied himself to shoot.

				Jingo gave them each a glance as he hurried around to the rear of the cart. “Beck, get the weapon off your back and get ready to fire, but be careful where you point it.” Jingo smiled widely enough that even the warted side of his face looked happy. “Don’t shoot me in the back.”

			

			
				Panting, Beck nodded.

				Ivory got the harness over his shoulders and started pulling.

				Melora ran ahead, and Oliver did his best to keep up with her.

				“This way?” she called, pointing forward as she glanced back at Ivory.

				“Yes,” Ivory answered, as he put his head down and put all his effort into running with the load. “We’ll hit the trail that leads to the east gate. It’s just up ahead. Once we’re there, we’ll follow it into Brighton.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 80: Winthrop

				Surrounded.

				Every demon on the great flat earth was barreling out of the forest behind Winthrop’s sacred army of immortals.

				The raven-haired banshee was shrieking at her disciples, while her mounted devils sat in a row atop their horses, looking on, licking their teeth for their own taste of immortal blood.

				Winthrop felt despair’s cold fingers clutch at his soul, and all of his god-speak seemed to have the power of futile drivel, no matter how passionately he wailed each perfect syllable.

				Something whooshed overhead, huge, and dark.

				They’re coming from the sky, too?

				Winthrop looked up and his stomach churned.

				A massive gray stone streaked across the blue and hit the earth amidst the horde.

				Winthrop felt the stone’s impact shudder up through his horse’s hooves and knees, and for the briefest of seconds, terror blazed white-hot through his veins because he knew one of his envious god brothers had hurled the stone down to crack the face of the great flat earth, so Winthrop would fall through into the limitless hell below.

				Another streak of gray tore through the sky.

				The boulders bludgeoned the earth, gouging tears through the demon horde that were instantly filled by the unending flow of twisted men.

				But the earth didn’t crack.

				Winthrop didn’t fall.

				Is it possible the stones are a gift?

				Nearly hyperventilating, Winthrop willed his words to come, wished for the right god-speak incantation to strengthen his bowels and hold his priests fast around him.

			

			
				And like magic.

				Like a miracle.

				As if it were deemed by his divine thoughts alone, his disciples took up the song.

				First one voice.

				Then another.

				It was the magic dirge they sang on the mountain the night Winthrop had killed the Blackthorn Devil for the first time.

				His disciples sang for their deaths, a song that promised the meager worth of their shit-stained lives to the war god that gave them worth: Winthrop, himself.

				He would use their souls to wrap himself in his sun god brother’s light. He would use their swords to maul, to destroy, to shear the mortal life from the putrid beasts that dared bare their jagged teeth at him, Winthrop, the divine.

				But the fear.

				The shadow.

				The banshee on Blackthorn’s horse.

				Winthrop wailed.

				The dirge rumbled, brave on a thousand voices, two thousand, and then every one of Winthrop’s disciples sang their death, and the pale horde paused, taken aback to know in that moment that they faced their extermination.

				Men formed up, a wall of bravery with teeth of sharp steel, facing the horde.

				His people. His disciples. His children.

				The horde found its heart. Its trepidation evaporated, and the war cry of a million spore-twisted monsters rose to challenge the purity of his disciples’ dirge.

				Another volley of gray stones rained from the heavens, and Winthrop knew beyond a doubt that his god brothers were at his side.

			

			
				He couldn’t lose.

				Still the fear.

				And the horde charged.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 81: Fitz

				The boulders careened through the sky, hypnotic and impossible.

				Fitz had seen the strongest men still left in Brighton haul those huge stones. It took two straining men to lift just one onto a catapult.

				Knowing what they weighed, it was terrifying to see them flying overhead, faster than a cloud, slower than a bird. Fitz was dumbstruck when she felt the ground shudder as the boulders impacted, watching demon bodies splash like water from a stone thrown into a pond. Blood, demons, and parts of demons flew. Dozens were killed or maimed in an eye blink.

				The catapults were gruesomely effective at death, powerful beyond anything Fitz could have imagined upon seeing their inexplicably colored pictures in that old book of weapons, discarded by the Ancients as they’d built machines of even greater deadly power.

				Even as Fitz watched another volley of stones fly overhead, she knew the catapults had been a wasted effort.

				Certainly, they killed. And there was no defense against them. Neither demons nor men could do anything to protect themselves from the massive stones that smashed them like bugs. The problem was that Kreuz’s scholars had only built three catapults. They could load and hurl their stones steadily, but slowly. As brutal as the catapults were, it might take them days, or months, to kill all these demons.

				Fitz wondered if building them had been a mistake.

				The time and materials invested in those catapults could have been put to use elsewhere, on something worthwhile.

				And the war had just begun.

				How many more mistakes would be exposed before the sun went down, before the final demon breathed its last breath?

			

			
				Would the children huddling at the center of Brighton’s defenses gurgle their last bloody breath as hungry demons tore at their living flesh?

				Would Fitz’s mistakes add up to that?

				And here she was, a whore turned general, leading on the faith of women looking for someone to believe in. What did she know about running an army?

				Would their mistake in choosing her be the end of humankind?

				In front of her, Winthrop’s men had unexpectedly started to sing a dark, soulful song in words she didn’t understand, but in her heart she felt everything they felt, the power of comrades standing together to face the beast, because in the end, fighting for your loved ones is all that counts. Their dirge was one of acceptance, knowing death had come, but not giving in to it, deciding to fight it with every nit of courage and strength their souls could muster.

				In its foreboding way, the song was love and tears, mixed into a stony resolve.

				Fitz’s tears threatened to flow as the ragged remains of Blackthorn’s great army, brave men and women, all turned to face the endless horde.

				And she saw no fear in them.

				Despite the sight of Winthrop, waving his arms and bellowing like a deranged clown at the army’s center, the dirge filled Fitz with a bravery she didn’t know was in her, and she asked herself, what would General Blackthorn do, sitting astride a monstrous black horse with a spirit for war, with two hundred women on horses willing to follow her anywhere?

				Could they kill so many demons as this?

				Was it possible?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 82: Fitz

				“Whatever you’re thinking,” Ginger shouted, “put it out of your mind!”

				Fitz shook her head. “I won’t.”

				Ginger, suddenly beside Fitz, reached over and grabbed Fitz roughly by the arm. “We can’t fight these demons out here.”

				“But Blackthorn, when he was a boy—”

				“Stop!”

				Fitz leaned away from Ginger, thinking the woman might slap her, such was the harshness in her voice.

				Softening her tone, Ginger told her, “Blackthorn trained on that horse from the time he could walk. All the men with him that day spent their lives in the cavalry killing these monsters. They were experts in the saddle. They knew how to kill. You first got on a horse, what, a week ago? If it were just you alone, I’d say, go be a fool and turn yourself into a hero for the legends, if that’s what you want, but you don’t have that luxury. All of Brighton depends on you. Don’t throw your life away when the cost is so high.”

				“The cost?”

				Ginger cocked her head toward the city walls. “What do you think will happen when they see you fall on the battlefield? Do you think it will make them braver? Do you think they’ll listen to Kreuz when he tries to take charge? It will be chaos in there with all these damn monsters climbing the walls. If you ride your horse out to fight them, we’ll lose this war, and everyone in Brighton will die.”

				Another volley of massive stones smashed into the horde.

				The fastest of the charging demons hit the wall of Winthrop’s singing army.

			

			
				Men cried out. Beasts shrieked as flesh ripped and blood spewed.

				Death was in a reaping mood, and the harvest would be bountiful.

				“Follow your head,” said Ginger. “Not your heart. Don’t kill me and everybody you ever knew.”

				Fitz scanned the expanse of the horde that would soon engulf Winthrop’s mob.

				She took a deep breath and cleared her head of stupid thoughts. She pointed west. “Take twenty riders and go that way. Ride in front of the horde. Make sure they see you.” Fitz pointed east. “I’ll take twenty this way. Send the rest of the riders back through the gate.” Fitz caught Ginger in an intense stare. “I’ll give your advice back to you. Don’t be a hero. Don’t get caught out here. Make them see you and then get inside. Let’s lead the monsters into our trap.”

				“You shouldn’t be out here at all,” Ginger shot back. “I’ll do it. I’ll go to the west with twenty. I’ll send another twenty east. You take the rest back inside. Stop thinking mythical, pig-shit hero thoughts. Be our leader. Do what only you can do.” Ginger wheeled her horse around to face the rest of the mounted warriors. She barked her orders. Fitz realized Ginger was right.

				Ginger’s riders peeled off from the formation and galloped to the left. Twenty more galloped to the right.

				Fitz pointed the remaining riders toward the gates. “Inside, now! The demons will come at the wall. We all have our places.”

				They rode hard for the gate, forming in a single-file line to pass through the gap left open for them and the coming horde as they went back into Brighton.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 83: Fitz

				All of the cavalry had made it in through the gates as the battle outside the walls raged.

				The monsters engulfed Winthrop’s army and the bodies piled up on both sides.

				The catapults continued to hurl huge stones.

				Thousands of slingers hurled their rocks in a hail that pounded the mass assaulting the walls.

				The mayhem everywhere around Fitz seemed to drag time to a slow plod. The sun seemed stuck in the sky far overhead, not going up, not descending, but the morning was gone and the noon hours were passing.

				Good people fell.

				Monsters died, but the horde seemed to get no smaller.

				Fitz stood in the tower next to the main gate. It was her war room. It was at the center of the battle, just inside Brighton. She’d taken it despite Ginger’s urging to find a place far from the fighting, back in the city, from which she could pass out orders and stay safe.

				Fitz wouldn’t leave her people.

				If the main gate fell and demons stormed the towers on both sides, Brighton’s problems would be greater than the death of one amateur general.

				Her captains came and went, bringing her information, carrying her orders when they left to move their lines in some places and reinforce in others.

				Ginger, who’d been out in the thick of the fight inside the wall, had been gone for a time long enough to worry Fitz but she was just now coming up the ladder to Fitz’s command tower.

				Outside the wall, a sea of pale-skinned demons stretched from the curving wall almost to the forest.

				That was the first pinprick of hope in a day that was turning bleak. The horde was not limitless. They were all in the field. But they were spread so far, covering so much ground. And there were so many—as many or more than the army that Blackthorn had marched to the Ancient City.

			

			
				Could there be thirty thousand demons?

				Did it matter?

				At the back of the horde, almost at the forest, the boulders flung by Kreuz’s catapult teams laid waste to demons stupid enough to keep standing there.

				Inside the circle wall, on the road toward the center of Brighton, Fitz saw the catapult teams sweating around their machines, working furiously to reload and crank the arms back against what Adam-John called the torsional power of the twisting ropes.

				Big words, important to him and nobody else.

				Another huge rock sailed through the sky.

				In the field, halfway to the forest, Winthrop’s mob still stood—despite all probability—fighting the ocean of demons that surrounded them. Out there in the thick of the battle, the dead already carpeted the ground. Man and monster alike stood on the corpses of their kin as they slashed with either sword or tooth.

				Winthrop’s soldiers were extracting a terrible toll on the demons, but they were paying for their success with many dead of their own. Fitz didn’t believe any of them would survive the day.

				Closer to the wall, stones rained down from her thousands of slingers.

				The stones, though, weren’t as effective as she’d hoped. A second mistake?

				Probably.

				Not understanding how the demon horde was not being obliterated by rocks, she watched, focusing on a few demons close to one of the flag poles, hoping to see the rocks land.

			

			
				With so many stones in the air, she didn’t have long to wait.

				One of the rocks landed right on top of a demon’s warty head.

				The blow knocked the monster’s head back, and after the direct hit, Fitz expected to see the beast fall over, dead.

				But the demon didn’t fall. He shook off the impact, looked at the wall through the mass of his brothers, and screamed in anger at those inside.

				That’s when Fitz realized the bony warts on the demons’ skulls were protecting them.

				Of the thousands and thousands of demons she’d expected to be killed by the stones, the casualties hadn’t yet reached a thousand.

				Below her, at the main gate, twisted men crowded into the funnel and poured through the gap, streaming much, much faster than she’d have ever guessed possible.

				Another mistake.

				They were piling up.

				Five hundred women stood together in a shoulder-to-shoulder semicircle inside the gate, doing a good job of killing the demons, so far.

				A waterfall of demons spilled over each staircase they’d built outside the wall. But those beasts, too, were flowing faster than Fitz or Ginger had imagined.

				The large stones they’d laid at the foot of each wall opposite the stairs were perfectly effective, at first.

				But as the bodies of demons piled up, with new arrivals landing on their dead and injured brothers, a ramp of corpses formed. The tight semicircles of women that were killing demons with ease when the battle started had to retreat, and they merged to form lines that matched the arc of the wall. More and more of the slingers had to set their slings aside and take up their melee weapons to join the effort and keep the demons contained.

			

			
				The good news was that the battle inside the wall seemed to be going well, in that the women greatly outnumbered the live demons. The demons who’d come over the wall helped the women’s cause by attacking the arrayed women as individuals, rushing at them as soon as they made their way down the ramps of their dead.

				But that was a deception.

				It looked to Fitz like the women were killing the demons at the rate of three or four for every five or six that came over the ramps. The estimate was little more than a guess, but it looked to her like the number of demons on their feet was growing inside the wall despite how quickly the women killed them.

				That meant the demons inside the wall would eventually outnumber the women. When that happened, Brighton’s defenders would be overwhelmed.

				The most disturbing thing Fitz saw were the women running away—very few compared to the count of those who stayed in the fight, but dozens fleeing was a problem that could turn from a trickle to a tidal wave, if not stopped.

				Fitz looked back outside the wall, trying to guess how many demons were still out there, and how soon she’d have to retreat from the wall to reorganize her defenses in the streets.

				A crack of thunder ripped the air, and everyone in the tower turned to look.

				Fitz saw the throwing arm on one of the catapults coming apart as the wood gave way, then separating completely, spinning the remainder of the arm against the ropes and throwing two men into the air as the rest of the contraption fell to pieces.

				“God almighty!” yelled Kreuz, as he watched from his spot beside Fitz.

				Adam-John’s shoulders sagged as he watched, too. Many of the people operating the catapults were Scholars. As prickly as Adam-John was, friends of his had just died.

			

			
				People were dying in every direction Fitz looked. Only the grandeur of so many bodies moving together to such narrow purposes helped hide the death from her eyes. “Kreuz, how quickly can you move those catapults?”

				“They’re on wheels,” he answered. “With horses—”

				“No horses.” Fitz glanced at Ginger who, as far as Fitz was concerned, was her general in charge of the mounted warriors. “Ginger needs the horses. Can you push the catapults?”

				“The people can do it. Slowly.”

				Fitz pointed to the spot where the catapulted stones were landing. “The demons are moving closer to the walls. Soon, your rocks will be hitting nothing.”

				Kreuz nodded. “Where do you want the rocks to land?”

				Fitz pointed to the mass of demons shoving to get through the gate.

				“It’s too risky,” said Kreuz. “The catapults aren’t that accurate. We might end up destroying the gates if we land our stones too close.”

				“Move them back a hundred yards, then,” Fitz told him. “Or two hundred. Send your boulders into the demons between the gate and the remains of the army. Can you do that?”

				Kreuz looked worried, but said, “We can try.”

				Speaking to two of her captains in the tower, Fitz said, “The slings aren’t as effective as we’d hoped. Spread the word—”

				“Wait!” Adam-John interrupted.

				“What?” Fitz asked.

				“Before you abandon the slings, I have an idea.”

				“Spit it out,” Fitz told him.

				“We instructed the slingers to throw for distance. If we quickly pass the instruction to instead throw the stones as high as they can, they may be more deadly, as long as they go over the wall.”

			

			
				“Why?”

				“The stones will fall harder from a greater height,” said Adam-John. “It might make the difference.”

				“Kreuz,” said Fitz, getting his attention as he mounted the ladder to descend the tower. “Can you spare Adam-John?”

				Kreuz nodded.

				“Go, then,” Fitz told Kreuz. “Adam-John is mine.” Turning quickly to Adam-John, and pointing at her two captains, she said, “Take these two, spread the word to all the slingers as fast as you can, and get others to help. Tell them to change how they throw. Come to me as soon as you’re done.”

				Adam-John agreed and the two captains hurried off.

				Ginger pointed west urgently and said, “Demons are running the wall!”

				Fitz looked down the arc of the wall, seeing a mass of demons trying to get over. “There, you mean?”

				Ginger pointed, “No, far around, where you can’t see. One of the messengers just told me while you were telling Kreuz to move the catapults. The demons are going in both directions.”

				Fitz had expected it, but hoped it wouldn’t happen. “How many?”

				“Dozens, or hundreds,” answered Ginger, “The messenger didn’t seem to know. But they could come over anywhere.”

				Fitz scanned down the length of the wall, but something in the way Ginger was looking at her caught her eye. “What aren’t you telling me?”

				Ginger pointed at the third tower down along the wall, three or four hundred yards distant. “The women in that tower have spotted a mass of demons splitting off from the main horde.”

			

			
				“How many?” Fitz asked.

				“Hard to tell,” answered Ginger. “The demons aren’t disciplined like Blackthorn’s army. Some split off, others followed, more went after. It might be five hundred. It might be five thousand by now. I don’t know.”

				Fitz pointed to the center of town. “Take the cavalry to the square. Send riders to the edge of town, where they can see the wall.”

				“If we go there, we’ll be far from the wall,” said Ginger, “We won’t—”

				“From the square, you’ll be closer to the whole wall,” Fitz told her, “You’ll be able to ride to anywhere on the wall faster than from any other place.”

				“I could use two cohorts of fighters,” Ginger told her. “If five thousand demons come over the wall—”

				“A thousand fighters?” Fitz asked in surprise.

				Ginger nodded.

				“I can’t spare them,” said Fitz. “It may not look like it, but the battle here is not going well for us. Soon we’ll have to retreat into the city. Too many demons are coming over the wall.”

				Ginger grabbed Fitz’s arm and looked sharply into her eyes. “Retreat won’t work. I’ve been down there in the fight with them. They’re on the edge of running already. If we pull back, it’ll be a rout. We’ll get slaughtered.”

				Fitz felt like she was being weighed down with mistakes and bad choices. “You’ll have to do it with your riders and the reserves at the other gates. I can’t give you any people. I wish I could. You’ll have to take care of the demons coming over the wall, wherever they come.”

				“I won’t fail.” Ginger spun and headed for the ladder.

				Fitz scanned the immensity of the battle again, as she turned to give instructions to another of her captains.

				Thunder rumbled, weird and brief. Fitz looked to the sky, wondering whether rain would help or hurt Brighton’s chances, but she saw only thin, white clouds streaking the blue sky high overhead, not the kind of clouds that made rain. The thunder cracked again. What was it?

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 84: Jingo

				Jingo felt his shoulder ache as he threw the second grenade through the trees and out into the clearing. The pain reminded him that he was no longer a young man. He watched the grenade explode about forty yards away.

				“Why are you throwing them with no demons close by?” Beck asked, again.

				Jingo didn’t answer.

				With Melora leading, they’d ended up on a side trail, not one going to the east gate, but one that brought them to the edge of the forest, looking out at pastures that sloped down toward the circle wall. Far off to their right were the towers that stood over the east gate. To their left, they saw the flank of the horde assaulting the main gate on the south side of town.

				All along the wall, demons streamed and sprinted, looking for a way to get around the wall or a good place to climb it.

				Reaching for a third hand grenade, Jingo focused on the horde in the distance down by the main gate. He was hoping some had turned their attention to the source of the noise. A few turned their heads, but not many.

				Jingo knew plenty of them had memories that stretched back three hundred years, to a time when men with rifles and hand grenades, tanks, bombs, and planes slaughtered them by the billions. From that war, the demons had a hatred buried in their hearts for the ancient weapons and the men who used them.

				That hatred was drawing a few runners away from Brighton’s walls, but not enough of them.

				Jingo pulled the pin on the grenade and pitched with all his might.

				“There are no demons where you’re throwing!” Beck shouted again. The others looked on, wide-eyed, as though Jingo had lost his senses.

			

			
				Jingo crouched and turned his face away. Beck stepped behind the trunk of a thick tree. The others were still a dozen paces back in the forest, safe enough.

				The grenade exploded.

				Jingo took another probing look at the demon horde at the front gate.

				They were coming—not all of them, but enough.

				His plan, the one he’d had little time to explain, and certainly no time to debate, was working. He spun, and in curt orders told them, “Ivory, you, Melora, and I will kneel here.” He pointed at a downed log at the edge of the trees. “Fire at the demons as they close in. Don’t waste your bullets by shooting wildly, but don’t waste too much time aiming your shots. If we kill a few thousand of them, we might have a chance to save Brighton.”

				“A few thousand?” Ivory’s eyes went wide. “That’s not possible.”

				“With these rifles, it is,” Jingo assured him. “Now, kneel. Aim. Shoot.”

				Ivory rushed up to the log and dropped to a knee.

				“Use the wood to steady your aim,” Jingo told him. “Just as you used the window sill in the tower when you were learning from Kirby.” Jingo turned his eyes to Melora. “You go, too. You and Ivory are the best shots.”

				Ivory’s rifle popped off a round, then two, then more in rapid succession.

				“What about us?” Beck pointed at Oliver. “Where do you want us?”

				Jingo hurried over to the cart. With a knife, he cut the ropes holding the crates in place and pried open a box, while Oliver and Beck came over to help. “What you’ll need to do,” Jingo yelled over the gunshots, “is reload the empty magazines.” He opened the first case.

			

			
				“Reload?” Beck asked.

				Jingo rammed a finger into the case of loose bullets. “Thirty rounds per magazine. Once we fire all the magazines we have loaded, the rifles will be useless. If we don’t refill as we go along—”

				“—We’ll all die,” Oliver finished for him, understanding the situation immediately.

				Jingo nodded, with a grim look on his face. “That’s right.”

				“Okay,” Beck agreed, as he got behind the cart to start pushing. “It’ll be faster if we stand right by the three that are shooting.”

				“You’re right,” Jingo agreed. “But as you load, watch the forest behind us and around us. We need to keep an eye out for demons coming through the trees.”

				“I should shoot.” Oliver looked up at Jingo as he said it. “Kirby said I had better aim than you.”

				“I think—” Jingo caught himself. “You’re right. Get over there. When you get tired, we’ll trade jobs. If your rifle gets too hot, let me know, and we’ll trade those too.”

				Oliver ran to the log behind which Ivory and Melora were already shooting.

				Looking across the field, Jingo saw twisted men falling. Perhaps more importantly, all the demons who had been running along the wall, looking for an undefended way into the city, were now coming at them.

				Pushing the cart, Beck told Jingo, “Go get the empty magazines. Ivory and Melora have already emptied one each. I’ll get this over there.”

				Jingo rushed over and collected the empties, then rushed them back and tossed them into the open box of bullets. He grabbed a handful of bullets and started stuffing. “You and I need to be mindful of everything,” Jingo told Beck. “We need to load with our hands and watch elsewhere with our eyes.”

			

			
				“You told us that already,” said Beck.

				“Yes, but don’t just watch the trees. Watch the demons coming across the grass in front of us. If a lot of them get close, toss a hand grenade or several. The others need to keep shooting.”

				“Will they get that close?” asked Beck, casting a worried look in the direction of the many hundreds, who were even now running up the sloping ground.

				Jingo glanced again at the demons as he finished with one magazine and started on another. “You see how many are coming into our trap? It is not a matter of if they get close, but when.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 85: Fitz

				Still looking east, the direction from which the strange thunder was coming, Fitz startled when a hand grasped her shoulder. She spun to see the anxious face of one of her captains.

				“Look!” the woman said, pointing west along the curve of the wall.

				Far past the stair steps built to funnel the monsters to their deaths inside the wall, far past the ends of the lines of slingers and fighters, at their backs, even, demons were coming over the wall, dozens and dozens. That meant there had to be hundreds, if not thousands, outside the wall in that direction.

				Fitz turned toward town to see Ginger’s cavalry just disappearing into the distance.

				A rider from a tower along the western edge of the wall was heading in the opposite direction—not toward Ginger’s squadrons, but toward Fitz’s command tower.

				Damn that rider! Had she not seen Ginger’s squadrons going into the city?

				Fitz needed to divert Ginger’s riders out of the city and to the southwest wall.

				To the captain, Fitz, ordered, “I need you to get down there, gather two cohorts of slingers from the rear, and run to face those demons. When that rider passes you on the way here, tell her to race to Ginger in the square, as fast as she can, and tell her and her riders to get back here. Go, now! You need to run!”

				The captain’s wide eyes confirmed to Fitz that she understood just how urgent the situation was. She bounded across the tower’s floor and flew down the ladder.

				A few seconds later, Fitz saw the captain running to get around the large semicircle of women fighting the horde that poured through the spigot of the main gate. Fitz turned her attention back to the southwest part of the wall. Even as Fitz watched, the trickle of dozens of demons coming over turned to a flow of hundreds.

			

			
				She glanced toward the rolling thunder to the east, wondering what terror the demons were bringing through the forest over there. Could it be any worse than what was already here?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 86: William

				William watched the battle from the trees, his personal band of demons gathered behind him, all eager to enter the fray, salivating for a mouthful of warm flesh. He’d told them to stay in the forest, rather than run out into the fields around Brighton and join the others.

				They’d followed his orders and waited.

				William was their brother and their leader. He didn’t want any more of them to die. He wanted to run away from the battle and find a place far away from Winthrop’s lunatics, where he’d not have to watch another of his brothers getting hacked to death and eaten, or watch another of his friends burned for the sin of not groveling to Winthrop’s cruelty.

				Still, William couldn’t turn away.

				He wanted vengeance.

				Winthrop’s soldiers were arrayed in a circle, fighting outward at the demon horde that surrounded them. Most of the demons, realizing there wouldn’t be enough meat for all of them, seemed to be flowing around Winthrop’s army, trying to get over the walls and partake in what would surely be a massive feast inside.

				With that happening, the pressure on Winthrop’s men was easing, so much that it was starting to look to William like they might survive, and Winthrop might live. And if Winthrop didn’t die, William and his brothers would never be safe, whether they went back to the Ancient City or ran away into the forest.

				Winthrop had come to find them once. Nothing would stop him from coming again.

				Winthrop had to die.

				Unfortunately, the longer William watched, the more it looked like that wasn’t going to happen.

			

			
				That made William angry.

				He had to do something to change it.

				Winthrop had to pay a price for what he’d done to Phillip and Jasmine.

				For what he’d done to Brighton.

				Turning to his demons, projecting all of his hatred of the burnings, and Winthrop’s killings, William yelled, “Kill Winthrop! And kill all the priests and priestesses who stand by him!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 87: Bray

				Bray and Kirby hid in the trees on their horses, watching thousands of dirty, naked demons crash into Winthrop’s blood-printed men, fighting. Demon shrieks and men’s cries merged into what sounded like a single noise. Men and women fought, fell, or fled. The battle, which had started near the gates of Brighton, had quickly extended past where he and Kirby were hiding. The fighting mass had a life of its own, moving in all directions, like some giant animal with a thousand appendages. Winthrop’s army had lost their order. A dozen or so men on horseback rode through the crowd, trampling demons and sometimes their own brothers and sisters to stay alive.

				There was too much to look at.

				But Bray needed to find William.

				He looked through the people on horseback, finding a stark white figure that looked like Winthrop, trying to stay balanced as he rode among the fray. The rest of the horses in the middle of the field seemed to hold men, but no one small enough to be William.

				Had he fallen already? Bray didn’t see any unmanned horses.

				Maybe William hadn’t made it this far.

				Bray shook his head, not ready to accept that fact. He was still looking from horse to horse when thunder cracked the air. Bray looked around and up, but the noise wasn’t coming from overhead in the clouds.

				It was coming from the forest, to their right.

				“Guns!” he hissed.

				“I thought it was a troll fart.”

				“What?” Bray looked back at Kirby like she might not be that smart.

				“Like I wouldn’t know it was a gun.” Kirby backed away from the tree line on her horse. “We need to move. We might not get another chance.”

			

			
				“Wait,” Bray said. “I see something!”

				From somewhere in the trees to their left, a pack of demons spilled from the forest, snarling and yowling as they ran diagonally across the field and toward the riders on horseback.

				William was among them.

				“William!” Bray said, louder than he would’ve dared, if he hadn’t been so startled.

				He watched as William ran next to the demons, quickly engulfed by moving bodies and disappearing. What was William doing? Had he lost his mind? Or was he back with his demons? Bray raised his sword. Whatever William was up to, Bray couldn’t let him die, now that he had finally found him.

				“What are you doing?” Kirby asked from behind him.

				Bray didn’t answer. With an enraged battle cry, he rode out into the field to get William.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 88: Winthrop

				Winthrop couldn’t believe his eyes. The stones from the heavens were laying the demons low. The slaughter of the earth-shaking stones had come to a stop, but only after dead demons beyond number lay between his disciples and the forest.

				Now his god brother, the daylight moon, was weeping tears, smaller stones, in a pounding rain that filled the sky, wreaking havoc on the beasts between his army and the wall. Demons were falling, dead or wounded, and getting trampled by their greedy brothers.

				He looked to the sky and thanked his divine siblings.

				Now, his thunder brother was coming out of the forest somewhere in the east.

				All around him, fighting in an unbroken circle of brawn, his blood soldiers hacked and stabbed, killing and dying, while the horde of demons ran out of bodies to throw at them. It reminded him of those dreadful nights on the hill near the Ancient City when the hordes came in numbers Winthrop couldn’t imagine existed in the world. But they all fell beneath the blades of his chosen.

				Just as they were doing now.

				Right as Winthrop’s fear started to turn to hope, a line of demons sprinted out of the forest.

				More?

				Winthrop’s fear redoubled.

				How could there be?

				The demons raced across the acres of bodies, oblivious to the carnage all around them, focused on him, and only him.

				Winthrop understood immediately. They were coming to murder him. There was no doubt.

				Winthrop pointed and yelled at his priestesses and close priests, the ones who’d been with him from that first night in the woods, the ones who’d surrounded him and protected him from any monster who fought his way through the line of his soldiers.

			

			
				But…

				What’s that?

				At the head of the new line of demons, Winthrop saw something strange.

				The boy!

				It was the kid, Rowan, fleeing from the demons. Maybe his god brothers had sent the boy back to him. Maybe the boy was a sign.

				“The boy!” Winthrop shouted. “They’re after the boy! Let him through the lines. Save the boy!” Winthrop was relieved. The demons weren’t coming for him, after all.

				One of the priests stared at the coming line of demons. “I see him, my Father.”

				“Run, you fool!” shouted Winthrop. “Save the boy!”

				The priest shouted at two other men to follow him to the line of fighting men. They pushed through the battling army and found a clear path for Rowan.

				Winthrop was pleased. The gods were giving him a gift by returning the boy.

				Rowan passed between two soldiers, and the pursuing demons piled up as they skidded to a stop, staying out of range of the priest’s swinging swords.

				Winthrop raised his face to the sky, uttering the god-speak phrases his tongue had found on its own. That was the only way to praise the other gods and himself for being the source of such a wondrous little miracle. The boy should have been dead after disappearing on the night of the demon attack. Now he was a gift—no, more than that, an omen, a resurrection. Victory would come. There was no more need to fret, no need to quake. Only killing and burning remained, chores for his chosen before filling their bellies on a feast of demon carcasses.

			

			
				Praise to me!

				Winthrop opened his eyes to look down at the boy, expecting Rowan to bow at the feet of his horse.

				But the boy wasn’t there, offering his thanks.

				With anxious eyes, Winthrop looked up and saw the men who’d gotten the boy through the line. They were on their backs with demons on top of them, fighting against shredding teeth while more demons flowed through the gap in the line.

				And that damn boy!

				He was running along behind the line, stabbing a knife into the hamstrings of Winthrop’s defenders.

				Winthrop’s priests fell and the demons charged over them.

				No!

				Oh, no!

				The boy was some kind of evil fiend, an impish spawn of hell, a terror.

				Winthrop wailed as the formation of his chosen disintegrated around him.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 89: Fitz

				Fitz watched from her tower as the circular formation that Winthrop’s army had been holding disintegrated.

				“Oh, no!” She had no mercy in her heart for Winthrop, but she fretted for the men and women who fought for him. They’d held out through so much of the battle, killing untold numbers of demons with heavy losses of their own, and just when it looked like some of them were going to survive, they failed.

				They were all going to die.

				With the weight of that on her heart, and the fear that the demons would soon have only Brighton to fight, Fitz turned back to the battle inside the wall. She looked toward the city, hoping to see Ginger’s mounted warriors coming, but she saw none of them.

				Where were they?

				Looking across a mile of potato and corn fields to where the west gate’s towers stood, Fitz saw most of the cohort that had been guarding that gate running toward the demons that were pouring over the wall south of them.

				The main body of her army was fully engaged in the fight at the south gate and the nearby walls. The women, boys, and old men on the west end of the line must have realized the demons were coming over behind them, and they were starting to run.

				It was the moment Fitz feared most: her soldiers, armed with spears and bladed weapons, turning their backs on the demons and getting tackled from behind. Dying because of their fear.

				As Fitz watched, the western flank of the line frayed and she saw the disintegration as though it was a living thing coming toward her, destroying her army as it went.

			

			
				“You haven’t lost!” Fitz yelled futilely. Even if there had been no battle under way, the fleeing soldiers were too far away to hear.

				Fitz glanced back toward town. Still, Ginger’s mounted warriors were not coming.

				Fitz scanned quickly across the rest of the battle. On the east side of the main gate, her women were still holding the line, killing the demons flowing over the wall. They were backing up, and their line was expanding with women setting aside their slings and joining the fight in front of them with spears and whatever other weapons they had. At the main gate, it was the same story. They were holding their own. Fitz had no orders to give, nothing to do but wait and hope the numbers worked out in Brighton’s favor when all the killing was done.

				It was the fraying line at the west end that was their doom. If the retreating cohorts’ fear caught on, the whole defense would collapse, and it would be a very dark day in Brighton.

				Fitz turned to one of the last of the captains in the tower with her. Getting the attention of that one, she said, “I’m going to rally the fleeing women. I need to stop this. Come find me if something more urgent arises.”

				“You can count on us,” the woman confirmed as she glanced at the fraying line. “Go.” The anxiety in her voice told Fitz the woman understood.

				Fitz crossed over to the ladder and all but fell to the ground with hands and feet pausing on wooden rungs just enough to slow her descent and keep her from breaking her ankles at the bottom.

				Once her feet were on the ground, she ran to her horse and mounted it with ease. Her six personal guards were there, in their saddles and waiting. That was a blessing that could make all the difference. Seven women swinging swords from the backs of horses would do so much more to bolster the spines of her panicked soldiers than one woman riding solo.

			

			
				Fitz drew her sword as she spurred her horse. “Follow me!” she called to her guards as she sped off on her giant, black beast.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 90: Melora

				“I’m out!” Melora shouted, as she ejected her magazine and tossed it back to Jingo and Beck, who were feeding her, Ivory, and Oliver with ammunition.

				To her right, Oliver and Ivory still fired.

				“Here,” said Beck, breathing heavily from effort or panic, as he put two magazines into Melora’s hand.

				Melora jammed a full magazine into the underside of her rifle and laid the barrel across the log, leveling it as she found her next target. She pulled the trigger and fired at a beast. The creature pitched forward and hit the ground face first.

				Melora shifted slightly left and fired again. Blood exploded from a demon’s shoulder as it spun and went down. But that one would be back up. Melora was learning the difference between a kill shot and a wound, and she silently chastised herself for the poor aim.

				Every bullet was of a limited supply, of which she expected to run out at any moment.

				With every pull of the trigger, it felt like her finger was straining under a heavy weight. She’d never have guessed in all her life she could do something so many times, so quickly, that she’d cramp her finger. And her shoulder flared fire each time the rifle’s butt punched back with the gun’s recoil.

				Melora, along with Ivory and Oliver, were killing demons on a scale that eclipsed her imagination many times over. The sloping pasture was covered with so many dead that only a few strands of the knee-high grass still stood, and even those were stained red.

				Still, the demons peeled off from the larger mass assaulting the main gate and crossed nearly a mile of pasture for their chance to tear violently into the shooters.

			

			
				“It looks like no more demons are coming from the right!” Ivory announced next to Melora, giving her a hint of hope. It seemed like they’d killed all the ones that had been skirting the circle wall, looking for an alternate entrance to Brighton.

				Twice since the shooting started, Jingo had pitched hand grenades to kill large bands of demons who’d managed to get too close. Each time it happened, both Beck and Ivory threw grenades, as well. Melora and Oliver were told not to, as neither could throw the weighty little bombs far enough to avoid endangering themselves.

				“Those demons are gone, but there are many more. When will they stop coming?” Oliver called from where he was shooting, echoing Melora’s thoughts.

				“Just keep firing!” shouted Beck.

				Melora fired again, crying out as her shoulder flared pain. Suddenly Jingo was on a knee beside Melora. “Are you okay?”

				Melora fired, blew out the back of a demon’s skull, and quickly shot again, “My shoulder hurts!”

				“You’re doing a good job.”

				Melora nodded and kept shooting.

				“We’re going to make it,” Jingo told her. “War is terrible. Don’t lose hope.”

				“I’m okay!” Melora yelled. She knew that if she stopped fighting, she’d die. Only living people felt pain.

				“Who’s that?” asked Oliver, as he squeezed off another round.

				Melora glanced left and paused for a moment, trying to understand what Oliver was seeing. She saw a glimmer of movement in between some demons that looked like a human.

				Her first thought was that the vanguard of Blackthorn’s cavalry was charging out of the woods. Melora nearly shed tears of relief, thinking she and the others were saved.

			

			
				But no cavalry followed that first rider as he swung his sword, racing through the mass of surprised demons coming at Melora.

				She kept shooting the monsters as she watched the rider, thinking he was an even braver idiot than she was, tearing through all those twisted men, untouched by their teeth and tearing fingers.

				But he had a familiar look to him.

				He—

				Melora gasped.

				It couldn’t be.

				Bray!

				That murdering piece of pig shit!

				Melora didn’t ask herself what he was doing all of a sudden in the middle of the battle. She didn’t speculate as to how he’d managed to steal a horse. No question was as important as the hatred she felt for him, and how completely that hate made all her fear of the coming horde seem like an irritant that could be ignored. She switched her aim to Bray.

				Shooting demons was easy. They ran directly at her in a bloodthirsty frenzy. They were targets, and once she sawed them down, her barrel didn’t swerve, didn’t juke.

				Bray was different. He rode across her field of vision left to right, galloping and swerving around demons, swinging his sword. He wouldn’t stay still for her.

				“Who’s that?” Oliver asked.

				She didn’t answer.

				Before anyone else could ask, Melora fired.

				Bray carried on, unfazed.

				She lined up her rifle sight and fired again.

				Missed.

				She silently cursed and redirected her fire at the closest of the demons that were still charging her position. She killed several, and guessed she had a few brief seconds to try again for Bray before he got too far away.

			

			
				Melora aimed again, taking her time. Bray paused, looking toward the log from which she, Ivory, and Oliver shot their weapons, probably wondering what the hell he was seeing and hearing. Melora pulled the trigger.

				Bray lurched back with the impact. His arms flew out as he pitched back off the saddle.

				His horse reared and started trampling demons as it panicked.

				Through all the demons between them, Melora couldn’t see if Bray got back to his feet, but one thing she saw for sure was that he didn’t remount his horse, and that meant that even if the bullet didn’t kill him, he was as good as dead.

				Without a trace of guilt for what she’d just done and with no time to revel in the satisfaction of justice delivered, she went back to killing demons. Oliver seemed to have redirected his focus to the battle.

				For Ella, she thought, gritting her teeth.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 91: Bray

				Bray felt an invisible punch that toppled him from his horse.

				His shoulder screamed pain.

				At the last second, he clutched the reins, saving himself from landing on his head, but the air exploded from his lungs as he hit the grass on his back.

				The horse bolted, dragging him across the ground next to it with demons all around.

				He’d gotten a glimpse of Melora, Ivory, and some kid, holding guns as they hid in the nearby trees, and he’d seen Melora aiming at him. He guessed he’d been shot, like those demons he’d seen fall under Kirby’s gun. But none of that mattered now, because the twisted men would surely rip him apart before he’d have the chance to think about it again, or his horse would stomp him to death. He’d never see William again.

				Bray cried out as his legs slid underneath the horse and demons lunged for his flesh. The horse whinnied and reared up, stomping demons in front of it, spraying Bray with blood and knocking back a few of the twisted men. Bray pulled his legs away to avoid a crushing hoof, but he kept hold of the reins.

				The horse was panicked and about to flee again.

				That might be his only chance to get out of the tangle of demons.

				The horse broke into a gallop, and Bray cried out as he was dragged again through the unforgiving grass, sliding over bodies of dead demons and slick patches blood, doing his best to keep hold of the reins. His body ached from dozens of new bruises as he was battered against the ground. He had no control.

			

			
				He managed to hold on for a few seconds, escaping the immediate mob of demons, and then he lost his grip and fell.

				He watched the horse gallop past hungry, pawing twisted men, and into the forest, which was only twenty yards away, and then he was alone, lying on his side. Bray grunted and turned his head.

				His sword was gone.

				He hadn’t gotten far enough.

				Demons encircled him. He searched frantically for a weapon, but all he saw was a mass of stomping, bare feet and wart-covered bodies. One of the demons shrieked in triumph as it reached him, tugging at his boots. Another lunged for his face.

				The demons were going to kill him.

				Bray felt a surge of anger as the demons surrounded him with open mouths and tearing hands. His coming death should have been fitting for a man that had spent his life killing the demons.

				But it didn’t feel so fitting now.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 92: William

				Men were screaming all around. Odd thunder rolled through the daylight sky. Demons howled. Blades thunked into skulls and blood spewed, coating everything in red, giving the air a taste of death.

				The blood was life, someone else’s life, leaving the body as the soul sank to that dark place where nightmares are born, never to breathe under a blue sky again.

				William knew that taste of blood well, remembering it from his first kill on the mountain the night that Bray had robbed and abandoned him and his mother.

				As it was now, the blood was warm on his skin, and in a perverse way, it felt like power.

				But it was sick power, coming only from a brutality and hate so strong that it felt like a spike through his heart every time it spilled.

				It was a tempting power, too. Each time William felt it, it beckoned him to try and kill again, to lean in close and feel a man’s last breath wash over his face as the man’s eyes went glassy and false, as the man’s heart stopped beating, and the enemy turned from man to meat.

				Warm to cold.

				Loud to quiet.

				Something to nothing.

				A new memory to haunt tomorrow’s dreams.

				One of Winthrop’s priestesses lay on the ground beside William, shrieking and fighting as one of his demon brothers ripped at her throat.

				All around him, the priestesses and Winthrop’s closest priests fought desperately against the demons overwhelming them.

				Farther away, the unbreakable iron circle of Winthrop’s chosen soldiers had disintegrated. A thousand men, the last of those who’d fought together like a single, brutal beast, keeping their enemies in front of them where their sharp swords could do their butchery, were now individuals, surrounded and outnumbered, giving the power of their warm blood to those who took it.

			

			
				At the center of the battle stood William, untouched by beast and man, watching as a dozen of his demon brothers surrounded Winthrop’s wild-eyed horse. It kicked and bucked, charged in fits, and stomped, all the while throwing a blubbering Winthrop back and forth in the saddle.

				With a face stretched in desperation, Winthrop held on, knowing hell surrounded him in the gnashing teeth of the tormenting demons.

				He bellowed his cowardice for all to hear.

				It was sad to see such a majestic horse terrorized out of its mind, saddled with a mountain of useless lard. William didn’t want to see the beast injured. He didn’t want to see it killed, but Winthrop was on its saddle, and Winthrop had to die for what he’d done to Jasmine and Phillip.

				For what he’d done to Brighton.

				A demon leaped at the horse, trying to gouge at its eye.

				The beast, though, had better instincts, and it reared high to avoid the attacking demon.

				It happened at a bad time for Winthrop, who was still recovering his balance from the horse’s last dodge. Winthrop lost his grip on the pommel, and as the horse went near vertical on its hind legs, Winthrop rolled back and somersaulted backward over the horse’s tail, smashing onto the corpse of one of his dead priestesses on the ground.

				The horse, suddenly relieved of its burden, bolted through the demons, running for the forest and safety.

				William stepped closer as his demon brothers engulfed Winthrop, biting and tearing.

				Winthrop struggled and shrieked.

				William wondered if his demon brothers understood his wish for vengeance, or whether their bloodlust was just running so high that they were acting on their own.

			

			
				As if to answer him, one of the demons jumped to its feet, came off of Winthrop, and hurried over to William.

				It reached out, took William’s hand, leaned over, and spit something into William’s palm.

				Surprised, William caught a bloody gob as warm spit oozed over his fingers.

				He recoiled as he stared at the lump in his hand, a dribbling mess with two huge, hairy nostrils in a roughly triangular shape. Winthrop’s huge nose. Horror struck William as he dropped it on the ground and stepped away.

				This wasn’t how he’d pictured vengeance.

				He looked down at the bleeding, mucous-covered mess.

				This was a horror worse than Brighton, worse than the burnings.

				Another and another demon hopped up to bring gifts he hadn’t asked for, but William kept backing away as the demons piled up things around his retreating feet: an ear, a finger, and then a toe.

				William looked at Winthrop, who was screaming so unceasingly he barely had time to breathe.

				That made William scream, too.

				The demons stopped what they were doing, confused, and stepped away from Winthrop, leaving him alive, blubbering loudly with most of his fingers, his nose, and ears gone.

				They didn’t understand William’s reaction.

				They were following William’s instructions, even if he hadn’t spoken them.

				Winthrop moaned, sounding more like a dying demon than a man. He had a long time of suffering ahead of him before dying.

				William couldn’t watch any more. He ran.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 93: Bray

				Bray kicked at the demons around him, punching and flailing, but his efforts were useless. For every one he beat back, another took its place. The wound in his shoulder had robbed him of good use of his left arm. He couldn’t get to his feet. The demons had him pinned. He cried out as one of the demons tore off a piece of his shirt, scratching his skin. Hot demon breath filled the air and savage hands clawed at his clothes.

				Is this how it ends?

				He’d failed Ella, and now he’d failed William too.

				Gunfire.

				A few of the demons lifted their bulbous heads and turned to look.

				One of them shrieked as half its head exploded.

				Bray had a moment of hope before a dead demon fell on top of him, and then another. He cried out and pushed at the prone bodies, hit with a new fear—he might suffocate under their dead weight. More and more demons toppled onto him, crushing his ribs. He pushed with his good arm, managing to get a few off, but there were too many and they were too heavy. Bray yelled and struggled, afraid he was wasting the last of his breath.

				A voice he recognized shouted his name.

				Suddenly, the weight on top of him subsided. He looked up through his haze to find Kirby pulling demons off him, a scowl on her face. “You idiot! What did you think was going to happen, running out there like that?”

				Bray caught enough breath to answer. “I was going to get—”

				“Enough.”

				She let go of him long enough to raise her gun and aim at an approaching demon, exploding its head with her Tech Magic, and then she tugged at Bray’s good arm. To the left, the battle continued raging near the Brighton gates. To the right, gunfire continued to explode.

			

			
				“You’re going to have to run, because I can’t carry you.”

				“I can stand,” he said with pride.

				Bray winced through the pain and got to his feet.

				Dying demons were all around.

				“You need to teach me how to use that gun,” he said, motioning at the metal object in her hand.

				“Are you going to gawk at it, or are we going to get away?”

				With some struggle and Kirby’s help, Bray managed to hurry back toward the trees. He looked for some sign of William, but he was gone. He hadn’t caught a glimpse of him since that first, initial peek through the trees. He didn’t see any sign of Melora, Ivory, or the kid, either.

				“You’re lucky I didn’t leave you, after you were shot,” Kirby said.

				“Did you see William?”

				“I caught a few glimpses, after those demons attacked the man in the robe.”

				“Was it Winthrop they were attacking?” Bray asked.

				“I’m not sure who it was. But afterward, William ran off in the trees.”

				“If it was Winthrop, he deserved it,” Bray said with disgust. “Where are the rest of the horses?”

				“In the woods, tied up,” Kirby said. “I even managed to corral the one you lost. Let’s go!”

				They stepped over the bodies of dead, blood-printed men and women, avoiding a few demons that were in their death throes. About ten yards from the forest, Bray paused and hunched down next to the body of a dead man, grabbing the sword lying next to him. And then Kirby tugged his arm, leading him across the remaining steps of the field and into the forest, away from the battle that was still raging between Winthrop’s men, the demons, and anyone in Brighton foolish enough to step outside the wall.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 94: William

				William ran without looking back, fleeing the field with its gore, blood, and bodies. His hands were stained red with Winthrop’s blood. He wiped them on his pants as he balanced his knife, running from the field and into the trees, pushing away the sound of Winthrop’s screaming and the images of pieces of him piled on the ground. He didn’t want to think about it any longer. He couldn’t.

				Winthrop would die from what the demons had done.

				William had given the command.

				He’d made the decision, and he didn’t regret it—he’d done it for Brighton, and for all the people Winthrop had killed. But William felt no vindication in Winthrop’s impending death. He felt hollow.

				Warm to cold.

				Loud to quiet.

				Something to nothing.

				But still alive.

				That image was terrifying. And underneath the satisfaction of bloodlust was a strange sense of emptiness. He hadn’t brought Phillip or Jasmine back.

				The call of blood was too tempting to ignore. And it would keep calling, as long as William was with the demons. They would follow his orders, but to what end? At their core, they were beasts, just like the animals in the wild, driven by instinct and the need to feast. They would never show him the kindness that he’d received from Jasmine or Phillip.

				He didn’t want to be like them. He couldn’t.

				He needed to get away. He needed to protect himself. He clutched his knife in his hand as he kept running.

				Several of his brothers ran next to him, looking over at him for orders, but he waved them off.

			

			
				“Go!” he shouted.

				He realized his hands were shaking. Confusion crossed the demon’s faces as they stopped running, heeding his orders. They resisted the urge to follow, much as he resisted the urge to stay with them.

				They were his brethren.

				But he couldn’t be with them anymore.

				William kept running, the scent of Winthrop’s coppery blood in his nostrils, as he fled farther and farther into the trees.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 95: Bray

				After collecting the horses, Bray and Kirby rode them far enough into the forest that the sounds of battle had grown quiet. They dismounted so Kirby could take a look at Bray’s wound, keeping an eye out for demons or escaping soldiers.

				“Sit against the tree,” Kirby said, motioning toward a thick oak.

				Kirby pulled her pack from her shoulders and dug through it, removing a thin blanket and a flask of water. Then she instructed Bray to remove his shirt. He grimaced as the fabric of his shirt stuck to the blood on his shoulder, and then he was looking at his own bare skin, a wound the size of a small acorn in the middle of it, and another one on his back. Kirby poured some water from the flask over the wound.

				“I can’t tell for sure, but it looks like the bullet passed through,” Kirby answered.

				“You were just trying to get my shirt off.”

				Kirby couldn’t help a thin smile.

				“So I’m going to live?” Bray asked, hoping to earn some sympathy. He winced from the pain in his shoulder.

				“It looks like it,” Kirby said, adding, “But you should’ve expected something like this, going out there like that.”

				“I wanted to help William,” Bray explained. “But he was gone before I could get to him.”

				Kirby watched him. For a second, he thought she was going to chastise him further, but she said, “You were brave. I’ll give you that.”

				“If I hadn’t been shot, I would’ve rescued William.” Bray smiled through his pain.

				Kirby smiled as she ripped off a piece of blanket, tying it around Bray’s shoulder.

			

			
				Bray kept quiet as he figured out how much he wanted to say about Melora, Jingo, Ivory and whoever else they were with. Finally, he said, “The people who shot me had guns, like you have.”

				“I saw them through the trees. You don’t have to lie to me anymore,” Kirby said. She pulled the blanket taut on his shoulder, a little too hard. “I know you know them. Or, at least, some of them.”

				Bray watched her in confusion. “What do you mean?”

				“I know them, too. Those are the people I met in my people’s settlement. I know you’re a Warden. I was considering killing you as soon as you told me your name, shortly after we first met.” Kirby scooted back and watched him. Her gun was in her holster, but Bray suddenly wondered if he should reach for his sword.

				“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” he tried.

				“Melora and Jingo told me about you. They told me about William and how he was infected. At first, I wasn’t sure it was the same boy. And then you said your name was Bray, and I knew who you were. Melora told me you killed her mother, Ella. I probably would’ve killed you then, except I believe that you were actually trying to save William.”

				Bray frowned as he realized his lies hadn’t been as convincing as he’d hoped. “Why did you agree to come with me?” He watched her. “Why save a boy you’ve never met? Or have you met him, too?”

				“No, I’ve never met William.” Kirby got to her feet, looking around at the woods before pulling up the layers of clothing on her back, revealing a line of warts going up her spine. “I wanted to help, because I know what he’s going through. I’m infected, too.”

				Bray couldn’t hide the shock on his face. As he stared at the warts on Kirby’s back, he recalled a similar moment, when he’d met Jingo. But he’d made a mistake then, and looking at Kirby, he wasn’t going to repeat it. “So you know I don’t have a son,” he said, adding, “or a daughter.”

			

			
				“Yes,” Kirby said with a half-smile. “Although I’ll admit that was clever.”

				Bray winced. “It was Melora who shot me. I saw her through the trees, right before I fell. She hates me for what happened to Ella. I don’t blame her. But Ella’s death was an accident. I wanted to tell Melora, if I ever saw her again.”

				“I figured it was her,” Kirby said, keeping her smile. “She reminds me of myself, in some ways. But explaining yourself to someone with a gun isn’t smart.”

				Bray tried to ignore the blazing pain in his shoulder. “You’re probably right.” He stared at Kirby as she lowered her shirt, figuring some things out. “Did you provide them with those guns?”

				“Yes,” Kirby said. “I trusted they would use them to make Brighton better. But the way it looks, they might die before that happens.” Her face turned sad. “That’s what happens in war, oftentimes, I’m afraid. It happened to my people. But you know that.”

				“Why didn’t you take all your guns?”

				“I only have two hands. What am I going to do with a mountain of guns?”

				“Does that mean there are more at your settlement?”

				Kirby didn’t answer.

				Returning to the subject at hand, Bray said, “We should still try to find William. We might have a chance if you think you know which way he went. Where did you see him run off to?”

				Kirby pointed east through the trees. “I think he ran in that direction.”

				Bray looked around the forest, as if he might encounter William wandering through the trees, but all he saw were tree trunks and brush. “I don’t know how much luck we’ll have, but I want to try to find him. I owe him that much.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 96: Fitz

				Instead of galloping toward the interior of the east wall, where demons were spilling over and fighting the courageous women still standing there, Fitz took a wide berth and rode around the retreating fighters, making sure they saw her charging in the opposite direction from which they were running, heading toward the demons. While she was riding, she cast one last glance back toward the center of Brighton. Still no Ginger, and no squadrons of mounted warriors.

				The hopelessness was overwhelming.

				The top edge of the circle wall was solid with beasts crawling over and dropping to the ground. The fraying end of her line was turning into a rout as the screams of a thousand fleeing women were loud enough to catch the ears of those farther down the line.

				Her inexperienced army of housewives and old men was shattering, and Brighton’s future was crumbling with every panicked step they took away from the battle.

				None of the fleeing women saw that. None had room for bigger thoughts other than those of their friends running and the sharp teeth coming to shred their flesh. They only wanted to live through the next few seconds and minutes.

				That was panic.

				Fitz raised her sword as she thought this might be the end.

				And then something happened.

				The horses of her guard formed up on her flanks, galloping in the chevron formation she’d heard tell of so often in the tales. It wasn’t something Fitz had ordered her riders to do, not something they’d trained for. The horses had done it on their own, carrying their novice riders the way they’d been trained since they first carried a rider.

			

			
				The chevron!

				Just like the stories of that great battle.

				Women, the fastest of them, those farthest ahead of the others flew past, heading for the false security of Brighton’s houses and buildings.

				“Stand, and fight!” Fitz yelled. “Turn! Don’t run!”

				No one listened. All they did was swerve to avoid getting trampled by the oncoming wall of horses.

				Fitz yelled again into the thick of the retreating women. Some women slowed, but none stopped; they were too easily carried by the fearful tide around them.

				“Run and die!” Fitz shouted. “Stand and live!”

				Ahead of her she spotted Adam-John, bloodied but able, running with a spear in hand, eyes wild with terror and seeing nothing but the trampled grass in front of him, the next place to drop his fleeing feet to get one more step from the monsters coming to steal his life.

				Fitz yanked hard on her reins, stopping her horse, and it reared its front legs at the sky right in front of Adam-John.

				Fitz’s guard came to a stop.

				Adam-John halted, looking up at Fitz and her horse.

				The front hooves of Fitz’s horse slammed hard on the earth in front of Adam-John.

				Fitz pointed the sharp tip of her sword at Adam-John’s face, drawing his attention up the length of the glimmering steel and into her fiery eyes. “Look at me!”

				Adam-John’s eyes were glassy. His mouth opened, but no words spilled out.

				“Find your courage!” Fitz told him. “Die here, as a man, or die in the streets of the city as a coward!”

				Adam-John looked over his shoulder at the women running past, at the demons coming behind.

				“If you don’t stand,” Fitz told him. “All of us will die!”

				One woman, and then another, came to a stop by Adam-John, looking at Fitz, hearing her words.

			

			
				Fitz raised the tip of her blade and pointed it at the demon multitude. “I choose to fight until I have no more breath.” She caught Adam-John with a piercing gaze. “Make your choice.”

				With Adam-John and the two women beside him still standing, Fitz spurred her horse and trotted around them. “Ride with me!” she shouted to her guard. “No demon will reach the city!”

				As the horses reached a full gallop, Fitz passed the last of the retreating women.

				She tore into the chasing demons, swinging her sword and letting her horse do what it had been trained to do, charge and trample, using its momentum to knock the demons down before killing them under its hooves.

				With the wall coming up in front of her, Fitz veered in the direction of the main gate, to run along the face of the wall, stomping and hacking, her guard following. She already felt the weight of the sword in her untrained arm, already doubted she could haul it back for another kill, but she had no choice. She had to fight on until there was nothing more to give. All of humanity’s future depended on it.

				Demons were all around them, with more coming over the wall.

				Fighters retreated all along the flank.

				The whole western half of Fitz’s defense was collapsing.

				She rode through demons until a solid line of women was standing firm to her left, nearly two hundred yards from the wall, killing demons as they’d been trained, protecting one another with their formation. She’d come to the part of the army that hadn’t retreated.

				As she passed, a contagious cheer rose on voices that spread down the line.

				Buoyed by the ovation, Fitz understood immediately that her value to the army was not in killing demons with her sword, but in bolstering the fragile spirit of her people, giving them a reason, helping them find the strength to fight on.

			

			
				She wanted to ride past the main gate and beyond, but she had to turn. She had to go back to where the lines had broken.

				Leading the horses in a wide U-turn, Fitz saw the swath of broken demons marking the trail her small formation had taken through the throng, and that boosted her confidence more.

				She kicked her horse and yelled, swinging her heavy sword.

				Demons fell.

				Blood splattered.

				Her arm burned, and her hand felt numb wrapped around the hilt of the blade.

				Where the line had disintegrated, far out in the field, a new line was forming, jagged, gapped, and messy, but taking shape.

				There was hope.

				Fitz led her horses along a path in front of where the clumps of women were gathering their courage and turning. “Fight!” she yelled. “Fight!”

				Ahead, she saw a row of women, a hundred strong, straight, formed up as they’d been trained, shoulder-to-shoulder, strength coalesced from fear, spears pointing forward, efficiently killing the demons coming at them. And in the center of the line, taller than most of the women around him, Fitz saw Adam-John, spear raised, yelling orders and encouragement to the women and boys around him.

				In the distance, galloping like a savior from out of the city streets, Fitz saw Ginger’s flaming red hair flowing in the wind, with two hundred riders behind, swords raised, coming to kill.

				They’re here!

				In front of the coming horses, Fitz saw her disintegrating army come to a stop, learning bravery from the coming riders. No, they’re not just riders, Fitz thought.

			

			
				They’re a cavalry.

				Tears of joy flowed down Fitz’s face as she led her small formation in another turn, riding along the wall and back toward the main gate, to the center of the battle.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 97: Oliver

				“Did we win?” asked Oliver, giddy for having lived when he thought for certain he was going to die.

				Jingo put a foot on the log and looked across the field. Countless demons lay in the grass, most dead, many dying. A smattering of twisted men walked among them, wounded and dazed, or just confused. Jingo pointed in the direction of the main gate. “The battle is inside the wall now. We’ve done our part out here.”

				“What do we do now?” asked Beck.

				“We go in,” said Ivory, jumping to his feet and tucking magazines into his belt.

				Nodding, Jingo said, “He’s right.”

				Oliver stood up, stiff from tension, sore in his shoulder from where the rifle had pounded him with every shot. “I’m ready.”

				Jingo gave everyone a quick look. “Make sure all of your magazines are full. Check your hand grenades. Make sure you have enough.”

				Oliver already knew his magazines were full, but he checked anyway. As the battle had wound down and there were fewer and fewer targets coming, Jingo and Beck caught up on keeping the magazines topped off. Still, Oliver checked the one in his gun and each of the six Kirby had given him.

				“Tuck them into your belt, like I did,” Ivory told him, walking over. “They won’t do you any good in your backpack. You won’t be able to get them out fast enough.”

				“What about the wagon?” Beck asked, pointing at the last few cases of bullets and hand grenades still on the aluminum cart.

			

			
				“We’ll come back for it,” Jingo told him. “It’ll do us no good to bring it along.”

				“It’ll slow us down,” Ivory added.

				“Between us, with our magazines full, we’ve got over a thousand rounds of ammunition, plus what we carry for the pistols,” said Jingo. “And we’ve got the hand grenades. I don’t know how many demons await us inside, but we’ll be able to kill a lot before we need to come back here to reload.”

				“Let’s go, then,” said Beck, “While there’s still a Brighton left to fight for.”

				Rifle in hand, Jingo stepped over the downed tree, the rampart that they’d defended all through the battle. “Spread out,” he told the others. “Walk in line, side by side, but about ten paces apart. Shoot anything that can still walk. Ivory, you take one end, Melora you take the other. You two are the best shots. Oliver, you’re in the middle.”

				Oliver had killed his share of demons. He didn’t need to be protected. “Why do—”

				“As a favor to me,” said Jingo. “Let’s not take an unnecessary risk.”

				The group lined up and spread out, Oliver in the middle, Jingo to his left and Beck to his right, Melora on one end, and Ivory on the other. They walked at a brisk pace across the field in the direction of the main gate, shooting any demons still on their feet as they went.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 98: Fitz

				Panting, after what seemed like hours atop the horse, slaughtering demons with the aid of her cavalry, Fitz and her beast stood still behind the battle line where the people of Brighton, still fought side by side.

				They weren’t really fighting anymore.

				Her fighters were advancing toward the wall, walking over the bodies of thousands and thousands of dead demons, exterminating those who were trapped between them and the wall who they now outnumbered.

				Some demons were climbing the wall, trying to get back outside. More were running through the narrow gap in the open gate.

				“We did it,” said Ginger, from her horse beside Fitz’s. “We won.”

				Fitz felt the battle in every joint and every muscle of her body. Her horse stomped and snorted. It was ready for more. “It’s not over yet.”

				Ginger pointed at the line of women, advancing on the remnants of the horde. “They’ll finish the brutes.”

				Fitz nodded at the gates, “We need to take the cavalry through the gate and kill all that we can outside the wall before they escape into the forest.”

				“But we’ve won,” Ginger told her. “We don’t need to risk ourselves.”

				“We do,” Fitz insisted. “There may still be men out there, fighting for their lives.”

				“Winthrop’s army?” Ginger spat. “They were coming here to tear down our walls and kill us all.”

				“Husbands, brothers, and sons,” Fitz told her, not rising to the argument. “We need to save as many as we can.”

				Ginger nodded, respect written on her face. “Yes, General.”

			

			
				Fitz laughed. “I’m no general.”

				“Yes, my Queen?” Ginger smiled widely to let Fitz know the title was a bit of a joke.

				“I don’t know if I need a title.” Fitz raised her sword. “You are the general of our cavalry, Ginger. Why don’t you lead us out?”

				“No,” Ginger answered. “Lady Fitz, you saved us today. You lead us out.”

				Fitz stood in her stirrups and waved her blade in the air. “Don’t clean your swords yet, ladies. We have more killing to do.” Fitz pointed toward the gates. “Follow me.”

				She trotted her horse with Ginger behind and the cavalry lining up single-file to go back out through the gate for the second time that day.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 99: Fitz

				Fitz spurred her horse to a full gallop as she rode through the partially open gates.

				Behind her, nearly two hundred women on horseback followed. A dozen demons loitered in the funnel created by the partially open doors, and Fitz killed one of them as she pushed through into the open. The cavalry behind her would take care of the rest.

				Knowing she couldn’t slow, Fitz galloped into the corpse-strewn pasture in front of the gates, looking quickly from right to left to gauge the situation. She needed to turn in the correct direction so she could lead her cavalry at what she expected would be hundreds—and hoped wouldn’t be thousands—of demons.

				What she saw surprised her.

				Halfway to the forest, several hundred soldiers stood in no kind of order, with sagging shoulders and weapons hanging from their hands. Hours of face-to-face fighting had splattered them with so much gore that they looked human only in silhouette.

				No live demon was close to them.

				None of the army was fighting anymore.

				They were the paltry remains of a military force nineteen thousand strong, the proudest ever assembled in the three hundred year history of Brighton.

				The vicious horde she’d expected to find outside the wall was nothing but a few hundred upright demons scattered across a carpet of bodies, demons, men, and women. Most dead, many wailing as their lives seeped out through their open wounds.

				The cracking thunder that Fitz had been hearing all day was more pronounced outside the wall, and she heard it again, popping in rapid bangs. Looking to her left, she saw many of the demons in that direction making their way over the corpses toward a line of five people in the distance.

			

			
				They were the source of the abrupt thunder.

				In front of those five people, the disoriented demons fell.

				Fitz didn’t understand what she was seeing. It didn’t make sense that the demons would fall over and die just by going in their direction.

				Fitz veered her horse toward the strange people.

				The horses that had already made it through the gate rode behind her, and in moments, her cavalry was riding abreast, charging at the rear of the demons that were moving toward the noisy five people.

				The hooves of the horses created a thunder so loud they drowned out all other sound.

				The demons in front of Fitz’s cavalry turned to see what was coming. Some stopped, some fought, and others stumbled. More sprinted away trying to save themselves.

				None of those choices helped them.

				All fell under the hooves and swords of her cavalry.

				Seemingly as soon as it began, it was over. All the demons were on the ground behind her horses, dying or dead, and Fitz was slowing her horse as she rode toward the line of five strangers.

				One lowered his odd, noisy weapon, and pulled a hood up over his head as the horses drew close.

				Fitz rode straight for the shortest of them, the one in the center, the one she assumed was the leader.

				The short one stepped forward as Fitz brought her horse to a stop. Fitz didn’t believe what her eyes were telling her.

				It couldn’t be.

				“Oliver?”

				Oliver lowered the dull metal weapon he was holding as he walked forward, looking at her. “Fitz?”

			

			
				Fitz wiped a bloody sleeve across suddenly damp eyes. “Yes, Oliver. It’s me.”

				Confusion overrode Fitz’s other emotions. She couldn’t find any words.

				“I—” Oliver didn’t know what to say as his voice cracked and tears betrayed him. He ran to Fitz’s horse, looking up at her the whole way. “Are you okay?”

				Fitz almost laughed. She shook her head and said, “I’m fine, Oliver. None of this is my blood.”

				“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

				“I thought the same.”

				Fitz looked from Oliver to the strange device in his hands, the one she’d seen doing impossible things, just moments earlier. “Who are these people you are with? And what is that thing you are holding?”

				“It’s a gun,” said a man, coming up behind Oliver. “A rifle. Tech Magic. Just like the myths.”

				Fitz looked at the thin, haggard man, and recognition triggered. “Minister Beck?”

				“The same.” Beck nodded, as he looked her up and down. “I have to admit, I’m surprised to see you on that horse.”

				Fitz tensed as the joy of her reunion faded. She lifted her sword, prepared to fight again. “You were expecting Tenbrook?” Fitz drilled Beck with a hard stare, a stare that said she didn’t care about the weapon in his hand. She’d die for Brighton, if she had to. “Tenbrook’s dead. And no one like him is coming back.”

				“Fitz is our leader,” Ginger added. “You aren’t anything anymore, Beck, except maybe a criminal.” Ginger raised her sword, too.

				“Beck’s okay,” Oliver said, stepping up and putting a hand on Fitz’s leg. “He’s—” Oliver glanced back and forth at the line of woman on horseback around Fitz. In a low voice, he said, “Before we left, I was working with Beck to overthrow Tenbrook. Beck’s a good guy.”

			

			
				Fitz sat up straight in her saddle and looked down at Oliver. “Stay near me, Oliver. You and I will talk later.” Looking down on Beck, she said, “Brighton has changed in your absence. There is no Tenbrook. No cavalry, except what you see here. No blue shirts, and no Council of elders. There is a New Council that governs Brighton.”

				Beck held a look on his face that said he wasn’t sure how to react.

				“What Beck means to say,” said a strange man next to Beck, stepping forward and throwing back his hood. “Is that we want change, too.”

				Women on horses gasped.

				Fitz tensed.

				Ginger raised her sword.

				“Wait!” Oliver yelled. “Stop!”

				“Do I surprise you?” asked the hoodless, wart-covered man, looking only at Fitz, “A demon, a monster, who speaks?” He let his weapon hang on its strap and raised his hands. “I mean you no harm.” He looked over at Beck. “Obviously, Brighton has changed for the better during Beck’s absence.”

				“It has,” Ginger spat. “What do you want?”

				“Listen to him,” Oliver pleaded with Fitz. “He’s three hundred years old. He knows everything. His name is Jingo.”

				Fitz shook her head, ready to brush off Oliver’s fantasy beliefs, but the confident look on Oliver’s face convinced her to listen.

				“I am three hundred years old,” Jingo confirmed. “I am what you would call an Ancient. I lived in the time before the spore. I grew up in the magical times of your legends.”

				Shaking her head, disbelief clear on her face, Fitz asked, “Why are you here?”

			

			
				“I am here to guide Brighton out of brutality and ignorance, if that’s what you want,” announced Jingo. “I’m here to help you. All of you.”

				“Please listen to him,” Oliver pleaded. “He’s my friend.”

				Fitz looked down at Oliver, inclined to accept his recommendation, even though the women around her looked on with equal measures of awe and hate. While riding up to the five, they’d all seen what the five’s guns could do, killing demons at a distance with the noise of thunder.

				But they’d been fighting through the whole of the day with demons that looked just like Jingo. It didn’t make sense.

				“You’ve seen what we can do working together,” Jingo said, pointing all around them at the demons they’d slayed. “That is what we hoped for. We came here to help, as I said.”

				“How can we be sure of that?” Ginger asked.

				“Perhaps you don’t understand the power of the weapons we hold,” Jingo said. “If you’ll allow me, I’ll demonstrate.”

				Ginger raised her sword at Jingo. “You don’t want to do that.”

				“It’s okay!” Oliver said, holding up his hands to calm everyone. “Let him show you.”

				Jingo pulled a strange, round metal device from his pants, pulled off a piece, and hurled it in the opposite direction. An ear-splitting crack echoed across the field as the device suddenly came apart, spraying dirt, pieces of dead demons, and fire in all directions.

				“Melora, Ivory, show them what our guns can do,” Jingo said.

				The young man and woman next to Jingo turned around and pointed their strange weapons at five demons that were loitering out by the tree line, deciding whether to run or attack again. Ivory and Melora fired their guns across the distance. The demons all fell to the ground with blood spewing from wounds.

			

			
				Fitz and her women stared at the aftermath in awe, looking between Jingo, his group, and the destruction.

				“If we wanted to come into Brighton by force, we could,” Jingo said. “That’s why you must believe me when I say that was never our intention. We don’t mean anyone harm. We’re here to help you with your change, in whichever way you need us.”

				Jingo looked over at Beck. Feeling the weight of Jingo’s glance, Beck agreed. “It’s true.”

				“See, I told you,” Oliver said, next to Fitz. “We’re on the same side.”

				Before Fitz could consider a response, a woman on horseback came galloping up, stealing everyone’s attention with her urgency. She glanced quickly between the strange group of people, Fitz, and the debris from Jingo’s strange weapon. Then she said, “We’ve found Father Winthrop, Lady Fitz.”

				“Dead?” Fitz asked, though she had no expectation to the contrary.

				“No,” the woman answered. “He’s terribly wounded.”

				Fitz nodded. “Bind his hands and feet and take him inside.” Fitz turned to Ginger. “Tell Winthrop’s soldiers they are welcome to enter Brighton if they give up their weapons and accept the authority of the New Council. Tyranny no longer rules. We do. They must respect that and they must treat women as equals, or they’ll be exiled.” She made sure to look at Beck as she spoke.

				“What of these people?” Ginger asked, cocking her head at Jingo, Beck, and the young man and woman, apparently named Ivory and Melora.

				“I’ll deal with them,” Fitz answered.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 100: William

				William ran until the screams in the distance were quieter and the thunder of the battlefield sounded like it was tapering off. He wondered if Winthrop’s gods had finally gone quiet, mourning the loss of one of their brothers. Or maybe his arrogance had irked them and earned their enmity.

				He didn’t care. All he cared about was that he was alone.

				The demons were no longer running with him. Their shrieks had long faded as they raced back toward the field, probably heading for whatever scraps were left behind.

				William slowed as he reached a patch of forest with tall, wide trees, and a fallen oak, lying sideways. The ground was mostly open and covered with half-frozen moss. He found a narrow section of the fallen tree that was the right height to sit on. William’s lungs heaved from the exertion of running, and his heart thumped rapidly in his chest. He needed to catch his wind.

				He bent down, cleaning some of the remaining blood from his hands on some leaves, which were stuck to the ground from the cold. He looked around the quiet forest, then up at the clear sky visible through the tops of the trees. It was almost peaceful enough to make him forget the horrors he’d witnessed on the battlefield.

				Something crashed through the forest from the direction in which he’d been running.

				William looked around, wondering if his demons had disobeyed his commands. He searched for some sign of them, ready to tell them to go on their way again.

				More crashes.

				Voices?

				He raised his knife.

				Flashes of clothing through the trees told him he’d stayed too long. William got up from the log, watching as several blood-printed men ran into the open, catching sight of him before he could duck out of sight.

			

			
				“It’s the demon boy!” a man exclaimed, surprise lighting his face as he stepped into the open. He was clutching his ear, blood dripping through his fingers as he nursed a battle wound.

				“I saw him in the field!” said another man with shaggy hair. “He killed Winthrop! He was helping the demons!”

				“He killed our god!”

				Fear turned to anger as the men shouted to some others behind them and a dozen others emerged, most covered in blood, theirs and their enemies’. One man was doubled over with bite marks on his stomach, coughing. But most were able-bodied and angry enough to kill William.

				“You did this!” said the first man, with the ear wound. “You brought the demons to us. You killed our god!”

				“Murderer!”

				“God-killer!”

				Hearing the shouts of others, several more men charged through the forest, catching sight of what was happening, their fear changing to anger as they found a focus for their retribution.

				William backed up and raised his knife.

				But the tree was behind him. He couldn’t jump over it and run without turning his back, and if he did, he’d most likely be stabbed.

				Twenty men surrounded him, swords drawn, murder on their faces. The demons were gone. William’s twisted men were back on the field, fighting alongside their brothers.

				William was alone.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 101: Bray

				Bray and Kirby mounted their horses and headed in the direction in which they’d last seen William going, listening to the distant shrieks of battle. They rode between trees and over beds of frozen moss and curled brown weeds, well outside the trail they’d been riding, into the thick overgrowth. Bray’s arm still blazed with pain, but the strip of fabric Kirby had used to tie it off seemed to have stopped the bleeding. Bray kept his sword in his good hand and used his left to hold the reins, cussing under his breath from the pain of his injury as he guided his beast and the other horses. He watched for demons or danger.

				“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Kirby asked.

				Bray didn’t need to ask her to know the double meaning behind that statement. “I know where I saw him,” he said. “I have a good sense of direction, regardless of what you might think.”

				For one of the first times since he’d met her, Kirby resisted commenting.

				They rode by bodies of dead demons, men, and women who had gotten far enough away from the battlefield to die in the woods. Bray found himself checking the ground as well as the forest between the trees, thinking he’d find a small body lying among the foliage. William might’ve survived the battle outside of the Brighton walls, but Bray didn’t know how long his luck would hold.

				He thought back to when he’d seen William running into the battlefield. Was that the last glimpse he’d have?

				They’d been traveling for what felt like too long when screams and loud voices echoed through the trees.

				Unlike the cries of battle, these were close.

				Listening intently, Bray could almost pick out a voice that might be William.

			

			
				“Up ahead! I hear something!” Bray said, charging through the underbrush and leading Kirby and the horses faster. Kirby didn’t argue. She kept her gun out, clutching her horse’s reins as she followed.

				The cries got more insistent, frantic, as Bray and Kirby closed the gap. They saw glimpses of men through the trees, hollering and wielding their swords. Bray kept going, ignoring the pain in his arm and the sting of chafed skin from being dragged by the horse, recognizing the high-pitched voice he heard screaming in the distance. It was the same one who had screamed at him when he’d killed Ella.

				William.

				“Leave me alone! Get the hell away from me!” William yelled.

				Bray wouldn’t let William down again.

				He charged through the trees, holding his sword ready as he entered an arena of blood-soaked, mostly shirtless men who had backed William up against a fallen tree. William’s face was plastered with blood. One of the men held a knife that might’ve been William’s, taunting him. Another cocked back a bloody fist, making it obvious he’d already hit William once.

				Bray didn’t hesitate. He slashed at the nearest man, cutting the back of his neck before he could utter a warning. Then he swung his sword again, knocking another man to the ground. The others had already turned to find Bray and Kirby coming through the trees.

				“Get out of here!” Bray yelled at William. “Kirby, I’ve got them!”

				Bray heard the crack of gunfire behind him, but he didn’t stop charging at the men, slashing and fighting at one man who tried to swing at him. He knocked the man back with a slice to the chest, then cut another man’s arm, knocking the sword from his hands. Anywhere he saw flesh, he struck. Having seen William bloodied, his seething rage was a force he couldn’t quell. For too many days, Bray had watched William from a distance, kidnapped by these men, forced into who knew what kind of perversions.

			

			
				William had always been just out of reach, too far from help, or surrounded by demons.

				Bray had been powerless to do anything.

				No more.

				Bray directed his horse into the middle of the thickest cluster of men, knocking one aside and trampling others. He heard the screams of the men as his horse reared up and hooves met faces. He kept swinging at anything he could see, keeping a tight hold on the saddle so he wouldn’t fall. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw William darting to the other side of the fallen tree and taking cover.

				An enraged, bloodied man ran at Bray, but his head exploded before Bray could reach him. Bray didn’t stop, even as he heard Kirby’s ancient gun firing behind him. He charged at the men.

				A group of four men coordinated an attack at Bray, running at the horse’s flank. He slashed the air and cut them back, knocking a sword from one man’s hand, cutting another’s hand clean off. The wounded man cried out and stared at the bloody, dripping stump as Bray fought another. Numbers didn’t mean anything to him anymore. He’d make good on his promise to Ella and William.

				Soon, he was past the men and turning around for another charge, his breath heaving, his sword dripping blood. On the ground behind him were the bodies of over a dozen men. He watched as Kirby fired on several more wounded who were getting up, knocking them back to the ground for good. And then Kirby was grabbing for something, lowering the gun.

				What was she doing?

				Four men remained. Their eyes darted from Bray to Kirby as they determined a next move. They were angry. Whether it was misdirected anger at losing to the demons, or the adrenaline of battle, they weren’t giving up.

			

			
				Bray figured out what they were going to do before they did it. One ran for Kirby, while the other three ran toward the tree and for William.

				“Cowards!” Bray roared as he drove his horse after them.

				Kirby screamed, “Get William!”

				Bray rode at the men, swinging at the closest and knocking him down, then goring the second in the back. The man fell with a muted cry as the horse stomped over him. The last man was already over the log and heading for William, who had managed to get to the other side of it. Bray steered his horse in their direction, intent on leaping over the downed tree and striking him down, before he realized that the trampling, war-driven horse might not stop for William. At the last moment, Bray pulled up his reins and leapt from the saddle, hitting the ground with a thud. The landing shook his shoulder, but he kept going.

				William was scrambling from the man’s eager grasp, barely avoiding capture as the man leapt for what he thought might give him a chance at life. William’s face was a bloodied mask of fear.

				With a feral cry, Bray dove at the man, catching hold of the bottom of his pants and tackling him to the ground. The man fell with a thud, his wind burst from his body, and his sword flew from his grasp. William scurried just out of reach and to a safe distance in the trees. Bray clawed the man’s back as he scooted up from the man’s legs to his waist, pinning him to the hard ground. The man tried to turn his head as if to utter a plea, but Bray was beyond talk. He raised his sword with his good arm and sliced the back of the man’s neck.

				Bray heaved winded breaths as he watched the dead man’s face hit the dirt. He held up his bloody sword.

			

			
				He looked around.

				It was as if he’d broken from a dream.

				All over the forest, men lay dead. None moved. None threatened him, or William, or Kirby.

				Kirby.

				He looked over his shoulder, finding Kirby holding her gun over the body of the man that had run at her. She was grinning and sticking a thumb in the air. “I guess you do know how to fight,” she said.

				With the threat past, Bray turned to William.

				“Are you okay?” he asked.

				William wiped the blood from his face, but he didn’t say anything. He looked as if he were too shocked to speak. His curly hair hung in a mop over his forehead, and his shirt had been pulled down over his back, exposing one side of the lump on the back of his neck. Another fear hit Bray. He recalled the words he’d overheard Jingo speaking in the Ancient City.

				“Men descend into depravity after being infected, but some are able to avoid that madness by keeping their distance.”

				Was William mad? He considered the way William had run among the demons again in the battlefield. Was William too far gone? What if William’s body was a shell, housing a vicious mind?

				Maybe Bray had already failed William—and Ella—a long time ago.

				“William?” he asked again, suddenly certain the boy wouldn’t answer, that his suspicions were true.

				William stared at him with a blank look, wiping more blood from his face, revealing a gash on his forehead that the men had caused. His eyes were the same brown color that Bray had remembered. He looked like he wasn’t going to speak.

				Slowly, the look on William’s face turned to recognition.

				“You saved me from those men,” said William simply.

			

			
				Relief washed over Bray at the sound of William’s voice. “You’re damn right I did.”

				“But why? You killed my mother.” William looked confused, not angry.

				“It was an accident,” Bray said, looking around, as if more men might show up. “It might be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. I took the most precious thing from you, and all I can do to make up for it is tell you I’m sorry and ask you to forgive me.”

				William stared at Bray, no expression on his face.

				“Maybe we can talk later.” Bray looked around again. “Right now, you need to believe me when I say we’re trying to help you.”

				William watched Bray for a moment, as if he was deciding something. Or maybe he already had. His face bore none of the anger that he’d had when he last saw Bray on top of the tower. He seemed tired, in shock, maybe. The gods only knew what he’d been through.

				He looked around at the dead, blood-printed men. Then he looked back at Bray. “Where will we go?”

				“Anywhere but here. Let’s hurry, before more of those savages show up.”

				William nodded. Then he collected his sword and followed Bray to Kirby and the horses.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 102: Oliver

				The afternoon was waning, and no living demon was inside the circle wall. Any outside had run so far into the forest that no one was worried they’d ever return.

				Fitz’s soldiers still stood in the towers along the walls, keeping watch anyway. The cohorts that hadn’t had to fight were stationed at each gate, just in case the battle wasn’t truly over. The piles of rocks keeping the main gates propped open were removed and the gate closed.

				All of the wounded were being tended to.

				Through it all, Oliver had stayed by Fitz, riding on a borrowed horse as she tended to all manner of decisions.

				Finally, she had some time for him, and they’d ridden away from the wall where all of the fighting had taken place. Fitz led Oliver to the temple, where they dismounted and walked up the steps.

				Still covered in the grime of the battle, or in Oliver’s case, the dirt of living in the wild for weeks, they both stood there, staring through the remains of the charred doors and into the blackened ruins of the Temple.

				Fitz told Oliver the story of what had happened to Franklin, and Oliver cried while doing his best to suck his tears back in and stand straight and stern.

				Finally, Oliver asked, “Is he still in there?”

				Fitz gestured to the rubble under the collapsed roof, fighting back tears of her own. “Yes, but he’s nothing but ash and bone. At least he’s in the company of people who loved him.”

				Oliver nodded through his tears.

				“In time, after the first days or weeks of pain pass, maybe that thought will soothe you,” Fitz said. “But right now you need time to grieve.”

			

			
				Oliver blubbered like a woman, with Fitz’s arms around him. He cried until his eyes hurt, his nose was running, and he couldn’t cry any more. Feeling shame for his emotions, he wiped his face and pulled himself together enough to speak. “I’m not a child. And men don’t cry. I’m sorry.”

				“You don’t have to apologize. You loved him,” Fitz murmured. “I loved him, too. Crying is what people do. It’s okay.”

				Oliver shook his head as he let go of Fitz and turned around to sit on the steps.

				Fitz sat beside him, close enough that they still touched. She put an arm over his shoulder. “I know Franklin was the closest thing to family you had. Now that he’s gone, you and I will have to be one another’s family.”

				Oliver sniffled and nodded.

				“You can be my little brother.”

				Oliver put an arm around Fitz’s waist and held her. “Why did Tenbrook do it?”

				“Questions like that are only a way to torture ourselves,” Fitz said. “We can’t change what happened. Trust me, I asked a thousand such questions after Tenbrook killed Franklin. I berated myself for my choice to encourage Franklin to be what he was, what everyone in Brighton saw in him. He was a hope for something different, and that hope got him killed.”

				Fitz shuddered as she pointed across the square to the Cleansing platform, and the dais where the councilmen sat on Cleansing day. “All of this is evil. We watched while we allowed our friends and relatives to be burned. We all cried too many tears, and we all walked our sad path because we thought that was the only one ahead of us. Franklin didn’t believe that. He went to the market and talked to everyone who would listen. He taught in the Temple, and he preached in the fields. Franklin was like a light in the darkness, and as I came to realize on all those nights when I was crying into my pillow, there was nothing I could have done to make Franklin anything other than what he was. He was destined to shine so bright that we’d all have to look.”

			

			
				Fitz was crying by then, unable to speak for all the grief coming to the surface.

				Oliver and she sat together, holding one another until Fitz had cried away enough of her loss that she was able to piece her words together again. “Franklin was what Brighton needed. He showed us all the sickness in our city’s soul, and he made us believe we could heal it, even though it cost him his life.”

				“Tenbrook killed him,” Oliver spat, without the strength of the hate he thought would come with his words.

				“Evil men can’t stand in the light,” said Fitz. “But what the Tenbrooks of the world will never understand is that when everyone heard Franklin speak, they became a part of him, and he became part of them. Tenbrook killed Franklin, but he didn’t extinguish that flame.” Turning to look Oliver in the eye, Fitz said, “Franklin lives in my heart, and your heart, and most importantly, he lives in the hearts of everyone in Brighton. He’s the light in our darkness, showing us the way to reach the dawn.”

				Nodding as he dried the last of the moment’s tears from his face, Oliver said, “It still hurts.”

				“It will, for a while,” Fitz told him. “Maybe always.”

				“So you really are the new General Blackthorn?”

				Fitz laughed, though her eyes were still full of tears. “No. I hope not. Maybe I’m the first Fitzgerald.”

				Oliver laughed, too, and snot burst out of his nose, which he wiped on his sleeve.

				“Brighton is different now,” said Fitz, pointing to the other side of the square, where Blackthorn’s former residence sat on the corner. “I live there.”

				“In Blackthorns’ house?” To Oliver, it didn’t seem possible.

			

			
				“You’ll live with me, too,” said Fitz. “There’s room for ten or twelve, at least. Ginger lives there, too, and so do a few of the other women who are helping.”

				“Helping?” asked Oliver.

				“We have a New Council—not just three, but sixteen of us. We’re trying to figure out how to make Brighton a better place.”

				“How will you do that?”

				“In truth,” answered Fitz, “we haven’t had much time to talk about that part of it. We’ve spent most of our time preparing for this day. Survival had to come first.”

				“Survival?” mused Oliver sadly. “Father Winthrop used that word once when I asked him why we burned so many people on Cleansing day. ‘Survival,’ he said. If we didn’t kill the unclean, the spore would taint us all and Brighton would die.”

				“This was a different kind of survival,” said Fitz. “We had to defend Brighton.”

				Oliver apologized immediately. “You’re right. I think you saved Brighton from the demons.”

				“We all did it together,” Fitz corrected.

				“I’ve heard so many lofty words,” Oliver continued, “from Father Winthrop, from General Blackthorn, from Minister Beck, from Jingo. I saw all those men in Blackthorn’s army get killed in the forest by the monsters. The demons killed the soldiers in a canyon on the way to the Ancient City, and they massacred us on a hill by the river. All along I heard words that made sense, and I heard words that sounded insane. Even when Father Winthrop spoke his insanity, everyone raised their swords and followed. And they all died thinking they were doing something noble. I don’t understand. Maybe I’m too young. I know what words mean. But I see words lead men to do evil things, to one another, and to themselves. How do you know when your words are good words and not bad ones?”

			

			
				Fitz wrapped her arm around Oliver and pulled him close again. “Maybe it’s not your words. Maybe it’s what’s in your heart when you say them.”

				Nodding, Oliver said, “You have a good heart.”

				“So did Franklin,” replied Fitz. “Let’s try to keep that heart alive.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 103: Bray

				Bray, Kirby, and William rode the horses deeper into the forest. Every so often, Bray glanced back at William, as though he might disappear. Sometimes it felt like William was a ghost he’d been chasing since the Ancient City. But this William was real, and Bray would make sure he didn’t go anywhere this time.

				“At least we have someone to ride the extra horse,” Kirby said with a smile.

				William smiled back. He kept his fingers clutched on the reins as he rode.

				They traveled away from Brighton, keeping a steady pace and looking out for danger. They hadn’t seen any men—or demons—since the last encounter.

				He wasn’t sure where they were going, but the only thing they were clear on was that they needed to avoid Brighton.

				They traveled for a long while, keeping a steady but appropriate pace for the horses, until the sun disappeared below the tree line and the sky turned crimson orange.

				“We should find a place to rest,” Kirby suggested.

				“Not a bad idea,” Bray agreed.

				They kept traveling, until the trees around them were just getting dark and they came across a building that was three or four stories tall, covered by dying brown weeds, stuck in the middle of the forest and reaching above the tops of the trees, as though the Ancients had dropped it there.

				“I’ve stayed in this ancient building a few times,” Bray said, pointing at it from his horse. “It should be safe. We’ll just have to find a place for the horses on one of the lower levels.”

				“I’ve stayed here, too,” William said, recognition crossing his face as they halted their horses.

			

			
				Bray looked back at him with a frown. “You have?”

				“I stayed here with mom on the first night we left Brighton.”

				A wave of guilt hit Bray as he looked up at the old structure, which contained parallel layers of ancient stone, each with gaps about five feet wide between them where he could see inside the building, which was filled with shrubs and bushes. Square posts supported each level. He envisioned Ella and William staying there, keeping each other safe from the demons in the wild. That image gave him a sadness he didn’t know how he’d ever be rid of. “Do you want to look for another place?” he asked William.

				William stared up at the building, his eyes glossed with memories. For a moment, Bray thought he was going to tell them to keep going. “Actually, I think I’d like to stay here. It has a nice view.”

				“It certainly does,” Bray agreed.

				“We slept on the roof. We saw the mountains from up there. I think I’d like to see that again.” William smiled.

				Bray nodded, looking away. He wanted to tell William that he’d buried his mother on a rooftop, too, that he hadn’t forgotten her.

				He would, in time.

				Sensing the mood, Kirby said, “Why don’t we head inside?”

				Bray and William agreed, and they guided the horses into the building, following the sloping floors up. The structure was darker than outside, filled with weeds and bushes, but enough light slanted through the gaps in the levels to see where they were going.

				“At least I know what this place is, now,” William said. “It’s a building where the Ancients stored the objects that carried them from one place to another. Like the one we saw in the Ancient City, Bray. Remember?”

				“I do,” Bray said.

			

			
				“Cars, you mean,” Kirby said. “This is a parking garage.”

				Bray and William looked at her in surprise. “How did you know that?”

				Kirby just smiled.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 104: Fitz

				Insomnia.

				All those nights spent preparing for battle until she was ready to drop, planning and arguing, even fretting when she finally did get to bed, the last thing Fitz expected when the battle was over was insomnia.

				She’d tried to sleep.

				She’d laid in bed for most of the night, but a line of worries marched in circles inside her head, picking up recruits as they went, chanting her inadequacies, telling her that every solution to every question had a better answer than anything she thought of.

				Finally, she gave up and went down the stairs to Blackthorn’s great room, sat in his ornate old chair by his ancient table, and watched the embers smolder in the hearth.

				One of the girls who kept the house tidy, one of Blackthorn’s former serving girls, was awake and found Fitz. Before the room grew cold, the servant girl piled logs onto the fireplace, and then she asked if Fitz wanted breakfast, even though sunrise was still hours away.

				Fitz reluctantly agreed.

				Stroking the table’s fine, polished wood, Fitz fought off memories of a naïve girl from a life that no longer seemed hers. Tenbrook had brutalized her at the table where she now sat. She’d never forget that, or what he’d done to Franklin.

				Fitz still had wounds that ached in her soul, still wore scars on her skin, branded there by Tenbrook’s inhuman fetish.

				Time heals all wounds?

				Can anyone live long enough to heal more than they bleed?

				In the frenetic days preparing for the battle, Fitz hadn’t given much thought to what victory would feel like. And now, instead of celebrating, she found herself with a new crop of worries.

			

			
				Over against the wall sat an aluminum wagon filled with several boxes of bullets and hand grenades, Tech Magic hauled over the mountain by Oliver’s new friends. Extra ammunition, they’d called it. They’d asked her to protect it, so others in town wouldn’t steal it. The wagon was worth a fortune. It was a trove of power, and it was a reminder of a whole list of decisions that seemed to have no obviously good answer.

				The wagon stood by the wall, not because Fitz wanted what it held, or knew what to do with it. She knew she had no right to steal property, let alone the most valuable thing that had ever rolled into the walls of Brighton. But she couldn’t leave the wagon with Ivory and Melora. They were both staying in Ivory’s father’s house in a part of Brighton where people stole whatever they could sneak away with.

				The wagon couldn’t stay there.

				Even letting Ivory, Melora, Beck, and Jingo keep their Tech Magic rifles concerned Fitz.

				What evil could a man like Tenbrook reap with a rifle in his hands?

				Round and round the worries went.

				She’d had Jingo and Beck escorted by the cavalry to the Academy.

				A mistake?

				Possibly.

				But Jingo had to go somewhere secure until the demon-killing fervor in town subsided and the women who’d won their battle could be counted on to face him with their heads, and not their hearts. Still, secrets never stayed under wraps for long. By morning, everyone in Brighton would know that a three hundred-year-old, wart-covered genius was holed up in the Academy.

			

			
				Would the townsfolk decide he was a cannibal or a Tech Magic savior?

				She pictured a mob of women with torches, building a pyre, or storming the Academy.

				Would it come to that?

				If it did, how many would die once Beck and Jingo started firing their rifles? Hundreds? Thousands? If Jingo and Beck were to be believed, the five with rifles had killed thousands of demons with no help from Fitz’s army.

				And having put Beck back with his people in the Academy, would the revolution he’d been plotting against Tenbrook be redirected against her and the New Council?

				Fitz heard the sound of someone coming down the stairs, but she didn’t turn her eyes away from the flame.

				“Why are you up?” asked Ginger, as she came into the room.

				Fitz shook her head. “I can’t sleep.”

				Ginger paused and listened for sounds from outside. “The victory chants seem to have finally tired out.”

				“Yes, they stopped a while ago,” Fitz told her, looking up to see Ginger’s red hair standing out in every direction from her head. “I think the storm finally forced the tired townsfolk to get some sleep.”

				“The howling wind woke me up,” said Ginger.

				“It’s snowing. Did you notice?”

				“Yes.” Ginger scooted a chair out and took a seat to Fitz’s left. “Maybe the early snow means good luck this time.” Ginger noticed the look on Fitz’s face. “But it looks like you’re still worrying. What about?”

				“At this very moment?” Fitz looked back at the blazing fire in the hearth. “Brighton’s future. The questions are all too complex, and I don’t know any of the answers. What bothers me most is what happens when the next Tenbrook comes.”

			

			
				“There’ll be no next Tenbrook,” Ginger said firmly. “You’re our leader. Where would a Tenbrook come from?”

				“One day, I’ll die,” said Fitz. “And someone will come after me. Maybe that person will be good. I hope so. But everybody in Brighton knows the story of our founders, Lady and Bruce. Lady was strong. She knew everything, never made a mistake—”

				“According to legend,” Ginger interrupted. “But legends are just lies with all the crusty parts polished off.”

				“Yes.” Fitz laughed darkly. “But I don’t know who followed Lady as the leader of Brighton, or who came after. The legends don’t tell us those things. But eventually those leaders led to Blackthorn, and Winthrop, and Tenbrook.”

				“And Beck,” added Ginger.

				“Do you think Beck’s a bad man?” asked Fitz. “I never knew him well. I got to know Scholar Evan, and he held Minister Beck in high regard.”

				“I don’t trust him.” Ginger looked like she wanted to spit. “He was part of the Council.”

				Shaking her head, Fitz mused, “The Council was just Blackthorn, though, wasn’t it? Everybody in Brighton knew who was in charge. And it wasn’t Beck.”

				“But Beck was there at every Cleansing,” argued Ginger. “How many burned while he sat on the dais and watched? His hands are as bloody as Blackthorn’s.”

				“All of us watched,” said Fitz. “Thousands, all afraid to raise a sickle or a pitchfork to a few hundred blue shirts and cavalry. Are our hands bloody, too?”

				Ginger turned to the fire with a scowl on her face.

				“What about Winthrop?” Fitz asked.

				“A pig,” spat Ginger. “Don’t compare him to any woman in Brighton.”

				“No comparison,” said Fitz, shaking her head. “That’s another issue we face. With all his injuries, I don’t understand why he won’t die. What will we do with him?”

			

			
				“Burn him, of course.” Ginger sat up straight in her chair and turned to Fitz with an intense look on her face. “No one deserves it more than him.”

				“I agree,” responded Fitz, “but when we put him on the pyre, does that not make us just like him? We’ll stand on the dais and proclaim his death, and someone will put a torch to the wood, just as the Elders did to many others.”

				“Everyone will jump at the chance.”

				“And everyone will be guilty.”

				“Guilty isn’t the right word,” Ginger argued.

				“Again, I agree with you,” said Fitz. “But I’m afraid of what happens after that. Even if putting Winthrop on the pyre is right, will that make it easier to burn the next one? And the next? And if we do that, does there come a day when the pyre waits for anyone we dislike? And what about The Cleansing? Do we still burn the unclean?”

				Ginger crossed her arms and slumped in her chair. “Maybe Winthrop will do us all a favor and die tonight.”

				“Knowing him, he won’t. It’s ingrained in his bones to hurt others,” said Fitz. “While his heart beats, others will suffer.”

				“Let’s burn Winthrop,” said Ginger resolutely, “and then ban the pyre. Let’s do away with it.”

				“What about the unclean?” asked Fitz. “What about the Cleansings?”

				“You have a three hundred-year-old genius monster in the Academy. Maybe he knows.”

				“Should we put him on the New Council?” asked Fitz.

				Ginger laughed. “I’m not sure what some of these women will do…”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I don’t know,” admitted Ginger. “I honestly don’t. Half of the women in Brighton are pig-headed and ignorant. But…”

				“But?”

			

			
				Ginger smiled, and her eyes were a little glassy with held tears. “We beat the demon horde together. All of us. No General Blackthorn. No militia. No cavalry. We did that, we weak and stupid women.” Ginger laughed out loud.

				“No man will call women weak and stupid again,” said Fitz, with resolve on her face. “Not in Brighton.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 105: Beck

				“You’ve been quiet ever since we got to the Academy,” Jingo said.

				Beck broke from his trance, looking from the chair he was sitting in and around the library, which was lined with mostly empty shelves, homes for books the Academy hoped to add to their meager collection. Ancient artifacts gave the shelves the appearance of purpose. Old pictures covered the walls.

				Earlier, the room had been filled with the Scholars, welcoming him back. After the kind words had been said, almost everyone had retired to their quarters except Beck and Jingo. Beck could still hear some of Fitz’s cavalry women in the hallway. They were shifting and talking, and it didn’t sound like they were leaving.

				“We should probably stay here a while,” Beck said.

				“A smart idea,” Jingo said, nodding. “The townspeople are already deciding what to do with Winthrop. They don’t trust us.”

				“I spoke with Adam-John about being my representative, until things settle,” Beck said.

				“Probably good, as well,” Jingo agreed.

				“He’ll be requesting a seat for myself and a few others from the Academy on the New Council. And for you, of course.”

				“Hopefully they grant it,” Jingo said with a nod. After a pause, he asked, “Are you upset about what happened to Scholar Evan?”

				“I feel like his death has been added to the toll of many others on my hands.” Beck stared from the walls, back to his hands. “Evan knew what he was participating in. But I feel responsible, just the same. Lack of planning and logic has led to many of the outcomes that have plagued Brighton. I was sad to hear of his death, and the deaths of the other insurgents.”

			

			
				Shame filled Beck’s face as he realized he’d barely given a thought to the Academy—or Brighton—in his absence. He’d been too busy worrying about keeping himself alive.

				“As you know, there is nothing that can be done to change the past,” Jingo said.

				“Of course not, but I hope to avoid such things from happening in the future.” Beck sighed. “Perhaps being in the wild has given me a new perspective on what it means to survive. We separated ourselves from the demons by the circle wall, but maybe we weren’t so different, after all.”

				“A keen observation.”

				Beck fell quiet for a moment, reflecting. “In any case, I’m glad to be back to Brighton. We’ll see where things go from here.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 106: Fitz

				Unexpected pounding on the door startled both Fitz and Ginger.

				Ginger stood with her hand on her sword, looking to Fitz.

				“Who can that be?”

				“I have no idea,” said Fitz.

				Ginger opened the door to a flurry of snow and Adam-John rushing in out of the cold.

				Though Ginger had drawn her sword half out of its scabbard, no other person followed Adam-John in. She glanced quickly at the dark outside, and closed the heavy door.

				“It seems no one is sleeping tonight,” said Fitz, motioning to one of the chairs at the table.

				“Why are you here?” demanded Ginger, suspicious.

				“I saw the fire burning through the window as I crossed the square,” said Adam-John.

				“Why were you crossing the square so late at night in this weather?” Ginger pushed.

				Adam-John was taken aback as he realized he was being interrogated. “I meant no harm.” He pointed through the window in the direction of the main gate. “I was doing my work.”

				“Work?” Ginger asked. “What work do you have at night? You should be sleeping, like the rest of them.”

				“Ginger,” Fitz said in a calming voice. “Let him tell us why he’s here.”

				Adam-John turned to Fitz but glanced at Ginger once more, uneasy. “You may think it odd, but I gathered many of the Scholars and some volunteers who had their numbers.” Adam-John paused, pursed his lips, and then continued. “We were counting the dead.”

			

			
				“Our dead soldiers?” asked Ginger.

				“Why don’t you sit?” asked Fitz, waving a hand again at the chair. “Ginger, would you run to the kitchen and see if you can get something warm for Adam-John to drink?”

				“I’m no serving girl,” Ginger shot back.

				“Good people show their guests hospitality,” Fitz told her.

				Ginger scowled at Adam-John and then headed to the open door that led into the kitchen.

				“We counted our dead soldiers, as well as the wounded,” said Adam-John. “We also counted the dead demons.”

				Fitz nodded. “Why tonight, with the snow coming down?”

				“Some kinds of knowledge can only be learned when they are available.”

				“I don’t know what that means.” Now Fitz was suspicious.

				“Me, neither,” said Ginger, coming out if the kitchen with three cups nestled in her hands. She crossed over to the table and sat them down, scooting one each in front of Fitz and Adam-John. She seated herself in front of the third cup.

				“We made new weapons for the battle,” said Adam-John. “We tried tactics that have never been attempted before. I believe it is important to know which weapons and which tactics were most effective. As we counted the dead demons, we tried to guess what had killed them: a spear, a stone, horse trampling, falling off the wall, or the large stones from the catapults…or bullets.”

				Fitz sat up straight and looked at Ginger, who was just as curious. “Bullets? How many did Oliver and his new friends kill with their rifles?”

				“Nearly two thousand,” answered Adam-John.

				“You’re lying,” Ginger told him, with no hint of doubt.

				“I’m not,” answered Adam-John. “Go outside the wall when the sun comes up. Dig through the snow and look at the bodies yourself. If the wounds do not convince you, then look at where the bodies lay in the fields near the east gate. No one was there to kill them except the five with rifles. If you believe I’m lying, it’s easy enough to find out the truth yourself.”

			

			
				Ginger huffed, but didn’t say more about it.

				“What else?” asked Fitz.

				“It may seem obvious, but we won a great victory today. The numbers prove it. But nearly seven hundred women, men, and children were killed.” Adam-John looked down at his hands in sudden shame.

				“What?” asked Fitz.

				“Most of our dead we found lying face down with bite marks to their backs and necks. It appeared to us they were slain while fleeing. If they had not fled… If I had not run away, fewer would have died.”

				“Cowardice kills,” said Fitz.

				Adam-John coughed, and seemed stuck.

				“Speak,” Ginger told him.

				Looking at Fitz, Adam-John said, “I was a coward. I ran. When you rode that horse up to me in the battle, it shamed me. You made me stand my ground. You had courage, when I didn’t.”

				“Are you trying to apologize?” Ginger mocked.

				Fitz put a hand on Ginger’s arm to silence her.

				“Yes,” admitted Adam-John. “I am trying to apologize. Fitzgerald, you saved me, and you saved Brighton.” He drew a deep breath and went on. “I will not let false humility keep me from saying that I am more intelligent than most women. I’ll admit, though, that it was bigotry that made me look down only on women. With the exception of Minister Beck and Scholar Evan, I’m more intelligent than every man I’ve ever met.”

				“So we’re all stupid?” Ginger scoffed. “Doesn’t sound like an apology to me.”

			

			
				“I am good at what I do,” said Adam-John. “I study. I learn. I try to figure things out. But you, Ginger, have shown a talent with the sword, and led the cavalry with great success. And you, Fitzgerald, led Brighton. More importantly, you charged into the horde with only a sword in your hand and six riders at your back. You should have been killed. I thought you would be, but through your bravery, all of Brighton lives.”

				Adam-John took another deep breath and collected his thoughts. “I understand now that perhaps different people have different talents, and all those talents have value. No one is better than another. They are simply different. What I’m trying to say, in the most convoluted way, is that you have my respect. I can’t speak for Brighton, but I can speak for the Academy. You have our respect and support as the leader of our city.”

				As unexpected as that was, Fitz said, “Thank you. Sincerely.”

				“What about Beck?” asked Ginger, not quite as taken by Adam-John’s newfound humility as Fitz. “Oliver said he was planning to overthrow Tenbrook. Any child would guess he could only do that with the full support of his underlings in the Academy. Does he still have designs on making himself the king of Brighton?”

				“That was never his desire,” Adam-John argued. “We at the Academy saw the sickness in Brighton, just as you did. It was that sickness we wanted to cure. We wanted to cure it with knowledge.”

				“It sounded like swords to me,” Fitz told him.

				“It was,” admitted Adam-John, “initially. But armed rebellion was only a means to make a change that needed to be made. Was that not the method you chose when you did away with Tenbrook?”

				“It was.” This time it was Fitz’s turn to admit something.

				“Our hope was to change Brighton’s direction,” said Adam-John, “to make it a less brutal, less superstitious, less ignorant place. The famine that General Blackthorn wanted to avoid by killing the army in the Ancient City could have been avoided through proper planning, based on facts and good choices, not Father Winthrop’s superstition, or Blackthorn’s fetish for sustaining his cavalry and his blue shirts at the expense of Brighton’s welfare.”

			

			
				“We’re in agreement on our goals,” Fitz told him. “Do you believe together we can make Brighton this better place that you hope for?”

				“We’ve taken a first step,” said Adam-John. “I will work with you to succeed, if you’ll accept my assistance.”

				“I will,” Fitz told him, “but what of Minister Beck? Will he work with us, or will he undermine us and foment revolution?”

				“He tells me he will support us,” answered Adam-John, quickly. “However, he believes his experience in governance is too valuable to dismiss, and he wishes to do his part.”

				“He wants to be on the New Council?” asked Ginger, still not convinced of the Scholar’s sincerity.

				“He does,” answered Adam-John.

				“How do we know we can trust him?” asked Fitz.

				“If my word has any value, I vouch for Beck. He is egotistical and self-righteous, but he is a good man. He will always put Brighton’s needs above his own.”

				“You’re just saying that because you’re one of his girly Scholar boys,” Ginger spat.

				Looking at Fitz, Adam-John said, “Franklin and Oliver were Winthrop’s novices. You worked for him, as well. Would you defend Winthrop’s reputation?”

				Fitz looked at Ginger.

				Ginger glowered and changed the subject. “We’re going to burn Winthrop.”

				Fitz nodded to confirm. “He doesn’t want to do us the favor of dying on his own.”

			

			
				Adam-John looked disappointed.

				“You’re not happy about that?” asked Fitz.

				“Burning Winthrop would be a fitting end. He’s a wicked beast of a man.”

				“But?” asked Fitz.

				“Before his death,” said Adam-John, “Franklin spoke out against the pyre. After Tenbrook’s fall, you spoke out against it as well. When will the last pyre burn? Or will we fall into the ways of our predecessors and repeat their mistakes?”

				“Winthrop can’t be allowed to live,” Ginger argued. “You know that, don’t you? Please tell me, with all the intelligence you claim to have, you at least know that.”

				“For his crimes,” agreed Adam-John. “Yes, I know that.”

				“What do you suggest, then?” asked Fitz. “Do you have another idea?”

				“Perhaps,” said Adam-John, “you do not burn Father Winthrop. Instead, leave it up to the people of Brighton.”

				“Ask them?”

				“Not exactly,” said Adam-John. “If it were up to me, I’d pass the word that the pyre will be no more. Brighton will face its future without it. How we will handle the infected men and women? I don’t yet know, but murdering them without knowing whether they might turn—or become more intelligent, like Jingo—is a sin that we can commit no more. Just the same, we cannot use the pyre to kill those who fall into political disfavor. We all know too well it has been used for that in the past.”

				Fitz and Ginger both nodded agreement.

				“We should spread the word that if the people of Brighton want our last pyre to be for Father Winthrop, they’ll need to build it with their own hands,” said Adam-John. “Every woman, man, and child in town who wants to see him on the flames should bring one piece of wood and stack it in the square. At sundown tomorrow, if a pile of wood exists that is tall enough to do the work, we put Father Winthrop on the pole and send him to his gods.”

			

			
				“And if there is no pile of wood?” asked Fitz.

				“Then the New Council will have another difficult question to answer next time they meet.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 107: Ivory

				After a long cold night outside, trepidation filled Ivory as he stepped through the front door of his house, the morning sun at his back. The last time he’d set foot inside, he’d found Minister Beck waiting at the table, telling him his father had died. Now the place was empty. He could still smell the faint remnants of the last rabbits he’d cooked, mixed with the odor of several rotting vegetables he’d left behind in his rush to get away and back to the Ancient City.

				It was hard to believe how much things had changed during his last trip—for him, for Melora.

				For Brighton.

				“Come in,” Ivory said, turning and motioning to Melora.

				She walked in behind him. “This is your home.”

				“It is.” Ivory shrugged as he looked around. “Although it doesn’t feel like it at the moment. The house always has a certain strangeness to it, after so many days in the wild.”

				“It’s bigger than my home in Davenport,” Melora said.

				They walked over to the table and set down their rifles and bags. Ivory began unpacking some of his things. “I’m surprised you wanted to stay out so long last night, helping Adam-John and his Scholars instead of coming back to sleep or celebrating with the others.”

				“The Scholars and volunteers were doing important work,” Melora said, taking a seat at the table. “I liked watching you count. I thought I might learn something.” She drummed her fingers nervously.

				After days in the wild, Ivory had learned to read her mood. She wanted to say something.

				“What is it?” he asked.

				Melora sighed. “There was another reason I wanted to count the bodies.”

			

			
				Ivory stopped what he was doing and paid closer attention. “Were you looking for a relative?”

				“No. All of Ella’s family—my family—are dead. They were killed when Blackthorn spiked them.” Melora sighed. “I was looking for someone else.”

				“Who?”

				“Bray.”

				Ivory furrowed his brow. “You think he might’ve come back to Brighton?”

				“I don’t think; I know. I saw him when we were out in those woods shooting at the demons, Ivory. He was on a horse. I don’t think you saw him, but I did.”

				“He was fighting the demons?” Ivory asked with surprise. “Or what was he doing there?”

				“I don’t know. I only saw him for a few moments. But I shot him, Ivory. I shot him, for what he did to Ella.” Melora watched Ivory’s reaction. She lowered her head, looking sideways at Ivory. She seemed guiltier for keeping her secret than for what she’d done.

				“Most of the wounded were consumed by demons,” Ivory said, as he thought about it. “He probably died.”

				“I didn’t find his body when we were out looking. That’s why I was out there. I wanted to make sure he was dead.”

				Ivory nodded slowly as he took a seat across from her.

				“He deserved it, for what he did,” Ivory said, taking her hands. “He killed your mother. That’s reason enough.” Ivory watched her. “I still feel bad about Ella, about William—”

				“Don’t, Ivory.” Melora looked away before she could finish the sentence. “I can’t talk about it anymore. Jingo was right. There was nothing more we could do for William. Just like he said. But I think there are things we can do here.”

				Ivory reached across the table, taking her hand. “I agree with you.” He looked around the room, then at the table, remembering the conversation he’d had with Beck. “A while ago, Beck offered me a way into the Academy. I wasn’t convinced, at the time, but with Jingo here, it might be different. He has hundreds of year’s worth of knowledge. He’s like an encyclopedia.”

			

			
				“A what?”

				Ivory laughed. “I’ll explain it to you, some time.”

				Melora nodded. “You’d better.” She smiled.

				“I want to believe things will be better for us here.”

				“I hope they will be.”

				“We should get some sleep. We haven’t gotten more than a few hours, in the past few days.”

				“I think you’re right,” Melora said. “I don’t even remember what a bed looks like.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 108: Fitz

				The world was blanketed in a layer of fresh white snow. The clouds were the color of dirty cotton pulled over the sky, hiding the blue and the sinking afternoon sun.

				Only the people of Brighton brought color to the world, wrapped in their winter clothes, with cheeks red from the cold as they massed in the square.

				Over the heads of the women, men, and children, a haze of white hung in the air as their breath froze into fog, like the quiet hate that murmured between them, perhaps afraid to voice it out loud, perhaps ashamed of the choice they’d each made.

				Branches and twigs covered the Cleansing platform, where generations of women had been shamed in their nudity before a thousand leering men as they were fondled and judged, crying out of fear that the pyre might take their loved ones. It was the place where Fitz pierced Tenbrook’s intimate flesh with a razor-edged sword to make him feel the emasculating retribution of Brighton’s oppressed meek, showing him their anger and strength.

				For every woman in Brighton, the Cleansing Platform was the deepest pit of Brighton’s shameful soul.

				Father Winthrop stood at the top, not presiding over the affair, but tied naked to a pole for all to see. His face was a mask of scabs and oozing bites centered by the gaping hole of his sinus cavities where his nose used to be. Most of his fingers and toes had been bitten off. Whatever parts of him weren’t scabbed were bruised. What wasn’t bruised was crusted in filth, mud from the battlefield, or filth of his own making.

				Even with a nearly unrecognizable face, everyone knew the body on the pole belonged to Father Winthrop, Councilman, Bishop of Brighton, erstwhile deity, self-proclaimed god of war, who hung there like a captured animal, suffering the vindictive blood lust of thousands.

			

			
				The crowd stood far back from the pile of wood. They’d all seen their share of pyre deaths. They knew how those flames could singe anyone who dared loiter too close.

				Only Fitz stood in that barren circle, one woman, alone with her torch, to face that grotesque monster. It was her choice, her responsibility to take the final step away from Brighton’s dark past into its ambiguous future. She had to touch flame to wood and make it real. It was the moment the door behind closed and the path ahead opened up.

				She suffered no qualms about what was about to happen. She wanted it. The people of Brighton chose it.

				With the massive pile of green wood they’d collected, Fitz knew they wanted something more than just death.

				They wanted Winthrop to suffer, and to suffer long.

				Everyone in Brighton knew that dry kindling and seasoned logs burned the fastest, making the hottest flame. Everyone was an expert in pyre preparation, even those who had never built one. They all knew dry wood paved the quickest path to death once the flames started.

				And they all knew where to place that first torch. Lighting dry wood all around the base would start the fire in earnest, and bring the fastest death, minimizing the victim’s suffering.

				But to put the torch at the top of the woodpile, especially a green woodpile, was a punishment saved for the Council’s most hated victims. That kind of fire might burn all through the afternoon, slowly roasting instead of immolating, taking hours for its flames to roar hot enough to kill.

				Alone, with the torch in her hand and the snowflakes drifting slowly down, Fitz climbed to the top of the pile, taking care where she placed each foot, making sure each step was solid.

			

			
				With one eye swollen shut, Winthrop watched the torch out of the other. His breath hissed through his gaping sinuses, and he moaned words in a language no one spoke.

				After climbing as high as she could venture, Fitz stopped, close enough to smell the stench of a man shitting down his legs, close enough that the puss and blood blew out in a mist from the wound on Winthrop’s face and moistened her skin.

				Enough demon gore had splattered Fitz the day before that such things no longer made her squeamish.

				“Winthrop, do you understand what is about to happen?”

				Winthrop’s good eye spun wildly in its socket as he tried to find lucidity. After a long, uncomfortable moment, the eye settled on Fitz and Winthrop’s head leaned toward her.

				“Do you understand why you’ve earned this?” asked Fitz.

				Winthrop’s mouth slopped open and closed. His lips formed shapes around silent words, and then he stiffened.

				For a moment, Fitz thought he’d just lucked into dying.

				And then he spoke.

				“I know you,” Winthrop chortled, surprising Fitz with his sudden coherence. “You foul slut. You’re no banshee. No Blackthorn ghoul. You’re that stupid whore that Franklin burdened me with.”

				“I am what your malice made me,” Fitz told him, feeling not anger but resolve. She waved her empty hand at the survivors of the war, who were all spread out in the square, all fixated, quiet. “We are all what you made us: dirt scratchers, pig chasers, ignorant peasants, and worthless whores. But we are Brighton. We’re better than you. We are tomorrow’s light.”

				Fitz held the flame close to Winthrop’s face to give him a taste of what was to come. “You are yesterday’s ash.”

				He wailed.

				She dropped the torch onto the green wood near the top of the pile and turned to climb down, not looking back as Winthrop bellowed and the fire crackled on green twigs, slowly, ever so slowly, spreading.

			

			
				Fitz crossed the width of the barren stone circle around the pyre and only turned around to watch when she was among her people.

				Everyone looked on, patient.

				They waited.

				Eventually, the flames, small and yellow, found their way to lick Winthrop’s damaged feet and he screamed in a shriek more shrill than any young girl.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 109: Oliver

				At the edge of the square, sitting on the steps of the Temple as the wind caught in the stone walls and whipped white flakes and gray ash around them, Oliver and Jingo watched black smoke rise into the sky, the result of Winthrop’s fat burning off in the fire.

				He’d screamed for such a long time, longer than anyone Oliver had ever heard on the pyre, so long that it made Oliver feel ashamed for taking part in such a cruel spectacle by having added his own green branch.

				“Have you ever seen somebody burn?” Oliver asked.

				“Not since the fall,” answered Jingo, as he adjusted his hood over his head. “But back then, and in the years since, I believe I’ve witnessed every kind of cruelty a man can do to a man.”

				“Does it make you feel bad?”

				Jingo nodded.

				“Everyone must feel bad about it, right?” Oliver asked.

				Jingo said, “Not always, but they should.”

				“Then why do it?”

				“Why do we do such things?” asked Jingo. “Why did you do it?”

				“I added a branch to the pile this morning when I heard they’d burn him if the pyre was big enough. I sat here most of the day, watching the pile of wood grow.” Oliver clasped his hands together and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, still unable to take his eyes off Winthrop’s flaming corpse. “I didn’t feel wicked when I did it. Winthrop was a terrible, cruel, disgusting pig of a man. He’s done things to me, to Franklin, to Fitz… He doesn’t deserve to be alive.”

				“But?” Jingo asked.

				“I didn’t think I would feel so bad when Winthrop burned,” said Oliver. “I thought it would feel like all the other times, when I looked at the clouds and pretended it wasn’t happening. But I helped put Winthrop on the pyre. I put my branch in the pile. That means I’m partially responsible.”

			

			
				“That’s okay,” Jingo told him. “It’s good that you feel this way.”

				“Why?”

				“Because it means you are human,” answered Jingo. “A good person. You feel empathy for others. Some of these others feel it, too, I hope. It means Brighton doesn’t have to be a cruel place that kills its people. It means there’s hope for the future.”

				“It hurts when you see people burn,” said Oliver. “When you hear them scream. Growing up with it, it seemed normal. I hated it, but I got used to it.”

				“I’m not blaming you for being born here,” Jingo said.

				“I’ve been coming to the square since I was a baby, I guess.” Oliver nodded at the square. “They did the Cleansings twice a year. Did I tell you that?”

				Jingo nodded again.

				“When my mom and dad burned, I cried. I wasn’t supposed to, but I did.” Oliver looked away with shame.

				“Everybody cries.” Jingo patted Oliver on the back. “It’s normal. It’s healthy.”

				“In Brighton, we aren’t supposed to.”

				“I know. I never understood that.” Jingo shrugged.

				Oliver watched the fire burn a bit more before saying, “Minister Beck doesn’t seem like an evil man, but he was part of the Council. For all my life, he sat up there on the dais while they put people on the pyre. Do you think he’s empathetic? Do you think he’s evil?”

				“What do you think?”

				“If you’d asked me two days ago, when we were in the forest, or at the settlement by the sea, I’d have said he was my friend.” Oliver looked over at Jingo. “Do you think he’d say the same about me?”

			

			
				Jingo nodded. “Now that you’re back in Brighton, are you saying you don’t believe he’s your friend anymore?”

				“Now that we’re back, it’s like he’s not the same friend that escaped with me from the demon battle on that hill and saved my life in the river. It feels like he’s Minister Beck again, and maybe he’s a monster, because he did his part to make Brighton the place it was.”

				“Maybe,” said Jingo, taking a long pause before proceeding. “But do you ever wonder if Brighton’s past was cruel because it had to be?”

				Oliver snapped his head around to look at Jingo. “Evil? Cruel?”

				“Perhaps.” Jingo shrugged. “I’ve learned many things through all my years, both by reading and by watching people behave, and it doesn’t matter how much one knows. Sometimes the right answer is still difficult to find. Did you know there were once seven billion people on the Earth?”

				“Billion?” Oliver asked. “I can’t even picture what that means.”

				“Of course not. It is an unimaginable number, even for me. Now, if our little part of the world is indicative of how the rest of the world fared over these past three centuries, I’d guess there are less than a million people on the whole planet. Maybe fewer. That’s one person today for every seven thousand that were alive in the days when I was a young man. If Brighton suffered a proportionate loss of life today, do you know how many people would still be alive in this city?”

				“No.” Oliver’s head was swirling with numbers he was trying to figure his way through.

				“Three.”

				“No.”

				“I’m serious,” said Jingo. “Just three.”

			

			
				“That doesn’t seem possible.”

				“But it is what has happened.” Jingo straightened up and stretched his back. Sitting on the stone steps wasn’t comfortable. “Which makes me think those three people would be pretty special.”

				“I guess,” Oliver agreed.

				“It makes me believe that the million people still left on Earth are extraordinary. It makes me think that it’s easy for us to condemn their choices, like we’re doing now, but we’d be wrong to do so.”

				“Why?”

				“As cruel as Brighton’s choices were in the past, maybe they were the choices that helped people survive.”

				“I think you talk in circles sometimes,” said Oliver.

				“It’s okay to believe the past is cruel and still hope for a better future,” said Jingo. “Just be careful when you judge others for their choices. Winthrop was part of Brighton’s cruel past. And maybe because of him, the cruelty lasted longer than it should have. You and Brighton have chosen to put that past behind you. Perhaps you should not judge yourself, or others, too harshly in this circumstance. Focus instead on what you can do to make the future you want for the children you will one day have.”

				“I like that idea,” Oliver said, looking up at the snow falling from the sky. He put up his palm, catching a snowflake in his hand.

				“You know what?” said Jingo. “So do I.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 110: Bray

				Snow came the first night they stayed in the parking garage, leaving the forest peaceful and white.

				With the sky still overcast and threatening to drop more snow, Bray and Kirby decided to stay another night. Bray’s wound needed time to scab over and stop bleeding, and none of them wanted to get caught with no shelter should the weather turn into a blizzard.

				The sun was setting as Bray, Kirby, and William climbed to the roof to catch a last glimpse of the horizon before they retired to one of the lower floors. All around them were blueberry bushes and small trees that had lost their leaves for the winter, leaving their gray branches standing against the white. Most of the tall brown grass stood through the snow, giving the horses something to graze on without risking the dangers of the woods all around them.

				“How’s your shoulder?” Kirby asked.

				“I’ll survive.” Bray shrugged his good shoulder as he cleaned the wound. “At least, if you what you told me is true about gunshot wounds.”

				“Every one is different, but I think you’ll be fine. It will probably just hurt like hell as it heals.” Kirby smirked as she pulled out a flask and started drinking from it. “Believe me.”

				Bray didn’t have to believe.

				He knew.

				After a while, William left their sides to explore the rooftop, as he’d been doing for most of the day and previous night, in between tracking game in the forest and making sure they had enough to eat. Bray and Kirby remained near the roof’s edge.

				“It looks like you taught him well when you were with him before,” Kirby said.

			

			
				“He really took to tracking, when I was traveling with him and his mother.”

				“And he’s good at hunting,” Kirby said. “I’ve never seen a kid eat so much rabbit in so few bites.”

				“I’m sure he’s eating better now than when he was with the army. Did I tell you what they ate?”

				“I don’t want to know.” Kirby made a face.

				Bray gave a sideways smile at William, who was studying one of the half-frozen blueberry bushes across the rooftop nostalgically. Bray and Kirby looked past the tips of the trees at the mountains stretching across the horizon. Another long day was slowly turning to night.

				“I haven’t said anything more about his mother,” Bray said quietly, after a long pause.

				Kirby sighed as she took another sip from her flask. “Don’t rush it. He’s been through enough.”

				“Yeah, he has,” Bray said. “And I still need to tell him Melora shot me.” Bray grimaced.

				“We’ll have plenty of time to talk to him later.”

				Bray couldn’t help his grin.

				“What’s so funny?” Kirby demanded.

				“You said ‘we.’ Does that mean you’re traveling with us?”

				“For now,” Kirby said evasively. “But I’m not giving you my guns.” She laughed. “We’ll see what happens. I’ll come with you for a while, as long as you still promise to give me Blackthorn when I leave.”

				“Give you who?”

				“The horse,” Kirby said, annoyed.

				“About that…” Bray smirked as he recalled one of his lies.

				“That’s not really the horse’s name, is it?” Kirby deduced, with a knowing glance.

				“No,” he admitted.

				Bray kept his smile as Kirby looked out over the horizon. William interrupted the silence by rushing over to them and pointing off the rooftop. “Over there!” he cried. “Look!”

			

			
				Bray and Kirby got to their feet, startled enough to reach for their weapons. But William wasn’t pointing out danger. He was pointing at something else. Tiny specks of snow were falling from the sky, landing on their clothing and coating the rooftop.

				“It’s snowing again,” Bray said.

				“It’s beautiful from up here,” Kirby said, spinning and looking at the sky.

				Bray dusted some of the small, white specks from his shirt.

				“I’m not showing you the snow,” William said. “Over there.”

				He pointed again. This time they saw what he was looking at. Deep in the distance, in the direction of Brighton, gray smoke billowed into the sky. Even without being next to it, Bray could already recall the acrid smell of charred skin that probably accompanied it.

				“Smoke from the pyres in Brighton,” he said grimly.

				Kirby’s expression was equally grave.

				They watched the smoke in silence for a few minutes as the snow continued to fall, until the storm obscured their view and dusk deepened. Turning to Kirby, Bray asked, “Does that mean the battle didn’t go well?”

				Kirby sighed. “Maybe peace will finally come to Brighton. Or maybe not. We’ll have to see.”

				William cleared his throat, prompting them to look at him.

				“I’m never going to know,” William said resolutely. “Because I’m never going back there. Not in a million years.”

				Bray stared at William for a moment. “You know what, William? I’m not, either.” Pointing at his shoulder, he said, “Bad memories.”

				“Where will we go, then?” William asked.

			

			
				“There have to be plenty of places better than Brighton.”

				“Do you know of any?”

				Instead of answering, Bray unslung his bag, taking out his father’s map. He unfolded it as William watched in awe. Flattening it out, Bray pointed at the lines and drawings, which were just visible in the fading daylight.

				“What’s that?” William asked.

				“My father started filling out this map when he was alive. He never got to see much past Brighton or the other townships. I promised myself one day I’d fill it in. Maybe that day has come.”

				William stared at the map, unable to pry his eyes away from it.

				After studying it awhile, Bray finally put the map away. “We should probably go downstairs and get some rest. If we stay up here, we’ll wake up with a blanket of snow over us. We’ll have plenty of time to look for places tomorrow. But for now, let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

				“What do you mean?” William asked.

				“Kirby is going to show us how to use her guns.”

				William looked over at Kirby expectantly. Kirby chuckled as they headed down to the lower level.

				“Is that a yes?” Bray asked.

				“We’ll see.”


				 

				THE END

				Follow Bray, Kirby, and William in the sequel series, THE RUINS, available now! Read on for a sample chapter!


			

			
				



			

	


A Tiny Story About Reviews

				“But daddy, why do you need eleventy-zillion reviews for your book?”

				“My sweet little lima bean, daddy doesn’t need quite that many, maybe a few hundred or a thousand would do the trick?”

				“What trick, daddy?”

				“Silly sweetie pie, daddy wants to buy you a vintage Cabbage Patch Kid for your birthday but because Stephen King is cornering the market on reviews, daddy can’t afford one.”

				“I don’t understand why Stephen King put all the reviews in the corner and won’t share them?”

				“He’s mean to his reviews and smashes their feet with a sledgehammer so they can’t ever go to another author.”

				Sniffle. Sniffle.

				“Don’t cry, pumpkin. Don’t be frightened. Some of those poor, disabled, five-star reviews might drag their mangled, bloody legs out of Stephen King’s torture chamber and find their way to daddy’s new novel.”

				“That’s okay, daddy. I don’t need a vintage Cabbage Patch Kid. You can buy me a box full of nothing like you did on my last birthday.”

				“But I still need to buy my new prosthetic feet. Without lots of reviews, I can’t do that either and if I can’t do that, I’ll never be able to dance at your wedding when you grow up.”

				“If only there was another way, daddy. If only somehow readers could just go out to the site where they purchased the book and click on a star rating. That way, it wouldn’t matter how many little golden stars Stephen King smashed with his sledgehammer.”

				“That’s what I love about you, sweetie pie. You’re a dreamer.”

			

			
				 

				MAKE OUR DREAMS COME TRUE AND LEAVE A REVIEW HERE


				 

				…it only takes a minute and helps more than you can imagine. Thanks!

				 

				-Bobby and T.W.


			

			
				



			

	


Final Words

				Thank you for coming along on the journey through six books. It’s been a journey for TW and I, as well. Hopefully you were surprised by some of the events that played out.

				Piperbrook and I have had a great time writing this series, and we hope you’ve enjoyed it. We can’t thank you enough for giving our stories a chance, when there are so many good books out there competing for your reading time.

				Feel free to connect with us through our newsletters or Facebook! Talk to you soon,

				 

				-Bobby Adair & TW Piperbrook

				 

				P.S. Many of you have asked the question, what’s next? For those who want more THE LAST SURVIVORS, THE RUINS (A sequel series to THE LAST SURVIVORS), out now, takes place directly after the events of this book, following Bray, Kirby, and William as they head into the wild.

				 

				For a sample of THE RUINS, turn the page! Thanks again for reading!
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Chapter 1: Bray

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			

			
				Bray couldn’t blame the kid.

				They were all dealing with things.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			

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

				He wondered if she was looking for ghosts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			

			
				Maybe he was ashamed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				**

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

			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			

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

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

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

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

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

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

				“They carried you here?”

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

				“What happened to them?” William asked.

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

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

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

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

			

			
				Bray and William drew their swords.

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

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

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

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

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

			

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				 

				Get THE RUINS BOOK 1 HERE!


			

			
				



			

	


Email & Facebook

				If you’re interested in getting an email when books similar to THE LAST SURVIVORS come out by Bobby Adair and T.W. Piperbrook, SIGN UP HERE.


				You’ll periodically get updates on our other books but no spam. Unsubscribe at any time.

				If you’d like to get a bit more involved, check us out on our Facebook pages.

				 

				http://www.facebook.com/twpiperbrook


				https://www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor


				 

				Typos

				We do our best to make sure all our books are edited and proofread, but occasionally something slips through.

				If you find a typo in THE LAST CONQUEST, let us know at: http://www.bobbyadair.com/typos


			

			
				



			

	


Other Things To Read

				If you’d like to read something else by T.W. Piperbrook, the CONTAMINATION series might be your thing. It’s a fast-paced, action-oriented zombie series with a twist. Check out the Boxed Set HERE.


				If you’d like to read something else by Bobby Adair, EBOLA K might be a good choice. It follows the collapse of the society through the story of several people struggling through an ebola epidemic. GET IT HERE.
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