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 Prologue 
 
      
 
   T he sun ushered the day beyond the horizon like a shepherd driving his flock over the hills. As the purplish hue of dusk descended upon Teromade, Ian Meng accompanied his father along the outskirts of town toward an ancient, abandoned stone tower. The pair walked in silence, young Ian’s tiny hand locked within his father’s own, until they stepped inside the building. Ian’s father glanced along the seldom-travelled paths suspiciously as he pushed the heavy door open. The door was scarcely still attached to the stone façade, and its corner scraped across the packed earth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, lad,” his father whispered after pushing the door closed and escorting Ian toward a small, dark stairwell in the expansive foyer. “He shan’t know I brought you here. I had no choice.” Ian’s mother lay ill at the local potioner’s domicile, and his father had reluctantly dragged Ian along on this seemingly pressing errand.  
 
    They descended the curving staircase into a dark room that could have once been a cellar or a dungeon. A number of tiny windows lined the walls, but little light shone through at this time of day. 
 
    “Will you be frightened?” his father asked. 
 
    Ian shook his head in silent promise. 
 
    “Make not a sound,” his father suggested as he ruffled his son’s bushy black hair. “I’ll not be long.” 
 
    Ian stood and watched his father disappear up the dark stairwell. After a few more moments of silence, the boy plopped his bottom down on the ground and began playing with a short stick that was lying nearby. 
 
    After a while, soft voices drifted down the stairs. One belonged to Ian’s father, but the other was unfamiliar. It was as slick as a frozen pond and as cold as the ice which coats it.  
 
    “I’m beginning to question our ultimate aim with these endeavors,” his father whispered. “What are those?” 
 
    “These are relics of my success.” The man took no pains to keep his voice low. It possessed a snake-like, hissing quality. 
 
    “Your success?” his father cut in sharply. “In what have you succeeded?”  
 
    A dark silence ensued, and a soft wind began to sough through the dense bushes outside the cellar. 
 
    “Our experiments have brought us no closer to our goal. You’ve become a king of the realm that exists between life and death …”  
 
    “In some cultures, men and women call that king The Devil.” 
 
    After a short, deliberate silence, Ian’s father said, “Not exactly … The realms about which the ancient Manni have spoken? Are these the cultures you mention?” 
 
    Ian imagined two tense adults staring into each other’s eyes as the silence stretched out. He twirled the stick in the dirt anxiously.  
 
    “What are these?” his father repeated. 
 
    “Those are the most efficient dealers of death in any realm I have visited, second only to that which lies within the king’s chambers in Reprise.” 
 
    “Any realm you’ve visited?” Ian’s father asked. “You are saying that you’ve succeeded in—” 
 
    “Look for yourself,” the other voice said. 
 
    Ian twirled the stick as he listened to a series of small metallic clicks. His eyes drifted to a strange symbol carved into the stone wall. 
 
    “We’ve come all this way,” his father mused. “All this way … and you bring back weapons?” 
 
    “Stay your naivety, foolish man. I have not called you here to discuss ethics,” the mysterious voice hissed. 
 
    “Nor have I come to discuss violence.” 
 
    “Then let us retire this palaver.” 
 
    “I should have seen through your eccentricities. I should have seen you for what you truly are long ago.” 
 
    “You shall never know what I truly am.” 
 
    “Our engagement ends here—” 
 
    “More than that will end here if you do not lower that firearm.” 
 
    Ian’s father’s voice grew shaky. “What do you plan to do with these?” 
 
    “ENOUGH!” the voice commanded just as a rapid series of contained explosions echoed throughout the tower. 
 
    Ian dropped his stick and brought both hands to his ears.  He stifled a shriek as his heart pounded painfully in his chest.  
 
    The voice that had erupted moments before spoke again, this time as calm and placid as a sleeping serpent. “You think these can end me? You imprudent man, you should have fled when I gave you the chance.” 
 
    A crisp whooshing sound penetrated the ringing silence. After a few moments, Ian heard a single set of footsteps approaching the stairs. He remained still and silent, barely breathing, his hands over his ears, and his eyes locked on the insignia on the wall. The footfalls reached the tower door, and when Ian heard the heavy wood clang closed, he allowed his eyes to drift to the series of circles he’d scribbled in the dirt between his legs. 
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 Chapter 1: 
 
    The Albatross 
 
      
 
    1 
 
      
 
    T he Stranger awoke to blinding brightness and crippling heat. He glanced around frantically, his eyes absorbing no signals while his pupils struggled to constrict against the brilliant sunlight.  
 
    No, he thought. Not again … 
 
    He felt the stinging of razor-edged sand in fresh wounds. This opened his eyes and ears to his whereabouts and to the waves that weren’t solely the ebb and flow of his consciousness. 
 
    A beach. 
 
    The Stranger clutched at his chest to feel for the wound where the musket ball must surely be burning.  
 
    I simply cannot be here again. Why is this happening? 
 
    He turned his head to see small piles of wood scattered along the shore. The remains of his small vessel. He blinked his eyes tightly as a dark figure came into focus, walking toward him on the beach. 
 
    “No,” The Stranger muttered. “I have to get off this island.”  
 
    He scrambled to dig his feet into the sand and stand up, but he felt as though he were moving within a dream. He could not pull himself upright fast enough. 
 
    A heavy hand fell upon his shoulder. 
 
    “Whoa, now.” 
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    The Stranger continued to stare at the horizon stubbornly. He did not move even after Eugene’s deranged shouts faded into the serene sloshing of the waves against his craft. He watched the vast sea spread out before him and imagined already that he could see the shores of Reprise beginning to appear in the distance. Soon this hellish nightmare would all be behind him. Soon he would be with his wife and son once more, and the world would return to its proper order as The Baron would simply see himself out, taking all his minions with him and sailing out over the edge of the earth.  
 
    The Stranger entertained these delusions without blinking. He ignored the sting of the salty air in his drying eyes until they again turned wet from tears that coursed down his cheeks and into his lengthening beard. The island was long behind him. That chapter of his life was closed. From this point on, everything would be different. 
 
    He stood unmoving until his head began to swim and sway independent of the rocking of the boat. At last he nearly came to his knees, arms resting on the vessel’s low wall, and he realized that he hadn’t taken a breath for quite some time. 
 
    He heaved a heavy sigh and allowed his eyes to close tightly. The change was immensely soothing after staring so still for so long. When he finally turned and looked behind him, Eugene’s island was but a minuscule dot on the distant horizon. The horizon to which he would never return, if he had his own way. 
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    The Stranger fixed the sails to maintain his steady course due east into the dimming day. The sun had started to descend from its highest point in the sky, and it was slowly making its way down behind The Stranger’s back. When he was satisfied that his path would carry him to Reprise in the most direct manner, he made his way down to the ship’s small cabin below deck.  
 
    A moderate sized canteen lay beneath an empty table. He picked it up to find that it was about two-thirds filled with what appeared to be fresh water. He set aside the canteen and glanced around the nearly empty cabin. Two wooden chairs sat beside the table, one tipped onto its side, the other pushed neatly underneath. A broken jar lay in a shattered pile at the edge of the cabin. A thick layer of dust had settled atop the uncomfortable-looking cot that was mounted against the far wall. On the shelf lay an empty oil lamp on its side. The Stranger needn’t search for long to establish an absolute lack of food on board the vessel. 
 
    How will you sail across the Great Sea with no food and little more than four days’ worth of water? 
 
    He swallowed hard and pictured William tucked within his mother’s bosom as she stared out of a vague window at the Great Sea and awaited her savior. 
 
    Yer damning yer quest! he heard the old man scream inside his head. 
 
    Could Eugene have been correct? Could The Stranger’s bull-headedness have condemned him to starving to death aboard this craft in the middle of the massive maelstrom that is the Great Sea? 
 
    “No!” The Stranger growled. The fool was a doddering old curmudgeon. He knew nothing of The Stranger’s quest. And it was his fault that The Stranger was in this present predicament. If he hadn’t been scrambling to keep his life and his freedom every moment that he was on that accursed island, he wouldn’t have ended up in this state, at sea on a tiny ship he hadn’t taken the time to check for vittles.  
 
    Still, he couldn’t help but wonder how long he could survive without food … 
 
    There was nothing on board that could serve as a fishing rod. He could likely fashion a net out of some miscellaneous materials around the craft, but how would he cook anything he caught? He hadn’t been able to pack anything basic, let alone matches. The Great Sea was a vast whirlwind of tempests and icy, black waters—the only thing separating the two great nations of Reprise and Fordar—and he would sail across the expansive waters with nary a rock to dock upon and take stock. He would have to. His family relied on him to do so. 
 
    Ye’ll never find yer son! the phantom old man warned.  
 
    So sayeth the innocent old coot who deals with dirty pirates and vassals of The Baron. 
 
    “You lie,” The Stranger muttered. “I will find my son.” 
 
      
 
    4 
 
      
 
    The Stranger faced away from the setting sun and focused on the distant horizon instead of the undeniable fact that he would surely die of starvation before his journey was even an eighth of the way complete. Despite having less than four days’ worth of water, he poured a small amount into his hand to ensure that it was clean before taking a long draw on the canteen.  
 
    The last time he’d had a fair night’s sleep was in the old man’s cellar, under the influence of those strong potions. The span of events in between seemed a lifetime’s worth. He thought fleetingly of John, the poor fool who had risked and lost it all to save The Stranger’s life. With a lengthy, monotonous journey ahead, he could spare a few moments’ thought on something other than the misfortune of his own wife and son, but he felt ambivalent and guilty allowing such thoughts in. He wouldn’t be here without John’s help, but if he’d stayed and cared for the dying man, it would all have been for naught. John would still be dead, and The Stranger would be stuck again in that old bastard’s cellar, or worse. Besides, Maria and that other man would be there to send John off properly. 
 
    The Stranger turned to fiddle with the jib and distract his mind from the rolling growl growing in his stomach. He went back down to the hold below and found a small bucket to catch any rain that may fall.  
 
    Dark clouds were creeping into the day’s twilight from the south, and a swelling wind nudged the small craft off its most direct course. To sail northwest would not do. With little water and even less food, The Stranger was determined to make this journey as brief as possible. He adjusted the sails to combat the growing breeze and allowed himself to submerge once more into his thoughts.  
 
      
 
    5 
 
      
 
    Before the sun had touched the western horizon, the heavy clouds had wandered nearly overhead, and the strengthening wind had forced The Stranger to stand beside the mast and hold the sails against the gales to maintain course. The sea had grown black as night, and a matrix of tiny, choppy waves began jostling the small craft like a newborn upon his mother’s knees. 
 
    The Stranger’s stomach growled and his head swam as his arms ached against the rigging. No matter how he resisted, the wind never relented at the sails. With no proper meals in over a day and no sleep in even longer, his muscles were already throbbing and fatiguing even after so short a spell. 
 
    When the tempest came full force, The Stranger could scarcely stand any longer. He collapsed against the helm and hoped his body weight could maintain the boat’s course. Heavy sheets of rain pelted the aged sails above his head. The clatter upon the cloth at times dwarfed the roar of the sea as its waves slapped the bow of the ship and came crashing down upon the deck. The pail that was filling with rainwater now collected the salty sea. Eventually the bucket was tipped onto its side and flung over the vessel’s short wall. The Stranger clung to the mast as the boat pitched and yawed violently from side to side. The crashing thunder and blinding lightning blended into the clamor that had erupted below deck. Crashes erupted as the table and chairs were cast against the wall again and again. The oil lamp came crashing to the floor and shattered into pieces.  
 
    At last The Stranger’s grip failed, and he was tossed against the short wall. For a moment, he feared that the entire craft would capsize or that he would simply be hurled overboard and left to drown in the tumultuous waves. As he clung to the wall considering these likely outcomes and squinting against the torrential rain, he decided that he would be safer down ship. He would better serve his family below deck.  
 
    He struggled to muster enough strength to make a dash for the stairs. When he made the attempt, the bow hit a wave head on. The swell was half as tall as the ship’s mast, and The Stranger was lifted completely off the deck and pitched to the ship’s stern. His lower body slammed against the wall, and he only just managed to grab ahold and keep himself from flipping head over heels into the sea. As the boat rode the swell back down the other side, the bow tipped downward, and The Stranger allowed himself to slide down the slick deck and grab a rope dangling near the cabin door. 
 
    He maneuvered his body inside the doorway and struggled to push the door closed far enough to latch. He leaned against the door once it was secure and braced his arms against the walls on either side of the stairs. The craft rocked and bounced until The Stranger stumbled to the bottom of the steps onto his knees. The cabin was wrecked. Bits of broken glass slid across the floor in small pools of flooding waters. The table lay on its side against the wall, its one broken leg in the middle of the floor.  
 
    The Stranger finally made his way atop the uncomfortable cot and grasped the sides of it. He doubled his grip as the boat pitched to and fro against the storm, nearly bucking him from the cot back into the floor. He lay on his stomach and allowed the waves to rock him repeatedly against the wall by the cot. Only when it made to pitch him onto the floor did he expend what little energy remained to grasp hold anew.  
 
    After what must have been half the night, the violent tempest seemed to break at last, and The Stranger was able to allow himself to slip into slumber to the sound of the residual rain pounding on the deck above.  
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    Brilliant sunlight reflected off the great Ankar Lake on the outskirts of Krake. A flock of light-footed geese descended from the cloudless blue sky and landed on the lake’s glassy surface, creating only the tiniest of ripples. A high, gentle breeze swished through the thick green leaves at the tops of the trees surrounding the lake but left the tall grasses at the shore untouched. The day was as striking a contrast to The Stranger’s perilous night at sea as one could imagine.  
 
    Laura Vaga stood with the warm waters midway up her bare torso. William lay contentedly in her arms as she rocked his naked body across the surface of the lake. He closed his eyes and cooed each time she drew a handful of water up and ran it through his thickening brown hair. Laura smiled at her son and hummed a relaxing melody to the silent day. In this tiny part of the nation, it was still easy to forget the malice and decadence that was swelling outward from the center of Krake just over the grassy hills in the distance. In this moment, there was only serenity. 
 
    The Stranger stood in awe at the shore. Water stood motionless about his ankles. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words could come out. For so long he had wondered if he would ever see his family again, and here they were, as beautiful as he’d ever remembered them. 
 
    “Laura?” he croaked. Little more than a hoarse whisper escaped. She turned to see him and smiled.  
 
    “Hello,” she said. She made no efforts to conceal her breasts, but she looked almost as though she didn’t recognize the man standing before her, the man for whom she had surely pined night after night for what seemed like a lifetime.  
 
    “My Laura,” The Stranger said again, this time breaking his dumbfounded paralysis and stumbling forward into the deeper waters. “And William!” 
 
    Laura smiled again and poured another handful of water into her son’s hair. 
 
    “I have travelled from the ends of the earth to find you again.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” she said, not unkindly, before turning back toward her son. 
 
    The Stranger reached her and took the both of them into his arms. He wrapped an arm around her neck and pulled her face close against his. Squinting his eyes against the bittersweet tears, he kissed Laura on the cheek and sobbed into her hair. “I feared I’d never see you again.” 
 
    Laura didn’t respond, but she reached around The Stranger’s shoulders with her arm that wasn’t holding William. She allowed them to stand that way in silence for some time until William began squirming between their embrace. 
 
    The Stranger pulled away and looked through his own tears into his wife’s face. She returned a noncommittal smile and looked off toward the flock of geese swimming slowly in their direction. 
 
    The Stranger’s knees buckled and he let himself fall into Laura’s arm, supported partly by the water in which they were standing. 
 
    “Oh, Laura,” he sighed, at a loss for words. He reached out and ran his calloused, dirty fingers along William’s soft hair.  
 
    Laura watched him until he looked back into her eyes. She offered another confused smile and tilt of the head. 
 
    “What ails you?” The Stranger asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Laura said gently, “but I am not sure that I know who you are.” 
 
    The Stranger stared back at her, again at a loss for words, but this time for a different reason. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. A goose honked from across the lake, as though to answer for her. 
 
    The Stranger stood back upright. “It is I …”   
 
    Still she gave no response. 
 
    “What have they done to you?” he asked, pulling her close again. “I am your husband, the father of your son.”  
 
    “I would marry such as you?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” The Stranger demanded, fighting back tears anew. 
 
    Laura slowly put her hand on The Stranger’s shoulder and lowered him down into the water. He wrapped his arms around her waist and looked at William, who smiled at his father enthusiastically.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” The Stranger begged. 
 
    Laura continued lowering the man into the water. He did not resist. 
 
    “You are black inside,” she whispered. 
 
    The Stranger’s head submerged at last, and salty water filled his open mouth.  
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    The Stranger awoke on the floor of the ship’s cabin. He was face-down in the pooling seawater that had flooded in during the storm. He sputtered and choked up the mouthful he’d inhaled in his sleep. Only the faintest slivers of light spread throughout the room—just enough for him to see the wreckage strewn about the already unkempt cabin. 
 
    A sick, terrible knot settled into his stomach as he remembered the look on his wife’s face when she’d seen him in his dream—as though he were but a mere stranger to her. 
 
    He made his way up the stairs and pushed open the cabin door, not knowing what to expect. Dazzling sunlight blinded him at once. The sky was an inspirational shade of blue. The sun was at its apex, not a cloud in sight. A flock of gulls flew just overhead and cawed in greeting to The Stranger.  
 
    He was anguished and disoriented, and he couldn’t tell in what direction he was currently sailing. It wasn’t until the sun began descending to his left in the latter part of the day that he discerned he was headed due north. He adjusted the sails for an easterly course to Reprise and allowed himself to slump to the deck and lean against the mast.  
 
    Trying not to focus on his crippling dehydration, The Stranger closed his eyes. He saw immediately his Laura’s indifferent face. Could it be possible that she would regard him so? Should he ever find his wife and son again, was there a chance that they wouldn’t want him back? The things he’d done since he was left for dead on that beach had left a mark on him, but he’d done what was necessary to get back to his family. The ends had to justify the means.  
 
    You don’t deserve them, the old man whispered inside his head.  
 
    Maybe not. But they surely— 
 
    They are better off without you. They do not need you. 
 
    The Stranger swallowed back the thick lump rising in his throat and let a wave of self-pity wash over him briefly. He had time to spare, but he couldn’t afford to feel sorry for himself and wonder if he’d die alone and unwanted on this tiny ship in the middle of the Great Sea …  
 
    When The Stranger opened his eyes, he was greeted by a great sea bird perched at the bow of the ship. The bird gazed at the malnourished man with benign disinterest. It blinked slowly, as if to say, “Don’t lose your head. I simply need a respite from my flight.” 
 
    “Why would I be alarmed?” The Stranger asked softly, a delirious smile spreading beneath his beard. The albatross had long been a most favored omen among seafarers and mariners.  
 
    A blanket of calm unlike any The Stranger had felt since before leaving Reprise spread over him. He watched as the bird before him stood and spread its prodigious wings. 
 
    The Stranger wanted to thank the bird for such a timely foretoken. He felt remotely certain that when the feathered harbinger of hope took flight, he would see the haze of Reprise on the horizon ahead.  
 
    He would reach his old home, and his wife and son would be as tearfully overjoyed as he. He had been worrying for naught …  
 
    The bow of the boat tipped downward, and the albatross lifted off. The Stranger watched it for a moment longer before he realized the bow hadn’t tipped back up, but instead continued descending. A colossal shadow obscured the sunlight from behind The Stranger. 
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    The Stranger’s naive grin faded as he turned to face the behemoth rising silently from the dark sea. The punisher dwarfed any that The Stranger had ever imagined. The timeless lore surrounding the existence of the eight punishers betrayed spectacularly the enormity of their true menace.  
 
    Djup, the most ancient of the eight beasts, rose from the depths with an almost casual grace and pace. The creature eclipsed first the bright afternoon sun, and then the entire cloudless sky. Everything that had occurred or would ever occur seemed insignificant in the face of the monster before him. If it were suggested to him, The Stranger would have believed the span of its tentacles could reach from shore to shore across the Great Sea. Its body wore a bell-shaped shell that looked simultaneously spongy and impenetrable. Djup could have been related to the much smaller punisher that inhabited Eugene’s island, but its size would surely encompass the entire island itself. Tentacles like oversized jungle serpents snaked their way out of the sea to sample the air for something to extirpate. While The Stranger would never live to see the entirety of Djup’s form, he took on faith that the tentacles were indeed attached to the rest of the body at some point far below where the warm waters turned icy and unforgiving.  
 
    The Stranger gazed in helpless awe as one of the countless appendages swished by overhead. Its speed was sedate, but its momentum was doubtlessly unstoppable. The end of the limb, which tapered from the size of the trunk of a great oak to a lethal, barbed point, curled just overhead and lanced the tiny ship’s mainsail. Ropes snapped and frayed above The Stranger and cascaded down around him. The Stranger’s paralysis broke only when half of the mainsail, which had been sliced nearly down the middle, drifted down atop his head. The sail covered him in darkness like an oversized blanket in a baby’s crib. It was wet and weighty, and it pinned his body against the ship’s deck. 
 
    A claustrophobic knot twisted itself around The Stranger’s chest as he scrambled to claw his way out from under the confinement. The sound of waves and crashing water began to rise from the still sea’s silence. As the initial tidal wave that rose in Djup’s wake began to break and push the toppling craft farther and farther away from the beast, the sound of crashing waves and falling water crescendoed. A deluge poured forth from each of the punisher’s swishing tentacles. As several tiny waterfalls sailed through the air above the ship, splashes of water crashed down atop the cloth sail. Wet, heavy fabric wrapped itself around The Stranger’s face, and he struggled to take a full breath.  
 
    Before he could escape the suffocating snare, he felt as much as heard a dismal crunch, and the ship lurched violently to one side. It may very well have come wholly out of the water. At last he clawed his way out from beneath the sail just in time to see a colossal limb swing by and directly collide with the mast. The ship lurched minutely this time, and the thick, wooden mast gave way with negligible resistance. The Stranger turned his head away as splinters and fragments of shattered wood rained down atop him. As the mast fell, it brought with it a tangle of snapping ropes and jigs, and the second half of the mainsail collapsed directly on top of The Stranger. 
 
    He called out in frustration and fear as he flailed beneath the new barrier. Before he could free himself, he felt what he knew to be a fatal blow to the boat’s hull. His chest tightened and his breathing hitched. From his hands and knees, he collapsed onto his face as the boat pitched to the side and sent him sliding across the deck, still trapped beneath the smothering sail. The Stranger, in his disorientation, could almost feel the ship sinking and himself being dragged, gasping and choking, to the bottom of the Great Sea by the weight of this sail, still connected in part to what was left of the mast.  
 
    The beast voiced a victorious bellow, for it knew its victim had lost. A low-pitched moan began beneath the sea. The sound seemed to grow supersonic as it travelled through both water and air from some unimaginable orifice deep below the surface. It grew into a guttural howl that The Stranger was certain would have shattered his bones within his body if it had continued for a moment longer.  
 
    He finally crawled his way out from under the second half of the sail just in time to roll out of the way to avoid another tentacle as it descended from straight above him. The slick limb landed with a lethal thud and immediately began its ascent back into the sky. Its impact crushed the deck and nearly folded the vessel in half. An explosion of woodchips and splinters blasted across The Stranger’s exposed face. 
 
    As the tentacle swung back downward and swooped over the top of the sinking ship where the mast had stood moments before, The Stranger rolled out of the way and snatched up a large shard of splintered wood. He lunged it upward and into the colossal appendage. It sank into the beast’s thick flesh easily enough, but there was no discernible reaction from Djup. The Stranger’s arms dropped to his side, and he stared numbly as the weight of futility descended upon him like the mainsail moments before.  
 
    Djup dropped a tentacle alongside the ship and sent a massive wave crashing over its fractured deck and tipped it onto its side. The Stranger fell and tumbled across the deck, nearly falling through the gaping crack in its surface. Another tentacle came crashing down with thunderous force as the ship rolled nearly upside down. This blow sent more chips of wood flying through the air, and the hull of the ship finally split in two. The Stranger was bucked head over heels through the air and splashed painfully into the sea upon his back. He flailed and struggled to right himself underwater and swim back to the surface. Large chunks of wood rained down all around him as the beast continued battering and shattering the demolished craft.  
 
    Rolling waves continued spawning from the mayhem and pushed The Stranger father and farther away. When his disorientation resolved, he began swimming in the opposite direction in a laughable effort to escape the danger. Little time had passed before his head throbbed and his muscles cramped from dehydration. Tiny abrasions in his face from wood splinters stung in the salty sea. He pushed himself until he was incapable of going any farther, and then he pushed himself harder. Laura’s face swam before his fading vision. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he sputtered through the water splashing over his mouth as he struggled to stay afloat. “I’m sorry for what I’ve become.” 
 
    A hunk of wood bumped The Stranger’s shoulder, and he turned and pulled his torso on top of it, allowing his eyes to close at last. 
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    The Stranger awoke to blinding brightness and crippling heat. He glanced around frantically, his eyes absorbing no signals while his pupils struggled to constrict against the brilliant sunlight.  
 
    No, he thought. Not again … 
 
    I simply cannot be here again. Why is this happening? 
 
    He turned his head to see small piles of wood scattered along the shore. The remains of his small vessel. He blinked his eyes tightly as a dark figure came into focus, walking toward him on the beach. 
 
    “No,” The Stranger muttered. “I have to get off this island.”  
 
    He scrambled to dig his feet into the sand and stand up, but he felt as though he were moving within a dream. He could not pull himself upright fast enough. 
 
    A heavy hand fell upon his shoulder. 
 
    “Whoa, now.” 
 
    The Stranger bowed his head and pushed away the overwhelming sense of déjà vu.  
 
    “You’ve seen better times,” a gentle woman’s voice spoke. 
 
    “Laura?” The Stranger asked through his daze. 
 
    “No, dear. I’m afraid my name is Kinnae.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head but struggled to shake free from the disorientation.  
 
    “Ye look to ’ave been through quite a spell of late,” she said. 
 
    He nodded slowly and recalled his ineffectual flight into the Great Sea. “Where am I?” he asked. 
 
    “Outside Sudere.” Her hand lay on his shoulder in a futile gift of comfort. 
 
    He shook his head, confused. “Where?” 
 
    “On the coast. Just south of Sudere,” she repeated. 
 
    “Fordar?” he asked, a weighty rock settling in his stomach. Farther from his family than ever. 
 
    “Well …” she hesitated, confused. “Yes. From where do ye hail?” 
 
    “Never you mind,” The Stranger sighed. He would never see his wife and son again. 
 
    And if ye did, t’ wouldn’t want ye anyhow, Eugene spat inside The Stranger’s mind. 
 
    “What is your name?” Kinnae asked. 
 
    The Stranger squeezed his eyes shut tightly. Why couldn’t he have just let the beast kill him at sea? If the punishers weren’t so confused by the global reversal of good and evil, Djup could surely have seen The Stranger for what he’d become and struck him down without hesitation.  
 
    “Are ye ill, sir?” She prodded his back gently with her palm. 
 
    He would never make it back to his family, and perhaps he didn’t deserve to. He focused on Laura’s apathetic face from his dream. “I’m not sure that I know who you are,” she had said to him. 
 
    “Sir?” She shook him harder this time in an effort to get him to respond. 
 
    I’m not sure that I know who I am either, The Stranger responded, hot tears burning behind his closed eyes. 
 
    “Sir, who are you?” Kinnae asked, raising her voice. 
 
    “I am a Stranger.” 
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    “Well, Stranger, what brings ye to the lovely Sudere coast?” Kinnae asked. The two had walked in almost complete silence for much of the day. Kinnae led The Stranger off the beach. The sand turned to shore grass, and the shore grass turned to woodland underbrush. A lightly weathered footpath marked the way into the denser forest. The small trail wound its way through the trees, and soon the coastal ambience faded into a woodland locale. The calls of shorebirds turned to the skittering of small creatures through the brushwood.  
 
    Eventually they had reached Kinnae’s home and settled inside at the table. 
 
    “I don’t know,” The Stranger replied. “I did not mean to come here.” 
 
    “Well, judgin’ by the scraps of yer craft, I’d wager it was quite small.” 
 
    The Stranger made no reply.  
 
    “Musta been some kinda motivation to set ya out into the Great Sea in such a foolish little skiff?” 
 
    The Stranger nodded. “I was a fool.” 
 
    “Runnin’ from somethin’?” 
 
    “I thank you for your kindness, Kinnae—” 
 
    “Please, call me Kin.” 
 
    “Kin …” The Stranger resumed, “but I am in no state to chat.” 
 
    “Runnin’ to somethin’,” she said with a nod. This time it was not a question. She stood from the table. “Want some fare?” 
 
    “I would appreciate any you could offer. I can scarcely recall my last good meal.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t promise a good meal, but I won’t let ya waste away.” 
 
    The Stranger managed to smile. “I thank you, nonetheless.”  
 
    “Ye look fit to sleep for a lifetime, too. My son’s away, so yer welcome to use the spare bed as long as ya need.” 
 
    The Stranger offered another wan smile. “I’ve been rushing forward for quite a time and have naught to show.” He paused and glanced out the window. His eyes saw only trees, but his face suggested that his mind was gazing worlds away. He thought for a moment more before concluding, “I could use a good rest …” 
 
    “As long as ya need,” Kinnae repeated, turning to tend to a small fire in her woodstove. She continued with her back turned. “Then I may know where to find a better vessel.” 
 
    The Stranger smiled again and pondered the peculiar woman’s kindness. “I am uncertain …” 
 
    “Ya seemed right certain to’ve cracked off in that tiny hunk o’ scraps that washed ashore.” 
 
    “I told you, I was a fool.” 
 
    Kinnae paused the exchange to retrieve a pot filled with some sort of stew and place it over the flame. “Well, there must be some reason ya went off lookin’ for trouble.” 
 
    The Stranger swallowed hard as his wife’s unrecognizing face swam into his mind. “I—” he stammered. “I’m not certain that I wouldn’t make matters worse.” He stood and walked to the front door. He stared out the small window while Kinnae prepared the meal, their backs to each other.  
 
    Kinnae stirred the stew in silence for a moment before speaking. “I’m sure that whoever ye thought ye needed so badly still feels the same about you.” 
 
    The Stranger turned from the door and looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “Yes,” she said without turning, “I know that look in your eyes.”  
 
    He smiled painfully and looked back outside. “It is more complicated than that.” 
 
    Kinnae shrugged. “Ain’t that complicated. Ye need what ye need.” 
 
    The Stranger nodded slowly as he stared down the path through the woods and into the center of town. 
 
    “I know yer thinkin’ o’ runnin’,” she said, her back still to The Stranger. “But ye may’s well stay t’ eat.” 
 
    “No,” The Stranger said, trying not to sound defensive. He turned to face her and watched her stir the stew for a time. “I’ve been running far too long. It has only cursed me further.” 
 
    “Besides,” Kinnae continued as if she wasn’t even listening to her guest, “town’s not much to see these days. They got scouts in every major village.” 
 
    The Stranger dropped his eyes to the floor. He had spent his entire life dedicated to his royal bloodline. It pained him to see his society in such turmoil, but he couldn’t dwell on it. He couldn’t save the world. He couldn’t even save his family. “Who has?” he asked. 
 
    Kinnae shrugged. “Whoever’s behind all this. They take prisoners of the weak and turn ’em to slaves. Take on the strong, too—anybody who stands to oppose the changes.” 
 
    “Shame,” The Stranger croaked after a long period of heavy silence.  
 
    “Mmhm,” Kinnae agreed. She picked the pot off the flame at last and walked back toward the table with it in hand. “Come ’n’ sit now. Let’s eat.” 
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    After The Stranger had eaten three helpings of Kinnae’s delicious beef stew, she showed him to the spare room and bid him a good eve. 
 
    The Stranger questioned her naive kindness for allowing someone such as he to sleep in her home.               
 
    “Yer tired, ’n’ yer hurt. Who am I to turn away a stranger in need?” 
 
    The sun had just begun to dip below the tops of the trees surrounding the small cabin, but The Stranger slipped into a serene, dreamless sleep.  
 
    When he awoke again, the sun was already high in the sky on the following day. He sat up, groggy, and rubbed his eyes as the familiar rock settled in his gut. The blissful numbness that could come only in sleep and death melted away like frost from a pirate’s beard, and all the pain and doubt and helplessness of his journey redoubled itself. 
 
    He sat for a while and contemplated how to proceed with his quest, or whether to proceed at all. On one hand, Kinnae had offered him a ship that could traverse the tumultuous Great Sea, but on the other hand, the only place lower than his current state would be to make it back to Reprise only to find himself a stranger to his loved ones … 
 
    “And no craft will withstand the wrath of that beast, should our paths cross again,” he said to himself, his voice a hoarse, sleep-stricken groan. 
 
    He made his way out of the bedroom and outside to the latrine to do his morning business. On his way back to the quiet, empty cabin, he found a pair of shearing knives and pondered his matted beard that now hung below his chest. There in the woman’s garden, he used the shears to saw long, dirty clumps of hair from his chin and allowed them to scatter in the wind. With no proper instrumentation or reflection, the end result was only passable for semi-maintained. For a vagabond such as he, that would have to be enough.  
 
    As he walked back to the cabin’s door, he heard a rustling around the corner. He peered around to find Kinnae tending to her garden on the other side. 
 
    “Mornin’, sleepybeard,” she called when he walked into view. 
 
    The Stranger nodded in response.  
 
    “I trust ye rested well? Night’s slumber seems to’ve made ye more presentable somehow …” 
 
    “I did. And I thank you, Kinnae.” 
 
    “Kin,” she corrected. 
 
    He nodded again and stood in an uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “But … ?” she prodded. “Time to be off on yer secret adventure?” 
 
    He offered another troubled smile and nodded once more. 
 
    “Well lemme finish up with the garden, ’n’ I’ll take ya to yer new boat.” 
 
    “Actually, I may have to decline your kind offer,” he said. 
 
    “No one’ll miss it. Trust me …” 
 
    “No, no, it’s not that—” 
 
    “Still scared they won’t take ya back?” 
 
    The Stranger winced as though this notion pained him physically. He gave no response for a long while. “There is much to fear,” he said at last. 
 
    “Whatever done yer last skiff in?” 
 
    The Stranger stood silently. 
 
    “Punishers ain’t what they used t’ be.” 
 
    “Indeed they are not,” The Stranger mused. 
 
    “Evil runs these lands now. Kinda makes their purpose obsolete.” 
 
    “It should make their purpose more integral than ever before.” 
 
    “Yah, but who they gonna target? Everyone?” 
 
    Not me, The Stranger almost said. But maybe that was wrong now. Maybe he was a fit target. 
 
    “Anyway,” Kinnae said, leaning back to tend to her cabbage, “where ye gonna go then?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” he said distractedly. 
 
    “Well, I won’t keep ya, if yer dead set on headin’ out. Pretty used to havin’ no company these days anyway, but if ye care to stay, ain’t no need to rush.” 
 
    “Again,” The Stranger said, “I am more grateful than you know, but … I need to do some self reflecting, then perhaps I may go to my family.” 
 
    “Can’t say I’m surprised. Ye got the look of a man overcome with determination,” Kinnae said. “Got ya a pack o’ supplies on the kitchen table.” 
 
    A lump rose in The Stranger’s throat as he stood before his kneeling host. She wasn’t exactly the warmest of individuals, but after all the sneaking away in the dead of night and fleeing captivity he’d done on the island, he deeply appreciated being left to his own devices with a host who refrained from prying. 
 
    His gratitude and her aloof nature made him almost uncomfortable about leaving as he shuffled off toward the front door. 
 
      
 
    12 
 
      
 
    Kinnae had supplied The Stranger with a small canteen of fresh water, a lukewarm jar of her beef stew, and plenty of fresh fruits and nuts. 
 
    He walked a northwesterly course away from the coast. Of course he still battled a vicious sense of urgency, but he’d done naught but struggle and scramble thus far and had only gotten himself damned—nearly gotten himself killed. If he veered toward the coast now, he ran the risk of encountering more of The Baron’s corrupted henchmen that ruled this land for Bernard. He had no intent of being thrown back into someone’s cellar. He could take Kinnae’s ship and sail north along Fordar’s coast until he reached the frozen land bridge that spanned the Great Sea, but he would still risk being spotted and accosted all along the way. His stomach churned with concern for his wife and son, and it doubled with each passing moment, but if he could travel safely through the mountains to Fordar’s northern coast, he could sail from there along the land bridge with far less risk of being spotted from major coastal towns. Perhaps the old man had been right, if only about that one thing … 
 
    He walked for what remained of the day. His path veered through the sparse woodlands that skirted the center of Sudere. The forest was by no means as dense as that through which he’d bumbled on Eugene’s island, but even during his short day’s hike, he could note the trees and brush already starting to thin. The coastal humidity slowly transitioned to a cool, arid evening as The Stranger found a soft bed of sand to nestle into for the night.  
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    The Stranger made good progress the following day. With consecutive nights’ rest and reasonably frequent meals, he found his mind much clearer and his pace far steadier. 
 
    By late afternoon he found a fresh stream and refilled his canteen. He slung the jug back over his shoulder by its strap and set off again. A small group of rabbits scattered out of the thin underbrush and startled him. He watched at least six of them flee in every direction. He was raised in a royal family of fishermen and could adapt to find food in almost any maritime setting, but he hadn’t the slightest inkling how to trap a rabbit or any other woodland creature. He eyed the pack of food—maybe enough for another two days—and began to second-guess his decision to avoid coastal routes. But his logic had been sound. He ran less risk in the mountains. He would either find another kind soul in a small mountain town, or he would adapt and find a way to trap or hunt for food.  
 
    The forest continued to grow thinner and thinner, and just as the sun began to dip below the distant horizon, The Stranger stepped out of the trees to a breathtaking sight. 
 
    A vast sea of sand and tumbleweed spread across the land before him. On the horizon, standing tall and holding the weary sun in the sky, was the expansive Klippa mountain range. To the east a dense black cloud drifted across the sky. A stark contrast against the brilliant sunset, the cloud appeared to glide at head-height above the far-off desert. A hazy wall of heavy rain trailed beneath the cloud. As The Stranger watched, the cloud flicked a bolt of lightning toward the earth like the tongue from a serpent’s mouth. He saw the entire bolt travel from cloud to earth and never heard a sound.  
 
    The whole scene was unlike any The Stranger had ever beheld. It may as well have been from another world. Even having gazed across the limitless sea, The Stranger would still swear his sight had never reached so far. His family should have been with him. Laura and William, Robert and Diana … They should all have been safe and at ease beneath the desert sunset. 
 
    A familiar voice broke his daze. 
 
    “Ay, Stranger!” 
 
      
 
    14 
 
      
 
    The Stranger turned to five unfamiliar faces an arm’s length away. A rugged man with a haggard goatee reached out and took The Stranger’s wrist before he could react. 
 
    “’At’s him,” said the familiar voice. 
 
    “Thanks, Kin,” the man said. He stepped aside, revealing Kinnae standing several paces behind the small group.  
 
    “What’s ya name, vagabond?” one of the men asked as he slapped a heavy shackle to The Stranger’s wrist. 
 
    The Stranger never took his eyes from Kinnae as another of the emissaries approached her and handed over a small pouch. Kinnae opened the drawstring bag and retrieved a small, round piece of metal from what seemed to be several others clinking around inside. After inspecting it for a moment, she returned it to the pouch and nodded to the guard who’d handed it to her.  
 
    “Bitch,” The Stranger growled. 
 
    Kin looked at him without concern and shrugged.  
 
    The other guards sniggered, and the one in charge spoke. “Okay, Bitch, we gon’ hike fer quite a time now. You gon’ give us any grief?” 
 
    “Kill me,” The Stranger said. 
 
    “Kill ya?” he chuckled. “I jus’ paid fifteen paga for ya!” 
 
    Three of the men carried small, black weapons like the one The Stranger had mistaken for a firestarter another lifetime ago with his brother outside Krake. The other two carried similar devices, but much larger. The metallic weapons were as long as an arm, and the men wore them slung over their shoulders with a strap. 
 
    The Stranger closed his eyes and struggled only minutely as the guard pulled his arms and secured them behind his back. “Kill me now,” he choked again, his voice a low, defeated whisper.  
 
    “Thanks, gentleswine,” Kinnae said with a tip of her head before setting off back toward her home. “I was trackin’ ’im fer days.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” the leader replied in his western drawl. He took the long, black weapon off his shoulder. He wedged the end of it into his right armpit, gripped the barrel with his left hand, and prodded The Stranger in the back painfully. “Off ya go.” 
 
    The group marched their prisoner across the desert toward the Klippa Mountains for three nights and three days. By the time the dead of night had fallen on the first evening, the guards had built a small fire to rest around. 
 
    “A’ight, boy,” one said as his comrade pulled a small pouch out of his pocket. 
 
    The Stranger lay numbly and watched as the scruffy man pinched out a portion of ogras and sprinkled it onto a bit of rolling paper. He touched the tip of the finished product to the fire and drew it to his lips. The crew passed around the cigarette and laughed until The Stranger rolled over to face the other direction. Poisoned smoke descended down around them all. 
 
    “Wha’s wrong, Bitch? Don’ wanna toke?” one of the men sneered. He took a deep puff and leaned over The Stranger to blow smoke directly into his face. 
 
    The Stranger’s heart raced. He grit his teeth, and his entire body stiffened in the shackles. This made the guards laugh harder. 
 
    “Better watch it, Zazo. He’s liable t’ bust out them chains ’n’ squeeze the smoke out yer lungs ’imself.”  
 
    “I’m shakin’,” Zazo chortled. 
 
    The Stranger struggled to hold his breath amid the clouds of smoke. He could feel his head starting to swim as the vile spirits of the evil passed worked their way into his mind. They may well have been the very souls he’d delivered to this fate from Eugene’s island not long ago. After a long while, he slept an uneasy, paranoid sleep broken by laughter and, eventually, the sounds of far-off desert creatures once the guards had fallen asleep. 
 
    A distant yelp startled The Stranger from a light slumber. He opened his eyes and rolled over to find one of the men standing watch for the night. 
 
    “Don’ even think ’bout it,” he warned, tightening his grip on the large weapon. 
 
    The next day The Stranger collapsed. They were walking through a seemingly endless sea of low bushes and dirt, a matrix of small hills bucking like waves in the Great Sea.  
 
    “Come on,” the one called Zazo groaned, sticking a heavy boot into The Stranger’s ribcage. “Boss, we ain’t got time for this.” 
 
    They had already plucked the pack of food and water from The Stranger’s side and passed around portions for each to devour. Now everyone was exceptionally hungry and irritable. 
 
    Boss turned and rolled his eyes. “Bitch, come on, we can be at the outpost in another two days’ time.” He indicated toward the still distant mountain. 
 
    “Leave me,” The Stranger rasped, his face half buried in the sand. 
 
    “Drag ’im,” Boss ordered one of the other men, who walked over and splashed a dash of what little water remained in The Stranger’s face. 
 
    “Come on, now,” he pleaded. 
 
    The Stranger made no reply, so the man looped a short rope through the shackles and set off, dragging his prisoner through the dirt behind him. The Stranger’s frayed mind could not accept that he would spend the rest of his foreseeable future in a prison in Fordar. He stared up at the sky as he was dragged along and hoped against hope that the birds circling above were not a hallucination and that they would swoop down and peel the flesh from every man on the desert beneath them.  
 
    He allowed himself to be dragged for much of the day until his smock was in tatters, and his back was shredded and raw from the hot sand and sharp bushes.  
 
    “Ready to walk again on yer own, Bitch?” Zazo said. 
 
    “No,” The Stranger replied, standing and dusting himself off anyway.  
 
    The men chuckled and continued on their way beneath the hot afternoon sun.  
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    By the third evening, the distance left to traverse began to seem less impossible, and the Klippa Mountains actually appeared to be coming closer rather than hesitating on the horizon. An infrequent series of railways ran through the hills, in and out of the mountains and canyons, and northeast through the desert back toward the coastal towns.  
 
    On the fourth day, the group approached the base of the mountain range and stopped at a small cabin. Four of the men went inside while one stood guard over The Stranger outside. After a while, the men returned with their canteens refilled and their pouches stuffed with food.  
 
    Boss approached The Stranger and offered him a draw of ice-cold water from a canteen. He cut the dehydrated prisoner’s time short by yanking the flask away mid-gulp. “Not much farther,” he said, turning and walking along one of the wooden tracks.  
 
    They reached an area along the tracks where a large metal cart sat abandoned near a cave entrance, an old pickaxe leaning against it. The track disappeared into the darkness of the cave. In the other direction, it ran along the flat desert and disappeared at the horizon. 
 
    “We’ll stop here fer the eve,” Boss announced. While the rest of the tired guards began taking their packs and weapons off their shoulders and settling in, Boss nodded to one of his men and flicked a thumb over his shoulder toward the dark cavern. The man nodded in return and set off on his own into the cave. He first approached the metal cart and leaned into it, struggling to push its rusty wheels along the tracks. 
 
    The Stranger collapsed in the dirt and lay on his side, exhausted. The guards inspected the food options they had retrieved from their outpost. It looked to be mostly spoiling fruits after a lengthy import and small jars of various meats. One of the guards tossed a brown apple at The Stranger, who didn’t make a move to sit up or retrieve it. His hands were still behind his back, and he would rather starve to death miserably than continue living in this condition. 
 
    “Better eat up,” the man said. “Gonna be a long night fer you.” 
 
    The Stranger closed his eyes and longed for a sleep to come from which he would not wake. 
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    Shortly before nightfall, the lone guard who had gone into the cavern returned, struggling even harder to push the metal cart. Water condensate coated the outside of it. 
 
    The Stranger opened his eyes when he heard the squeaky, rusted wheels approaching out of the darkness. Before he had any idea what was happening, a heavy hand fell upon his head, and coarse, dirty fingers coiled through his tangled hair.  
 
    “Yer gonna listen to me now, Bitch,” Boss growled, his lips close enough to blow hot breath that smelled of decay into The Stranger’s ear. Boss’s greasy black goatee scraped brusquely against The Stranger’s cheek. “Not walkin’ on yer own, not eatin’, not thinkin’ you gon’ live a long and healthy life devoted to The Barony …”  
 
    He pulled The Stranger upright by his hair and grabbed the back of his neck while the other guards leered. The Stranger winced but did not call out as he was marched toward the metal cart. The man who’d gone into the cavern grinned a malicious grin that lacked all four upper front teeth. He reached forward with his scrawny arms and grunted while he pulled the heavy lid off the cart.  
 
    As The Stranger got closer, he saw what was inside—mounds of jagged ice pointing in every direction, like chunks of broken glass. He braced himself for what he knew was about to happen. He resolved to go in silently and without a fight. These were the type of men who thrived on conflict and fueled themselves with thoughts of begging victims, and The Stranger would not give them that satisfaction on this day. 
 
    When Boss shoved him face-first into the box on wheels, however, shards of sawtooth ice mangled his cheek and caused him to yelp. His body was bent painfully over the edge of the cart until Boss leaned down to grab his ankles and toss him wholly into the basin. The Stranger’s legs were flung over his head. He screamed as his neck was cranked to the side beneath his body weight and his face was pressed harder against the sharp ice. His legs thumped against the other rim of the cart, but the pain this created was masked by the agony upon which he now lay. He had to curl his knees toward his chest to fit inside his new bed. 
 
    The guard slammed the heavy lid back atop the cart, delivering The Stranger to an icy darkness as absolute as any torment he’d ever suffered. The guards cackled loudly and began slamming their fists and weapons down upon the lid and shouting insults and abuse at their wretched prisoner. Once the initial stinging of the fresh cuts began to subside, a deeper, harsher ache settled into The Stranger’s bones. He shivered and closed his eyes against silent tears. The unwavering cold lay heavy upon him like a wet blanket. It took his breath away, each inhale catching several times as his chest hitched and he struggled not to move against his frozen bed of nails.   
 
    After a few moments, his resolve broke and a hoarse sob escaped his throat. This sent the guards into another frenzy outside. They danced and hollered into the desert sky until The Stranger’s breathing grew shallow and his consciousness faded. 
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    The Stranger snapped back to wakefulness and mortal torment when the cart’s lid was abruptly removed. He opened his eyes, but his vision was tunneled and blurred. It seemed dark outside, and a face emerged over the rim of the cart.  
 
    “Mornin’, boy,” Zazo jibed through a halted cough. He leaned in and blew another lungful of ogras smoke into The Stranger’s face before slamming the lid closed again. 
 
    The Stranger choked and retched as the smell of dead, rotting animals pervaded his tiny confinement. The guards outside laughed uproariously at his anguish.  
 
    “Please,” he struggled. His voice was nonexistent. He continued shivering against the melting ice beneath him. All volition was gone, both vocal and physical. He could not move, could not speak, could not think. His mind already felt like the rippling surface of a lake after a rock is thrown within. As the smoke filled his lungs and entered his bloodstream, his thoughts grew even more hazy. He coughed weakly and convulsed until his heart rate slowed and he again faded to black. 
 
    He did not wake again until the dead of night when all the guards had gone to sleep, one lying atop The Stranger’s cage. A deafening clang echoed through the tiny cart as something heavy and metal slammed against the lid. The Stranger jumped back to life and banged his head against the wall of the cart. 
 
    A soft dragging sound followed, succeeded by a thud in the dirt. The lid immediately opened, and The Stranger found himself staring at the face of a demon from another world.  
 
    The demon had black ink and markings all over its scarred face. It wore only a tuft of black hair no bigger than a fist directly in the middle of its bald head. The rest of its face looked charred black and covered in soot. Long black tusks rose from its upper jaw and curled their way toward its eyes. It reached in with one heavy hand and withdrew The Stranger’s battered body with ease. As it drew The Stranger toward its face and sniffed him heavily, its eyes widened in human surprise before it dropped its prey to the earth. 
 
    The Stranger landed next to the guard’s corpse, pickaxe sticking out of his shattered skull. Before he could comprehend what was happening around him, the corpse began to move. He looked up to see another man-creature—this one with no tusks—tugging on the handle of the pickaxe in an effort to remove it from the dead guard. 
 
    “Ay!” another guard yelled, finally waking enough to see what was going on. “Ay! Fuggoff!” 
 
    The rest of the guards were stirring and reaching for their weapons to defend against what must have been ten or more hunched creatures. 
 
    “Hakk toor!” the largest one with tusks called back in a heart-stopping, guttural roar. 
 
    A tiny explosion erupted from the barrel of one of the small black guns. The confused beast holding it dropped it to the ground, and its companions all shrieked and started to scatter into the darkness. The ball had to have been fired from the weapon at impossible speed, for The Stranger watched as one of the guards standing in its way was blown backwards by a tiny hole that ripped its way through his chest and out his back in an instant.  
 
    The creatures, which stood hunched over on two legs, stopped screaming and settled back in around their prey in the ensuing silence. The one who had been struggling with the pickaxe returned and bent over The Stranger. It rubbed a mangled hand across The Stranger’s cheek and growled to its companions with what sounded like wonder: “Croolaagg!” 
 
    The Stranger saw a guard standing behind the creature holding one of the strange longer guns. As he watched, a series of impossible explosions rang out from the barrel, and the beast standing above him fell atop him. Before it came down, though, no fewer than fifteen holes erupted from its chest, and blood and gore and fragments of bone rained down upon The Stranger. 
 
    The mayhem that ensued was crippling. The creatures shrieked and howled and chanted incoherently as they began stampeding all around the small campsite. The Stranger was trampled by at least three of the beasts when they were set off and charged at the guard with the weapon. The leader with the tusks silently vanished into the dark cavern behind him as countless more explosions rang out. Bright flashes of light emanated from the barrel of the gun. Several creatures fell, and then more fell atop their fallen clansmen. Eventually the horde reached the unfortunate guard and buried him under their masses, weapon still sending off rapid successions of explosions. 
 
    The Stranger rolled himself toward the cart he was just trapped inside and managed to pull himself up to his knees. Arms still shackled behind his back, he stood unsteadily to his feet and bumbled off into the darkness, shrieking and gunfire still echoing across the desert from behind him.  
 
      
 
    18 
 
      
 
    The Stranger stumbled around a tall rock face and found himself barreling down a steep cliff into a dark canyon between mountains. He fell to his knees and slid across the dry gravel, but his limbs and skin were still numb from his time in the ice cart, and he would not feel these insults until sometime later. 
 
    He plopped onto his stomach and allowed his momentum to carry him unceremoniously deeper down into the canyon and farther away from the chaos behind him. Gunshots still rang out and drowned the horrifying calls and husky dialogue from the cave-creatures.   
 
    At last the canyon flattened out, and The Stranger stopped rolling through gravel and small boulders. He sat upright and leaned against a large rock, still shivering and breathing irregularly. Sitting up, he tucked his bound hands under his backside and drew his legs in so as to put his arms back out in front of him.  
 
    A full moon sat motionless in the dark sky, a silent, docile observer of the uproar below. The Stranger continued panting and sobbing dry chokes of dismay against the rock. He wondered if this were even real, or if it were an act put on by the dark souls the ogras smoke had introduced to his mind. Nonetheless, he had to get away, and his window of opportunity would surely be brief. 
 
    A small avalanche fell a short distance deeper into the canyon. He peered over the rock into darkness. Something was there—that much he could feel—but what lay behind him was surely much worse. His heart, which may have moments before been motionless, pounded in his chest, struggling to send warm blood into his arms and legs. 
 
    When he felt he had started to catch his breath and he could almost keep his shivering under control, The Stranger set off into the canyon, his own blood mixing with the blood from that creature and drying on his pale skin. 
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    The sun sprang into the sky and bullied the hesitant moon back down over the opposite horizon.  
 
    The Stranger had walked along the uneven cliffs and hills through the entire night. In the light of a new day, he cast a delirious gaze at his shackled hands as he walked. He would never be able to break free of the steel chains, but in his daze, he did not care. His only goal was to get as far from this place as possible. His mind was so rattled, he took not the time to notice that he was walking back south along the Klippa Mountain range.  
 
    Hot sun beat down on his dehydrated and malnourished body. He walked and mumbled to himself about nothing in particular until the sky faded to a purple evening. Before the sun disappeared altogether, he heard a sound that sent a visceral shock throughout his body. Like smelling the unique scent of a loved one after a lifetime apart, the sound filled The Stranger with nostalgia and a sick, bittersweet pang of hope. It was a soft singing.  
 
    He snapped out of his prolonged daze and hurried toward the source of the song. How long had it been since he’d heard music? It must have been since celebrating his union with Laura … 
 
    He stumbled around a rock face and crawled his way out of a moderately steep canyon. At the top, he found himself back at the edge of the mountains and staring into the interminable desert. The soft voice was carrying along the wooden tracks that ran alongside the mountains, and The Stranger glanced down to see a young man singing by himself in a distant rail yard. He sat upon an abandoned train car, his head bowed. His voice was a wavering baritone that flowed smoothly across the sands like a morning fog rolling down out of the hills. The Stranger could not make out the words, but the voice conveyed a melancholy so profound that it nearly brought him to his knees. He closed his eyes and let the music’s effect wash over him. 
 
    After a moment his trance was broken by a clatter from behind him. He turned to see an abomination lurking there. A short man with a horribly hunched back was peering around a small boulder. The man stood in the entryway to a small cave that couldn’t have been taller than The Stranger’s waist. His physical afflictions allowed him to shuffle through the tunnel on his hands and knees. His spine arched sharply above his craned head. His chin was pinned to his chest, and his head torqued to the right, allowing his one good eye to see things that stood above. His other eye appeared to be missing, the eyelid closed permanently by a glob of sloppy scar tissue. His head was misshapen, and his skin was a diseased shade of milky white, likely from living underground. 
 
    At some point the singing had stopped. The Stranger held his shackled hands in front of him lamely. “Stay where you are!” he warned. 
 
    The hunched man hissed a coarse exhale. He opened his mouth to reveal no more than three scattered teeth, all browned and jagged. He pointed one withered hand toward the tunnel.  
 
    “Stay back, you foul pig,” The Stranger growled. He turned back toward the train car, but no one was there. No one was singing, and the day was silent, save for the crippled swine struggling to crawl out of his tiny cave. 
 
    The Stranger made a short run in the direction of the young man he had seen moments before. He cast a few glances back over his shoulder to ensure that the hunchback wasn’t following him. When he got to the rail yard, no one was to be found. The morose melody he’d heard was already fading from his memory, along with the emotions it had summoned.  
 
    He sighed and looked back in the direction he’d come. Satisfied that the hunchback was indeed not following him, he turned to set off again on his way when a heavy hand fell over his mouth from behind. 
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    “Oooh, tasty,” a deep, gruff voice rasped in The Stranger’s ear. Hot, rancid breath flowed around his face like a green miasma of noxious swamp gas.  
 
    The Stranger struggled at first, but the thing’s grasp on him was too strong. 
 
    The leader of the horrific cave people stepped in front of his captive. He cocked his head to the side and effortlessly drew what was left of The Stranger’s tattered smock off his torso. His jaw clenched, and the implanted tusks protruding from poorly healed holes in his upper lip quivered, making him look more like an animal than ever. His protruding eyes looked The Stranger up and down, savoring the sweaty skin. When the beast spoke, it was through husky, hog-like exhalations from his nostrils. “No,” he growled with apparent difficulty, “disease.” He leaned in and licked The Stranger’s cheek, sampling the dirt and sweat and blood of his slain companion. “Gohr lokah!” he exclaimed to an excited uproar from a horde of other creatures behind The Stranger. 
 
    The Stranger recalled tales of a tribe of cave-dwelling, humanoid cannibals called Hyd-Stumpa. The tribesmen mutilated their skin and limbs with the bones and flesh of their prey.  
 
    The one holding him cackled giddy laughter into his ear and stepped aside. Before he could even register his lack of restraint, a loop of rope dropped over his head and fell to his ankles. Someone pulled the rope tight, and the noose closed around his feet, which were promptly pulled out from underneath him. The Stranger fell onto his side as the horde set off at an impossible pace, dragging their prey behind.  
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    The Stranger struggled at first, but the burly cave dwellers were moving too quickly. Waves of sand sprayed around The Stranger and rendered him blind and disoriented. After a short trip, the Hyd stopped, and The Stranger felt himself being lifted from the earth and dropped atop a hard solid surface. Several strong hands pinned him down to the top of another cart. 
 
    “Stop this, please!” he yelled, but the creatures, who fell somewhere between man and beast, were still in an excited uproar, and his voice was drowned out. 
 
    They set off again, this time pushing the cart along tracks that wound deeper and deeper into the caverns. Before long, the evening light shining through the cave’s entryway was no longer visible, and the party found themselves in devastating darkness. The cannibals must have adapted to such conditions, for their pace never slowed. 
 
    The Stranger’s head spun as they careened around unseen curves in the track, plummeted down steep slopes, and twisted to the left and to the right until direction lost all meaning. 
 
    A deep, rhythmic sound emanated from the depths of the caves. The drumming sound pulsated and echoed throughout the tunnels and soon grew to be audible even over the exhilarated calls of the cannibals and the shrieking of rusty wheels upon the steel track.  
 
    Eventually The Stranger found that he could make out the shapes of the creatures pushing his cart along and pinning his body down. Before long he could again make out details on their haggard faces—the strange ink painted onto their skin, the unnatural distribution of hair standing out in long tufts atop mostly bald heads, the scars from modifications they’d made by sticking bones through their ears and cheeks.  
 
    His heart sank anew when they whipped around a bend into a much larger cavern with hundreds of others standing in wait. The Hyd in this cavern were holding torches, and several at the back were banging upon enormous drums made from what looked like human skin.  
 
    The cart came to a halt, and The Stranger screamed out as he felt a knife sink into his flesh and pass through the two bones in his forearm. He tried to pull away, but he couldn’t move. He looked down to find that it wasn’t a blade at all—it was a large talon or claw from some unspeakable beast. The cannibal holding it looked up at The Stranger. One eye was completely clouded over; the other danced crazily in the flickering flames of the torches spread throughout the space. He withdrew the claw from The Stranger’s arm and licked it clean of his blood. His good eye rolled back, and he began murmuring in a strange language.  
 
    At that moment The Stranger felt countless hands clawing their way to touch his skin from every direction. He squirmed helplessly under the weight of all the creatures holding him down and screamed as a set of jagged teeth clamped down around his big toe. He felt hundreds of dirty fingernails clawing at his slick skin, trying to tear it from his bones, but this was drowned by the pain in his toe. The beast chewed to the bone while The Stranger kicked and twisted his body. Once the teeth could sink no deeper, the Hyd gnawed and pulled, trying to tear the entire toe off his foot. The one who had stabbed The Stranger with a claw leaned back to the puncture wound and drew a long draught from the bleeding hole. He slurped and savored every drop of blood that he could suck forth. A number of other creatures began nibbling and licking at The Stranger’s left arm, where blood was streaming from the wound and dripping from the one cannibal’s mouth. Another starburst of lightning pain erupted from the right side of his stomach, where one had sunk sharp teeth in and easily removed a bite-sized chunk of flesh and muscle. The Stranger felt his flesh torn from his body in agonizing detail. He screamed again as several tendrils of skin ripped and popped from where it had been intact moments before. 
 
    He closed his eyes from the horror unfolding, but not seeing did not make the torture any less agonizing. He was paralyzed. Helpless. He screamed again until he thought his throat may burst, providing another scrumptious dish for his slayers. The sound of growling and hissing and gnashing teeth underlined the sounds of flesh popping and claws digging at unbroken skin. The morbid drums continued to pound in what may as well have been another world.  
 
    At last a dense buzzing filled The Stranger’s head, and he could feel the blissful realm of unconscious encroaching.  
 
    “GROTTA!” a voice commanded, dwarfing the deafening sounds already coalescing in the cavern. At once all sounds ceased. All biting and scratching and clamoring atop The Stranger’s body stopped.  
 
    The leader of the Hyd-Stumpa tribe stood high on a rock, towering above his people, all of whom had fallen silent. They cast their gaze upward to their leader, and a wave of disappointed acceptance seemed to pass through the horde.  
 
    The Stranger’s wounds throbbed and pulsed. He shivered atop the metal cart, and all the hands that held him down were slowly lifted.  
 
    The cannibal leader with his great tusks began to speak in a thunderous, guttural growl to the rest of the creatures. Before The Stranger could catch his breath, the leader was silenced by a familiar series of rapid explosions. 
 
    Frightened shrieks echoed throughout the silent cavern, and the Hyd shrank away from the center of the cavern as a single unit, like a large group of ants working in unison to construct their underground home. The group tightened against the cavern walls, and many of them disappeared into the dark tunnels sprouting off in every direction from the cavern. Several of the ones still standing around The Stranger collapsed to the floor in a spray of blood and bone and brain matter as tiny holes exploded through their heads.  
 
    The Stranger shielded his eyes as another mist of blood drifted down on his face. When he opened them, he welcomed the strangest of sensations of relief at seeing Zazo and Boss standing before him holding torches and their strange weapons. 
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    “What have we told ya ’bout stealin’ our bodies?” Boss called at the cannibal leader. 
 
    He stood in defiant silence. His horde could easily storm the two guards where they stood, but the rest of the creatures seemed deeply terrified of the new weaponry.  
 
    Boss approached The Stranger as he cowered atop his cart and inspected his wounds with a snarl. “Now ’e’s gonna catch fever ’n’ die.” 
 
    “No disease,” the cannibal repeated with great effort. 
 
    “I don’t care!” Boss screamed like a petulant child. “We paid fifteen paga fer ’im, ’n’ if ’e dies, we comin’ back fer you!” He motioned for Zazo to grab the cart. Zazo obliged. “If any o’ y’all follow us, we comin’ back fer you!” 
 
    Boss backed out of the cavern following Zazo, who struggled pushing the heavy cart uphill. When they were deep enough into the tunnel, he dropped his weapon to his side and grabbed the cart to help push. 
 
    They gained momentum and allowed it to build and help carry them through all the dark, underground twists and turns and back out into the moonlight.  
 
    “Get ’im on this track to Fanxel,” Boss said, raising his weapon and pointing it at the cave exit. “We ain’t stoppin’ again.” 
 
    Zazo hoisted The Stranger upright. “Come on, Bitch, over here.”  
 
    The Stranger winced and did his best to follow as he was led across a short patch of desert and tossed upon another cart.  
 
    The guards pushed their prisoner through the night, each taking turns after a while to take a seat and ride the cart’s momentum for short breaks. The Stranger shivered until he fell into an uneasy, fevered sleep.  
 
    Eventually the guards had to stop for rest, but The Stranger never fully woke enough to make an escape. His entire body ached, and his head swam in and out of pools of delirium. Days faded together as he cycled between sleeping and gazing uncomprehendingly at the horizon.  
 
    When the cart reached the end of the track, the city of Lexen could be seen in the distance. The guards hoisted their haggard prisoner to his feet and led him across the remaining desert in silence. He glanced around with idle interest as they passed through the slummy outskirts of what once must have been a bustling and prosperous city. 
 
    The world had changed. Allegiances had shifted. The balance between good and evil had not been tipped, but the scales completely knocked off the table. The punishers had abandoned their troth, and evil had nothing left to which it had to answer. The criminals were out of the prisons and in positions of power, and the former leaders were cast to confinement with the weak and handicapped. Atrocities previously unfathomable were free to ascend from their underground lairs and let loose their depravity from nation to nation. Outcasts, oppressors, and abominations unfit for the most scathing of nightmares stepped forth from the shadows and gradually seized control of township after township until nothing of honor remained.  
 
    The Stranger observed through a fevered haze as he was marched through the Fanxel prison. Even his muddled mind revolted at the nightmares laid out before him. Two long buildings sat opposite one another, separated by a desolate courtyard. Each structure contained no fewer than twenty small cells with steel cage doors. Guards strolled up and down the courtyard, each carrying one of the strange, powerful weapons. Wretched screams of pain echoed from various cells and drowned out incomprehensible babble and calls from crazed faces pressed against the steel bars of their cells. One pair of guards was busy forcing an elderly man out of his cell. The man clung with frail arms to the bars and sobbed openly, babbling and pleading with the guards not to put him in the box. Other prisoners sat alone in their cells and stared blankly. Some of them wore grotesque contraptions around their necks with several sharp, metal spikes protruding upward in front of their faces and curling over their heads. One man sat alone in the dirt and picked at a gaping wound he’d dug in his own thigh. He retrieved two blood-dripping fingers from the gash and slowly brought them to the clay wall before him, where an expansive red masterpiece was growing.  
 
    When the guards stopped and retrieved a set of keys to unlock The Stranger’s cell door, a man who was facing the corner turned and looked at them with lunatic eyes. His thick, black hair stood out in every direction in long tufts, and a cracked pair of old spectacles balanced lamely on his nose. He turned his attention back to the dirt and continued drawing an obsessive series of alternating circles. Another much older man sat in the corner wearing a carefree smile as though he were watching the sun set over the Great Sea.  
 
    Boss opened the door, and Zazo shoved The Stranger inside.  
 
    “Play nice, ’n’ ye’ll lose the chains,” Boss sneered, slamming the cell door and locking it back. 
 
    The Stranger collapsed against the bars and closed his eyes, too weak and too ill to weep. Hot pulses of agony throbbed from his wounds on his toe, arms, torso, and thighs. A cloud of dry dirt puffed up from beneath him as he came down. The dirt settled on his sweaty, sticky eyelids and hardened the already dried blood that coated his head, neck, and chest.  
 
    “Not from ’round here,” the man with the mad black hair said, not bothering to turn from his symbols that were scrawled in the dirt and etched all over the cell’s clay walls. His voice was high pitched and frantic.  
 
    “Not from dis world at all,” the old man in the opposite corner replied in a hoarse, elderly voice that sounded garbled as though his tongue were constantly curled back inside his mouth. He continued staring at nothing and smiling about it all the while. He may very well have been talking to no one within earshot of himself.  
 
    The Stranger opened his eyes and peered once more around the ghastly prison outside his cell. Across the courtyard, perched atop the opposite row of cells, impossibly far from its usual domain, was a great, brownish-grey albatross, staring directly into The Stranger’s eyes. 
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    Another set of eyes watched The Stranger from across the Fanxel courtyard. The familiar stranger was staring intently at what appeared to be a cluster of nothing sat atop the prison.  
 
    The man clutched a bucket of unsavory cuisine tightly to his chest as his dry, cracked lips spread into a wicked grin. His tongue flicked across a crusty sore oozing from the corner of his mouth, and he disappeared into the shadows. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2: 
 
    Olivia 
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    A  knock upon the door startled Resin Eldig from his thoughts. The burly man glanced up from the kitchen table and gazed at the door through narrowed eyes. The others knew better than to come ’round when they still had debts, and most of the town regulars hadn’t yet settled up. 
 
    Resin grumbled and set off toward the door. “Verillius, if ’at’s you, ya slimy old pervert.”   
 
    He opened the door to a surprise. It was a child who stood no taller than Resin’s own breast. His distrust doubled. “What do ye want?” he growled. 
 
    “Is Olivia home?” the boy with a mop of light brown hair asked.   
 
    Resin scowled and planted a large, heavy hand on the boy’s chest to push him backwards away from the door. “Fuck off,” he demanded, “before ya find a whole mess o’ trouble.” 
 
    The boy stepped forward with great reflex and planted his booted foot in front of the door before Resin could slam it in his face.  
 
    The brute lunged forward and snatched the child up off his feet by the collar of his shirt. “What’re ya playin’ at, ya little louse? Yer liable t’ get yer head plucked righ’ off ’f ye step at me like that!”  
 
    Just then another boy stepped around from the side of his dwelling. This one wore the greenish shade of healing cuts and bruises on his familiar face. 
 
    “You,” Resin growled, eyes widening in surprise. He dropped the other boy back onto his feet. 
 
    “Lower your voice if ye want to see tomorrow, ya big ogre.” The boy wielded a large machine gun, which he jammed painfully into Resin’s chest.  
 
    The murder in Resin’s eyes made his previous scowl look almost approachable. Unadulterated contempt seeped from his pores as he held his breath, clearly struggling not to explode into a whirlwind of brutality that would surely get at least one person killed before the boy could pull the trigger. “I knew we should ’ave killed you,” he snarled through gritted teeth. “Ye think ye’ll see my mercy again? Should’ve learned yer lesson ’n’ stayed down.” 
 
    “Carry on, Patrick,” the boy said, ignoring Resin’s threat. “Go check the bedrooms for her.” 
 
    “Right,” Patrick replied. “Jake, Philip, let’s go,” he called around the corner in a harsh whisper.  
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    “He’ll surely take any measure to see us dead before we can even set foot in the house,” Brandon had told his three companions the evening before. “We have to catch him off guard. Patrick, he won’t recognize you, so ye’ll knock and make sure there ain’t a gathering goin’ on inside.” 
 
    Patrick had nodded in solemn agreement. He’d escaped his own nightmare in Onton only to join a band of troubled kids armed with weaponry more powerful than anything any of them had previously beheld. They had already traveled farther than Patrick had ever dreamt of doing, south of Onton and through the mountains toward cities unknown. Now the first town they would enter—the first group of people Patrick would see since the incident, other than these three—they were planning to threaten and raid for some girl Patrick had never met.  
 
    “Patrick, these are bad guys. Trust me,” Brandon said. 
 
    “I understand.” He had enacted atrocities beyond description in his time after the incident, so he should be able to handle this. But after all he’d seen, after coming to accept that the rest of the world had not collapsed into ruin as his home town had, how could he condone more cruelty and violence among the few lucky enough to still be living? 
 
    “The world’s changed, and if you never left your town to see it, I can guarantee ya it ain’t much prettier the way things’re headed,” Brandon continued.  
 
    Patrick nodded again. 
 
    “No one gets hurt. No one dies. If this guy calls for his compatriots, or if anyone else gets wind of our presence or what we’re doin’, things’re gonna get a lot more ugly.” 
 
    “No shots fired,” Philip reiterated.  
 
    As if to emphasize this point, the much older and larger Jake cracked his knuckles and nodded serenely. 
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    Patrick Oliphant pulled a smaller gun from the back of his trousers and set off cautiously into the back of the man’s home with Philip by his side. Jake stayed back with Brandon and pulled a length of rope from his satchel.  
 
    Brandon stepped fully inside and closed the door behind him. “One word an’ I will remove yer tongue with a couple o’ hot bullets.” 
 
    “I’ll deliver a fate worse than death to you, ya sniveling swine.” 
 
    “What did I just say?” Brandon asked, thumping Resin in the side of the head with the barrel of his weapon.  
 
    Jake grinned through his patchy young man’s beard as he tied Resin’s hands behind his back and shoved him to his knees. 
 
    Philip nodded toward the kitchen to signal that he and Patrick should split up. Patrick nodded and turned the other way at the end of the hall. The man’s kitchen was in an unsettling state of disarray. Glass containers filled with various colored liquids lined the counters, and empty ones lay on their sides or broken on the floor below. The stench was potent, but admittedly not so bad as that which he’d suffered during his last few days in Onton. A pungent metallic odor filled the room and seemed to coat many of the glasses in a black, sooty grease.  
 
    There was nowhere in the kitchen for the girl to be hidden, but Patrick was captivated by the unnatural setup. He picked up an odd-shaped glass container of thick purple liquid only to find that it wasn’t liquid at all. The substance was somewhere between congealed and gelatinous. He sniffed it, and the aroma of death and decay caused him to step back in shock. He dropped the glass, which shattered at his feet, and the purple goo inside slowly spread into a thick puddle. Thin wisps of black smoke puffed out of the substance as it softened and separated. Patrick brought his arm up to cover his nose and mouth as he stepped to the side. 
 
    What he saw next made whatever noxious odor was filling the kitchen irrelevant. His arm dropped back to his side, and he swayed dangerously on his feet. Breath hitched in his chest. His heart pounded waves of blood straight into his head that caused his vision to blur in pulses.  
 
    On the wooden table stood a familiar glass tube, balanced on four curved black prongs. He stiffly lifted legs that each felt like it weighed as much as a boar’s carcass. Bitter tears stung his eyes in an instant as he approached the fiendish talisman in a daze. He lifted it with one rubbery arm and clenched the small gun in his other fist. He already knew what he would find on the underside of the vial. And there it was. The double-circle symbol that embodied the end of his innocence.  
 
    “I found ’er!” Philip called from the bedroom. “Let’s get outta here!” 
 
    But his voice may as well have been coming from underwater, on the other side of the Great Sea.  
 
    A red haze clouded Patrick’s mind. He turned and stormed back toward the den near the house’s front door.  
 
    “What the fuck is this?” he screamed, his newly deepening voice cracked backward into the high pitch of youth.  
 
    Brandon and Jake both jumped and recoiled from Patrick’s path.  
 
    “Quiet!” Brandon warned in a forced whisper, but it did no good. 
 
    Patrick approached Resin, lying on his stomach with his hands and feet bound behind his back, and thrust a heavy boot straight into the brawny man’s bearded face.  
 
    The small boy’s wrath wiped Resin’s face of all hostility and replaced it with an instinctual terror.  
 
    Before the man could reply, Patrick brought the back of his small hand—carrying the black gun—across his face. “Where did you get this?” he screamed in a blind fury. 
 
    Brandon dropped his weapon and put his hands on Patrick’s shoulders, but Patrick ripped himself out of his companion’s grasp. 
 
    After the initial insult, Resin’s face again grew dark, and he sneered menacingly at the boy but said nothing. 
 
    Philip brought Olivia into the room, and the young girl looked on in horror at the unfamiliar tyrant.  
 
    Brandon locked eyes and touched her arm before turning back to Patrick. “Whoa, now,” he said in his best attempt to be soothing. “Leave it, Patrick. We have to go ’fore the others find out we’re here.” 
 
    Hot tears of rage stung Patrick’s eyes and streamed down his quivering cheeks. His entire body shook with furious helplessness. 
 
    Resin adopted a slow, wicked grin as he looked up, blood streaming from one nostril. “Betta watch yer boy ’ere,” he said to Brandon. “He’s gon’ be the death o’ ye all.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Brandon growled. 
 
    But Patrick released a heavy sob through gritted teeth as he lifted his leg and brought his boot down onto Resin’s craned head. Brandon touched his shoulder again to calm his new friend, but once wasn’t enough. Patrick raised his boot again and again and stomped the man until he stopped moving. And when that no longer satisfied the boy, he dropped the ominous empty vial and clutched his gun in both fists and brought that down upon Resin’s unprotected head. 
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    That night the five kids sat around a small fire far outside of the little town north of Mitten that they had just escaped.  
 
    “What was all that about?” Brandon had demanded as they fled from the area. “We could’ve all been caught!” 
 
    Patrick had given no response. He ignored all questions and remarks and sat in a sullen silence into the night. He sat apart from the other boys, as he had always done since they met, and stared numbly at the flickering flames, remembering his final moments in Onton.  
 
    He noticed but did not acknowledge the pretty girl eyeing him with suspicious intrigue from the other side of the fire. She had yet to address him, but she had cast him several loaded glances since the quintet had left her home. 
 
    “I thought I’d never see you again,” she said at last to Brandon. 
 
    He put his arm around her and pulled her close. “Should’ve known I wouldn’t let that happen.”  
 
    She wore a long white smock that hung to halfway down her thighs and hid some short undergarments beneath. Brandon put his hand on her thigh and lay his head on her shoulder. Patrick’s eyes flicked to Brandon’s hand, and he noted the frightful state of the girl’s skin. Her thighs wore numerous dark bruises that seemed to intensify higher up her legs. Her smock covered the worst of it, but various shades of blue, purple, and green disgraced her milky skin. A smattering of scars was also visible in the light of the fire. 
 
    She seemed to catch Patrick looking, for she squirmed at Brandon’s touch and pulled her smock down lower, but she placed one hand on the back of the boy’s blond head and pulled his face closer to hers for a passionate kiss.  
 
    After an extensive silence, the couple stood without a word to anyone else and excused themselves from their company. When they disappeared into the darkness of a nearby copse of trees, Jake and Philip both sniggered and nudged each other like schoolchildren. They looked across the flames at Patrick, but he had already cast his gaze determinedly back into the pit of the fire.  
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    At some point in the night, Brandon and Olivia returned to the dwindling fire. Philip and Jake had both fallen asleep, but Patrick remained motionless, staring, lost in his own troubled thoughts. He made no greeting to the returning couple. 
 
    The couple lay together for a time, and Brandon soon grew still. His breathing slowed as he fell into an untroubled sleep of which Patrick was silently envious. He brooded into the dead of night, heart still pounding from adrenaline and determination. If he had met the men responsible for the atrocities in Onton …  
 
    He glanced up to find Olivia watching him through one half-open eye. Her head lay on her sleeping lover’s shoulder, but her gaze unquestionably fell upon Patrick. When their eyes met, his pounding heart did a somersault and fluttered. He dropped his gaze and busied himself plucking at some grass by his crossed legs, struggling to focus on his woes and not on the beautiful girl watching him from across the fire.  
 
    Several times before sleep found him, Patrick found himself casting glances across the dwindling embers to see if she was still looking. Oftentimes he found her eyes closed, but a few times he thought he caught her looking, and the pleasant fluttering returned to his chest to mask his mounting unease. 
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    The next morning the boys busied themselves packing up their camp while Patrick lay on his back staring at the sky. He had decided that he could no longer go on travelling with his new crew—not knowing what he now knew lay just south of their position alongside the mountains. He lay there unmoving, hoping the others would simply overlook his presence or decide to leave him behind without questioning him. 
 
    “Is all well with ya, Pat?” Brandon asked, tearing down any naive hopes Patrick had of a clean break.  
 
    Patrick nodded. 
 
    “Ya need some extra rest? We could make some good time back north if we decamp soon.” 
 
    Patrick heaved a loaded sigh, feeling the eyes of the other four resting heavily on him. “I can’t go on with you lot,” he said at last. 
 
    Brandon nodded in understanding, but Jake and Philip both rolled their eyes.  
 
    “Why is it ya feel this way?” Brandon asked, sitting in the grass next to his friend. 
 
    “They know what happened to my home. They destroyed everything …” 
 
    “Yet they didn’t manage to get you,” Brandon said. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. They have to answer for what they’ve done,” Patrick maintained.  
 
    “How you gonna make ’em do that?” Jake demanded gruffly.  
 
    “It’s none of your concern what I intend to do! In truth, I haven’t figured it out yet, but I will not carry on to find some new home and ignore what they’ve done!” 
 
    “Okay,” Brandon said, struggling to relieve the rising tensions. “I think what Jake means to say is ya don’ know what waits for ya in there. We’ve seen it.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. Patrick looked over at her and saw the look of concern in her eyes. Rather than soothe him, this only frustrated him further. He sat up in a huff and made to storm off alone. 
 
    “Just forget it. I thank you all for helping me, but consider us even after yesterday. Good luck to you each.” 
 
    “Where ya goin’?” Brandon called. “You don’t even want a gun?” 
 
    Patrick rushed away from the others empty handed. When he was out of sight and hidden amongst the nearby trees, he sat and pushed his back against the stump of a fallen tree. He squinted his eyes shut tight and fought back tears of frustration. 
 
    “I don’t need your help,” he muttered. “I don’t need any of you.” 
 
    Who were they to question his purpose? They had no idea what he’d been through, and now they regarded him a fool because he refused to turn his back on all he’d ever loved that had been ripped cruelly from his hands. Not a single one of them was prepared to help him, but he’d put his own life and concerns on the line to rescue Brandon’s stupid girlfriend … 
 
    A light footstep nearby broke a dry twig and snapped Patrick from his muse. He opened his eyes to see Olivia starting to kneel beside him. Before he could say anything, she placed her hand on his arm in a comforting gesture that should have been futile, but the warmth that spread through Patrick from the site of contact was anything but ineffectual. Her palm rested upon his forearm, and her fingers curled under and grazed his thigh. The act was surely unintentional, but it sent tingles running in all directions through Patrick’s skin and bones. His hair stood on end, and he was thankful that not much of his skin was exposed for her to notice. 
 
    “I know what you’re feeling,” she whispered to him. 
 
    His breath hitched in his chest as he looked into her eyes. Her dark hair flowed in waves over her shoulders, and her brown eyes carried a sincerity that weighed more on Patrick’s own heart with every moment he continued to look into them. She made broken seem beautiful, and Patrick could almost condone every passion she stirred in the lives she’d touched. 
 
    “How could you know?” he asked, not altogether impolitely. 
 
    “I’ve lost a lot, too, you know.” 
 
    Patrick nodded and glanced down at her bruised thighs. “How could anyone let that happen to you?” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” she said. “When everything came crashing down, I lost everything. They imprison and enslave anyone who opposes The Baron and his will. No one has reason to get hung up on those they damage anymore …” 
 
    “Your mother?” Patrick asked.  
 
    Olivia nodded. “The women and children are usually the ones who resist the most. For whatever reason, men crave power. It’s like an instinct … and the more they get their hands on, the more they need.” She paused for a time, seeming lost in her memories. Her hand still lay on Patrick’s arm. “My mother … my friends … their mothers … nearly all of them were taken and imprisoned. They saw their husbands do horrid things in the name of The Baron, and many of them simply couldn’t stand for it or fake it any longer. The women are tortured and enslaved, and the children are tortured and brainwashed in the hopes that they’ll behave more loyally later in life. Only the submissive and the unspeakably cruel remain to live freely.” 
 
    “So why did no one take you?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “My father made sure of that.” A dark shadow cast over her eyes, but her honest beauty was still mesmerizing.  
 
    “Then there must be some part of him that still cares.” 
 
    “The only thing he cares about is getting paid.” She tugged at her smock with her free hand in an attempt to cover her thighs. 
 
    “Paid?” Patrick asked. He was not familiar with the term. 
 
    Olivia shrugged. Her soft eyes glossed over with fresh tears. “The others … They come by and give him metal coins for time alone with me.” 
 
    A knot coiled inside Patrick’s gut.  
 
    “It’s a measure of worth now,” she explained as best she could. “A value of your level of power.”  
 
    Patrick sat in a sickened silence for a few moments before offering a measly, “I’m sorry.” It felt as ineffectual falling from his mouth as the dead toad his old friend Stora had dropped on his stoop before he was forced to leave Onton without her. 
 
    She wiped her eyes with more composure than Patrick himself could have mustered and gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “I know you’ve suffered as well,” she admitted. 
 
    “Well,” Patrick stammered, feeling insecure about his own troubles now. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you had to go through … but I can tell you my father was not involved.” 
 
    This took Patrick by surprise. “But … how can you know that? He had the same—” 
 
    “He found that,” she said. “I know not what it is, and I know not what they are up to, but my father found that vial a time ago and has been obsessing over it ever since.”  
 
    “Oh,” he replied lamely. 
 
    “And, please, Patrick, take heed of my words: You cannot take them all on yourself. You know not what they’re capable of.” 
 
    Patrick was again at a loss for words. If she spoke the truth—and her eyes told him that she would never consider any alternative—then the others were right. He was a fool for thinking his retribution was just and an even bigger fool for thinking he could enact it on his own. 
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    Olivia led Patrick back to the others. “I’m sorry,” he said with downcast eyes. “I was being rash …” 
 
    “Everyone understands,” Brandon assured him. “We just want ya to see that there’s nothing to be gained from returning there.” 
 
    Patrick nodded, allowing everyone to breathe a sigh of relief before he presented a counter-proposal: “Unless we go in together. Unified. With a plan.” 
 
    The still air seemed to tug around them like a heavy blanket as at least three pairs of eyes rolled in unison.  
 
    Olivia, certain she had soothed his mind, cast him a dissatisfied glance. 
 
    “I know,” Patrick interjected before anyone could pick up his jaw and contest. “I know that none of you share my wrath. I know that I cannot ask you out of vengeance.” 
 
    Olivia cut in before he could go on. “Your vengeance is misdirected!” she reminded him. “They are all dreadful men, but Resin did not infect your town.” 
 
    “I accept you at your word,” Patrick assured her, his voice more even and his mind more composed than before his departure, “and if I accept that, I cannot help but wonder why he has those vials at all. Why would he be experimenting with potions in your home?”               
 
    The others sat in a heavy silence. 
 
    “If he isn’t responsible for Onton, then he envies the man who is.” 
 
    “What are ya proposing?” Brandon asked after a while, though the look in his eyes told Patrick that he already knew. 
 
    “They’re trying to make a weapon back there. I know you all only want to find a new place to settle down—and, trust me, after what I thought I’d be stuck with forever, I want the same—but what good is settling down if Resin and his men succeed in bringing those beasts to the next town over? And the next town after that?” 
 
    “Ye wanna save the world?” Philip asked with only a hint of irony behind his grin. 
 
    “I think the world is beyond saving,” Patrick shrugged, “but there’s someone just down out of the mountains who could make it a great deal worse, and we may be the only ones who are still willing or able to do anything about it.” He picked up a pistol and stuck it in his trousers for dramatic effect. 
 
    Brandon looked around at Philip and Jake. Philip raised his eyebrows in a silent exclamation of excitement, but Jake only ruffled his beard grumpily. “What about you?” he asked Olivia, finally taking her again by the hand. 
 
    She seemed deep in thought. She shrugged in response.  
 
    “They have to die,” Patrick said. 
 
    She gave another shrug, but this one conveyed more conviction than her first.  
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    Over the next several days, the small band foraged for food, tested ideas for their plot, and laughed in a carefree way that only young men and women could achieve in moment of contemplative battle. Philip had convinced himself—and almost convinced the others—that they would be marching into the small town outside Mitten and saving the world. He spun tales of being carried into the center of town high above the heads of the enslaved men and women who would later tell their children and their children’s children about the four young boys who’d saved an entire nation from tyranny and evil.  
 
    “Four boys and one girl,” Olivia interjected with a coy smirk. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Brandon replied at once. She cast him a dirty look, but he only shook his head. “I’ll not let this foolish task get ye hurt, or worse.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes, and they landed upon Patrick’s own, watching from across the fire, as he often did. The mere instant that he gazed into them before they flicked away, her eyes shared a lifetime of expression and intimacy with Patrick. She was stronger than the four of them combined, and he knew that. If he thought for a second he could convince Brandon, he would have spoken up on her behalf, but the blond boy who’d saved his life in Onton would never stand for willingly putting her at risk, especially when he didn’t seem to fully grasp the enormity of what they may be setting out to accomplish. Brandon was smitten with infatuation, and few things could take that away—it was genuinely more powerful than true love.  
 
    What Patrick saw in Olivia was different. He saw through her alluring exterior—her soft hair and porcelain skin—and into her being. He saw what would outlast her worldly form and carry on enriching lives and touching hearts for generations to come. He saw sincerity and kindness and virtues that transcended a full bosom and young love, virtues that were everlasting and unbreakable, even in the face of a despicable and decadent existence in a failing world. He saw a likeness beyond her eyes that she and Brandon could never share. He saw her pain, and it was not separate from her beauty. The two were one, and they coalesced into something entirely new—a strength that Patrick felt too within himself. They had both experienced horrors to which Brandon and Philip and Jake could only scoff and share fantasies of conquest.  
 
    As Patrick saw all of this amid a hum of incoherent laughter and continued conversation among his mates, Olivia’s eyes drifted back to his own. It was not the first or even the second time she had caught him staring in the past several days, but it didn’t stop his heart from flipping in his chest like a fish in a net. He realized he hadn’t been breathing for a time, and his chest hitched visibly. Olivia saw, and the two of them shared an unobserved grin. She brought her hand up to her mouth and feigned a cough when Brandon looked over and almost caught her staring across the fire. 
 
    Patrick quickly looked off toward the mountains and pretended to be deep in thought to come up with the next rejected idea for a raid plan. 
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    Scheme after scheme was shot down. No matter how good an idea seemed to everyone, one of the five could always twist it into a catastrophe that ended only in death or worse for them all.   
 
    As the sun began to set on the small crew, Philip and Jake were amusing themselves sharing outlandish plans that could end only in chaos and failure to the point of hilarity. Brandon and Olivia were coming back from some alone time in a dark copse of trees. Patrick eyed their return with a temperate jealousy to which he’d grown accustomed. This time, however, the young couple did not appear to be sharing in their usual post-coital bliss. They were bickering quietly and maintaining a slow pace. 
 
    “And every day we sit here is puttin’ your—puttin’ all our lives in more danger!” Patrick could finally hear Brandon saying as they got closer. “We can’t sit around here forever comin’ up with silly plots to take on an entire town of armed adults.” 
 
    “I’m telling you this will work,” Olivia returned. “You can’t let yourself worry just about me. I’ve made it this far, and I am able to care for myself, thank you.”  
 
    “It’s too risky,” Brandon maintained. “I can’t—” 
 
    “What’s too risky?” Patrick called out, unsure whether he was interjecting out of eagerness to stand up for Olivia or to enact their mission with a plan that wasn’t mere foolery. 
 
    Brandon stopped and looked at his friends, apparently only just realizing how close he and Olivia had approached.  
 
    “I have a plan,” Olivia announced. 
 
    Jacob and Philip looked on with wan interest. Patrick flipped both palms up toward her in silent expression: Well? 
 
    Brandon scoffed and shook his head, but Olivia paid him no mind. “We find a place outside the town—a safe place where you can all get hunkered down and well-hidden. Once we find somewhere suitable, I will make my way back home.” 
 
    At this Brandon huffed again. Patrick, too, would have had to admit a certain degree of concern. 
 
    But Olivia continued. “I will go home to my father and tell him I had snuck off from you boys in the dead of night and that I know where you’re hiding.” 
 
    “Why would Resin believe you’d want to betray us?” Patrick asked. The man was an oaf and a brute, but he couldn’t be that simple. 
 
    “Because he’s a fool,” Olivia assured. “I will tell him you wanted only to sell me to another town north of here for a large sum.” 
 
    Patrick narrowed his eyes, still uncertain about the concept of trading something—or someone—of value for a lump of metal. Philip and Jake glanced at each other, both clearly not following the idea either. 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “Trust me. This paga they’re passing around is the way of the world now. Nothing holds value in their eyes but the coin. It matters not what I tell him, anyway. He will beat me for leaving and demand that I take him to you four. He won’t allow himself to be slighted and robbed at the hands of four boys. He’ll march a large crew right into a one-way canyon or gulley that we pick, and we’re done. Trap them inside and do whatever it is you villains think you need to do.”  
 
    A heavy silence hung for quite a while. Brandon plopped by the fire and plucked at grass wearing a lock-jawed expression of petulance. It was a decent plan, at least compared to the other overzealous rushes into battle they’d conjured over the past several days. Plenty could go wrong—Resin could let bygones be bygones and embrace his treasured daughter home without retribution; Olivia could run into her town only to find that everyone else was already gone and looking for the boys who’d robbed them; her father could be so hasty and irrational as to put a bullet in her head the moment she opened the door. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” Philip yelled.  
 
    Jake fluffed his new young-man’s beard out from underneath his chin and winked at his younger friend. Patrick smiled at Olivia, who returned a smile in kind.  
 
    Brandon continued moodily plucking grass and tossing the blades into the fire. “I won’t have any part of it,” he said.  
 
    Philip opened his mouth to say something, but Brandon cut him off. 
 
    “And Olivia ain’t doin’ it.” 
 
    Olivia shot an indignant sneer at Brandon and turned to storm back into the forest. 
 
    Brandon moved to chase after her. “Ya can’t just run off alone!” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Patrick said, already on his feet and placing a hand on Brandon’s shoulder. “I’ll talk some sense into her,” he lied. 
 
    10 
 
      
 
    Patrick found Olivia seated with her back to a stump just as she’d found him many days before. Her eyes glistened in the dim light of the setting sun.  
 
    “He’s being so short-sighted,” she said as Patrick approached. 
 
    He knelt beside her and offered a smile that hung loosely below sad, understanding eyes. “He’s just worried about you.”  
 
    “Well, he can’t ordain my every action. Do you want to do this, or not?” 
 
    “Of course I want this,” Patrick assured her. “I think the others want it, too, but Brandon cares for you. His emotions have clouded his judgment. I doubt he means you any insult.” 
 
    “I love him …” she said. Olivia looked at Patrick at last, and he was immediately lost again inside her eyes. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I … yes. But there are more important things in the world now.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Patrick replied, barely understanding the words coming out of his own mouth. 
 
    “You’re so different,” she mused. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Patrick agreed. He knew he was different. He didn’t fit in with the other boys. He likely wouldn’t fit in anywhere in this world anymore. “I’m … changed.”  
 
    “I think we have that in common.” 
 
    “Well, you and Brandon—” he began. His mouth was dry, and he hadn’t blinked in quite some time. 
 
    “Stop talking about Brandon.” 
 
    Before Patrick knew what was happening, his lips were pressed against Olivia’s. In that instant, nothing else mattered. Not a worry or woe remained in his overworked mind. Not whether Brandon would find out, not whether Resin would slay them all where they stood, not whether those responsible for the horrors in Onton would live to continue their depraved decrees—nothing. All that remained was her skin against his own.  
 
    His breath hung heavy in his chest like a dense autumn fog resting atop the shore. In a moment, reality would flood back into his mind, but even then it would remain dulled for a time by the exaltation surrounding this moment.  
 
    When he withdrew from her lips, a silence that was not altogether unpleasant sat between them. He had to break eye contact and glance off at the setting sun while he struggled to appear calm as he caught his breath. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” she asked. Her tone was equivocal. 
 
    Because Patrick could think of not a single word to say in response, he blinked and found himself pressed against her again. Chunks of time were sliding away like massive heaps of snow in a deadly avalanche, and he could feel himself losing traction and slipping, too. Her bosom pressed against his flat, skinny chest; her hand fell upon his waist and pulled him closer; her hair got caught in between their lips and slipped into his mouth; and Patrick was aware of none of this. His brain may as well have been a puddle, and he would have allowed her to pull him by his wrist right over the edge of the earth if she had been so inclined.  
 
    Patrick pulled away at last and sat back in the fallen leaves. They both smiled and fidgeted, each not knowing quite what to say.  
 
    “Well?” she said at last. 
 
    “Well,” Patrick agreed. “I thought your plan was good.” 
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    The next day, Olivia and Brandon quietly quarreled in the distance. When Brandon approached the other boys, Patrick swallowed hard, awaiting an outburst that never came. Olivia walked in the other direction toward the trees. 
 
    “Where is she off to?” Patrick asked, struggling to sound casual.  
 
    “She believes she’s out lookin’ for a canyon for her silly plan,” Brandon replied, dropping to his bottom in a huff. 
 
    Patrick watched her go, fighting against an insurmountable impulse to chase after her again. When she reached the tree line, she turned back to the group. Her eyes did not fall upon Brandon, but upon Patrick. She allowed a small smirk to twitch onto her lips before turning back and disappearing into the shadows. The look alone spoke silent volumes to Patrick, who glanced at Brandon to see if he’d noticed—he hadn’t.  
 
    Patrick stood and announced, “I suppose I’d better help scout, then. This is my design, after all.” He hustled off without another word until he reached Olivia in the forest. 
 
    “It looked like you weren’t going to join me,” Olivia mused.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t know if you wanted to be alone …” 
 
    “That didn’t seem to hinder you yesterday.” 
 
    “I apologize if I was … eager before,” he offered. 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    After walking in a short silence, he began, “So, are you and Brandon—?” 
 
    Olivia shrugged her shoulders.  
 
    “I don’t want to … get in the middle.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes playfully. “Sure you do.” 
 
    “Well, not if you don’t want me to.” 
 
    “Do you believe that I don’t?” 
 
    Patrick thought for a moment. He again saw her glance back over her shoulder and flash her little smirk in his direction. “In truth, I do not believe that.” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “I told you, there’s just something different about you. I enjoy your company.” 
 
    “And I am pleased to provide it.” 
 
    “You take me much more seriously than Brandon ever has.” 
 
    Patrick considered this before he spoke again. As they walked, they emerged from the tree line opposite their campsite and were at the foothills of the Klippa Mountains. Instead of searching for a canyon, however, Olivia sat at the ledge of a sloping cliff that steepened into an expansive gorge as it approached the base of the nearest mountain.  
 
    As he sat down beside her, Patrick finally responded. “You and I share experiences Brandon could never understand.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, “he will never understand me.” 
 
    “He’s fortunate in that regard,” Patrick said. “You mustn’t fault him.”  
 
    The pair sat and enjoyed easy conversation together until the sun was well below the tops of the mountains before them. Patrick dwelled for a moment on a concern about whether or not he should kiss her again, and he found that the second time was far more frightening than the first. After a while, however, the thought crept away as he lost himself in the simple pleasure of sharing words with another individual—a pleasure he’d previously thought he’d lost for good. 
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    The following days remained tense. Philip and Jake continued to try keeping motivation high by sharing new plans, each less realistic than the last. Brandon and Olivia continued squabbling over how to proceed. Olivia insisted on carrying on as though everyone had agreed to her plan. Each day she set off to scout for a suitable canyon to lure the men from her town into. Brandon continually refused to accompany her, much to Patrick’s delight. Instead, he divided his time between foraging for food and sitting moodily beside the ashes of the previous night’s fire.  
 
    The group sat around their campsite after several days of inaction. Olivia and Patrick had wandered off alone each day, but they had effectively accomplished nothing aside from flirting and escaping their grim reality through conversation. Patrick’s sense of urgency still burned in his gut, but he feared making a move to get the group headed back toward Mitten would disrupt the delicate balance that existed between himself, Olivia, and Brandon. Deep down he knew things could not continue with Olivia without Brandon finding out, and he couldn’t afford to consider what may occur at that time, so he settled for repeating the same fruitless routine day after day.  
 
    “We’re never gonna be able to pull this off,” Brandon said. “We must away while we still have the legs to carry us.”  
 
    “Everyone has decided to go through with this. If you cannot think of a better way, then we’ll just do it without you,” Olivia said. 
 
    “Any way is a better way!” he yelled. “We just risked all our lives to get you outta there, and I’ll be damned before I let you walk right back in!” 
 
    “You rescued me from being enslaved and passed around for paga so that you may determine exactly what I do or don’t?” she snapped back. 
 
    “That is untrue. I simply ain’t gonna risk you getting trapped back there again!” 
 
    “What is the value of any of this if we don’t put a stop to the spreading tyranny?” She motioned toward Patrick for encouragement.  
 
    Patrick nodded. “She’s right, Brandon.” 
 
    “You may have fooled everyone here into going along with your idea, but I won’t be a part of this any longer. Come sunup, I’m packing the camp and headin’ back through the mountains before monsoon season hits us, or worse.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Olivia pleaded. 
 
    “You all may accompany me, or stay and entertain this foolishness until you get yourselves killed in the dead of night,” he said to the group. “This has gone on long enough.” 
 
    “We’ll accompany you just as soon as we finish what we agreed upon,” Olivia spoke for everyone else. Patrick nodded in somber agreement, but Jake and Philip fidgeted, looking conflicted.  
 
    Brandon scoffed and shook his head. “You’ll never see me again,” he muttered. 
 
    “Well, then, perhaps that’s for the best!” Olivia yelled before storming off. 
 
    Patrick followed like an obedient pet. 
 
    “I know y’all ain’t scoutin’,” Brandon called after him. “Sun’ll be down ’fore you make it to the canyon!” 
 
    Patrick caught up to Olivia and walked through the small forest by her side in silence. When the trees broke, she sat in the small patch of grass that would soon transition to desert soil that wound its way down into the canyons and up the rocky mountainside.  
 
    “He’s losing me,” she said, still visibly shaking with frustration. “He’s losing everyone.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Philip and Jake are truly committed to helping us,” Patrick said with more than a hint of concern. 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “Then we’ll do it alone.” 
 
    “Olivia, I cannot ask that of you.” 
 
    She turned her head and snapped, “Don’t speak to me like he.” 
 
    Patrick nodded and held his tongue.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, reaching out to touch Patrick’s hand. “I’m just so tired of being the burden.” 
 
    “You aren’t a burden. Everyone just wants you safe.” Patrick allowed her hand to caress his own as he watched the mountain sunset one last time.  
 
    “More so than you want each other safe? You would have already done this thing if I weren’t around.” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Emotions get in the way of clear thinking …” 
 
    “So you share the same emotions as Brandon for me?” she asked. 
 
    Patrick swallowed hard and finally turned his gaze to meet hers. Her face was impossibly close to his own. He felt his mouth dry up in an instant. “I—” he stammered, but her lips had already found his.  
 
    She slid her hand up his chest and placed it gently on the angle of his jaw, pulling his face ever deeper into her own as she climbed atop him and pushed him onto his back in the grass. Patrick’s mind went blank and his body limp. In that moment, he would have allowed her to physically remove his beating heart from his chest—and that wasn’t too far from what she would actually do.  
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    As the light of day transitioned to dusk and, eventually, darkness, Olivia relieved Patrick of his last remaining shred of boyhood that had survived his nightmarish time in Onton. Patrick’s senses were flooded with overwhelming stimuli. He struggled to take in the beauty and divinity of the experience. With her already breathtaking charm, when Olivia removed her smock and pulled Patrick’s hand up to her soft breasts, she turned his brain to mush. The stupor he slipped into would implant naive words such as love and soulmate into his young mind and threaten to consume him for much of his remaining adolescent life.  
 
    When the act was done, Olivia collapsed onto her back in the grass beside Patrick. Still maintaining every bit of the control, she pulled her younger companion close and buried her face in his neck. Patrick wrapped an arm around her and struggled to keep his heavy breathing from becoming too obvious to Olivia, who seemed as nonchalant as though she’d just finished a light meal.  
 
    He relished the faint tingle dissipating from his groin and breathed a heavy sigh as his legs quivered.  
 
    “Was that okay?” Olivia asked at last, whispering into his ear. 
 
    Patrick chortled and smiled. His mind still raced, and, if words existed to convey his emotions, he was in no state to pluck them from within, so he settled on gazing at the stars in the dark night sky. 
 
    “I shall take that as agreement,” Olivia whispered, pulling herself closer to Patrick. “I’m very pleased to have met you, you know.” 
 
    Patrick nodded and embraced the continued fluttering in his chest. 
 
    A muffled commotion arose suddenly in the distance.  
 
    Olivia bolted upright onto her elbows. “Is that back at camp?” 
 
    “I’m not sure …” Patrick replied in a forced whisper.  
 
    They lay in silence a moment longer, both trying to make out the voices.  
 
    “It sounds like someone is yelling,” Olivia observed. At that moment, a single gunshot rang out and echoed throughout the nearby gorge, bouncing from canyon to canyon. Olivia was on her feet in an instant, running back through the dark forest.  
 
    Patrick jumped up and grabbed his clothes as well. He set off through the woods, struggling to put back on his trousers and pull his shirt over his head at the same time. “Olivia!” he called in a hoarse whisper. “Slow down!” 
 
    He chased through the trees until he caught up to her. He wrapped his arms around her and forced her to her knees. Putting his hand over her mouth, he whispered, “Please, Olivia. We have to remain calm.” 
 
    Her chest heaved, and she tried to speak, but Patrick would not remove his hand. 
 
    “Y’all wanna die, too?” a gruff voice with a thick western accent demanded in the distance.  
 
    “Where the others?” another voice asked. 
 
    Olivia’s breath stopped, and her body shook once. It was her father. 
 
    “You gon’ get worse ’n death, you don’t tell us where they are,” Resin growled.  
 
    A brief silence ensued, followed by a hushed scuffle that was likely Resin’s retribution for Patrick’s earlier assault.  
 
    “Get ’em on,” someone else said.  
 
    Patrick leaned around a nearby tree and could make out at least six men standing around the campfire. “There’s nothing we can do,” he whispered, a sick stone settling into his gut. “There’s too many of them.” 
 
    Olivia struggled in his grasp, but soon collapsed onto her hands. Patrick felt a steady stream of tears flowing over his hand that covered her mouth. He buried his face in her hair and held back his own weeping.  
 
    Two boys stood up and were shackled and escorted back toward Mitten.  
 
    “Deal was eighty for the four of ’em,” one of the men said, hanging back with Resin, “but yer gettin’ fifty fer wastin’ my time. Ain’t yer fault my boy shot that ’n’, so I’m meetin’ ya in the middle here.” 
 
    Resin accepted the bag of metal coin with what was undoubtedly a reptilian sneer.  
 
    “Hope ya find yer daughter,” the man said. “Come back wit’ us, ’r go yer own way.” With that, the man tipped his head and turned to follow his crew. 
 
    Resin glanced around the dark clearing and seemed to scan the tree line separating him from the mountains. He grumbled something to himself before setting off behind the others. 
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    Patrick allowed Olivia to cry herself to sleep, and when her wails faded to whimpers, he withdrew his hand from the front of her mouth. He sat awake watching the campsite fire dwindle to embers and watching for any of the marauders to return. Neither of them had taken a weapon on their unfortunate tryst, and he could be sure that there would be none left behind by the assailing men. They had no way to defend themselves.  
 
    He eventually acquiesced to slumber, and he was awakened in the early morning by Olivia’s stirring and continued weeping.  
 
    “We could have helped them,” she said, her face buried in her arms as she lay on her stomach in the leaves. 
 
    “No,” Patrick said, laying a consolatory hand on her shoulder that felt as ineffectual as a one-winged bird. “There were too many of them. We have no weapons.”  
 
    “We could have followed,” she said. Her tone was pleading, as though she were attempting to will time backwards with her words. “We could have never left in the first place.” 
 
    Patrick felt a sickening internal confliction at her words. Part of him, too, wished they had been behind to help or to have stood guard, but part of him knew that would mean they’d likely be captives now, too, or worse. Another part of him thought of her hips against his, and, although he would never admit it, he wouldn’t have traded that for anything. 
 
    When the pair finally approached the ashes from their campsite, Olivia came to an abrupt stop, causing Patrick to run into her from behind. He reached out to take hold of her shoulders, but she twisted from his grasp and turned around. She fell to her hands and knees, retching.  
 
    Patrick turned back to the campsite and immediately saw what had distressed her. The body of their friend lay in a limp heap. A single hole was above his eye, but a much larger hole disgraced the back of his skull. A pool of congealed blood and brain matter spread out beneath his head.  
 
    “It’s Philip,” he said. His voice was hoarse, and he felt as though he needed to gag for Olivia’s sake, but he’d seen much worse …  
 
    Olivia finished puking and sat back upright on her knees, facing the mountains. “He died because of me,” she lamented. 
 
    “No,” Patrick said, walking over and kneeling next to her, “you mustn’t think that way. There was nothing we could have done to change this.” 
 
    “Brandon kept saying we should have moved. We just sat out here bickering in the open like fawns in a field.” 
 
    “We wanted to go through with the plan,” Patrick reminded her. 
 
    “Well, what good is that plan now?” she snapped. “They risked their lives for me, and now he’s dead because of me. Brandon and Jake are captured because of me!”  
 
    Patrick sighed. “Everyone knew the risks. We are all in this together.” 
 
    “Not last night,” she said in a choked whisper. 
 
    Patrick knew she was speaking out of guilt, but the regret he detected in her voice weighed on him heavily. 
 
    “We get them back,” she said matter-of-factly. With that she stood and started walking south.  
 
    “How will we do that?” Patrick followed close behind her. “We don’t even have a weapon between the two of us.” 
 
    “We shall find a way.” 
 
    “We don’t even know where they were taken!” Patrick said. 
 
    “Fanxel.” 
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    That evening Olivia excused herself from their campsite to get sick again. Neither had eaten all day, and Patrick gathered a few berries before night fell, but Olivia ate hardly any at all. In truth Patrick had little appetite as well, but he knew how it felt to be truly hungry, and he did not wish to return to that place.  
 
    When she came back, Patrick could see heavy bags under her eyes by the dim light of the fire. “Are you okay?” he asked, but she shrugged him off and lay down to fall asleep. He contemplated curling up next to her for a while, but it felt improper to be intimate in light of what had befallen, so he settled to sit up alone and watch for wanderers. 
 
    When they awoke the next morning, Olivia looked far worse. Her skin was pale and slick, and her eyes appeared sallow and sunken in her skull. She rolled over in the early morning and vomited again, this time not bothering to leave for privacy. 
 
    “You must eat something,” Patrick told her, getting a handful of berries from his satchel. 
 
    Olivia took three of them and slowly took them in without sitting up. 
 
    “We’ll stay here today. You clearly need rest.” 
 
    “No,” Olivia groaned. She tried to stand upright, but couldn’t make it past her hands and knees.  
 
    “Look at you. You’re too weak to even stand. We can’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “We need to get to Brandon …” 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere if he’s at the prison. I’ll come up with a plan while you rest here for a while.” 
 
    When Patrick finally convinced her, she rolled over and closed her eyes again. He put a hand on her cheek to find without surprise that she was full of fever. He sighed and watched her breathing with some concern as she slept. 
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    Olivia slept through the day. Patrick sat by her side with his head propped on his knees. He wept—for himself, for Olivia, for his fallen friend, for his captured savior, for his family, for his lost cat Stora. As the sun was setting, Olivia stirred and began dry heaving again. Patrick looked on with a pained expression of helplessness. He laid a hand on her back when she stopped, but she did not acknowledge it. 
 
    “Olivia?” he asked. 
 
    She made no response.  
 
    He checked to ensure she was still breathing and finally lay down next to her to wait it out.  
 
    When he awoke the next morning, she had hardly moved. Her body was still impossibly warm, and she was breathing slow, shallow breaths. 
 
    “Olivia,” he said, more forcefully than the previous night. He shook her. 
 
    She groaned and seemed to ask, “What?” 
 
    “You’re very ill. I have to find someone. I need to look for a healer.” 
 
    “No,” she mumbled. She continued speaking incoherently. The only other word that Patrick could make out was home. 
 
    “You want me to take you home?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, her eyes closed. 
 
    Patrick struggled with this for much of the day. He ate some berries and tried to get her to eat, but she made no response. He spent some time gathering more food close by and weighing the pros and cons of taking Olivia back to her home. They were at least a day’s walk from her town, and that time would double if he had to carry her. He wondered if having the life she was accustomed to living was any better than dying of fever in a field. Surely anything was better than that, but … he recalled the bruises on her thighs.  
 
    When he returned to the campsite, she was in the same position, but her breathing had become painful and labored. Her chest hitched with each inspiration, and she was wheezing audibly. He scooped her up into his arms and set off southward. He would likely be killed the moment he set foot inside the town, but he couldn’t risk watching her die like this.  
 
    Patrick hustled as quickly as he could manage while carrying Olivia. When darkness began to fall, he stopped to rest for the night. He ate a handful of tart berries and offered some to Olivia, whose response was minimal. He took out his small canteen and poured a dash onto her dry lips. She licked them and opened her mouth for more, which Patrick gave her. He drank some himself and sat beside her, deciding to forego a fire for the night. They had made it into the denser trails that surrounded Mitten and its outlying towns, and he thought he could make it back to Olivia’s home by tomorrow night, especially if he rested a short while and began moving again before daybreak. 
 
    After a while, Olivia stirred. She opened her eyes and looked at Patrick lucidly for the first time in days.  
 
    “Thank you,” she rasped.  
 
    “For what?” Patrick asked, his head bowed, feeling utterly useless. “All I can do for you is carry you back to your hell of a home.” 
 
    She shook her head and struggled to speak.  
 
    Patrick put a hand on her chest in a futile attempt to calm her breathing. 
 
    “To the north,” she managed. “There is a healer.” 
 
    “To the north of your town?” 
 
    Olivia nodded. 
 
    “How will I know where to go if you’re unconscious?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s a small cabin. East of the main trail.” 
 
    “Okay!” Patrick said. For the first time, he felt hope. “How far?” 
 
    She shook her head, indicating she did not know. 
 
    He looked up and surveyed the dark trails ahead. They were a day’s walk from her town. If the healer’s cabin lay between them and the town, it could be anywhere. “We should keep going,” he said, but when he looked back down, Olivia was unconscious again. Her dry, cracked lips pursed softly with each haggard breath. 
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    Patrick managed to sleep for a short time, but he was up long before the sun and set off on his way again. It was a good thing, too, because he hobbled through the forest carrying Olivia until nearly midday before he had to stop. He gave the both of them some water and took a brief rest before carrying on. After another short break, he still found himself walking by dusk. He hadn’t seen any breaks in the trail to the east, nor any cabins tucked away in the distant woodlands. Nightfall would hit them soon, and he wondered if he was any closer to their destination than the previous evening. He had no idea if he’d already passed the healer, or if Olivia’s thinking was clear enough through the delirium to be right about the location of the cabin. 
 
    They approached a small clearing, and Patrick was resigning himself to stopping again for the evening. He laid Olivia down gently in a tuft of grass and stood up tall to stretch his back. He looked up into the darkening sky and noticed a trail of wispy black clouds rising in the east. It was smoke! He craned his neck and looked through the forest, but he couldn’t make out anything through the shadowy trees. A small path appeared to branch off of their clearing headed east of the larger main trail. 
 
    “Olivia!” he shouted. “Is this it?” He pointed toward the smaller trail. 
 
    She made no response, and she did not stir. 
 
    Patrick leaned in close to her sleeping face. He could feel heat emanating from her skin, once so fair, but now a deathly shade of pale grey. He could barely feel her breath or see her chest rising at all. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, scooping her up and setting off along the path. Sticks and limbs slapped his face as he bumbled through the denser trail in the darkness.  
 
    At last he reached another clearing that opened up around a small, dark cabin. Thin tendrils of black smoke rose from the chimney. What few windows the cabin possessed were dark and offered no hint of what may lie within, but there was a suggestion of dim candles flickering about the cabin’s interior.  
 
    “Help!” Patrick called as he stumbled unceremoniously up to the cabin door. “Please, help us!” He rapped upon the wooden door several times with his foot.  
 
    Patrick heard the sound of some locking mechanism clicking on the inside, and the door slowly creaked open. Even in the dying light of day, his eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness within the shanty.  
 
    “Enter,” a strange voice spoke in a high-pitched whisper.  
 
    Patrick pushed the door the rest of the way open and stepped inside. The cabin’s only apparent inhabitant stood across the den, far from the door.  
 
    “Please,” Patrick panted. “She is ill.” 
 
    The healer’s silhouette stood hunched over what looked to be a steaming cauldron. He turned and stepped toward Patrick and Olivia, his back still hunched and head cocked to one side. His face emerged into candlelight to display careworn, wrinkled skin and long, greasy strands of grey-black hair cascading down around his cheeks. His eyes widened slightly when they fell upon the young couple, and he snapped his tongue in a rapid series of tsk sounds. Patrick found it impossible to discern whether the sounds were of concern or of beckoning.  
 
    “Can you help her?” he pled.  
 
    “Place her figure on my table,” the man rasped. He motioned with one long-fingered, knotty old hand. “Sss-so young,” he whistled through browning teeth as he watched Patrick lay her down as gently as he could atop the wooden surface.  
 
    Patrick stepped back, his mounting unease masked only by his unshakable concern for Olivia’s health. “She’s fallen ill with fever. We’ve travelled for days, and she’s not responding anymore.” 
 
    The potioner leaned over the young girl and placed a hand lightly on her face. He drew in a sharp and sudden breath that stopped just short of a gasp.  
 
    “What?” Patrick asked. 
 
    The man steadily exhaled as he glided his hand down Olivia’s neck, between her breasts, and along her stomach. He hesitated at her groin before dropping his hand back to his side. He turned to Patrick and offered a wicked grin. “I will heal her.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Patrick exclaimed. He clasped his hands together in front of him in a gesture of gratitude and resisted an urge to run up and hug the unsettling old man. “Thank you beyond words.”  
 
    “One hundred paga …” 
 
    “What?” Patrick asked, his heart sinking like a stone in the sea.  
 
    “One hundred paga,” the healer repeated, his gaze not faltering from Patrick’s own. 
 
    “I don’t—” Patrick stammered. “I don’t have any of that.” 
 
    “Then she shall stay with me.” 
 
    Patrick swallowed hard and for the first time began to survey his surroundings. The den was in disarray. Potted plants lay scattered about, some overturned, some plucked cleanly of their leaves and flowers. Several stands and tables were in various states of disorder around the cabin. Mixing bowls and utensils were strewn atop many of the stands. He stepped one pace farther from the table where Olivia lay and leaned toward a closer stand where a knife and bits of some sort of chopped plant lay. 
 
    “I think perhaps we should seek assistance elsewhere,” Patrick said. 
 
    “One hundred paga,” the potioner repeated, “or she shall stay with me.”  
 
    Patrick side-stepped and snatched the knife off the table. He pointed it at the man and steeled himself, willing a look of fearless determination to paint his face. “Step away from her now,” he growled. 
 
    The healer’s grin widened. His face told tales only of disease, not of health. He said nothing, but his eyes flicked minutely toward the door over Patrick’s shoulder. 
 
    Patrick heard a sliding, shuffling sound behind him and felt something beginning to wrap around his foot. He glanced down and saw a moderately sized snake coiling its way up his leg. He jumped and shook his leg free, stumbling backward. Before he could even glance back up, the healer was standing in front of him and squeezing the boy’s wrist with impossible force. He winced, and the knife fell involuntarily from his fingers, through which a weakness was spreading.  
 
    “One hundred paga,” the man said one final time, his hot, putrid breath hitting Patrick’s face like a ball of fire. “Rest assured I will take good care of your betrothed in your absence.”  
 
    Serpents descended from the rafters and thatch above and wrapped their bodies around Patrick’s paralyzed ankles while the man held his wrist. Patrick’s breath hung in his chest. Something about the man’s very touch made it near impossible for the boy to move or speak. His heart raced as the snakes began sliding toward the open door, carrying his rigid body with them. The man dropped his wrist at last and watched as the heavy wooden door slammed in Patrick’s dazed face with finality. The metallic clinking sound of locks clicked on the other side. 
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    “You can fight, fight what will 
 
    Until your brain and heart both still, 
 
    But you may still succeed in life if you just stay. 
 
      
 
    You can run, you can run 
 
    From the setting of the sun, 
 
    But there is darkness on the both sides of the day. 
 
      
 
    So if you must, you must away, 
 
    I hope you’ll heed these words I say 
 
    And you’ll find comfort knowing what will be will be. 
 
      
 
    You’re free to go pave your own trail 
 
    But it may lead you straight to Hell; 
 
    I hope you’ll find resolve and just stay here with me.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick sat atop an abandoned mine cart in an old rail yard alongside the mountains. He’d travelled for days, lost, alone, and dazed. Once he reached the old steel tracks, it gave him a path to travel without thinking or even looking where he was going. 
 
    Now he sat atop the cart and attempted to find solace in song. His doleful young voice travelled through the canyons and across the desert, as gentle and easy as a slow-flowing brook.  
 
    A man appeared around a short cliff in the distance. It was the first person Patrick had laid eyes upon in days, but he took no pause to survey the stranger.  
 
     
 
    “You can fight, fight what will 
 
    Until your brain and heart both still, 
 
    But you may still succeed in life if you just stay.” 
 
      
 
    He glanced into the sheer darkness of a small tunnel at his side and continued his sorrowful song. Would Olivia mourn him, were their roles reversed? If she were awake now, would she yearn for Patrick to kick down the door to her rescue? Or would she pine for Brandon’s touch? 
 
      
 
    “You can run, you can run 
 
    From the setting of the sun, 
 
    But there is darkness on the both sides of the day.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick felt worthless and used. How could he have been so naive to think that a girl like Olivia could have eyes for him? He had been merely an escape from her reality when her true desires had begun to crumble before her eyes. 
 
    He’d known nothing but loss since the incident in Onton. He knew deep down that’s all he’d ever know anymore. He’d fought and fought against this new world—been reduced to a single instinct. But how long could he fight against the inevitable? 
 
      
 
    “So if you must, you must away, 
 
    I hope you’ll heed these words I say 
 
    And you’ll find comfort knowing what will be will be. 
 
      
 
    You’re free to go pave your own trail 
 
    But it may lead you straight to Hell; 
 
    I hope you’ll find resolve and just stay here with me.” 
 
      
 
    He felt a mercilessness mounting in his gut, and his young, forgiving mind continued to crack beneath the weight of it. He stared at the dark tunnel in the rock wall to his right. He’d run from the darkness far too long. If he ran long enough, he would find only darkness on the far side. He had fought for so long in a battle he could never win …  
 
    Strange sounds echoed and emanated from the caverns within. By the time a small horde of abysmal creatures emerged from a distant tunnel and accosted the stranger at the other end of the rail yard, Patrick had already disappeared into the darkness.  
 
  
 
  


 
    The Cave: 
 
   


 
  

 Part 1 
 
      
 
    “W elcome to Hell,” the man with the strange voice said. 
 
    The Stranger glanced once again behind him for the tar pit into which he had moments before been descending, but there was naught save for the dark cave’s hard floor. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Chris,” the man said, extending a thin hand to be shaken.  
 
    “Who?” The Stranger asked, still overwhelmed with bafflement about the whole situation.  
 
    “Christopher Cross,” he said with a dopey grin. “No jokes!” he warned, his face twisting in mock sternness.  
 
    The Stranger closed his eyes in exasperation and shook his head. “You needn’t concern yourself with that.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Chris asked in kind. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” The Stranger said, allowing himself to lean against a rock wall and slide to a seated position, his eyes closed, still breathing heavily from the upset moments ago. 
 
    Chris stared for a moment and tilted his head in concession to The Stranger’s valid point. “It might.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “Are you The Devil?” Chris asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” The Stranger said, only partly paying attention anymore. 
 
    Chris paused for a moment. “Then you’re right. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I don’t understand any of this,” The Stranger said, more to himself than to Christopher. 
 
    “I know, I didn’t expect dying to be like this either,” Chris agreed. 
 
    The Stranger looked around the dark cave and shook his head.  
 
    “To be honest,” Chris continued as he sat down beside The Stranger, “what I’m most pissed about is that apparently the Christians were right, and I was wrong.” The man spoke casually and appeared to be without a woe in the world, but his final lamentation seemed to snag stubbornly in his throat.  
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea about what you’re saying,” The Stranger said dismissively.  
 
    “What about it?” Chris asked. 
 
    “None of it!” he snapped back. 
 
    “Geez. Well, lucky you. I had the shit shoved down my throat from the moment I was born. I thought Christians were everywhere. Where are you from?”  
 
    The Stranger observed the odd man with wary confusion. “Reprise,” he said at last.  
 
    “Reprise,” Chris repeated. “Where is that? Europe? Is that what your accent is?” 
 
    The Stranger narrowed his eyes and shook his head slowly. He understood only about three-quarters of the words the man was saying. 
 
    “We don’t get much world history in my neck of the woods. I grew up in Tennessee.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3: 
 
    Tennessee 
 
      
 
    1 
 
      
 
    “B ut the Scripture declares that ‘the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe.’ Galatians 3:22,” Reverend David Oswald Goodwin reminded his flock. The verse was met with emphatic nodding and raising of hands by the aging men and women lining Reverend Goodwin’s pews. “And I will leave y’all with this,” he concluded. “‘Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.’ John 3:36.”  
 
    A murmur of amens and hallelujahs and praise Gods emanated throughout the crowd like tiny waves sloshing to and fro in a jostled bowl of Jim Jones’ punch.  
 
    “And, as I always say, Evil may pursue you, but the Good will always win!” Reverend Goodwin flashed his charming, immaculate smile to the usual eruption of applause and bowed his head before stepping away from the podium. He wore a $2,000 black suit to match his perfect black GQ hairdo that boasted just a dash of salt-and-pepper above the temples.  
 
    His next thirty minutes or more would be spent standing at the door to the East Tennessee Baptist Church of Christ shaking hands and smiling his wolf’s grin into a sea of naivety—his sheep’s faces. Would any one of them suspect what lay beneath his polished surface? Of course not. They never did. If anyone asked, “Why isn’t a handsome man like you married?” or, “Why didn’t you ever have any kids?” he would wave his hands and invoke the name of their lord Jesus, amen. How he spent his alone time would not serve well to promote his public image, and he had two separate but equal divine decrees: Lead the masses to God; and smite the unholy with a heavenly wrath. 
 
    When he finished bidding his many members farewell, Goodwin made his way to his car and drove straight home. His house remained the sole property at the end of a modest dirt road. It was just off of the main routes but still secluded enough to assure the reverend of his continued privacy.  
 
    February snow lined the streets, and when he turned onto his dirt road (now in fact a packed-snow road), Reverend Goodwin murmured in disdain for the coming spring that would leave the terrain soggy and muddy for a month or more. Icicles hung from his roof all the way around the house and dripped casually in the midday sun. Goodwin parked his car and approached his front steps. He inspected several of the icicles before tapping on four of them to knock them loose. He collected the four, which were each greater than eighteen inches, and made his way inside to put them in his otherwise empty freezer. 
 
    After, he made himself a sandwich with a heap of fresh meats he’d picked up at the market a few days prior. With this lunch, he walked through the dark kitchen into the darker den and sat down at his desk. He withdrew a bottle of pills from the desk drawer and placed a lithium tablet onto his tongue. After swallowing the tablet dry, Reverend Goodwin opened the web browser on his computer and began his daily search. 
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    As endorphins flooded his brain, Christopher closed his eyes. In the moments during which he faded to nothingness, he was not visited by comforting illusions, but a season-finale recap of his sad life—a series of slights that had shaped him and driven him to this tragic point.  
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    A twelve-year-old Christopher Cross stepped off the school bus in Huntsville, Tennessee. The bus dropped off six or eight kids each day at the end of Main St. in the old-fashioned part of town. They split apart and each walked to their respective homes as the bus pulled away. By the time Christopher reached the old Five and Dime variety store, only two other kids were still walking in the same direction. 
 
    “Hey, fat shit!” a voice called from the empty parking lot in the alley beside the Five and Dime. 
 
    Christopher saw three high school boys smoking cigarettes and grinning savagely in his direction. He averted his eyes and continued walking home. 
 
    The older boys trotted over and flanked Christopher on either side. “Where ya headed off to so fast?” one asked. 
 
    “He’s tryin’ to run off some o’ that fat!” another exclaimed. 
 
    “Runnin’ back home to momma so she can pick you out a new outfit? What the fuck even is that shit?” 
 
    In truth, Christopher’s mother played little role in his attire, and that is likely what made him stand out to others as an easy target.  
 
    He kept his mouth shut—like always—and swallowed hard against the sting of frustrated, helpless tears in his eyes. His only aim at that point was to make it home before he started crying. If they saw the damage they could inflict, they would never stop. 
 
    “Look at his hair,” one of the boys said. “What a fuckin’ faggot.”  
 
    Christopher tried to conceal his cowlick by combing his dark hair over, but, at a certain length, the hair would curl as it dried and make his neatly combed hair droop atop his round face. He ran a thick, sweaty palm across his hairline and hoped it would flatten his bangs down above his forehead.  
 
    The boys laughed at his futile attempt, and one planted a steel-toed-booted foot into Christopher’s ass, causing him to stumble forward. 
 
    The other kids from the bus had hastened their pace and created a gap between themselves and the spectacle behind them. Christopher winced and tried to walk faster without making it too noticeable that he was doing so.  
 
    3 
 
      
 
    A gust of wind drove bits of snow and ice against the window, stirring Faye Anne Garrison from a heavy sleep. She opened her eyes groggily and struggled to blink away the blurring of her vision and the spinning of the unfamiliar room in which she lay.  
 
    “Shh—iit,” she slurred, attempting to sit upright. The last thing she remembered was being out drinking with her friends. They’d smoked a little pot and taken some pills, but she usually didn’t let herself reach this point. 
 
    A candle flickered in the corner of the dark room and intensified the sensation that the room was spinning around her.  
 
    “I hear the voice inside my head,” a strange voice whispered. 
 
    Faye Anne snapped upright and looked around the room, her heart blasting the grogginess out of her system more and more with each pump.  
 
    “The voice of Christ, alive and dead,” the voice continued. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she demanded to the apparently empty room. 
 
    It seemed to be the middle of the night. She was in what looked like a cabin room that was minimally furnished. The bed in which she lay, an empty night stand, a small rug upon hardwood floors, and a table holding the lit candle were the only objects with her in the room. There was one door and three windows. 
 
    Faye Anne carefully stood up from the bed and tested her balance on her feet. 
 
    “It’s led me places that I’ve been, to rid the world of vice and sin.” 
 
    She looked around the room and through all three closed windows. There was no discernible source of the voice. Wind gusted again outside, peppering the windows with dry snow. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked, not bothering to keep her voice from shaking. It rose to a frantic crescendo as she ran for the door.  
 
    The door was locked. She pounded on it twice and screamed. “Help!” 
 
    “It tells me things I ought to do,” the voice said. 
 
    Faye Anne turned and ran to the window. She pounded on it and screamed again and tried to lift it. Locked. No latch. 
 
    She made her way to the second window and yanked it upward; it rose without hesitation, sending a blast of freezing night air into her face and blowing her disheveled hair back out of her face.  
 
    “And now it’s led me here to you.” 
 
    She crawled through the window without looking back and fell flat on her face into the snow. As she stood back upright, an unimaginable blow struck her on the side of the head. It felt as though she’d been walloped with a baseball bat made of glass. As she crumpled to her knees in the snow, an explosion of tiny ice shards sprayed from the side of her head and against the house’s outside wall.  
 
     
 
    4  
 
      
 
    High school treated Christopher no better than middle school. By the time he was in ninth grade, greater than half the school already knew him by his unfortunate nickname, Rip Van Tinkle. He’d earned the title after wetting himself when he slept over at a friend’s birthday party over the summer. Fourteen-year-olds just don’t deal in decency and discretion when it comes to the embarrassing personal matters of their friends. 
 
    “My boyfriend watches porn and masturbates.” 
 
    “What a pig!” 
 
    Christopher was sitting behind two junior girls in the gym’s bleachers before a late-fall pep rally. He’d been listening to one ditzy blonde complain about her boyfriend’s “perversions” for half an hour now, but he couldn’t help but feel the actions she was describing were normal. 
 
    “I think most guys watch porn when they masturbate,” he finally offered, trying to sound casual rather than confrontational. 
 
    The blonde girl turned to face him with a disgusted grimace that could have put a horror actress to shame. Her friend didn’t even turn. Christopher saw her eyes cut toward him, but she clearly couldn’t bear to face him directly for fear she may projectile vomit. 
 
    “Uh, who asked you, perv?” the girl said with genuine revulsion. 
 
    “I’m just saying,” Christopher backpedaled, “it’s not about you … I think it’s just … a guy thing.” 
 
    “Okay, well you need to get help.” 
 
    “Yeah!” her friend agreed. 
 
    “No,” Christopher stammered, “I wasn’t saying that I do.” 
 
    “Right, you probably came on yourself and had a wet dream and had to piss everywhere to cover it up.” 
 
    The blonde girl’s friend dropped her jaw and brought her hands to her open mouth in a feigned attempt to conceal her gasp and laughter. 
 
    “Actually, bitch, I was trying to make you feel better about the fact that your shitty boyfriend isn’t attracted to your flat, white ass. And just because you’re too stupid and naive to understand the complexities of sexuality doesn’t give you the right to condescend to everyone else around you.”  
 
    That’s what Christopher wanted to say. Instead, he locked his eyes on the gym floor beneath them and resisted the burning heat that was working its way up the back of his neck, hoping against hope that not too many people around him overheard the exchange. 
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    “I hear the voice inside my head, 
 
    The voice of Christ, alive and dead. 
 
    It guides me when I’ve gone astray 
 
    And keeps my evil thoughts at bay. 
 
    When I can’t stand to life’s demands, 
 
    He comes through me to guide my hand.” 
 
      
 
    Darkness. The whirring of water rushing through pipes and pouring into the kitchen sink. The noxious smell of bleach and lye stinging and burning the back of his throat. A deafening crash that echoed throughout his cramped quarters and caused him to jolt painfully. His knees pinned to his chest as he struggled not to call out while silent tears streamed down his face. 
 
    “Again!” his mother screamed from the kitchen as she slammed her foot against the latched cabinet.  
 
    She was standing in front of it, rubber gloves extending above each elbow, frantically scrubbing each individual toy in the house.  
 
    “They’re covered with germs,” she would say. “I can feel ’em crawlin’ on me when I have to put ’em away for y’all two.” 
 
    She scrubbed those toys in bleach and lye until the paints faded and the plastics corroded and the chemicals built up to lethal levels. Even after young David Goodwin’s little brother put their plastic truck in his mouth and had a fatal seizure in his sleep, their mother continued bustling about the house with her cleaning supplies, obsessively lamenting over every speck of dust, compulsively scrubbing every open surface.  
 
    David was six years old when his younger brother passed away, and his mother’s denial only redoubled her obsessive-compulsive tendencies. His father had never been a real part of his life, and the Sunday School class at his church tip-toed around the topic of death and mortality. Thus, David was cast along a lonesome and damaging path of coming to understand and cope with the tragic death of a loved one.  
 
    After lunch his mother had looked out the kitchen window to find David prodding disconsolately at a dead squirrel in their driveway with a stick. She had flung open the front door and snatched her remaining son off his feet and dragged him into the kitchen. She crammed him into the empty cupboard below the sink and latched it from the outside. 
 
    “Say it,” she’d demanded. 
 
    “I hear the voice inside my head,” David began. He trembled in his dark confinement and glanced toward the wall separating this cabinet space from the empty one on the other side where his squalling brother used to find himself. “The voice of Christ, alive and dead …”  
 
    “Again!” Ms. Goodwin screamed when he finished the verse.  
 
    David struggled to steady his young, quivering voice as he recited the verse his mother taught him again. He looked again, uncomprehending, toward where his brother’s cabinet was and could hold back the sobs no longer. 
 
    “Don’t you dare start that squallin’!” his mother yelled, kicking the locked cabinet again. “You know it grinds my gears.”  
 
    By now David had learned not to say, “I’m sorry,” anymore, but to just continue with his mantra.  
 
    “Don’t apologize to me!” his mother would say. “Apologize to your Father!” 
 
    So David only continued. “It guides me when I’ve gone astray … And keeps my evil thoughts at bay …”  
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    By his junior year of high school, Christopher’s adolescent chunks evened out as his bones lengthened. He had grown from a short, round, greasy-haired kid into a lanky young man who never left the house without product in his hair. But people still didn’t like him—it seemed there was more than just his weight that had made him a target for ridicule around northeastern Tennessee.  
 
    “Prom is such a joke,” he told his friend Richie over lunch. “We should get drunk at my place and go to Earl’s Diner.”  
 
    “Can we wear tuxedoes?” Rich asked. 
 
    Christopher laughed. “If you really want to drop a couple hundred on a pair of tuxes, I’m in.”  
 
    “No, no, we can wear PJs for all I care. That sounds way better than what I had planned to do tonight.”  
 
    “And what was that? Jerk off watching HGTV?” 
 
    “Fuck you very much,” Richie said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh! Now we’re on the same page!” Christopher said.  
 
    Richie shook his head with a smile, dismissing his friend’s crass sense of humor, as he often did. 
 
    Later that evening, after 10:30 PM, Richie and Christopher sat across from each other in Earl’s Diner. Christopher’s mother had gone on a date with some new asshole named Dale. Chris had observed her pattern for years now, and she and Dale were just a few short weeks away from the moving-in-together phase, at which point they would yell at each other and drink heavily every night until the animosity turned physical. That would mark the downhill-phase that lasted a week or two until the guy moved out and was never heard from again. But for tonight, Christopher and Richie had the house (and the fridge) to themselves, and they had been drinking and playing video games since the end of the school day.  
 
    Now Christopher watched out the diner’s window as a white pickup turned in. He tipped his head to signal Richie to turn and see. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Richie said, turning back as three of their classmates climbed down out of the truck, “Caleb’s date must’ve sent him packin’ early.” The young man in question was descending from his oversized vehicle wearing the remnants of his prom tux and his usual brown boots. 
 
    “Do ya think it’s ’cause he showed up wearing those boots with a tux?” Christopher asked. 
 
    Richie turned around and looked again. When he saw the get-up, he burst into laughter and leaned forward across the table.  
 
    Christopher laughed, too, and reached forward to touch Rich’s hand.  
 
    A thump startled the two out of their giggles. Christopher turned to see a stern-looking, middle-aged waitress with tobacco creases aging her haggard face. She had slammed the boys’ drinks down on the table and now stood glaring at them with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Th—thank you,” Christopher chuckled. He added an inquisitive inflection to the end.  
 
    The waitress shook her head and walked away.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” Christopher said, “they’re eyeballing my car.” 
 
    Caleb and the other two boys were pointing to Christopher’s silver Prius and laughing visibly.  
 
    “Are they messing with your tires?” Rich asked. 
 
    “I can’t tell …” Christopher craned his neck to see, but one of the guys was behind the Prius, and Christopher couldn’t see him from his current position. 
 
    They watched for nearly a full minute before Richie said, “Yep, he’s definitely fucking with your tire.” 
 
    “Christ,” Christopher murmured, making to stand up and go confront Caleb and his goons. Before he could get up from the booth, though, an older man wearing an apron was standing before him, arms across his chest. 
 
    “Y’all gon’ have to leave, now,” the man said. 
 
    “We—what?” Christopher asked, his attention torn between the vandals outside and this new obstacle in front of him. 
 
    “We don’t serve fags here.” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Richie said. He stood up from the booth and squared up to the older man, his jaw nearly sagging to his chest. 
 
    “I said we don’t want faggots in this diner. Y’all need to get out, and don’t come back.” 
 
    Christopher felt the familiar heat rising up the back of his neck. In his mind, he wrapped his fingers around the old bigot’s neck and threw his frail body to the ground, but in reality his chest began hitching and quivering with the unpleasant adrenaline of confrontation. 
 
    Before he could say anything else to the man, his car’s alarm began sounding from outside. 
 
    “Come on, Richie,” he said, grabbing his friend’s shoulder. “Fuck this old prick.” 
 
    The two rushed outside to Caleb and his crew’s delight.  
 
    “Oh, I just knew it’d have to be a pussy faggot like you to drive this queer little piece of shit,” Caleb said. One of his friends stood beside the car’s driver-side rear tire. The tire had completely deflated, and the boy was holding a knife out in front of him. 
 
    “What the fuck have you done to my car?” Christopher screamed. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised it’s Mr. Rip Van Tinkle?” Caleb continued. 
 
    Christopher’s heart was pounding. His chest heaved, and he struggled to catch his breath and compose himself. “You can’t—you shouldn’t even be allowed to say that if you can’t even understand the reference,” he managed. 
 
    Caleb’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head, clearly not understanding the insult either. He stepped forward and grabbed Christopher’s shirt in both his fists. He pulled the boy close and sneered in his face. “You don’t belong here, faggot,” he said, pushing Christopher backward. Christopher stumbled over the curb at the front of the parking lot and fell onto his back on the concrete. “You don’t belong anywhere!” 
 
    Richie looked on in terror and stood back from the small group of boys.  
 
    The one with the knife lunged forward and swung it at Richie. “Go on, faggot! Get out of here!” 
 
    Richie turned and ran off into the darkness. Caleb and his friends chuckled and made their way inside the diner, where they were undoubtedly met with excellent service and warm wishes to return soon.  
 
    Christopher swallowed hard and picked himself up off the sidewalk. He’d have a mile’s walk home to cool off and re-suppress his rage. For the next year and a half of his high school career, Richie never spoke to him again. Christopher always knew that Rich was gay, but the two had never outright spoken about it. Though they never spoke again, he presumed his old friend had lived out the rest of his days cowering frightened and alone deep, deep within that old closet of his youth.  
 
      
 
    7 
 
      
 
    “I hear the voice inside my head, 
 
    The voice of Christ, alive and dead. 
 
    It’s led me places that I’ve been, 
 
    To rid the world of vice and sin. 
 
    It tells me things I ought to do, 
 
    And now it’s led me here to you.” 
 
      
 
    Reverend Goodwin finished his mantra just as Faye Anne lifted the open window and began scrambling her way out into the snow. Goodwin stood in the darkness outside the window. A large, thick icicle that he’d stored in his freezer was grasped in his hand.  
 
    When Faye Anne clambered to her feet, David swung the heavy icicle into the side of her head. It exploded into a spray of ice shards that showered the side of his house, and Faye Anne crumpled into the snow.  
 
    Goodwin grabbed the young girl by her ankles and began to drag her limp body into the trees surrounding his house. She stirred minutely and managed to groan in weak protest.  
 
    “Don’t plead to me, you idolatress. Make your peace with The Lord.”  
 
    She had started coming around more by the time Reverend Goodwin got her to the tree deep in the forest where he’d tied a rope around a limb. 
 
    “Please,” she cried as he began to tie the free end of the rope around her ankles. She still was able to move only weakly. “Why—?” she managed. 
 
    “I know what you are,” Goodwin said as he tightened the rope around her ankles and began to hoist her up off the ground. “An enabler of faggotry and sodomy fit for Gomorrah. A product of a lost generation of adulterers and druggies and liberals.”  
 
    Faye Anne’s face was contorted into silent dismay when Reverend Goodwin had lifted her up to his own. She hung upside down, eye-level with the good reverend. Her chest hitched as she struggled to sob and protest. 
 
    “Yes, weep,” he said without emotion. “I see your mother do it every Sunday. She weeps for your soul. We do it together. Mrs. Garrison doesn’t understand that you haven’t just lost your way.” 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered again in a hoarse croak.  
 
    Goodwin picked up another icicle and grasped it in his fist. “Evil has consumed you,” he said levelly. He raised the icicle and thrust its point into the front of Faye Anne’s neck. Blood bubbled and spurted from the wound when he withdrew the icicle and dropped it into the snow at his feet. The girl writhed and gurgled through a waterfall of thick, steaming blood. “But the Good will always win.” 
 
    After a while Faye Anne stilled, and the stream of hot blood from her neck slowed to a steady drip. The icicle lay in the pool of evidence, all of which would soon be buried or melted away. 
 
    When the dripping stopped, Reverend Goodwin lowered the body from the tree and carried it back to his house. He opened the heavy cellar door, which he had modified to create a formidable seal with the frame, and descended the dark stairs to set to work. 
 
    He spent most of the day in rubber gloves, dealing with formaldehyde and dressing the newly deceased Faye Anne up in one of the many costumes he had for his projects. He shaved off her hair and tossed it into the furnace, for she would not need her long, seductress’s hair for her new eternal role. He draped her in red shawls and a plastic chest plate of armor resembling that of the Roman soldiers.  
 
    When she was finally situated in place, she had joined the ranks of four other soldiers on the dark stage in Reverend Goodwin’s cellar. He stepped back and admired the progress of his work. Five angry, misguided Romans stood in various positions of vexation as they sneered toward the empty cross. The souls, which Goodwin had single-handedly cast to Satan, had donated their earthly bodies to the reimagining of Christ’s crucifixion. Several spots at the base of the cross remained to be filled, and the cross itself remained empty, but as Goodwin looked on, he imagined himself standing there, looking down at the heathen savages below him. 
 
    The image sent a calming warmth down his spine, and for a moment, he heard no voices in his head, he felt no tension in his jaw, and he had no memories of his harrowing youth. 
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    “You’re such a smart guy,” Matthew Sloan told Christopher during their senior year study hall one afternoon. “I don’t know why you won’t even consider it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Chris said. “Maybe it’s because I’m smart that it doesn’t appeal to me.” 
 
    Matthew chuckled as though the bitter slight rolled right over him, like water over Christopher’s immaculately sculpted hair. “You’re a good person. I know that. I’ve known you since second grade. You would make a really good Christian, too.” 
 
    Christopher rolled his eyes, desperately wishing this naive kid would let it go. “But you don’t have to be a Christian to be a good person. That’s my point.” 
 
    “I know,” Matthew said. “I just can’t understand what you have against it. Logically you should read all of The Word and find that its meaning is truth.” 
 
    Christopher sat silent, simultaneously trying not to think too hard about what Matthew had just said and to think of a response. There was nothing logical about it. “It’s just,” he attempted, “not for me.” 
 
    “But I’m just asking why. What’s so bad about it?” 
 
    “It signifies violence and hatred and discrimination.” 
 
    Matthew chortled. “It doesn’t signify any of that! Christianity is all about peace and eternal life.” 
 
    “Promises that can’t be kept,” Christopher mumbled. 
 
    “You can’t be saved if you aren’t willing,” Matthew said.  
 
    “That’s not a good reason to back a religion,” Christopher replied. “To double-down. For a maybe.”  
 
    “There are no bad reasons for backing Jesus.” 
 
    Christopher rolled his eyes again. “Sure there are. And I think failure to acknowledge that is why there’s so much corruption in the churches.” 
 
    “But just because something has corruption in it,” Matthew said, “doesn’t mean it’s all bad. You can’t help fix something that you aren’t a part of.” 
 
    “I don’t want any part of it. It’s all man-made scare tactic that has gotten blown way out of proportion and is taken way too seriously.” 
 
    “The word of God is not man-made.” 
 
    “Sure it is. The Bible was written by man. I’m sure every other religion’s books were, too,” Christopher said, feeling as though he were finally pushing Matthew into a corner.  
 
    But Matthew just shook his head. “It is the word of God. The witnesses who convey it had no agendas. The reporting of God’s miracles brought them no fortune.” 
 
    “Yes, they—of course they did …” 
 
    “The prophecies all came true. Not because of man, but because of God.” 
 
    “That’s not even—any prophecies that came true were witnessed and reported by men who read the Old Testament. Have you ever heard of a self-fulfilling prophecy?” Christopher asked. 
 
    Matthew just shook his head slowly, still wearing that oafish, stubborn, complacent smile. 
 
     “Just forget it,” Christopher said, turning around. “Why do you care so much? Let it go.” 
 
    “It’s my Christian duty to share The Word wherever I go,” Matthew replied. “Plus, I consider you a good person and a good friend. I don’t want to see your soul suffer.” 
 
    “So I’m going to Hell because I’m not like you?” Christopher said, turning back around in his desk. “Being a good person isn’t enough to escape your fictional Hell?” His voice rose as he felt the warmth of angst and confrontation crawling its way up the back of his neck.  
 
    “No,” Matthew said. “I didn’t mean that at all.” Still smiling he reached into his backpack and pulled out a deck of cards. “Want to play UNO?” 
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    “S o how did you die?” Christopher asked the strange man. He had unsuccessfully tried to incite conversation for what seemed an impossible amount of time for two men trapped together in eternal darkness.  
 
    “Uhh—” The Stranger began. He squeezed his eyes shut tightly and attempted to retrieve the events. Blinding flashes of light erupted in his mind. Shattered fragments of memories or hallucinations echoed throughout his head. “I’m not certain …” he conceded, pushing half-formed images of the risen dead out of his mind. Charred and rotted corpses rising from the soggy earth to wrap their slender fingers around his ankles and pull him into their realm … 
 
    “How did you die?” The Stranger deflected lamely. 
 
    “I died a martyr,” Christopher said with a gratified smirk. In dramatic flair, and with his tongue pressed physically into his cheek, he flung one arm straight out and followed it with the other. “Like Christ upon His Cross!”  
 
    “A martyr?” The Stranger asked. 
 
    “Yeah, like, someone who was killed for their cause.”  
 
    “I know the word,” he replied levelly. “For what cause were you killed?” 
 
    Christopher’s elation melted away and left him sounding reflexively defensive, like a man who had spent his life adopting that role. “You know, like, justice. Treating everyone equally and shit like that.” 
 
    “But everyone is not equal,” The Stranger replied. His inflection implied that it was more a question than a challenge.  
 
    “Wow, dude,” Christopher snarked. “I’m trapped in Hell for eternity with a racist.” 
 
    “Racist?” The Stranger asked. The young man exhibited a loquacious indifference, and something about him suggested that he was trapped in perpetual disdain, much as The Stranger had himself been for as long as he could remember. 
 
    “Yeah! Or homophobe, one.” Chris exclaimed. 
 
    The Stranger shook his head, dismissing at last his new companion’s rant in his peculiar dialect.  
 
    “Well?” Chris pressed. “Which is it? Because I hate to break it to you, but I’m gay, if you couldn’t tell!” He spread his hands before his face in a grand gesture of flamboyance.  
 
    The Stranger attempted to process this before shaking his head again. “I have the hardest time understanding you. It is very trying, and I haven’t the patience for it.” 
 
    “Haven’t the patience?” Chris mocked. He spread his arms wide and glanced around the dark tunnel dramatically. “Got somewhere to be?” 
 
    The Stranger nodded his head. 
 
    “Where are you off to, then?” Chris demanded. “Back into the abyss I pulled you from in the shape-shifting Hell rocks?” 
 
    “I have to find my son!” The Stranger barked, for the trillionth time, forcing that thought back to the forefront of whatever mystics were being played upon his memories.  
 
    Chris opened his mouth to make another snide remark, but he thought better of it. The Stranger was still sitting against the rocky wall where Chris stood. His head was in his hands and his eyes were closed. 
 
    “Where is your son?” he asked at last in a tone that sounded starkly gentle and out of place. 
 
    “He was taken,” The Stranger said quietly, “by a very dark man.” 
 
    Chris narrowed his eyes in mock contemplation. “A very dark man?” he asked. “Is this why you think black people aren’t equal?” 
 
    The Stranger looked up, the exasperated look of confusion on his face almost comical. “Black people? What are you on about?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Chris said, his body shifting to its nearly resting state of defense. “You can’t just say that people of a different skin color are less than you just because a black guy hurt your son.” 
 
    “Not dark skin!” The Stranger exclaimed. “Dark within.”  
 
    Chris pondered this and replied lamely, “Oh.” 
 
    “And I didn’t say that a man’s skin makes him unequal. Merely that no one is born equally. Many are born more fortunate. Some may provide more than they take, and others lead lives that require more assistance.” The Stranger threw his hands up and stood to his feet at last. “Why are we discussing ethics if we are trapped in Hell?” he demanded. 
 
    “No, yeah,” Chris stammered. “I mean I think we’re both saying the same thing. I get you.” He clapped the intimidating bearded stranger on the shoulder to deflect the conversation. “Now let’s go find your son.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. With numb desolation, he said, “I don’t believe we’ll find him here.” 
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    A Flash of Darkness 
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    A  sea of faces whirled around Fallon Stromage like a mystic cyclone. Flashes of light and contained explosions surrounded him. The deafening shouts and gunfire sounded muffled and unreal, as though it were all happening underwater. Even his own movements felt sluggish and drugged. 
 
    How had it all gone so wrong?  
 
    Fallon stumbled through the chaos in Krake’s market square. Stunned, he fixed his gaze on the blood-streaked ground before him and wavered above each mechanical step he took. A cacophony of murder and assault drew ever nearer, like two colossal waves crashing toward each other. Bodies collapsed to the ground amid a symphony of whizzing bullets and the thumps of metallic weapons against skulls. Fallon trudged along in a daze, absently awaiting his own time to be struck down by the mob of assailants. 
 
    At last he felt a blow from the butt of a heavy assault rifle at the base of his spine. He fell to his knees and allowed a thick arm to wrap around his neck. The man grabbed a fistful of Fallon’s hair and forced his head back until he found himself staring into the cold eyes of Antonio Staig. 
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    The day, which began with a pleasantly cool breeze, had grown hot and sticky by midday in Krake. Fallon glanced up from his grueling task and pondered the towering castle on the outskirts of town. The city around the soaring towers now seemed bleak and dark, polluted by the smog of corruption, even on the brightest of days. He recalled working in his bakery and glancing around the streets at the busy and prosperous townsfolk shuffling by. The sounds of friendly greetings and determined conversations once permeated the land, from the seaside to the outlying forests. Now a heavy silence hung over the town. The once lively cobblestone streets were now desolate and soundless until a scowling guard came scuffling by wielding his strange new weapons. Even the shorebirds which used to caw down at passersby as they flew low overhead had shushed and begun maintaining great altitude when passing over Krake.  
 
    Fallon was nearly done removing the thin pelt from a scrawny deer that had been killed and dragged in from the fields earlier in the morning. The creature had likely been ill, for its skin kept tearing like wet tissue as Fallon struggled to cleanly remove it from the fascia beneath. A lifelong baker, the first time he was forced to slice into a dead animal and peel its skin from the underlying muscle, he’d made himself sick and was sorely punished for soiling the pelt. Even after all this time of skinning and tanning the hides at gunpoint, he still had not grown remarkably proficient in the art.  
 
    Once he finished removing as much of the skin as he could, he draped it over his large working stump and retrieved the sharp, flat flaying stone. With this, he set to work scraping the bits of fat and gore from the underside of the pelt to prepare it for tanning. With the early afternoon sun beaming down upon him, Fallon struggled to draw in full breaths between strokes along the pelt. He knew better than to stop working to seek water, for he would certainly be berated for wasting his overseer’s time and paga. 
 
    Fallon finished flaying the pelt and knelt beside the fallen beast with a small pile of trephining stones. Removing the brain to make a tanning paste for the pelt was his least favorite part of the whole unsavory task. He still gagged and retched throughout the process, much to the merriment of any sentries standing nearby watching him work. He’d collect the brain in a medium-sized jar and deliver the products to his overseer, who would later get them to another poor soul to begin the tanning process. The rest of the carcass would be given to yet another worker who would procure the meat from the bones to make jerky.  
 
    Fallon completed his day’s labor as the sun began setting over the western tree line. He stood on shaky, dehydrated legs and gathered his overseer’s utensils as well as the day’s shoddy product. His arms were still unaccustomed to such undertaking, and his muscles burned and ached. 
 
    “The fuck’s this?” Gremly growled when Fallon delivered the pelt to his quarters.  
 
    “My sincerest apologies, sire,” Fallon groveled. “The beast must have been ill, for this was the most I could make of the task.”  
 
    “Lot o’ good that does meh.” Gremly tossed the pelt over Fallon’s head and into the dusty street. “Couldn’t sell ’at to a blind vagrant.”  
 
    Fallon winced beneath the soaring pelt, expecting a blow. “I beg your graces, my sire,” he said, eyes downcast.  
 
    Gremly kicked the thin man in the shin with a heavy boot. “Get on then. Ye’ll do double tomorrow.” 
 
    Fallon yelped and drew his hurt leg away. “But please, sir, my daughter is ailing. I need my paga today,” he whimpered. 
 
    Gremly had nearly closed the door in the wretched man’s face. Now he yanked it back open and bowled the beggar over with his barreled chest. “Paga for a pelt I’ll never sell?” he bellowed. “Yer disease-ridden rat spawn can die o’ fever in the latrines fer all I care. Bring ’er t’ work with ye tomorrow ’n’ maybe get somethin’ out o’ ’er ’fore she croaks!” 
 
    With that, he slammed the door. 
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    That evening Fallon hurried back to the secluded nook he’d secured behind the old butcher’s shop. When The Baron’s men had slinked forth from the shadows and hidden corridors of Krake, the men and women who stood behind the kingship had been forced from their homes, their jobs, and their ways of life. Those unwilling to adapt to The Baron’s rule were either killed, imprisoned, or tortured—oft times all three. They served as examples for the remaining citizens of Krake and Reprise—and, possibly, the rest of the world. Men like Fallon were driven from their homes and forced to work long days doing arduous labor for their designated overseers, who were encouraged to give their workers paga as they saw fit for compensation. This, The Baron affirmed, would decrease insurgencies and give everyone a sense of worth and drive. Thus, many of the shops that had once serviced the people of Krake had been abandoned and refashioned into dilapidated quarters for the newly homeless. Many of these overcrowded barracks were farms for disease and violence, so Fallon had taken his daughter Anda to create a more quiet nest behind the old butcher’s shop.  
 
    On his way back to the shop, he ran into his friend Corin. The man waved him over with a strong sense of hushed urgency. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked Corin, breaking his stride and stepping off of the main road into the shadows. 
 
    “Take these,” his friend whispered, handing Fallon two jars of preserved fruits.  
 
    “How did you—?” Fallon began.  
 
    “Quiet!” Corin interrupted. “They’re for young Anda. If anyone sees you with those, you will surely be executed in garish display.” 
 
    Fallon tucked the fruits into his smock and nodded in wordless thanks. The imports had grown more and more scarce since The Baron took over, and it had been quite some time since Fallon had access to any foods as fine as fruits. Those who had been put to work for The Baron’s henchmen were reduced to feeding themselves and their families nearly exclusively jerky. What few fruit and vegetable crops were still coming through the market were swiftly distributed among those individuals of higher social status in the new class system.   
 
     “I truly have no words to express my gratitude. Your risk is noted and weighs upon my mind,” he told his friend at last. 
 
    “My overseer allows me inside,” Corin said with a wink. “He is as inattentive as one would expect such brutes to be.” 
 
    Fallon fought against the tears welling in his eyes as he placed a hand on Corin’s shoulder. 
 
    “Enough!” Corin said. “Away now. Give your daughter a meal that may keep her alive.” 
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    Fallon rushed the rest of the way to where Anda lay in wait for him to return from his day’s work. He found her just where he’d left her, tucked away under a heavy burlap blanket in the shadows behind the old butcher shop. Though the early evening air was mild, Anda was shivering visibly. 
 
    “My dear, I am back,” Fallon said softly.  
 
    When he got no response, he knelt beside his daughter and rolled her toward himself, pulling the blanket away from her head. The face beneath was ghastly. Her closed eyes were darkened and sunken into her skull, and the skin of her face had paled to the brink of translucency. She sported a fine sheen of sickly sweat. He shook her gently. “Anda? I’ve brought us some fruits.” 
 
    Now she offered but a soft, incoherent groan in response.  
 
    Fallon felt his stomach pitting into a knot of helpless desperation. To see his daughter in this state and to be able to offer her nothing but a jar of old fruit was maddening. Were she not semi-conscious, The Baron’s men would have her out in the fields doing hard labor with the rest of the kids, but, as the circumstance stood, the guards merely passed her by and regarded her a wretched case fit for neither labor nor confinement.  
 
    Fallon decided at last that he could remain in inaction no longer. He scooped the nigh weightless girl into his arms and hurried through the empty streets toward the healer’s cabin.  
 
    When he arrived at his once-friend’s abode, he rapped upon the door and called for him in a hushed whisper. “Luka!”  
 
    He could see a candle burning through a dim window and heard a soft rustling as the healer approached the cabin door. 
 
    “Luka, we need your help, I beg of you,” he pled when the door opened and the elder man peered out. 
 
    Luka glanced around the empty streets behind his new guest before settling his eyes on the man before him. 
 
    Fallon extended his arms to offer his weightless daughter to the healer, who made no motion to retrieve the girl. “It is Anda,” he whispered. “She has fallen very ill.”  
 
    “Were you followed?” Luka asked, appearing ambivalent. 
 
    “No!” Fallon said. “Please, allow us in before we’re seen.” 
 
    Luka swallowed hard and remained motionless, blocking his doorway. 
 
    “I would not have come if the circumstances weren’t dire,” Fallon reiterated. 
 
    “I will require fifty paga,” the healer said with no discernible tone. He didn’t sound to be accusing Fallon of being unable to pay, but he wouldn’t have been so hesitant if he thought his old friend had the coins.  
 
    Fallon heaved a crestfallen sigh. “Please,” he said. He could think of nothing else to add. 
 
    “If you cannot afford the services, I cannot see the two of you in,” Luka said, shaking his head with only a hint of somberness. 
 
    “She is dying,” Fallon told him, his voice cracking into a choked rasp as he fought against the tears that accompanied speaking the words aloud.  
 
    “I am sorry,” Luka said, stepping back from the door. “I cannot support my own family without coins anymore. It is the way of the world now.” He made to close the door in Fallon’s face. 
 
    “Please!” Fallon yelled, planting a foot in the doorway. “She’s dying!”  
 
    “Every moment you stand here in the open, you’re putting the both of you at greater risk,” Luka told him, pushing his old friend’s foot out of the way of the door. “Come back with the paga. Only then may I help her.”  
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    That night was the longest and most despondent of Fallon’s life. Even more than after the night his wife had passed, he tossed and turned and wrung his hands with worry and helplessness. He watched over Anda’s uneasy rest until the sky began to lighten with the rising sun.  
 
    He peered around the corner of the shop and glanced up and down the quiet streets. Before long, the guards would begin making their morning rounds and striking stragglers with the butts of their rifles. Fallon weighed the pros and cons of simply taking Anda in his arms and fleeing into the surrounding woodlands. After only brief deliberation, he convinced himself that they’d be even worse off than they now were, so he leaned in and kissed his daughter’s head. He cringed at the heat emanating from her sick skin and fought against a desperate and unrealistic urge to stay with her for the day. 
 
    Fallon arrived at Gremly’s farmhouse long before the sun had climbed atop the distant trees. A pair of filthy young men was hauling in a fourth deer from the early morning’s hunt. A prosperous night for the hunters made for a miserable day’s work for Fallon. He lined up his tools and set to work at a blistering pace. 
 
    During the mid-morning an approaching voice broke him from his furious toil.  
 
    “Lo, now!” the voice exclaimed. “Winter ain’t comin’ tomorrow.”  
 
    Fallon was frantically grinding the flaying stone to and fro atop the hide he’d managed to remove. He stopped his work, beads of sweat streaming down his face and stinging his eyes, and turned to see one of the guards ambling over to heckle. His chest heaved, and he arched his achy back and savored the crackles that ran down his spine as he waited for the man to address him again. 
 
    “Ya clip yer tongue wiv ’at skinnin’ knife, slave?”  
 
    Fallon shook his head. 
 
    “Yer fit t’ die o’ heat stroke in this sun,” the man said, a malicious grin on his scabby, scraggly face. He drew a canteen on a strap from behind his back. “Fancy a swig?” 
 
    Fallon watched the guard’s eyes for signs of impending abuse. He could detect nothing aside from the man’s baseline maliciousness, and the thought of cool water at this moment was overwhelmingly tempting.  
 
    “Thank you, sire,” he croaked, extending a hand. 
 
    No sooner had Fallon stepped forward than the guard turned the canteen upside down and poured its contents into the dry dirt below. “Lap it up,” he said without tone. 
 
    Fallon swallowed hard and stepped back. He looked away from the guard and set himself back to flaying the gristle from the hide.  
 
    The guard’s heavy hand fell upon the back of Fallon’s neck. “I said lap it up!” the man growled into his ear, pushing him toward the ground. 
 
    “Sir, please,” Fallon managed. “You’re hurting me.” 
 
    “Good!” he cackled, kicking the back of Fallon’s leg and forcing him to his knees. “Mayhap I’ll learn ye some manners fer addressing yer chiefs!” 
 
    Fallon was flat on his stomach with his face in the mud before he could respond. The guard let go of his neck for a moment, and Fallon struggled to pull himself up to his hands and knees, but the man’s heavy boot fell upon his upper back and forced him back face down in the dirt.  
 
    “Lap it!” the guard screamed. Fallon also heard the metallic clicking of the man’s rifle being drawn. 
 
    He drew in a small mouthful of the slop and sputtered and choked before he swallowed any of it, much to the guard’s delight.  
 
    The guard finally withdrew his foot from Fallon’s back and walked away chuckling to himself. Fallon clambered back upright onto his knees and watched the man leave. In his mind, he envisioned himself rushing the lone guard from behind and snatching his weapon right out of his oafish, unwitting hands. He saw himself standing on the guard’s throat with the muzzle of the rifle in his mouth screaming, “Say you’re sorry!” over and over until spittle sprayed from his crazed lips. 
 
    But he merely sat until the guard was around a bend and out of sight, then he dusted himself off and got back to work. Where would Anda be if he allowed himself to do something so rash and foolish? 
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    By the time the blanket of night had settled upon Reprise, Fallon had managed to skin one of the four deer as well as the majority of a second. He knew Gremly would accept a promise that the second pelt was nearly skinned about as readily as he would accept a hug from a leper, but the sun was wholly beyond the horizon, and Fallon could scarcely see his own hands before him.  
 
    He walked upon stiff, shaky legs toward Gremly’s cottage carrying the one un-tanned pelt, the jar of brains for tanning, and the trephining and skinning tools. The un-skinned deer were left behind at his workspace.  
 
    “Be I blind?” Gremly growled, glancing around sardonically. “Ye must be a warlock t’ bring three beasts back from dead ’n’ set ’em free.”  
 
    “My liege, I beg your graces. I drudged from dawn to dusk. The second pelt is nearly removed,” Fallon said. 
 
    “Yer own pelt’ll be nearly removed,” Gremly snarled, stepping forward and snatching the skin away from Fallon. “When I give ye work, ye don’t show up wiv half a handful o’ shoddy shit!” 
 
    Fallon flinched backward and dropped the jar with the deer’s brain onto the dry, packed dirt outside his overseer’s cottage. The glass shattered and spilled its sloppy contents into the earth, rendering them next to useless. Gremly stepped forward again and stamped his boot down on the pile of mush, finishing the job. He swung his meaty arm and landed an uncoordinated blow upon his thrall’s head, knocking Fallon to the ground. He blinked hard against a sea of stars suddenly exploding before his eyes and wiped away a tendril of blood that was streaming from his nostril.  
 
    “Don’ come to me in the morrow without all my product,” the overseer spat. He turned and made for his doorway. 
 
    “Please, sire,” Fallon begged, struggling to stand back upright and wavering on his legs. “My daughter …” 
 
    “Piss on your daughter!” Gremly bellowed, turning back to face his bondsman. 
 
    “I need my paga,” Fallon continued. “The healer cannot see her without my paga.” 
 
    “I’ll see ’er myself if I don’t get my pelts, you useless prawn,” Gremly spat through gritted teeth. He wrapped his heavy hand around Fallon’s throat and lifted his feet off the ground. “Get out o’ my sight ’fore I kill ye both ’n’ spare ye the grief.” He tossed Fallon backwards like a doll. 
 
    “You are killing her,” Fallon sobbed. “I will get you your pelts, sire. Please, just give me my honest pay.” 
 
    “Finish the three pelts ye left today. Then we’ll be even. Then we c’n carry on yer pay.” 
 
    “That will take days!” Fallon shouted from his hands and knees at his overseers back. 
 
    Gremly stopped at the doorway and turned once more. “Then bring me ’er corpse! Ye’ll get yer pay when yer daughter’s in the ground.” 
 
    Perhaps it was surprise at an unexpected assault, or perhaps it was the surge of rabid adrenaline within the frail former baker—either way, Gremly was knocked flat onto his back by a man half his size. Fallon let forth a primitive bellow that crescendoed as he bolted to his feet and tackled his stout overseer. 
 
    His advantage did not last long, as Gremly swung a heavy arm and flung Fallon across the room. He bounced across the ground and rolled into the kitchen table. Blinded by his rage, he scrambled to his hands and knees and tried to crawl underneath the table as Gremly bumbled to his feet and approached. With an effortless sweep of his arms, Gremly flipped the heavy oak table onto its side. The edge of the table came down atop Fallon’s hand, and he felt several bones within snap and crunch. He uttered a yelp that turned into another shriek of rage as he snatched his hand from beneath the table and kicked out at Gremly’s feet. He managed to kick one of the large overseer’s feet out from underneath him, and he came toppling down on top of Fallon like a punisher beast tumbling from a mountain’s cliff. His weight snapped one of the legs off the table with a thunderous crack and crushed the air out of Fallon’s lungs. 
 
    The pair both scrambled to their feet, and Gremly seized his vassal by the tattered smock and hurled him again across the room. Fallon crumpled to the floor and dragged himself toward the splintered wooden leg of the table while Gremly thundered about the room, spitting and swearing. 
 
    “Insolent bastard swine!” he shouted. “Ye’ll be strung from the parapets by yer dick fer this!” 
 
    Gremly rushed into the den and snatched his automatic-firing rifle from the corner. By the time he turned back to point it at Fallon, the winded wretch had already approached him from behind. Fallon swung the heavy hunk of wood in a downward arc across Gremly’s face, sending him sprawling onto his back. He blinked hard, blood streaming from a fresh slice across his cheek, and struggled to sit back upright. But Fallon was too frantic. He brought the wooden club down again and again upon Gremly’s head until the man stopped stirring between blows. When he’d nearly satisfied his pent-up rage, he turned the bit of wood around and drove the sharp, splintered end straight downward through Gremly’s chest. 
 
    When the dust settled surrounding his outburst, Fallon stumbled numbly backward and backed into the wall of Gremly’s cottage. He’d been driven from his home, driven from his craft; the only thing he had left was Anda. He’d been robbed of his life and his prosperity, and so had she. He gazed at the grisly sight before him and wondered only remotely what he had done. Had his humanity snapped under the weight of the injustices that had been raining down upon his world? As the blood slowed from pulsating gushes to a steady stream from Gremly’s still chest, he decided rather dispassionately that it had.  
 
    A wave of sick washed over Fallon, and he forced himself to tear his eyes away from what he’d done. His chest heaved, his hand throbbed, and his head swam. The world seemed to be spiraling out of control all around him. A whirlwind of emotions brought his brain to a screeching halt. Panic entered his mind but melted into an ineffectual puddle like an iceberg in the face of a fire-breathing punisher.  
 
    For the first time, he took stock of the dim-lit dwelling. Gremly had clearly lived the life of a sluggard, for mess and clutter were strewn about and had been even before the fatal scuffle. Fallon blinked with the flicker of lamplight and attempted to take stock of the room and to decide how to proceed. Just as he resolved to steal away into the night without a second glance back, something caught his eye.  
 
    A glimmer of light reflected back from the corner in the glow of the candle’s flame. A spilled satchel of coins lay in the floor. It must have been atop the table when Gremly hurled it across the room. He felt his mental disquiet fade into a sensation of serendipity as he looked upon the solution to all of his current problems. He shuffled over to the corner and scooped the spilled coins into a pile, which he then separated into smaller piles of ten. When he’d counted out fifty, he gathered them up and put them into his smock pocket.  
 
    Fallon made it to the door before he stopped and turned back to the remaining coins. There had to be hundreds of them still lying there. After a moment’s dark consideration, he hurried back to the spilled satchel and snatched up the rest of the paga. 
 
      
 
    7 
 
      
 
    Fallon rushed back to Anda under the cover of night. He made sure that no one saw him exit the cabin, and he did his best not to encounter anyone else on his way. When he arrived at the old butcher’s shop, however, his friend Corin turned to greet him with a look of concerned dread. The man had been kneeling over Anda’s motionless body. 
 
    “Fallon,” he said, “her state is grave.” 
 
    “Why do you say such?” Fallon asked, a heavy unease settling in his gut. 
 
    “She scarcely stirs at all,” Corin said.  
 
    “Give her to me,” Fallon said, pushing his friend out of the way. He dropped the sack of paga onto the ground and hoisted his daughter into his arms, again feeling sick at how weightless she’d grown. 
 
    Corin knelt and pulled open the drawstring on the satchel of coins cautiously. “What is this?” he asked with concern. 
 
    Fallon made no response. He stood and turned to set off toward Luka’s cottage.  
 
    “How came you upon these?” Corin demanded. 
 
    “I am taking Anda to the healer,” Fallon called back, dismissing his friend’s concerns. “Help yourself to a handful.” 
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    Luka shared similar concerns with Corin. 
 
    “How did you procure this coin?” the healer asked as Fallon emptied his pocket onto the man’s doorstep. 
 
    “You have been a friend to me for much of our lives, Luka,” Fallon replied. “Will you help my daughter, or will you not?” 
 
    “I cannot have The Baron’s men coming down on me for stolen paga!” Luka said, shaking a hand as the man tried to hand over his sick daughter. 
 
    “You said fifty paga, and now you have it. Would you like me to count?” Fallon’s voice wavered dangerously. “If you will not provide your services for paga and you will not provide your services for your good nature, then what will you do?” he demanded. 
 
    Luka peered into the unfamiliar eyes of a man he’d known for the better part of his life. Something inside his old friend had changed. Even since the previous night.  
 
    “All right,” he agreed at last. “I will help her.” 
 
    With that, he took Anda into his arms and into his cottage, but not before first scooping the pile of paga inside.  
 
    Fallon returned to his nest outside the butcher’s shop feeling both heavier and lighter than he had since this whole ordeal had started. He walked slowly by moonlight until he reached the dark alley behind the shop. The nook that he and Anda now occupied appeared strange and empty without her inside. The satchel he’d taken from Gremly’s cottage also looked different. He approached the sack and picked it up to find it utterly empty. Unfazed, he tossed it into a corner and lay down to allow himself to slip into the deepest slumber he’d enjoyed for quite a time. 
 
    The next morning, he was awaked by a nearby scuffle. 
 
    “Where is it?” someone shouted. 
 
    Fallon stirred and looked around while someone else murmured quietly. 
 
    “I heard him say that they were here!” 
 
    Another shuffling sound ensued, and an unfamiliar man burst around the corner toward Fallon. Corin rushed behind the man and attempted to wrap his arms around him to subdue.  
 
    “Give me the coins,” the man shouted at Fallon from within Corin’s grasp. “I need them now.”  
 
    Fallon indicated toward the empty satchel in the corner. “You’ve missed your fortune,” he said casually. “Someone has already taken them all.” 
 
    The man slumped visibly in Corin’s arms. “Where did you get them?” he asked. 
 
    Fallon’s eyes connected with his old friend’s, but he made no reply. 
 
    Corin loosened his grip on the crazed stranger and looked at his friend. “Where did you get them?” he asked as well, appearing more concerned than he had the previous evening. 
 
    Fallon rolled his eyes and made to stand up, still making no reply. 
 
    The strange man broke free from Corin and charged toward Fallon, pushing and pinning him against the wall of the butcher’s shop. “Where did you get the coins?” he screamed. “I demand an answer!” 
 
    Fallon pushed the thin man away from himself. “Keep your madness in check, lest you wish to catch the wrath of a bullet!” 
 
    The man fell to his knees and pounded a weak fist against Fallon’s thigh. His face contorted as his rage melted into despondency, and he broke into bitter, desperate tears.  
 
    Fallon merely stared at the wretch before him, but Corin approached and lay a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “If I get enough coin, I can buy my son’s freedom,” he sobbed. “They work him until his hands are cracked and bloody.” 
 
    Corin looked to Fallon and awaited his response.  
 
    “I am sorry,” he said at last. “I have no solution for you.” 
 
    The man sobbed again and buried his face against Fallon’s stomach. “He’s but a boy!” he managed through sobs.  
 
    Corin stepped forth and again placed a comforting hand on the man. He used enough force to pull the sniveling wretch off Fallon and allow him to slump down against the wall. He then pulled his friend aside and spoke to him in a low voice. “You have brought great upheaval to our people.” 
 
    “I have brought uproar?” Fallon demanded in a tone he’d never before used to a fellow man or woman. 
 
    “Your paga has instilled conflict amongst the masses,” Corin whispered harshly. 
 
    “I hold no dominion over the masses,” Fallon replied. “The masses grovel to the whims of Bernard’s men.” 
 
    “You say his name with such familiarity,” Corin said with a slight accusatory tone. “What has changed in you? How came you to possess such an amount of coins?”
“You think me a crony? That is how you view your lifelong friend?” 
 
    “I know not how to view you anymore, Fallon. Your circumstances have grown dire, and your soul has changed overnight.” 
 
    Fallon shook his head and pushed his friend aside. “I have no time for this. I have work to do.” 
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    For the majority of the morning, Fallon struggled to remain focused on finishing his work with the deer he’d left on the previous day. His mind wandered to troublesome places, and his sense of calm and complacency had long since faded. He glanced around nervously whenever he heard footsteps approaching.  
 
    By mid-morning he looked up to see a guard storming toward him, coming from the direction of Gremly’s cottage. He stood, battling with a surge of adrenaline and racing to decide whether to flee or to stay and play dumb.  
 
    “What?” he called to the approaching guard. 
 
    The man made no response but to swing his rifle off his back and point it at Fallon. 
 
    “What!” he called, raising his hands before his face in futile defense. “Please allow me to finish my work.”  
 
    “What did ye do to Gremly?” the guard demanded. He grabbed Fallon by the nape of his neck and forced the muzzle of the rifle into his throat. “What the fuck’ve ye done?” he screamed into his ear.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Fallon yelled. The man was squeezing his neck downward while simultaneously pushing his rifle upward. “Please! You’re hurting me!” 
 
    “I’ll blow yer fuckin’ brains from ’ere to Western Shore ’f ya don’ tell me what ye done!” he growled. 
 
    “I—” Fallon stammered. He squinted his eyes tight against tears and thought of Anda. His only aim was to see her again. “Please let up. I can’t speak.” 
 
    The guard only redoubled his grip and pressed the rifle deeper into his throat. “I will bury ye to yer neck in a scorpion pit!”  
 
    Just then a commotion erupted not far away. The guard loosened his grip and perked up to look toward the muffled shouts. Before he could decide what to do about it, the sounds of several gunshots echoed across the fields. The guard dropped Fallon to his hands and knees and set off at a full gallop toward the ruckus. 
 
    Fallon panted and nursed his aching neck. His heart raced with a ferocity spawned from the certainty that he would be dead moments ago. He had been a fool to stay and pretend things could carry on this way. No one could prove he’d killed Gremly, but no one needed to. They would execute him in the streets on the mere suspicion he knew anything about it.  
 
    He stood to his feet and looked at the unfinished deer—the last animal he’d ever have to skin, of that he was certain—before turning and fleeing toward the tree line on the far side of the field.  
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    Fallon found a suitable place in the forest not far from Krake to lie low for a while. He couldn’t travel far yet because he would sooner die than leave Anda behind to this life. He also couldn’t retrieve her just yet, for the healer would certainly need more time. Thus, he spent the most grueling of days lying in wait alone amongst the trees.  
 
    By nightfall he felt the pangs of hunger settling in, after having eaten only pickings from small berries he’d foraged. The hunger was familiar, for they’d all grown accustomed to eating poorly since The Baron took power, but a novel sensation accompanied it this time. He felt darkness creeping into his mind, like he’d taken poisonous plants inhabited by the baleful spirits of the restless dead. Sinister, shadowy fingertips grazed his mind and planted notions of hopelessness and despondency. Voices that could not possibly be his own whispered inside his head. 
 
    Your life is over. You’ve ruined what little your daughter may have enjoyed. 
 
     Fallon squinted his eyes tightly. Ever a dutiful and well-adjusted man, he knew not the experience of a mind-sickness. The dismal voices continued and brought him slowly to his knees and, eventually, onto his side in the dirt curled into a ball.  
 
    Look what you’ve done … You worthless grub. 
 
    The voices whispered, as convincing as they were persistent, until Fallon shivered into a troubled sleep.  
 
    The next day he lay in the shade on his side and listened remotely to the sporadic shouts and bouts of gunfire in the distance.  
 
    There’s no use in retrieving Anda. She’s better off without you … 
 
    For much of the day, he stared at the dirt and wished he could simply fade away and feel no more, think no more. He would never be able to pull himself out of this hole he’d dug, and he would be a fool to drag Anda down with him. 
 
    She will pay for your misdeeds … 
 
    He slept on and off throughout the day and lay shaking in his own waste through the night. The following morning brought only a marginally improved disposition. Fallon awoke no longer able to withstand the churning and cramping in his gut, so after two full nights of immobility, he stood upon shaky legs to forage for a little food.  
 
    By evening, he had made up his mind to rebel against the whispers of the baleful spirits in his head. The act felt hollow and futile, but he simply could not leave Anda behind to this. They were better off dying together than to have her grow up in this world alone.  
 
    He made his way back into Krake alongside the falling sun. The newly fallen night brought him cover that proved fortunate, given his bumbling carelessness and anhedonia. The guards and overseers were especially vigilant of late, given the various bouts of disobedience and fracas. Fallon was not attentive to this fact, and some may have called him lucky that he wasn’t intercepted by a guard, but given the sequence of events to follow, Fallon himself may have argued to the contrary. 
 
    “Fallon!” a harsh whisper called from the shadows.  
 
    He could hear a strange murmuring, as though a crowded area of excitable people were collectively doing their best to keep quiet. He turned to see his old friend Corin, who immediately noted the continued change behind his mate’s eyes. 
 
    “Fallon, where have you been?” Corin whispered as he approached. 
 
    “I am collecting Anda from the healer, and we’re leaving for good,” he said, eyes cast to the ground.  
 
    “You would create such turmoil only to turn tail and abandon your old friends?” Corin accused. 
 
    “Turmoil?” Fallon demanded. “What turmoil have I created?” 
 
    “Where have you been?” Corin repeated. “You haven’t heard the unrest throughout the city?” 
 
    “I have heard some disturbances, none of which I’ve had any hand in.” 
 
    “Do you see not what is occurring?” Corin asked, motioning toward the hushed commotion in the distance. 
 
    Fallon made no response.  
 
    “Come,” his old friend said. He led Fallon along the dark street and around the corner of a building.  
 
    When the pair approached a dimly lit clearing behind some old abandoned shops, Fallon saw a crowd of twenty or more men surrounding two scrawny beggars sparring with one another.  
 
    “Give it back to me!” one of the men shouted at the other. The two were wearing tattered garb and pacing circles around each other like rabid wolves.  
 
    “My need is greater than yours!” the other man spat back, attempting a clumsy blow that his opponent avoided. “Stay away from my family!” 
 
    As the first man dodged the inept blow, he swung his momentum back and tackled the other to the dirt.  
 
    “Give me the paga!” he screamed, slamming his fists down onto his opponent’s exposed face.  
 
    The crowd of men and women around them gasped and jeered in a strangely hushed way. They knew if they were discovered, the guards would begin shooting, but still they couldn’t seem to walk away from the sick excitement unfolding. Many of them were no doubt hoping to pocket a few coins in the event the metal began flying.  
 
    “Hey!” Fallon called, his voice much louder and more commanding than any in the uneasy crowd. 
 
    Everyone fell silent and looked to him. It took only a glance to see he was no overseer and that he wasn’t armed, so no one in the crowd stirred or attempted to flee. The two men lying in the dirt hushed and looked toward Fallon as well. 
 
    “Look what you are doing to one another,” he commanded. “What is this?” 
 
    The crowd shuffled uncomfortably. 
 
    “We need the paga to survive now!” one man called in justification. 
 
    “Oy!” another voice yelled. “He’s the one who left the bag filled with the coin!” 
 
    A slow murmur began to rise and spread throughout the crowd. The two sparring fellows in the dirt even stood to their feet and brushed themselves off, paying no heed to one another any longer. 
 
    Fallon could feel the animosity turning toward him, and he characteristically would have swallowed his pride and backed quietly into the shadows. But today a darkness spoke in his mind.  
 
    They will kill you, and they should. 
 
    “No,” Fallon said, mostly in response to the voice in his head, but he raised a hand to the crowd nonetheless.  
 
    “You caused this!” another woman called. 
 
    “I took that paga for my daughter!” Fallon growled. “She was dying, and—” 
 
    “So your need is nobler than ours?” someone demanded. 
 
    “No,” Fallon reiterated. He could feel the negative energy of the crowd rising against him. His resolve faltered, but only minutely. “Can you see not what they’ve done to you?” he shouted. “You care more for this coin than for yourselves! They have buried your value amid a pile of metal, and now you tear apart your fellow man, for whom you once cared!” 
 
    More jeers and taunts rose from the crowd to form an incomprehensible cacophony. The group took one collective step toward Fallon, and his lifelong timidity and instinct to flee nearly took over. No matter what he said to these people, their once beneficent compassion had been eroded by a desperation to survive, a notion incited by fear that could breed only selfish despair.  
 
    “Listen to me!” His commanding tone wavered and bordered on a plea. He was running out of options if he didn’t want to be torn to shreds by a rabid mob. “This was once a peaceful city!”  
 
    His claim fell flat as the crowd grew more unruly and continued to advance. When the first of the mob approached him and seized Fallon’s smock in both fists, he did not run. It was a neighbor whom he recognized but whose name he could not recall in the moment. The familiar face was contorted in irrational rage, and the man screamed angrily in Fallon’s face as he pulled him near and forced his back against a nearby wall.  
 
    Fallon felt the back of his head connect with the brick wall. His eyes closed, but he could feel the rest of the mob closing in around them. He felt countless more hands fall upon his clothes and begin to pull and tear. His mind went to Anda. He saw her awakening well in Luka’s cabin only to find her sole protector missing. He envisioned her stumbling through the streets looking for her father for eternity, never understanding why he’d abandoned her. 
 
    He had only one thing left to try. 
 
    “I killed him,” he murmured darkly, his voice loud enough for only his old neighbor to hear. 
 
    “What?” the man demanded, pulling himself back from his onslaught. Men all around them continued to shout and scratch and pull. Rocks and rubble rained down on them as those in the back of the crowd resorted to hurling debris in their direction. 
 
    “I killed him!” Fallon bellowed. 
 
    At this, the crowd quieted in a wave that rushed from the front to those farthest away.                              
 
    Fallon shoved his old neighbor backward into the now silent crowd. He straightened up and forced his way back around the corner, away from both the wall and the crowd. He assessed his torn smock and looked at his old friend Corin. His greying hair hung in dirty locks around his face, a face that conveyed a mixture of dismay, disappointment, and befuddlement that words could never intimate.  
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed to his friend. He nodded enthusiastically. “I killed my overseer, and I stole his paga to help my daughter. I had to! He refused to pay me honestly for my craft.”  
 
    A soft murmur rustled through the crowd. 
 
    Fallon turned to face the rest. “And I took extra for you! I brought it back to help others as I had helped myself. Do you see? They have demeaned us. They have enslaved us. They have destroyed our homes, torn apart our families, and forced us to work for them in exchange for their coins only to purchase their services back from them with the same coin! They have played us for fools and turned us against one another instead of against them. They have blinded us to the real enemy with the sheen of their metal!” 
 
    The men before him shuffled in discomfort, but he could feel the tide turning ever more in his favor. 
 
    “We are greater than they, both in number and in spirit! We may quarrel and steal and batter in the name of this new world, but why do it to our friends and neighbors? Turn your animosity to the real enemy, and fight for change!”  
 
    At this, the crowd shouted in disorganized but unanimous agreement. 
 
    “Storm the doorways of your overseers in the dead of night!” 
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    “Take back your homes!” 
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    “Take back your crafts! Take back your children! Take back your lives!” 
 
    “Aye! Aye! Aye!” 
 
    Fallon heard a sudden explosion to his left. He felt the instantaneous warm spray of blood and brain matter of his friend Corin. He winced and turned to see a wild-eyed guard standing over his old friend’s corpse. 
 
    “What in—?”  
 
    The assailant’s interjection was halted mid-stream as the massive crowd erupted as one and stormed forward and bowled him over. His weapon exploded thrice more as his futile orders to halt were drowned out by the angry shouts of the horde. 
 
    Fallon was unable to see if the subsequent shots landed, for the crowd continued forward as one, and he himself stumbled backward and out of the way in a daze. The guard was likely dead in moments beneath a hundred trampling feet. A numb hand he could not swear was his own reached upward and wiped his cheek, smearing his friend’s blood in a grotesque streak. He had to look away from Corin’s remains, as they, too, had been trampled by the mob. His head swam with a wave of nausea as the last of the crowd rushed by, leaving behind two dead bodies and no weapon. 
 
    Fallon squeezed his eyes closed and shuffled around the corner on unsteady legs. He tore his mind from the horror he’d just incited and back to his daughter. 
 
    “I’m coming, Anda,” he muttered and stumbled along the dark streets, shouting and gunfire rising all around him in the distance. 
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    A pounding upon his cabin door awakened Antonio Staig in the wee hours of the night. The clamor of various small and disorganized insurgencies still echoed throughout the city, but tonight they sounded different, somehow more urgent. 
 
    He heaved an ill-tempered groan and rolled himself out of bed. Wearing only his signature scowl, he stomped to his front door and flung it open. A squirrely overseer whose name he cared not to recall stood on his porch. He winced at the sight of Antonio’s naked form. 
 
    “What?” Antonio demanded. 
 
    “Err—” the overseer began, “that ’n’ ’at slayed Gremly, sire, we’ve found ’is lassie.” 
 
    “You woke me fer this gossip?” he drawled with a darkly level tone. 
 
    “Well, ’at ’n’ the rebels,” the man croaked. “They’s a good bit o’ new activity t’night.” 
 
    “Kill t’ girl. Kill ’er father. Kill ’em all. Ye wear ’at weapon from worlds y’ couldn’t think up wiv ten o’ yer mates so’s ye c’n handle this shit wivout wakin’ me from dead sleep!” Antonio made to slam the door in the halfwit’s face when another voice spoke up from outside. 
 
    “You lack imagination, my friend.” 
 
    Antonio opened the door anew to see Bernard making his way down the steps from the castle’s terrace. 
 
    “You, loyal dignitary, take me to the girl,” Bernard continued. “Antonio, dress yourself. New world order never sleeps.” He waved a nonchalant hand as if to point out this invisible but obvious truth.  
 
    “T’ wot end?” Staig growled. 
 
    “Find the baker who killed Gremly. We shall make an example of them both. End the uprisings with one fell swoop.” 
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    By the time Antonio stepped out into the light of the moon, the city had erupted into chaos. Multiple scrimmages were ensuing all over Krake, it seemed. He could hear shouts and gunfire rising into the night sky from every direction.  
 
    As he paced the tumultuous streets, the idea of defeat never crossed his mind. He watched with dispassionate intrigue as the helpless townsfolk were mowed down in sprays of tiny bullets from automatic weaponry. He snarled and drew his own rifle which was slung over his shoulder. How did Bernard expect him to find one lone baker in this sulfur pit of a city? The Baron’s plans had become increasingly erratic since he’d returned from killing his brother with the man’s son and heir to the throne. He’d grown obsessed with gaining access to the Throne Room, and his aims to restructure the nation had fallen by the wayside. 
 
    A group of four men rushed around the dark corner of a run-down building and attempted to accost Antonio. His dark mood shifted as a malicious grin spread across his face to reveal his crooked, pointy teeth. He met the first attacker with the butt of his rifle, square upon the man’s nose. His head whipped back sickeningly as he let out a gurgled yelp; his hands came to his face in a futile attempt to stay the gush of fresh blood from his broken nose.  
 
    Antonio whipped the gun around and nestled the butt into his shoulder. He deftly flicked the lever that prevented accidental shooting with his thumb and squeezed his forefinger against the trigger. The other three assailants were blown off their feet in rapid succession beneath a series of small explosions from the barrel of the gun. Sprays of blood jetted from their backs as the bullets ripped through their chests and flung their bodies to the ground. He then stood over the wretched slave with the broken nose, writhing in a growing pool of his own blood. His grin widened as he watched the man’s suffering.  
 
    When The Baron had first begun handing out these strange relics to his most loyal followers, Antonio had been wary. Despite his repeated pressing, Bernard had never divulged where he had procured the powerful weapons. But after he’d seen how efficiently they dealt destruction, Antonio had decided to relinquish the grudge he felt at being left out of his leader’s circle.  
 
    He tilted his head and watched the man whimper pitifully while the city fell to shambles all around him. The sounds of mutiny from sea to hills were strangely calming to him. While he knew the way the world should work, he would be lying if he claimed he didn’t enjoy the struggle of those who tried to resist the inevitable. He aimed the weapon at the slave’s gut and fired a single shot into it. Likely not a fatal wound, but certainly one that would halt his naughtiness indefinitely.  
 
     
 
    13 
 
      
 
    As the night wore on, the chaos intensified. Small rebellions had been erupting for days now, but this felt different. Something large was brewing, but Antonio felt no dread or disquiet. He was far too complacent to entertain the notion of defeat. The Baron had lain in wait his entire adult life, planning and scheming—hiding his true motives from his closest confidants and relatives. He had executed an unprecedented coup without hiccup. The king and each blood-linked heir were slain, and all that remained was the future-would-be king, now a mere helpless babe—that had been the plan, anyway. He and Bernard had control of communications, of international travel, and of unthinkable weaponry. Whatever was to transpire this eve—to Antonio’s eye—was as futile as attempting to tame a punisher. It represented naught but an opportunity to inflict justifiable cruelty and pain. 
 
    Antonio combed the frenzied streets for much of the night. He felt his contempt at being dragged out of bed melt away into a cold thrill. The dull crunch of an unprotected skull beneath the weight of his new rifle gave him an unmatched satisfaction. He scurried from one skirmish to the next as he made his way toward the healer’s cabin, as Bernard had commanded. His eyes scanned the frantic crowds for a person of interest. At no time since the first instance did anyone attempt to accost him, so his intervention in the scattered mutinies remained minimal. While his delight in violence discriminated not between watching the guards slaughtering slaves and the slaves slaughtering guards, he deemed it unprofessional to watch his men meet death at the hands of these disorganized militants; he fired a couple shots into one crowd that looked to be gaining the better of his men. Several civilians dropped, lifeless, and Antonio moved on to carry out his mission when the guards took better control. 
 
    At last he rounded a bend not far from the cabin of interest to find a stunned man staggering rigidly along the dirty path. The man seemed to be in a trance as he shuffled alongside and unaffected by the violence. Antonio closed in on the man and readied his weapon as he drew near. He struck the unsuspecting fool low on the back with the butt of his rifle, bringing him to his knees. He grabbed a fistful of the man’s unkempt hair and cranked downward, forcing his neck backward.  
 
    “Y’ lookin’ fer yer girl?” he growled into his prisoner’s wide, frantic eyes. 
 
    “Anda …” the wretch croaked in a hoarse gasp. 
 
    “Tha’s wot I reckoned.” He yanked the man upright and shoved him toward the cabin just outside the market square as Bernard had instructed.  
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    Antonio Staig dragged Fallon first through the chaos and then away from it down dark side-streets. As they made their way, dense clouds that had been brewing for days skirted over the bright, waxing moon, and its light faded with the cacophony of the rebellions. Distant thunder rolled over the eastern hills, and sheets of rain began falling over the city. Fallon remained suspended in numbness until the pair reached a bleak, run-down cabin and he was dragged through the front door. 
 
    “Anda!” he exclaimed, his heart sinking. He writhed and lurched in a futile effort to rush to her side.  
 
    The Baron stood beside the girl, one hand on her shoulder. She winced and whimpered as he apparently clamped his fingers tighter into her skin to keep her from running into her father’s arms. Her hair hung over her shoulders in dark, wet clumps, and her face was streaked with drying blood. Fallon could not tell if it was her own, or that of some other poor soul.  
 
    “Father,” she whined, her face pouting into a weak sob. 
 
    “Are you proud?” The Baron asked him in a dark tone. 
 
    Fallon’s eyes darted from his daughter’s to The Baron’s.  
 
    “You should be proud,” he continued when no one responded. “Look at all you’ve accomplished.” He motioned toward the cabin wall facing the city. Distant gunfire accented this statement. 
 
    “Bernard, please,” Fallon began. 
 
    The Baron all but winced at the insult. “You dare address me with such familiarity?” 
 
    “Baron, sir, we were boys together. Our families broke bread …” 
 
    “Enough about family!” Bernard barked, cutting the man off. “Do not speak of my family.” He emphasized the word which still rubbed him so sorely. “I’ll show you what I think of family,” he snarled, leaning forward toward his kneeling prisoner but tightening his grip on Anda’s shoulder.   
 
    “Please,” she moaned, struggling to keep her tears silent. “He’s hurting me.” 
 
    Fallon looked down at her and stretched out his hands until Antonio stomped a heavy boot on the back of his bent leg. “Stay strong, love. I am here. All will be well.” 
 
    “Promises as empty as your former lives,” The Baron snarled. 
 
    “I acted only in the interest of my daughter’s safety. Surely you’d not condemn a helpless child to death from fever?” Fallon pled. 
 
    “You question my rule?” The Baron asked. “I brought you here not to discuss leadership!” 
 
    Fallon’s face contorted as he fought against the helpless tears threatening to spill over his cheeks. He shook his head slowly. “No, sir. I do not question.” 
 
    “Do you believe in me?” The Baron asked without tone. 
 
    Fallon blinked in silence at the stark question. His eyes moved cautiously from his daughter’s to Bernard’s. 
 
    “Do you believe in me?” The Baron repeated plainly. 
 
    “Well—” Fallon stammered. “Of—of course I do believe …” His voice tapered off with an unconvincing decrescendo.  
 
    “Do you believe in my leadership?” Bernard repeated once more. “More importantly, do you believe in my capabilities to deliver upon my promises? To enforce my rules? To ensure that my men remain safe?” 
 
    A heavy silence hung in the air, interrupted only by the soft tapping of rain drizzling upon the cabin roof. 
 
    Fallon swallowed hard. His dry throat clicked, the slight sound seeming to echo from wall to wall. “Yes, my liege,” he stated. “Of course I believe. I beg of you to spare my Anda. I accept responsibility for what I have done, but she played no role in it.” 
 
    “From what you say, her role is central in your treasonous actions.” 
 
    “No—!” 
 
    “Quite so!” Bernard interrupted. “If not for your poor, sick Anda—as you claim—you would never have thought to assail my men and to incite unavailing revolution! Is this not the case?” he growled. 
 
    “Sir, as I tried to explain, I—I only did what I did out of desperation.” 
 
    “On behalf of your daughter.” 
 
    “On behalf of her well-being! It is no fault of hers that illness befell her.”  
 
    “Look at what your actions have sparked.” Bernard gestured toward the city’s center. “Murder, thievery, treason, conspiracy! You’ve been busy, and you’ve created quite a headache for me. How do you expect one to lead and to fulfill his duties to the people, if he’s busy containing futile mutiny and chaos such as this which you’ve inspired?” 
 
    “My sir,” Fallon struggled, “I meant not to inspire such catastrophe. It is you who introduced the paga to the lands. I merely sought an honest compensation for my work …” 
 
    “You question the honesty of my most faithful men?” Bernard interjected.  
 
    “I mean you and your men no offense,” Fallon pled, his hands outstretched before him, “but the healer could not offer his services in exchange for my own, because of the systems you’ve introduced. Those systems failed me, and I regrettably acted out of character.” As he looked into Bernard’s eyes, expressionless, seemingly in another place, another world, Fallon’s desperation mounted. “I could not get the coin required to allow my daughter to live … What kind of a life is that? Surely our leader would not want his people to go without the aid they require simply because the promised compensation was not being delivered.” 
 
    Bernard was gazing out a window into the night, and Fallon could not discern whether he had been listening at all. Slowly, he dragged his eyes from the window to meet Fallon’s own. The severity of his gaze sent a chilling crawl down Fallon’s spine.  
 
    “Please, sir! I beg of you. Imprison me. Make me work double. I will pay any price to keep Anda sa—” 
 
    “You question,” Bernard began again, in a slow, deliberate tone, “my leadership.” This time it was not a question.  
 
    Fallon’s heart raced out of his chest. He struggled not to visibly hyperventilate as he fixed his eyes on Anda’s own and willed himself to remain calm for her sake.  
 
    “You have lived without fear,” Bernard continued. “You all have lived without fear. And look what it’s brought you. Chaos and unruliness permeate this land. Your former king has spoiled you. He brought you all inside his very own castle walls, too close to his heart. He granted to each citizen the very spoils that were his birthright. He gave to you all such advantages that he could not care for his own family. And now you spin your cogs against the tides of change but never gain traction. You resist the inevitable, and you fall, weak, by the wayside, unable to perform, unable to support your fellow man, unable to support your Baron.” 
 
    Fallon shook his head slowly but emphatically as The Baron spoke. The gravity of his new leader’s words grew heavier upon him with each syllable, and his despair grew until he could bear its weight no more. His shoulders slumped, and his head drooped. He remained in position on his knees, but his outstretched hands fell, and he hunched forward, supporting himself upon his palms. He heaved a heavy, shaky breath, holding back tears at what he feared may come.  
 
    Bernard acknowledged at last his old friend who’d brought the captive hence. “That will be all, Antonio,” he said to the man’s immediate apparent chagrin. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Antonio began. 
 
    “You may retire back to your quarters. There is some time yet left for slumber.” 
 
    “Quite fit t’ be awake at this point,” Antonio said, his face contorting with unmasked frustration. 
 
    “You may retire,” Bernard repeated. “Do not mistake my politeness as an offer. That is an order.” 
 
    Antonio’s stout face grew red and looked fit to explode. His jaw worked side-to-side as he clenched his teeth. He looked from the prisoner to the little girl and then back to Bernard, clearly using every ounce of his willpower to forestall an outburst. He had done the heavy lifting. He had spread the orders through the land and dealt with wave after wave of rebellion over the past several days. He had put in the work to quell the outbreaks, and he had found the prisoner wandering the streets in the middle of the night. And how would he be rewarded for this hard work? By being shooed out the door just before the real fun began? By being shut out once again from his former partner’s master plans. “I’ll be damned to hell,” he muttered under his breath.  
 
    “You very well may,” Bernard said darkly. 
 
    Antonio bit his tongue against further remark. He was, after all, second in command for a reason. While there may be no others physically or mentally as equipped to handle such a position as he, he would not risk losing his post to some arse-licking sycophant.  
 
    “As ye wish, Bernard,” he dropped, with a sardonic, servile tone that he knew would gnaw at The Baron’s nerves. He planted a heavy boot into his captive’s bottom, sending the poor man unceremoniously to his stomach.  
 
    Fallon yelped and groaned as his body was thrust to the floor. 
 
    With that, Antonio turned and vanished into the darkness, slamming the cabin door behind him on his way out. 
 
    Bernard remained still in the quiet room for a moment more. His face hovered somewhere between a scowl and emotional disconnect. The rain trickled down from atop the roof outside. Anda’s soft whimpers echoed throughout the quiet.  
 
    “Please,” Fallon croaked again, another futile plea from face down on the cabin floor.  
 
    Bernard did not reply. Instead, the silence hung, and the tension mounted for the two prisoners in the room. Bernard, however, watched the shadow of his companion as it stormed back along the dark streets. At last, he broke his grip from Anda’s shoulder with a small but forceful shove and stormed to the window to look out directly. His pace was erratic and somewhat more frantic than his level voice would suggest.  
 
    “You will not forget,” he said, seemingly to no one in particular. 
 
    “Please,” Fallon moaned again from the floor. Tears streaked his desperate, dirty face. 
 
    “You will remember how I delivered upon my promise, and you will spread word to your compatriots as readily as you’ve spread this sickness we hear in the distance.” 
 
    Fallon slowly shook his head, still on his arms and knees, his eyes squinted shut tight. He heaved in an agonized breath and let out a blood-curdling sob.  
 
    The sound finally sent Anda over the edge. Her faint whimpers turned to outright sobs. “Please, father!” she screamed, tears streaming down her wet face now. 
 
    Bernard stormed back across the room, took the girl by her shoulder, and pushed open a bedroom door on an adjacent wall. The wooden door creaked to reveal a room, empty save for one high-backed chair facing away from the entry room. There were no torches or candles inside the room, and, as low thunder rumbled once again in the distance, the low, wispy clouds overhead slid out from beneath the moon, and a beam of bright moonlight shimmered in through the open window.  
 
    Fallon lifted his head and opened his eyes at last. He could not see what—if anything—was in the chair as it faced the opposite wall, but his eyes locked once again with Bernard’s, and the story they told had changed. He felt a rush of emotion. His empathic mind channeled the tales that The Baron’s eyes told. His breath hitched as a wave of exaltation and excitement washed over him, followed by a sick knot of dread in his gut.  
 
    Their eyes locked only for a moment before Bernard looked away. He shoved the girl into the adjoining room, and she stumbled onto her hands and knees in front of the chair, still sobbing. 
 
    “Be strong, Anda!” Fallon exclaimed. “All will be well … I am here …” His repeated, empty platitudes were met by her own refrain: 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    As Fallon gazed on, time seemed to come to a halt. He felt the air stop moving through his chest. The rain upon the cabin roof became a dull, distant static that almost did not exist at all. A bolt of lightning tumbled lazily from the heavens and gave the world an unrealistic purple glow for far longer than one could reasonably expect.  
 
    The Baron stood, motionless, outside the cabin’s room, his mouth slightly agape and his eyes wide. His arms were frozen in half flexion, too tense to drop casually to his side.  
 
    Fallon saw one grey, knobby, long-fingered hand arise from the arm of the chair. The palm turned upward, open. One by one, in rhythmic sway, the fingers bent inward into a loose fist. A low whirring sound like approaching wind materialized out of thin air, and a flourish erupted in the dim room. Where Anda had knelt moments before, a black flash appeared—not a flash of light, but a flash of darkness. A darkness so complete that Fallon would have sworn it still could have been seen in the darkest of caverns. A dense, abrupt whooshing sound exploded within the cabin. In half a moment, it was all gone. The image burned into Fallon’s unblinking eyes and remained there long after the specter had vanished.  
 
    Anda’s sobs were replaced by a palpable silence, masked by the soft drizzle of rain atop the roof. Where she had lain moments before, there was nothing, save for the empty cabin floor. 
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    Bernard paced his quarters inside the castle for countless nights following the suppression of the uprisings. All unrests had been quelled save for those within his own mind. His terror at the sorcery he’d witnessed was masked by only one thought: a thrill at the prospect of what lay beyond the Throne Room door. Still, his obsessions over the castle’s vast, impenetrable door fell to the wayside and were replaced with flashes of darkness in his mind. Even thoughts of his brother, alive out there somewhere, rightful heir to the throne, were mere background noise.  
 
    He turned with fleeting paranoia toward each sound of wind rushing through the parapets outside. As he lay in bed sleepless each night, ceaseless dark flashes permeated his vision. His eyelids snapped open spasmodically to reveal only his empty quarters.  
 
    As nights passed, his frame grew thin, and his face grew sallow and gaunt. Antonio had stopped checking in on his sullen friend after a great number of fruitless visits. At last, after a significant stretch without interruption, a knock upon the castle door broke Bernard from his dazed pacing. 
 
    “Aye, ye’ve seen better days, ol’ chum,” Antonio said as he looked up and down Bernard’s haggard frame with half interest. 
 
    “There are no better days than this very one,” Bernard replied with a sardonic snarl. 
 
    “Well ’at’s wot brought me ’ere. ’Eard some rumors wot might lift yer temper.” 
 
    Bernard stepped aside and allowed Staig inside, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Rumors ’s all they is,” he reiterated, “’n’ the name o’ Skuttler come up more ’n once …” 
 
    Bernard groaned. “Assuredly you didn’t come here to discuss that simpering weasel.”  
 
    “No, now, ’ear me out,” Antonio replied. “E’rybody been scramblin’ t’ find yer rightful king since we know ’e’s alive …”  
 
    The Baron suppressed an instantaneous urge to snatch his friend’s tongue out of his neck. 
 
    “… ’n’ there’s word ’e’s locked up in Fanxel.” 
 
    The Baron’s urge passed as quickly as it came on. For the first time in as many days as he could remember, the troubled clouds behind his eyes dissipated. A scheming light shone through. 
 
    “Gather a crew,” he said with the faintest trace of a smile gracing the corner of his thin lips. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5: 
 
    Nightmare Fanxel 
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    A s the early morning sun rose over Lexen, Maldeive Dorn already sat awake in a chair. His eyes were closed, and his clean-shaven face wore a soft smile as he wrapped up his daily meditation. The cool dark of dawn was melting away into deep orange sunlight that shone through the window. Today was going to be a good day. 
 
    Maldeive’s four-fingered hand worked compulsively atop his cane. A heavy child’s skull was perched atop the walking stick. It had been cast repeatedly with a molten clay to make it impossibly dense. His palm, missing the fourth digit, squeezed painfully against the leaden bones and then relaxed, only to repeat in rhythmic fashion. He breathed a long, slow, contented sigh. 
 
    Today is gonna be a good day, he thought again. 
 
    As if on cue, a chorus of voices approached outside. 
 
    “Wakey-wakey, me scabbey’d mateys!” one voice called into Maldeive’s village. 
 
    “What beshitted hole ’re we drainin’ today?” another asked impolitely.  
 
    Maldeive stood and walked without concern to his cottage door. He lurched to the right with each step, putting half his weight on the heavy cane.  
 
    “Mornin’,” he said with an air of great ease as he opened his door to a crowd of scraggly former pirates wielding strange metallic weapons. 
 
    “Boss sends ’is regards,” the leader of the crew menaced. “You—” 
 
    “Who is the boss?” Maldeive interrupted in a conversational tone. 
 
    The gang shuffled in momentary silence before the man replied. “The boss. We jus’ call ’im Boss.” 
 
    “And he is … ?” Maldeive asked. 
 
    The pirate’s face contorted in frustrated confusion at the line of inquiry. “Aye? He’s the fuckin’ boss. Boss!” 
 
    “I’m merely askin’—” 
 
    The leader flung the rifle up from his side and pointed it at Maldeive, whose demeanor never faltered. He stormed the man’s porch and pressed the muzzle into his chest. “We ask the fuckin’ questions ’ere, mate! Now wot’s yer village contributin’ to the state? ’Cause I be seein’ a whole mess o’ huts me boys’d love t’ sit back ’n’ watch burn t’ ash!” 
 
    Maldeive watched the man’s tantrum with an indifferent smile. He leaned upon his cane, small skull peering out from beneath his palm with an equally indifferent expression.  
 
    “Contribute?” he drawled. “What is the state contributin’ to us?” 
 
    The scowling pirate’s eyes widened as an audible gasp washed through his crew. He clicked a lever on the side of his weapon before pulling the trigger, but, before he could, he winced and nearly dropped to the ground as a rapid series of loud gunshots rang out from the crowd behind him. His mates began screaming at once, and the crowd dispersed erratically and erupted into scattered gunfire. From every bush and nook and shadow rushed a silent assailant. A seemingly endless horde of half-clad pygmy folk emerged and lay siege to the pirate’s crew. Many were slain with tattered holes ripped through their corpses from the flying bullets, but their numbers were too great. They brought the pirates to the ground in rapid succession, their long, dirty fingernails acting as talons to tear the throats out of the men and women who threatened their leader. The clamor of gunfire dissipated into dying screams of agony as the last of the crew were efficiently slain by the bare hands of the pygmies.  
 
    It all happened in a matter of moments, and by the time the pirate leader had winced, crouched, and turned to face his crew, nearly every one of them was already dead. His own weapon had slouched and slipped from Maldeive’s chest.  
 
    Dorn’s expression never changed, and he never took his eyes off his assailant’s own. His head cocked to one side as he looked down to address the flinching pirate. “You were sayin’?” His thick western drawl amplified the lackadaisical tone his demeanor embodied. 
 
    The pirate looked back at last at the tall, clean-shaven man in horror as his cane crashed down against the side of his own head. The blow from the smooth scrap of wood was crippling. He heard his own skull crack, and the pain sharpened and crescendoed into a dull, deafening hum in his left ear. He fell to his side in a semi-conscious state, his eyes half-open, vision tunneling into blackness more and more with each heavy thump of his heart. Before he could black out, a small child’s skull lowered down to the ground and lay face-to-face with him.  
 
    “Ellie sends ’er regards,” Maldeive said, nursing his left hip and kneeling beside the dying pirate. His usually well-kempt, black hair dangled in front of his forehead after the force of swinging his cane had jostled it off the top of his head. “Now,” he continued, using his good leg to roll the man onto his back to look into his own eyes, “who’s the boss, and where do I find him?”  
 
    His lips spread into a genuine smile full of bright and healthy teeth. 
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    A man screams out. One arm contracts upward across his chest, fingers twisted and contorted into a deformed claw; the other straightens out behind his back. His head and trunk turn as his cry tapers off, and he collapses to the ground as stiff as a tree falling in a forest. His cellmate has climbed the cell’s bars and shrieks like an ape in the Renskar Jungle while the man has a shaking-fit beneath him. 
 
    Guards rush to the cell, their strange guns aimed at both prisoners. 
 
    “Watch it, ye fuckin’ git!” one shouts as his comrade fires the weapon at the prisoner atop the cell bars. “Yer payin’ back Boss if ye kill ’is work-horses!” 
 
    “I only winged ’im, ya knob! Stow yer gobbin’.” 
 
    The man falls from the roof of his cell and lands beside his convulsing cellmate, wails of mortal terror piercing the watchful quiet that has befallen the prison.  
 
    The guards retrieve their large steel key ring to open the cell door. As they enter, two of them kick the wailing inmate until his screams cease. The other three attend to the man who is still shaking beside them.  
 
    “Get yer demon sticks, boys!” one calls as they each draw their short wooden clubs that hang from the waist of every guard at Fanxel.  
 
    All manner of individuals employed by the prison come out of the shadows to spectate. Cheers and jeers rise among the quiet prison complex. While the prisoners sit in their cells, not daring to whimper or move, the guards and trustees and couriers and investors gather at the prison center and cheer on the assailing guards.  
 
    “He’s havin’ ’imself a quakin’ spell! A right good ’n’ too!” 
 
    “Shake them spirits off, lad!” 
 
    “Got ye a bad batch o’ the ogras!” 
 
    The men and women’s shouts grow into an incomprehensible cacophony as the guards club the shaking man until he grows limp, a growing pool of blood leaking from his cracked skull. 
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    The atrocities that take place at Fanxel prison give the entire town an unreal, dreamlike quality. The brightest of days without clouds to protect from the stifling desert sun incite delirium and despair, and the dreariest of days during monsoon season cast a nightmarish hue atop the prison. Day and night, tortured screams of the inmates echo across the desert sand. The sleep cycles of the already fragile inmates are utterly disrupted, throwing every mind present—save for the guards’—into its own personal hell.  
 
    The prison’s center is comprised of two long, parallel rows of cells—cages erected in the cracked, dry sand. Between the rows of cells are various instruments of “healing”—or, rather, torture—to which the mentally impaired and physically incapable inmates are subjected. These are on public display and serve to motivate or deter the prisoners in the rows of cells that face one another. An old rail track runs between the cells for distant deliveries. Outside of the prison’s center are other, more sinister confinements, contraptions, and solitary rooms, reserved for the more troubled (or troubling) of inmates. 
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    A woman opens her eyes to an unfamiliar room. Her stiff back twinges in protest as she attempts to sit up in her shoddy cot. She reaches across from her, but her husband isn’t there. An image of his dying face flashes across her mind. She closes her eyes in a futile act against the image. Her breath hitches as reality washes back over her, as it does every time she wakes again within this nightmare. 
 
    While she may once have been a gardener’s wife in a small town near coastal Fordar, she now is but a mere prisoner. Her husband, defiant to the revolution, lay slain, and her home lay in ashes, along with the rest of her town. She reaches down and touches her thighs, where the memory of long-faded bruises still burns. She had been raped and traded and raped and sold and raped again, and when The Baron’s men discerned that her womb was too aged to bear impressionable youth, she was dumped into Fanxel. 
 
    Now she lets out a silent scream as the familiar anaconda of fear wraps itself around her chest, rendering a breath of air impossible. She feels the spiders inside her again. They skitter and claw throughout her wrecked, cavernous womb. She slaps again at her thighs as the spiders finally spill out between her legs and scatter throughout her cell.  
 
    Alas, her cell is alight with raging flames. Now she screams anew, but this one is far from silent. She screams until her throat threatens to split and bleed. She leaps out of bed, away from the swarms of spiders that still are spilling out from her wretched hole. The cell’s metal bars begin to melt in the flames and drip down atop her. Each drip sizzles and sends searing pain throughout her skin. She takes a full breath and screams anew. 
 
    “We got anotha’ ’ne!” someone screams.  
 
    “Been a while since we ’ad a howla’!” 
 
    Nearby guards approach the woman’s cell. Inside, she is writhing and shrieking in hysterics that are difficult to behold. She tugs at her hair and spasmodically swats at her own limbs, thighs, and groin. The guards, unfazed, open the door and enter. They seize the frenzied woman and drag her out into the prison’s center. She pays them no heed but instead continues shrieking and flailing against her own body.  
 
    Another guard wheels over a heavy metal cart filled with fast-melting ice from distant caverns. They toss the wretched woman inside and replace a heavy lid atop. One guard jumps gleefully on top of the lid as the woman’s screams intensify inside the ice box.  
 
    “Fret not, lovey, we gon’ get them demons outta ye!” he calls loudly. His crusty, elated grin conveys that this form of helping others brings to him the greatest of joys. 
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    The accommodations surrounding Fanxel were sparse barracks and lean-tos that had been constructed by those displaced from their homes when the rebellions first began. The homes were then reserved for high-ranking guards and officials. The barracks housed trustees and other prison workmen.  
 
    Skuttler meandered his way out of the barracks into the communal kitchen. He grabbed a scrap of stale bread for himself before scooping up an armful of corn-based slop and whey to deliver to the prisoners. As he walked into the prison center, his gait shifted erratically. He constantly fought a tendency to turn his body sideways, making his steps inconsistent and shifty. He did not make eye contact with anyone on his journey.  
 
    After leaving the old man’s island as a quiet stowaway, he had snaked his way along Fordar’s eastern coast until he found himself a new place to thrive. Fanxel was hard work, but the higher-ranked had a sumptuous lifestyle. They were across the Great Sea from The Baron’s sloppy reign, and, so long as they collectively provided resources and bred and curated faithful acolytes, they were left to their own proceedings. He would keep his head down and not be made a fool of as he had been in the past, by that duplicitous sea vermin Julian and his diseased crew. 
 
    “Skut …” a man mumbled in greeting as he passed. 
 
    “G’dee,” Skuttler returned, nodding his head and keeping his gaze averted. His accent had changed yet again, from the stammering-falsetto-turned-tactless-pirate-brogue to the sprawling western drawl.  
 
    He made his way along one of the rows of cells with a large bucket of slop in his arms, banging a dirty spoon on each cell’s bars as he approached. 
 
    “Drop it, or I’ll starve ye three days, just ’til yer half good ’n’ dead,” he reminded any prisoner who dared approach the cell door. One-by-one, prisoners placed their bowls on the dirt and slid or rolled them toward the cell door, where Skuttler would dish out a pile of food. Occasionally he would kick the bowl back toward a prisoner he may find particularly irksome, spilling most of the contents along the way.  
 
    As he made his way down the line of cells, he stole glances at Fanxel’s most notorious trustee. The man—if that’s what one could call him—had no known name. He had been called every derogatory nickname that had been dreamt up. Skuttler called him Wheels, as he lacked creativity. The man was an adult’s body atop an infant’s legs and beneath a mutant’s head. His arms, too, were undersized, and the fingers were contracted into dry, cracked claws. He spent his life confined to an unsettling steel contraption—a personal carriage of sorts. It had a round base with a suspended sling, in which he sat. His deformed and calloused legs dangled futilely beneath and served to lamely push him along as he willed. The entire apparatus sat atop three wheels that left dragging skids throughout the dry sand, occasionally peppered with piles of his excrement, which he dropped at will like a wild animal. His oversized head dangled back and to one side or the other, depending on the day. Because he could not lift his weighty crown, his eyes were permanently locked to one side to allow him to see, and his mouth was always half agape, revealing no teeth at all. His scalp had more scars than tufts of hair, and his unthinkable skull had been caved in and cratered in various places. 
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    “Line ’em up, boys!” a guard shouts, breaking the mid-morning hush over the prison. “Look sharp ’n’ savvy if  ye ever wanna see these bars from t’ other side!” 
 
    Boss paces the Fanxel grounds with three men following close behind. The men are wearing elaborate green cloaks that flow behind them against the desert breeze. 
 
                “Either o’ these two’d make good brick totes,” Boss comments as he passes by a cell. The three men inspect the specimen and nod in agreement. 
 
                “Stout, indeed,” one muses. 
 
                “This ’n’ ’ere don’ look like much, but he come from a fam’ly o’ potioners. ’At’s why I’m askin’ a hundred paga fer ’im,” Boss explains. 
 
                The thin young man stands and approaches the cell’s bars, his arms outstretched before him in an innocuous plea. “Please buy me, sirs,” the man begs. “I’ll meet yer every whim. Please get me outta this ’orrible place!” 
 
                Boss draws his dense wooden club and cracks the prisoner’s wrist through the bars in an instant. “Stay yer pulin’ nonsense, boy, or I’ll make sure ye die b’ind these bars! He’s three hundred paga now.” 
 
    The display continues on through midday, as it always does. Half the prisoners cower away from being sold into a life of torture and inhumane labor, while the others leap at the prospect of being out of Fanxel’s cells.  
 
    At last the investors indicate a number of prisoners at whom they would like a closer look, and the guards pull the sniveling, wretched men and women from their cells and line them up in the prison center.  
 
    “What did ye do?” an elaborately cloaked consumer asks one of the women, who winces as he approaches. “Before all this unpleasantness began?” His tone is soft and unassuming, and the woman believes for a moment that he mayn’t free her only to work her ’til her dying breath …  
 
    “I tended my babes,” the woman replies through bitter, silent tears, “while their pa’ minded the cattle ’n’ goats …” But as she speaks, she brings her meek gaze back to the man’s own, and she catches a darkness behind his eyes that opposes his gentle voice.  
 
    His eyes move from her breasts to her legs.  
 
    “Ye’ll ’ave new babes now,” he assures her. “A whole new fam’ly t’ tend to.” 
 
    Her eyes dart to Boss, the head of Fanxel and all transactions therein, but he pays her silent plea no heed. Those who oppose the new world order are but property. And once they leave the prison grounds, they become the property of those who put the paga in Boss’s pocket. He spares no thought to how the investors choose to milk their property of its value. 
 
    “Tits come wit’ a bit o’ extra fee,” he states, his tone strictly business. “A hundred ’n’ fifty paga, an’ she’s all yers.” 
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    Wheels sat outside a cell ahead of Skuttler’s morning rounds and made his usual guttural quacks again and again. His small arms flailed in a furious, ineffectual windmill.  
 
    “Haagh! Bitch! Haagh! Bitch! Mommy!” Most of the few meaningful words he could say were curses. 
 
    Skuttler glanced around the rest of the prison’s center, where all the morning guards were ignoring the agitated man. He dished out breakfast for two more cells before his curiosity got the better of him, and he broke away to approach the commotion. 
 
    “Wot ’n hell’s got yer gibs today, Wheels?” he snarled as he approached.  
 
    Inside the cell that had Wheels’ attention were two men who were attempting to hush the deranged man in the grotesque carriage as he interrupted them. 
 
    “Oy!” Skuttler yelled at them when he saw the desperation on their faces. “Fuck’s ’at?” he demanded. “Stop ’at, now! Guard!” 
 
    “Please!” one of the prisoners implored in a harsh whisper. They turned their backs to Skuttler and rushed to conceal whatever it was they were working on. 
 
                “Guard! C’mere! Stop, ye wretches!” Skuttler threw his ladle through the bars, where it bounced unnoticed off one man’s back with an ineffectual thud. “I’ll ’ave yer nuts in the lunch deliv’ry fer this!” 
 
                At last the guards began to take notice of the commotion and rushed over.  
 
                “Now! Turn ’round ’n’ show me yer ’ands!” one named Falace called. He fired a single shot into the sand beside the prisoners to drive his command home. 
 
                The cellmates shrieked and tumbled away from the puff of sand and rock that shattered around them. 
 
                “Git yer keys. Open it up. Now!” he demanded another guard, who obeyed promptly and with an eager grin. Wheels, meanwhile, had lost interest, and he worked his hobbled legs against the sand in a poor effort to scoot himself away. 
 
                When the cell was open, the men—including Skuttler—rushed inside and seized the prisoners by the necks. Falace kicked away a small mound of sand where the prisoners had tried to bury their contraband. He revealed a small pouch filled with clinking coins. 
 
                “’Tis mine, I swear it!” one of the prisoners pled before Falace forced the butt of his gun into the man’s gut, producing a coarse thump and groan. 
 
                “This wot the fuckin’ hoo-ha’s about? Some coin?” Falace snarled. 
 
                “They musta stole it,” Skuttler attempted to add. 
 
                “An’ wot’re they gon’ do?” Falace spat in the nervous lackey’s scabbed face. “Buy their freedom wiv ten paga?” 
 
                “W—well, sir, they—they’s clearly up to—” 
 
                Falace shoved Skuttler aside and dropped the pouch of coins into his own pocket before storming out of the cell and back to his business. “Show ’em wot’s comin’ fer those ’at steal from my boys,” he said on his way out. His delighted guards obliged without hesitation, and they did not stop kicking the helpless men until their pleas ceased and spoiled the good time. 
 
                Skuttler, however, hobbled out of the cell behind Falace, his back hunched and his head bowed, giving him an animalistic appearance as he tilted his neck to look up at the guard. 
 
                “Wot say ya t’ me ’avin’ one o’ them fancy boomsticks?” he asked, pointing to the foreign rifle in Falace’s arms. 
 
                Falace turned. “Ya kick up an ’ole fuss like ’at, fuckin’ up my breakfast chatter, ’n’ ye wanna be rewarded with a weapon, lackey?” 
 
                Skuttler faltered, but only momentarily. “Well I’s jus’ tryina ensure the safety o’ yer guards ’n’ meself alike.” 
 
                “Safety from a sack o’ coin?” 
 
                “W—well, sir, I knew they’s up t’ somethin’ no good, an’—” 
 
                “Waagh! Fuck! Bitch!” Wheels interrupted from across the prison center. “Mommy! Fuck!” he screamed at no one in particular. 
 
                “An’ p’rhaps if I ’ad me—uhh—” Skuttler nodded again at Falace’s weapon, “one—uhh—one o’ th—them …” 
 
                Falace scoffed as the wretch’s voice trailed off. “Ye wanna rank up, jus’ ’ave yerself a sit-down wiv Boss.” 
 
                Skuttler contemplated this in silence as Falace walked away for a moment before responding again. “A’right. Point me in ’is stead.” 
 
                Falace whipped around, his temper mounting and stormed back toward Skuttler, raising his gun toward the man, who in turn raised his hands in front of his face. “Ya wanna talk t’ Boss, ye filthy curd courier, it’ll be two hundred paga.” 
 
                Skuttler whimpered and backed away, shrinking down as if to take to his hands and knees. 
 
                Falace stamped a heavy boot down on the man’s foot, eliciting a satisfying yelp like a wounded coyote. “An’ twice that if ye got som’n’ else t’ say t’ me today.” 
 
                With that he turned and walked away. Skuttler plopped onto his side and nursed a throbbing paw. Most of the guards watched the battering of the two prisoners in the open cell, and most of the other prisoners looked away in terrified silence, but as Skuttler cast a spiteful glare at the back of his assailant, he could swear he heard snickering from behind him. An unconscious low growl rose in his throat before he slinked away back to the barracks. 
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    A man stands in silence. His cellmate sleeps in the cell’s only cot. He watches. 
 
    Why does he get the cot? a voice asks inside his head. The voice is not his own. He tells them lies, the voice assures, lies about you.  
 
    “He hates me,” the man whispers to the voice. Even in the early evening calm, no one hears him. 
 
    He tells them all lies and warns the guards about you. 
 
    “Warns them of what?” the man asks. “I’ve done no wrong …”  
 
    He tells them you plot against them, the voice whispers on cue. He tells them to poison your meals. 
 
    The man gasps at the news. “I knew it was off!” he says, his coarse whisper rising to a growl. “I knew he was set agains’ me!” 
 
    End him before he ends you! the voice commands. 
 
    The man’s sleeping cellmate rolls over. “Fuck’re ye talkin’ to?” he asks through a groggy rasp. 
 
    But the man’s hands are already around his throat.  
 
    He screams through the tight grasp as he struggles to hoist his drowsy figure out of the cot. 
 
    “Poisonin’ me!” the man shrieks, waking every other sleeping inmate and drawing the attention of those who were already awake. “I’ll kill ya where ya lie!” 
 
    The cellmate leaps from the cot at last and knocks his assailant off balance. The attacker stumbles back against the wall, where he is quickly back to his feet and rushing his sluggish cellmate. 
 
    Before much of a scuffle can unfold, there is a rising uproar of excitement outside the cell. Guards rush to open the door and pull the quarreling men into the prison center for all to see. 
 
    “Lay out yer bets!” a guard calls. “We got a brawl startin’ up!” 
 
    Bored guards in the nearby barracks hear the commotion and rush to bring their paga into Fanxel. They lay out small stacks of the coins in front of a group of intermediaries and convey which fighter they expect to arise victorious. 
 
    The two prisoners are dragged into the open and thrown in the middle of a large circle of jeering guards. 
 
    The reassuring voice in the man’s head has vanished. His once menacing grimace has faded into frightened indecision. 
 
    “No,” he struggles to say over the chanting crowd. His cellmate stands across from him, still looking dazed and half asleep. Even in his shocked state, the man is twice his size and will surely be able to defend himself. 
 
    The two look around with frantic eyes, searching desperately for a route of escape, but they are fully encircled by an excitable horde.  
 
    “Go on then!” a man screams at them, impatient. 
 
    “Got thirty paga on the loony ’n’!”  
 
    “Finish the job, ya wacked up kook!” 
 
    At last the larger man rushes his smaller cellmate, seeing no other way out of this. The opponent’s previous homicidal resolve has receded along with his delusions, and he receives the blows with two thin arms guarding his face. He accepts the attacks until the shouts of the crowd grow dim along with his consciousness and his weak arms fall limp by his side. 
 
    When it’s over, the guards drag the two men back into their cell. For the victor, one guard tosses in two coins. 
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    Skuttler spent an evening or two licking his wounds and nursing his damaged ego before returning to his duties delivering fodder to the inmates. The stress sores around his mouth had returned after days of deliberation and internal strife. He would never rise in the ranks and earn his rightful place if he couldn’t palaver with Boss, but Falace would certainly hinder him any chance he got. He knew he couldn’t make a fuss or retaliate against the spiteful guard lest he risk being ostracized and cast to the wolves again from another crew. 
 
    Coins clinked in his palm as he jostled the near-empty sack of paga he’d amassed. The leaders paid their loyalists around Fanxel, but mess duties provided paltry compensation. If Falace intended to obstruct his reasonable request to speak with Boss, he’d have to find another way …  
 
    He returned to the prison center in the late morning with his usual buckets of whey to find that Boss and his crew had returned from an expedition with a new batch of inmates. He fought a fleeting desire to approach the leader directly and ask for a sit-down, but he’d seen that go badly many times before. He touched the weightless satchel of coins in his pocket, and it reassured him that he’d need to play this one more wisely. 
 
    Just as Skuttler resigned himself to delivering his morning fare and returning to his quarters quietly, a startling image caught his eye. In a far cell across the prison sat a familiar face. The Stranger was slumped against the bars of his cell staring vacantly at the top of the cells across from his own. The man looked half-dead, which was not a particularly new phenomenon. 
 
    A grin spread over Skuttler’s face, and his tongue darted to a fresh sore that was cropping up on the side of his mouth as he backed into the shadow cast beside the line of cells. Divine fate had twisted her claws around this wretched stranger anew and delivered him into the perfect setting for Skuttler to exact his revenge. The scoundrel had demeaned and disgraced him far too many times, and while he had grown content with the notion that he may never see the rat again, this new development could change everything. 
 
    “Ooh, ye’ll b—be needin’ t’ play this one r—r—right s—sage, master Skut,” Miles whispered from the shadow. “R—right sage indeed.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6:  
 
    The Brothers 
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    ou have damned yourself coming here. And your kin!” she hissed. Her pin-straight, black hair sagged to her midriff as she shook her head in frustration. Ghostly, silver-colored eyes surrounded her wavering pupils. “The Hoxar Woods will ne’er let you leave alive.” 
 
    “Saleema, we’ve dedicated our lives to this,” Ian Meng replied. “We’re prepared to die to find him.” 
 
    His young brother stood silent behind him, his resolve visibly more shaken than Ian’s own. He slowly nodded, nonetheless. 
 
    “Magic that powerful is impossible to conjure here in my home, with no notice at all. And even if I could do it, it would cost a soul to make it work,” Saleema whispered, though the trio were alone in her cabin. “You’ll damn him.” 
 
    “You’re the most brilliant enchantress I know,” Ian assured her. “If anyone can do this, it is you.” 
 
    “You’re a flattering fool, Meng,” she scoffed. “Your adulation will not help you here. I cannot create from mere drawings.” 
 
    Ian held up a stack of papers overflowing with erratic drawings and writings. “I have more than drawings in here. These ledgers contain lifetimes of knowledge. My research is thorough, and I—” 
 
    “Knowledge is not a totem from which spells may draw power,” Saleema interrupted. 
 
    “Of course it is!” Ian barked. “Knowledge is the most powerful totem in the multiverse!” 
 
    Saleema closed her eyes and held up a hand to stay the man’s raving before it got out of hand. She had seen him in his prime. “Leave with your lives, while you still have half a chance …” 
 
    “Saleema, I implore you,” Ian sighed. “We’ve risked everything to come here. We’ve braved your Hoxa sisters and reached the end of it all. This is the end for us.” 
 
    “It won’t work,” she maintained, her glassy eyes piercing Ian’s own unfaltering gaze. “It is not possible …”  
 
    “We understand well the risks. I stand before you a man with nothing to lose and everything to gain.” 
 
    The witch mused for a long stretch, but neither of the brothers moved to interrupt her thoughts. The night outside the cabin was silent, unnaturally void of wind, weather, or beast to disturb the still air.  
 
    When she spoke at last, her tone had softened. “Perhaps I can give you a glimpse.” 
 
    “This will work,” Ian repeated. 
 
    Saleema shook her head and looked at Ian’s younger brother. Ian turned to look at him as well. His stern face lit with his lopsided grin as he did. His brother tipped his head in slow, somber agreement. 
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    When The Stranger finally awoke within his cell, his wounds had nearly healed, but a bone-deep, distant ache remained. He reached down to touch his abdomen, where the Hyd had orally removed a chunk of flesh. He winced at the sting as he touched the frail, inflamed scar tissue that now covered the deep wound. His wince sustained when he attempted to bend his toes, one of which had nearly been chewed off his foot. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” a voice in his cell exclaimed.  
 
    The Stranger squinted against the bright setting sun and spared no heed to the elderly man who was staring at him with a carefree smile. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” agreed the other man in the cell’s corner, clearly giving the geezer as much thought as The Stranger had. He was squatting in the corner with his back turned, more interested in his scribblings in the dirt. His wooden spoon had been worn down to a nub as he’d turned it around and used the handle to draw compulsively in the dry, packed clay in the cell’s corner.  
 
    The Stranger had been asleep on the cell’s sole cot—for how long he knew not—and now he struggled to sit upright.  
 
    “Hmm?” the black-haired man in the corner asked, glancing up as The Stranger groaned. “Oh! The King lives!” he tittered, turning around with a bright smile. 
 
    “What?” The Stranger asked. “You know who I am?” 
 
    “Nope!” the younger of the two men replied. He had tufts of black hair that stood up straight in cowlicks all over. The most prominent one at the front of his head was peppered with a streak of grey-white. “Been serving ya like slaves to a king, while you rested off your—your—your sickness. Didn’t think you’d make it there for quite a time.” 
 
    “Who?” the elder in the opposite corner demanded, still smiling dementedly. 
 
    “Our stranger,” the man replied dismissively. “So, who then?” He smiled. 
 
    “Exactly that,” The Stranger replied. “A stranger.”  
 
    “I’m Ian. Ian Meng,” he said, unfazed at the dismissal.  
 
    “Gregoire Gildersleeve!” the older man shouted jovially. He had a round head that was bald on top with white wispy hair that circled the sides and back and stood out in all directions. He smiled a bright, absent smile showing shrinking old teeth with growing spaces in between. 
 
    “He goes by that,” Ian agreed, tipping his head toward his companion.  
 
    In the waiting silence that followed, The Stranger gazed out of his cell bars at the hellscape before him. Dismal wails and mutterings echoed through the prison’s courtyard. “Why did you revive me?” he asked. “Why would you save my life only to condemn me to this?” 
 
    “Best day ever, for old friends!” Gregoire barked. 
 
    “Well,” Ian nodded to the old man, “that. But also they insisted on it. Don’t wanna get on the—the—the, uh, the guards’ bad sides in this place. One in particular brought every herb I asked for in your aid.” He sat across the cell from The Stranger, still squatting in the dirt. Now he lunged forward and crawled toward the cot and whispered, “Requested an extra tincture of one or two for me an’ Greggy to help through the bleaker nights, if ya know what I mean.” With that, he chuckled a shh-shh-shh-shh sound through closed teeth. 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. 
 
    “Wasn’t any fur off his hide—they don’t know potions like we do.” He motioned at himself and Gregoire. “No questions asked.” 
 
    “Delightful,” The Stranger replied with a dark tone that seemed to close the discussion. 
 
    Ian remained in a squatting position for a few more moments of silence. The Stranger peered out of the cell morosely while Gregoire wore an untroubled grin. 
 
    At last Ian crawled back to the corner and resumed drawing his circles in the dirt.  
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    The air above Ankar Lake held the crisp, pristine quality found only in dreams. Fluffy white wisps of clouds skated slowly across the bright blue sky, fingertips reaching down to touch the tips of the large, rolling hills on the outskirts of Krake. To the north, Mount Kolva’s snowy summit hid from the warm summer sun behind thicker white clouds. No sounds of insurgencies or uprisings echoed across the lake, as all those sounds had faded away. The populace was prospering and more contented than ever before. Laura was lying in the lush grass with a resting William by her side. She smiled and reached with one fair-skinned arm to touch her lover’s cheek. She pulled him close to plant a slow kiss upon his lips as the sun shone down, a perfectly cool breeze breaking up the heat. 
 
    Bernard smiled back and accepted the kiss with divine content. 
 
    As he pulled away, a man was rushing toward them through the plains. Bernard stood and stepped protectively in front of Laura and William. He drew his short blade from a sheath on his waist. When the man drew closer, Bernard’s eyes widened in dread. It was his brother. 
 
    “He’s alive …” he muttered. 
 
    Bernard’s heart pounded in his chest. He tightened his grip upon the knife and stepped forward to end this once and for all, but as his brother approached, a pure-black flash appeared from nowhere. It shrank and vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and with it went the accosting man, leaving naught but the bright blue sky and brilliant green grass of the plains. 
 
    Bernard broke out in a full dash for the castle.  
 
    “He’s still alive!” he wheezed as he crashed through the castle’s gate. He raced through the halls and toward the Throne Room door, which stood open. As he approached, the double doors slowly drew together. The closer Bernard got, the faster they shut. “He’s still alive!” he screamed, the doors slamming shut at last with a bleak finality. 
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    Bernard snapped awake in the night, heart still pounding in his chest. “He’s still alive,” he moaned again, breathless. He reached out with his arms and clutched at the wall as he sat up in bed, both to steady himself and to reassure himself that he was truly in his quarters inside his castle. “He’s alive …”  
 
    He had not spoken with the mysterious man who had quietly helped him rise to power for quite some time now, since the incident with the baker’s daughter. In light of the recent revelation that his brother may be in a prison in Fordar, The Baron thought it best to hold council before embarking on a lengthy and trying journey across the Great Sea.  
 
    He donned a wardrobe more fitting for late-night expeditions and made his way out the castle’s door. As heavily as the events of that long-ago night had weighed on his mind, the act had proven rather effective in deterring the swell of rebellions. Occasional bouts of insurgency still arose, but they were sparse and poorly organized, easily quashed by The Baron’s loyalists. This particular night was quiet as he made his way through the city and toward the abandoned cabins on the outskirts of town.  
 
    “Quite some time …” the man mused without turning to look at him when Bernard entered the cabin. 
 
    Bernard allowed the familiar sense of unease to wash over him before replying. “Indeed. I’ve come because I will be leaving Reprise for quite a while.” 
 
    “You think me oblivious to this development?” the man asked. He turned now to face Bernard. He was thin with pallid skin that appeared nigh translucent. His heavy black cloak swayed around his ankles. The hood was resting atop his shoulders, revealing a bald, grey scalp. 
 
    “So you knew?” Bernard asked. 
 
    The man cocked his head in silent inquisition. “I do not read minds, fool.” 
 
    “What exactly is it that you do?”  
 
    “My powers know few bounds, boy, so have care how you’d address me.” 
 
    Bernard glared at the man in silence. 
 
    “If you’ve something to say, then say it. I did not adopt such risk to play petty games with your inconsequential emotions.” 
 
    “What did you do to the girl?” Bernard demanded at last. 
 
    The man snarled and waved a pale, long-fingered hand in dismissal. “I have power, you worm. I have not devoted my existence to a pursuit of your worldly dominance. You came to me seeking guidance for quelling the uprisings, and I delivered. Now you threaten to unravel all that we’ve built together? All that I’ve built for you? Simply because you do not understand my power?” 
 
    “Why did you not merely kill her, as we had discussed?” 
 
    The man’s gaunt face contorted in transient rage, and his raspy hiss vanished. “I delivered unto her a fate worse than death!” he bellowed.  
 
    Bernard shook his head. “She’s still alive.” 
 
    The warlock raised his hand to halt Bernard’s speech. In an instant, he stood before Bernard, and his slick indifference had given way to unquestionable fury. His thin chest heaved beneath the black cloak. The cabin’s walls creaked dangerously, as if the very air within the cabin had expanded and threatened to push them outward. “Question not my power again, mortal, or I will show you exactly what lay on the other side of that dark flare,” he hissed through gritted, serpent’s teeth. “Proceed with your matters of dominion.” 
 
    Bernard’s resolve had faltered as the man’s hot, sour breath flowed down on him. In all the time the two had worked together, he’d never dared step close enough to feel the extent of his presence. He took a step backward toward the cabin door before speaking again. “Where is my brother? Is he in Fanxel prison?” 
 
    The man dropped his arm and walked back toward his chair, his air of insouciance reinstated. “My mind cannot confirm such.” 
 
    “Why?” Bernard asked. “Your eye has the power to see all.” 
 
    “Your unsophisticated understanding of my powers surprises me not. The man who once was your brother is no more. Whoever he has become is a stranger to me. My eye cannot discern him.”  
 
    Bernard thought in uninterrupted silence for a time. At last he slowly nodded his head. “Then I must away to Fordar, it seems.” 
 
    “So it does,” the man replied, settling back into his chair, his back to the guest. “Slay the rightful king, as you tried once before, or bring him back and have him open the doors himself.” 
 
    “What lay beyond those doors?” Bernard demanded not for the first time, his hand upon the cabin door. 
 
    “What lay beyond those doors is the symbol you seek so desperately to seal your quest for power—the throne. The ressst,” the man hissed, his tone conclusive, “is mine. Only a true king shall know what treasures lie within, and a true king you shall never be. Now go and still the blood that’s inherited that power. Fulfill your end of the bargain. Only then will your helpless captive be rightful heir—only then will he possess the power to open the doors.” 
 
    “And what if I simply kill the child as well?” Bernard spat. “This whole plan has gone to shit anyway. He was supposed to be the final living successor to the throne to make opening the door simple. What would befall if I merely squashed his tiny beating heart after my brother is gone? Then who would be king?” 
 
    “Since the dawn of this realm,” the voice spoke, “no mind has been perverse enough to think it.” 
 
    The man was still seated in the chair facing away from Bernard, but he did not need to see his face to hear his lips spread across his teeth in a barbarous smile. He did not need to see the smile to know that the man’s mind had thought it.  
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    The evening chill lingered as an autumn sun rose above the eastern horizon. The waves prodded docilely at the rocky shores of a lonely and peculiar island. Tyranny had arrived and departed, leaving in its wake a trail of blood and destruction. The lines between good and evil had been blurred, and the punisher once committed to thwarting evil had grown confused and unpredictable. The beast had threatened to tear the island apart. But now all parties had vacated or perished therein. For now, there was peace. 
 
    Eugene sat in his rocker upon the porch and closed his eyes against the rising sun, a thin smile forming on his face beneath the warmth. At last, there was peace. But his serenity was short-lived. Unsettling feelings which he had been unable to shake crept back into his gut. Since The Stranger had fled his island, he’d been plagued by such thoughts. There was peace for now, but the old man was cursed with an awareness of the darkness to come. He’d imprisoned the man thinking him a pirate, and by the time he understood who he truly was, it was too late. The Baron’s scouts had arrived, and his backup plan to free The Stranger had failed. The man had fled with haste, not understanding of the stakes which he’d claimed. Now he could be anywhere—most likely place being the bottom of the Great Sea. Eugene’s stubborn grasp on The Stranger was lost, and he could not shake the notion that all else, too, was lost … 
 
    But perhaps there was one last chance … 
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    The first night after he had fully regained consciousness was the longest for The Stranger. Eventually the days blended together, and the periods of monotony peppered with some public display of horror dragged on. The slop that was delivered to them bordered on inedible, and the man-creature who delivered it remained insufferable. 
 
    “We meet again, Stranga,” Skuttler had said on his morning rounds once The Stranger had finally regained his health.  
 
    “You—” The Stranger was aghast that their paths should cross again. 
 
    “Ah!” Ian chimed in. “This is the gentleman that’s been bringing your herbs while you recovered.”  
 
    “Been watchin’ ya sleep,” Skuttler said with a wicked grin.  
 
    “As I recall, you made a living of that in another life, innkeeper Miles,” The Stranger replied.  
 
    The man’s smile dissipated. “Skuttler now, I done told ya back on that island,” he growled. 
 
    Gregoire ignored the bitter exchange and rolled his food bowl toward the cell’s door, along with Ian’s.  
 
    Without taking his gaze from The Stranger’s, Skuttler slopped a ladleful of whey into each bowl. He plopped the third scoop in the dirt next to them. “Ye’d be keen t’ watch yer serpent tongue while yer in these walls. I ain’t some commoner ye can take advantage and make a fool of anymore.”  
 
    “Ah, yes! You’ve moved up in ranks to chow courier!”  
 
    Skuttler’s face twisted with rage, but he glanced across the prison’s courtyard at two armed guards. His tongue flicked to the sore on the corner of his mouth before gliding slowly over deep, red bite marks on his lower lip. “Ye’ll get yers, Stranger,” he muttered under his breath before turning back to his morning rounds. 
 
    “So you know him?” Ian asked after a moment of silence. 
 
    The Stranger did not respond. Instead, he scowled at the hunkering man as he walked away until he was out of sight. Guards paced the grounds in small groups, gabbing distractedly and occasionally breaking away to torment a troubled prisoner. The Stranger pondered how their lives must have shifted with the turn of power. Misguided, misinformed, and maligned members of society who had grown in the shadows, concealing their shifty deeds from the rest of the world, now free to roam the streets carefree. Their fates the exact antithesis of the most productive and well-meaning members of society who refused to bow to tyranny, many of whom inhabited these very cells. 
 
    Ian eventually returned to his corner to resume his etchings in the dirt.  
 
    “Who’s ’at stranger?” his companion belted with the same intonations as the last hundred times he’d asked. 
 
    Ian did not reply. 
 
    “Ehh?” Gregoire said, staring at The Stranger. 
 
    “Eh?” The Stranger huffed. “Yes. A stranger. Don’t talk to strangers.” 
 
    Gregoire cackled. “Yer in mah home!” he drawled. His chuckles grew into gales of hysterical laughter, and he doubled over, guffawing until he wheezed and coughed. 
 
    “He’ll ask again,” Ian said, his spoon still twirling in the dirt, creating vast symbols and foreign letters. He reached down and swiped a hand through the clay, erasing a portion of his work and starting anew. “He’ll ask every day.” 
 
    “What a wretched existence,” The Stranger mused, “to wake each day and discover the hell this world has become.” 
 
    “Does he seem bothered?” Ian asked. 
 
    Gregoire was still hitching with laughter, and he wiped a tear from his eye. 
 
    “And is that existence so very different from—from—from yours or my own?” he asked. 
 
    The Stranger thought of the countless encounters with Laura and William he’d had in his dreams, only to wake, shaking in the dark, confused and alone as the grim reality seeped slowly back into his mind. “I suppose not,” he conceded at last. 
 
    “Not so very different from me, friend,” Gregoire agreed. 
 
    “Greggy is fortunate—in many ways—to start each day with a—a—a blank slate. To face the day with untainted optimism.” Ian stopped drawing at last and turned to look at the man, frozen still on his hands and knees, smiling as he looked out of the cell. His voice was slow and measured, contrasting his usual frenetic, high-pitched babble. “Often I wonder if each moment is a new blank slate … He takes every instant as he sees it, and, in that, there is joy. I sometimes envy his curse, for it is free of the burden of self-contemplation and despair, free of the weight of our bleak and complex realities, free of the dread of what is sure to come …”  
 
    The Stranger listened with an empathic ear for the first time since washing up on the shore of Eugene’s island. The gravity of what his fellow countrymen had endured had been obscured by the urgency of his own quest. An image flashed in his mind: John Tompkin’s eyes above his own as a pirate’s blade entered his flank. He’d been blinded by his selfish needs and had burned so many others. And condemned himself in the process—just as the old man had warned. 
 
    Ian’s bright grey eyes had grown glassy behind his cracked spectacles. He turned back to tend to his work in the sand. 
 
    “Ooh!” Gregoire exclaimed. “Are you gonna eat that?” he asked The Stranger, pointing to the lump of curds in the dirt. 
 
    The Stranger offered a painful smile and shook his head. 
 
    As the old man crawled over like an infant and scooped at the soiled slop, a grotesque being in a round metallic carriage propelled by small and scabby legs rolled through the courtyard toward their cell. 
 
    “Haagh! Haagh!” he shrieked. “Mommy!” 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” Gregoire asked the deformed man. 
 
    Ian stood from his drawings and approached his cellmate gingerly. “Okay, now. Let’s go over this way,” he said under his breath. 
 
    The man outside arrived outside the cell and continued squawking and cursing loudly. 
 
    Eventually a guard approached, his machine gun in hand. “Fuck’s the ballyhoo ova ’ere, Rollo?” he asked. “These lot givin’ ya the guff?” 
 
    “Waagh! Fuck!” the roller-man shrieked in reply. 
 
    “No, my good sir,” Ian assured them as he pressed a hand against Gregoire’s chest and guided him back away from the cell door. “No guff here.” 
 
    “Wot say you, Stranger?” the guard asked, pointing his weapon toward The Stranger, who was still seated on the cot. “They hidin’ any contraband in ’ere?”  
 
    The Stranger looked around the empty cell. “Not to my knowledge. I’ve only awakened just yesterday.”  
 
    The guard sneered at him. “Welcome t’ the land o’ the livin’. That glib tongue o’ yers’ll fit ya right in to the trouble ’round ’ere. This one causin’ trouble, Rollo?” he asked the still-screeching man by his side. 
 
    “Waagh! Haagh! Bitch!” he proclaimed, a stream of urine spraying down each shrunken leg from the odd sling with which his waist was suspended. 
 
    Just then a man screamed from across the prison’s center. The guard turned toward a rising commotion, but his companion continued shrieking into The Stranger’s cell. 
 
    “Speakin’ o’ trouble,” he mused, slinging his weapon back over his shoulder. “Come on, Rollo, let’s get to it!” he grabbed the man’s bony shoulders and spun him around before pushing his rusty wheels through the sand. 
 
    “Don’t want any trouble with that one,” Ian warned in a hushed tone. “He’ll draw guards to ya like a loyal dog.” 
 
    The guard pushed the roller-man toward a growing crowd of guards. The Stranger watched as they ripped two quarrelling prisoners out of a cell and dragged them into the courtyard. Countless guards rushed into the prison center from the surrounding barracks and joined in forming a large circle around the two men. A smaller group of trustees stood outside the circle and collected coins from most of the guards who joined to watch. They arranged the bets in neat piles and took notes on various ledgers.  
 
    “Aye,” Ian sighed. 
 
    “We got a spat,” one of the armed guards bellowed to the two men inside the circle. “This is how we settle it in Fanxel! Make us holler, boys, but if one o’ ye dies, the winner’s gonna owe me double!” 
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    Saleema undertook a lengthy process that was painstaking for Ian to watch. She lit candles throughout the dim cabin and strew Ian’s archives across a large wooden table in the center of the room. After studying them for quite a while, the witch motioned in silence for his brother to approach. As he did, she indicated a smaller table nearby, which he climbed atop and lay flat on his back without a word. She approached and lay one pale, long-fingered hand atop his chest, her eyes closed, her head tilting slowly back. 
 
    “I love you,” Ian said, breaking the prolonged silence. Neither acknowledged his interruption. He added more quietly, “This will work …” 
 
    Saleema began muttering low, quiet incantations that were impossible to make out. Her hand rose from his brother’s chest and hovered just above it as his body stiffened. 
 
    After a time, a candle in the far corner flickered out, though the air inside and outside the cabin remained artificially still. Saleema’s murmurs increased in pace, and she opened her eyes at last and turned to the larger table in the middle of the room. Still muttering, she nearly collapsed atop the table, planting both palms flat before her and gazing at Ian’s work. Her eyes darted side to side with impossible speed as she appeared to take in the colossal amount of information therein. All the while, her incantations continued to build momentum.  
 
    Ian’s brother remained flat on the table, head back and eyes closed. His body began to convulse minutely as Saleema’s eyes closed anew and she threw her head back. 
 
    “Farstava demens harna! Far varld sistema!” she shouted. 
 
    Ian’s jaw hung slack. He stared in unblinking amazement. His brother’s convulsions ceased, but Saleema’s chanting continued growing louder, faster. A blinding green hue enveloped the cabin, but it appeared to originate from nowhere. At first, the hue created a slow blinking flash phenomenon that surely engulfed the entire world. The flashing increased in frequency as the witch completed her spell. A low hum and click accompanied the flashes of phantom light, and, as the blinking grew faster, the hum grew in intensity until it was nigh on deafening. 
 
    Ian’s brother’s eyes opened, but they stared up at the cabin’s roof, uncomprehending. He did not move or sit up for quite some time after that. Ian himself could never be sure if his brother was seeing anything in that moment, but he saw. He saw all. 
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    The days in Fanxel soon blended together, and the nights themselves morphed into the horrors that took place therein. Skuttler remained well behaved on his frequent meal rounds and somehow managed to withstand most of The Stranger’s taunts without incident. The Stranger’s beard grew again far beyond the length he’d worn when he sheared it outside that conniving woman’s cabin when he’d first arrived on the shores of Fordar.  
 
    Soon, the dry, arid blight gave way to monsoon season, and thick, dark clouds spanned the desert horizon daily. When a storm passed over Fanxel, the torrential downpour and rolling thunder often drowned out the sounds of despair within, and the rains kept most of the guards away for a time. The dry, cracked sand turned to mud with dark brown puddles that stood even on the rare days without rainstorms. Small rivulets of runoff mud flowed down from the hills surrounding Fanxel and ran in quiet streams through the prison’s flooded courtyard and into and out of various cells. Most of the guards and trustees stayed in the barracks, and services like food delivery dropped to once per day on many occasions. Boss ensured that none of the prisoners he’d captured or paid for would expire, even when keeping them alive became unpleasant for the prison workers. 
 
    With the floodwaters, The Stranger’s cell had turned to a sloppy mud pit. The corner where Ian worried over his drawings and symbols turned to a pool of sorts. The ground was sunken down where he had swiped and drawn and swiped and drawn anew, and the mud pooled there, driving the poor man madder. He had tried for a time to etch on the cell’s clay walls with his blunted wooden spoon, but it proved much harder than the sand. He spent most of the days rocking with his eyes closed, muttering to himself as though he were trying to recall a distant, distant memory. 
 
    The Stranger lay on the cot on one of the particularly dryer days and watched the unrelenting misery outside his cell. Not for the first time, it crossed his mind that these should be his people. Their suffering was a result of leadership failure, and it was he who had been burdened with that responsibility, decreed by the ancient creators generations ago. It was his name that had been etched upon the White Sword from the beginnings of time, his touch that should open the Throne Room doors. He’d been chasing his own demons, but now he was stuck, marooned here amid the suffering of all whom his bloodline was bound to serve. This onus weighed upon his already damaged mind, and the loss and mourning of his family—the helplessness to rescue Laura and William—doubled over in guilt for all those who now too were his responsibility.  
 
    Ian stood and ventured closer to the cell’s bars than he usually allowed himself to stray. The day was dark with heavy clouds upon the horizon, but the rainfall had not drifted over Fanxel today. Slow-flowing rivulets still snaked their way through the prison courtyard and through cells, and Ian’s usual corner of their cell with the well-weathered patch of dirt would remain sunken down to form an ankle-deep pool of muddy water until the throes of winter were upon them. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” Gregoire rasped out of a midday nap as Ian walked by, but he did not reply. 
 
    His small, cracked glasses teetered atop his nose dangerously, and his gaze was fixed upon the patch of mud in front of the cell door that did not house standing or flowing water at present. As if transfixed by his compulsion, he drew his spoon and began drawing his circles in the mud. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “What does that mean?” The Stranger asked at last as the man tilted his head back and exhaled a sigh of relief after having not drawn the symbols for days. 
 
    Ian walked not the line separating brilliance and insanity, but instead stood with one foot planted firmly on either side at all times. The Stranger’s question gave him pause, as though no one had ever given him reason to ponder it. 
 
    “This?” he mused, slowly finishing a fourth symbol with his blunted spoon. “This is infinity,” he said, almost to himself. Then he turned to face The Stranger. “What if our world were boundless? What if, instead of sailing off the edge of the Western Sea, our journeys just—just—just continued on … or started over.” As he spoke, his somnolent determination gave way to his typical manic, hastened speech that threatened to outpace even his rapid thoughts. “Many cultures view time as—as—as linear, but others suspect that it’s a circle. It is an infinite loop without limits, as is our world—all worlds—our very existence. When the dimensions are—are—are disrupted, though, a circular time folds in upon itself. The outcome is cataclysmic. What we see today is the outcome of such disruption. Existences crumble, and that which once was boundless now fades into nothingness. This—” he indicated the point where the two concentric circles crossed, “this—this is the nexus of all antithesis. The point where creation meets destruction. Where infinity meets oblivion. Where light meets dark …” 
 
    The Stranger, from an educated family himself, understood few of the words the man spoke. He had regretted asking the inevitable question almost immediately and turned his attention back to the muddy prison center. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on here,” a familiar voice commanded abruptly. Skuttler shot a scabby paw through the cell bars and grabbed Ian by the arm. “Hatchin’ some ball-brained plan t’ escape?” 
 
    Ian startled and then groaned in pain as the lackey dug his jagged nails into his arm. “Nothing here, sir. Forgive us.” 
 
    “What is it?” he growled in Ian’s ear. “What’s it mean?” 
 
    “Believe me when I say you wouldn’t understand.” The Stranger stood from the cot and made toward his cellmate who was pinned to the cell bars. 
 
    “Take another step, and I’ll rip ’is arm off an’ beat ya both t’ death wiv it. Believe me when I tell ya that!” Skuttler snarled as he spoke, and tendrils of saliva dripped from his jagged teeth that suddenly looked like fangs behind his vengeful face. His tongue flicked to the sore at the corner of his mouth and prodded it briefly. 
 
    “Who?” Gregoire stood up. His usually carefree face was wrought with concern. He seemed to know he hadn’t asked the right question, but didn’t know how to better express it. 
 
    “It’s okay, Greggy,” Ian assured the man. “Stay back, please.”  
 
    Skuttler hollered over his shoulder for a nearby guard. 
 
    “What are you doing, Miles?” The Stranger jibed. 
 
    Skuttler redoubled his grip and thrust Ian against the cell bars. He reached his free arm through and wrapped it around the man’s neck. “Ye’ll regret teasin’ me, boy,” he growled. “Yer gonna get yer’s today.” 
 
    “What the fuck’s goin’ on here!” a guard yelled as he ran toward the cell. He raised his weapon and pointed it directly at The Stranger’s face. 
 
    “They’re escapin’,” Skuttler called. 
 
    “We are doing no such thing,” The Stranger said as the guard approached. 
 
    “Drop ’im!” he commanded. “Gebback! Open ’at cell! I’ll put a bullet through yer pretty teeth if ye try anythin’ at all.” 
 
    Skuttler let go of Ian, and the poor man stumbled to his knees, coughing and retching. Gregoire reached forward and brought the thin man into a confused and concerned embrace.  
 
    The guard opened the cell and entered. He grabbed The Stranger by his dirty, tattered smock and put the barrel of the machine gun under his chin. “Yer lucky Boss is aroun’ today, ’r I’d have a mind to throw ye in the ring with five o’ my biggest loon-heads ’n’ make ya earn back every paga we spent on yer sorry ass.” 
 
    Skuttler’s eyes darted crazily from The Stranger to the guard, then to the gun and back to The Stranger again. His tongue worked behind his cracked lower lip. 
 
    “Fucking do it, you crusty sand maggot,” The Stranger growled, gun wedged painfully against his neck. 
 
    The guard turned and looked at Skuttler. He let go of The Stranger’s neck and swatted at Skuttler, who backed away and hunkered briefly to all fours. “What’s this shit then? You jus’ slappin’ yer cock again?” 
 
    “They’s escapin’ …” Skuttler replied lamely. 
 
    “What is this shit?” The guard stamped a heavy boot in the mud where the symbols were drawn. “Fuckin’ doodles?” 
 
    “It’s a plan. Ask ’im what it means!” 
 
    The guard advanced on Skuttler and slammed the cell door on his way out. “You eye-fuck my gun again, boy, an’ I’ll make ya wish ye never clawed yer way outta yer mummy’s maw. Ya wanna settle a petty grudge, I’ll throw ye in the ring wiv ’im an’ put a hundred paga against ye.” 
 
    Skuttler tumbled onto his bottom as he backed away, giving the guard an opportunity to drop the butt of his machine gun into the man’s unprotected gut as he walked away. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re ready to take him up on that offer,” The Stranger said before climbing back onto his cot.  
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    Bernard’s temper flared to dangerous heights as he gathered belongings from his quarters and the seldom-shared quarters with Laura. Despite growing up in a fisherman’s family, he had long detested the sea and the act of sailing. His plans had been thwarted far too many times for him to forgo this journey, but the thought of sailing across the Great Sea on a blind hunt based on rumor infuriated the man.  
 
    “I won’t return for quite some time,” he told Laura with genuine regret after making his way down to her locked quarters.  
 
    “How so ever will we fare without you,” she replied. 
 
    “Your sardonic tongue wounds, as I’m sure you know,” he warned her. “Forget not that I may wound as well.”  
 
    “The pain you’ve inflicted will never be forgot. As I’m sure you know.” 
 
    Bernard gnashed his teeth. “I have long given up the delusion of hope for gratitude for what I could provide for you both,” he said. “Perhaps when I return things will be different.” 
 
    “Perhaps you won’t return.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, fury mounting. He approached her despite this and grabbed her hair within one fist. She pursed her lips into nonexistence, as she always did, and turned her face away from his in futility. He pulled her close and placed a long kiss at the corner of her unmoving lips as she winced.  
 
    “My men will care for you both while I’m away,” he sighed. “But take pause before giving them any grief, for they may not be as forgiving as I.” His eyes dropped to faint bruises on her thighs before he turned and walked toward the door. 
 
    “Your men will perish or kill me before I let them inside. The same goes for you,” she spat.  
 
    Bernard paused in the doorway, eyes closed again. How long had he housed her and the verminchild in his castle while she refused to relent? He swallowed hard before speaking again. “He’s still alive, you know? Your husband burdens me even after all this time.”  
 
    The audible inhale Laura made behind him did wonders to soothe his mood. 
 
    “The only silver lining is that I get the pleasure of killing the bootless fool twice.” Now he turned to face her one last time. Uncertain tears stood in her eyes, refusing to fall until sure that this sour hope could possibly be real. Bernard cherished that uncertainty for a moment. “I will return, and things will be different.” 
 
    With that he slammed and locked the door. 
 
    Back in the castle’s main floor, he cast a wayward gaze upon the Throne Room’s great marble door. The stubborn magic would not budge until his brother’s royal blood flowed through living veins no more. He reached a hand out and placed it upon the door, where he’d lain the child’s hand countless times before, thinking him the next rightful heir to the throne. 
 
    “Everything will be different …”  
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    Brandon Dare had been chided throughout his youth for being a boy of few words. He’d found that the power of words was lost on those who used them generously and that introspection often afforded him a greater advantage. It was this skill which he’d honed in order to survive all this time on his own. The ability to plan his words carefully and to tailor them to those who may be listening had gotten him and his companions out of a great number of predicaments.  
 
    Jake, on the other hand, was a surly young man who, too, offered few words, but whose presumed introspection had yet to reveal a benefit.  
 
    The two were sullen and silent as they were marched to Fanxel prison from their campsite. Brandon dwelled sourly on the events which had led to this current quandary. He’d lost his temper at the thought of placing Olivia back at risk for their silly plans, and he’d thusly lost his diplomatic edge. For this, he blamed himself for Philip’s death and his own capture.  
 
    He continued to stew in brooding silence for the first half of his stay at Fanxel prison. Jake seldom broke the silence or seemed any more put off than usual by the lack of conversation. Despite—and perhaps in light of—Brandon’s silence, he practiced a great deal of observation while confined to their cell. He watched the slow and lame who once lived in shadow now toting weapons around the prison courtyard with authority. He watched the lackeys place bets on forbidden duels in the courtyard when Boss was away. He watched new inmates get dragged in and auctioned off based on their prior skills and physical prowess. He watched poor and troubled souls as they were dragged in front of all and tortured until the evil possessions fled their ailing minds. Eventually he watched the clouds of monsoon season roll over the distant mountaintops and threaten to flood the entire sunken crater within which Fanxel lay.  
 
    But most importantly he watched a scabby and overzealous lackey named Skuttler deliver inedible chow day in and day out. He watched the wretch watch others and attempt to mimic and adhere to their behaviors. He watched him pick fights and scrounge for reason to be afforded a promotion, only to be chastised and kicked in the neck like a semi-loyal mutt. He watched him torment a group of men in the far end-cell more often than others. He watched him withdraw to the shadows and rifle quietly through discarded crates of strange materials and shipments from other lands.  
 
    The man existed to go unnoticed. Despite all his daily efforts and irksome interventions, he remained but a gnat for the armed guards to swat aside and dismiss anew. His true nature they would never know and never bother to investigate. But Brandon could read him like a book. 
 
    “I have a plan,” Brandon spoke at last. Was this the first time he had addressed Jake since arriving here? He thought it may have been, but the monotony had melded all the days together, and his memories of the past were fading to give way to a new determination. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Brandon leaned upon his cell’s door, his head resting between two bars, as he routinely watched the events unfolding within Fanxel. He ignored his breakfast and observed the man called Skuttler as he rummaged through nearby crates of odd relics and supplies in the nearby barracks, as he often did. He held up and inspected a square, metallic device with strange symbols and letters on it. Brandon recognized the device from his travels and conquests.  
 
    Skuttler tossed the object into a nearby pile and continued his foraging. After he was satisfied he’d inspected everything he hadn’t already looked over, he sighed and turned his attention back toward the courtyard, where armed guards paced and taunted the troubled captives. He was not an observant man, it seemed, and he took no heed of Brandon’s watchful gaze, as usual. He stared wistfully at the large weapons and the confidence they endowed. Brandon surmised that the man had likely had access to the weapons in his not-too-distant past. 
 
    At last Skuttler scowled and adopted his usual hunch-necked posture before meandering his way through the prison center to look for trouble.  
 
    “I’ll give ya a paga for one of those square bundles,” Brandon muttered as he approached. 
 
    Skuttler stopped and glowered at the prisoners lounging casually in their cells.  
 
    Brandon could tell the lackey wanted to berate him and create a scene for his own self-gain, but he also knew the notion of retrieving some coin appealed to the weaseling man. He knew this because he’d watched the wretch slink through the shadows and scrape up single coin after single coin following each raucous brawl in the courtyard, and he’d watched him collect and count his coins in various dark nooks within the nearby barracks. He’d watched Skuttler propound for a meeting with Boss to discuss the possibility of a promotion and acquisition of a weapon of his own. He’d watched the other guards refuse him his requests and make unlikely demands of paga before Skuttler had finally appeared to give in and begin collecting. 
 
    “Fuck’re ye gonna get a paga, young ’ne?” Skuttler growled, looking suspiciously around and back toward the piles of crates nearby. “An’ wot business is it of yers t’ watch me in my private matters?” 
 
    Brandon smiled a broad smile and spread his arms before him. “Nothin’ else t’ do in here but watch!” he explained. “Do forgive me, my liege,” he added, tipping his head forward in a gesture of servility. He knew, too, that this addition would cater to Skuttler’s nature. 
 
    “Ye didn’ answer me first question, brat. Where ye two gettin’ any coin?” He lowered his voice and approached the cell, despite how close the prisoner was standing. “I know ya ain’t won any fights in the yard.” 
 
    “I have a small stash,” Brandon lied. “There’s other guards in here willing to make deals.” 
 
    “Ya got nothin’ I want!” Skuttler growled. “An’ ye’d best watch yer tongue wi’ me, lest I bring the less forgivin’ ones down on ye.” 
 
    Brandon tipped his head again and backed away, arms spread. “I mean no disrespect. Only thought we could help each other.” 
 
    “Wot ya want wi’ the guards’ supplies anyway? Likely t’ get me exiled or worse, tradin’ yer arse somethin’ like ’at!” 
 
    Brandon shrugged. 
 
    “Wot is it anyway?” 
 
    Brandon shrugged again and shook his head. “Just wanted somethin’ new t’ look at. If I figure it out, I’d let ya know.” 
 
    Skuttler eyed the boy suspiciously for a moment more in silence. His eyes darted around the boys’ cell as his tongue darted from a sore on one side of his mouth to a new one forming on the other side and then back again. He growled at last and turned back to make his way through the yard. Brandon saw his hand go unconsciously to the small pouch at his side and touch the coins he had so far collected. 
 
    All said, the encounter went better than their first. Brandon had been watching as an armed guard berated Skuttler then knocked him on his backside and thrust the butt of his weapon down into the man’s exposed gut.  
 
    “Real brave warrior t’ kick an unarmed man while he’s down,” Brandon had lamented as Skuttler shuffled by, hunched nearly all the way to his hands and feet like a beast.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Skuttler had barked before skirting his way down into the shadows of the barracks.  
 
    Several days following the more recent discussion, Brandon was in his cell watching a boisterous upheaval develop. Jake was on his cot quietly gazing at nothing. The guards were dragging two shrieking prisoners out into the courtyard as the guards rallied and formed a circle after placing their bets. Brandon saw Skuttler appear by the crates near his cell, as he often did, to watch the events.  
 
    As the fight unfolded, the crowd of guards grew increasingly unruly. The shouting grew louder than ever, and soon the excitable dynamic had shifted to chaos. Many of the guards began pushing one another, and a few had drawn their weapons.  
 
    “He’s killed ’im!” Brandon was able to make out someone shout. 
 
    “A’right!” another voice bellowed. “Get ’im back to ’is cell! Let us sort this ’n’ out!” 
 
    “That’s it! Everybody back t’ yer barracks ’fore I bury every last one o’ ya!” 
 
    From one of the nearby scuffles a sack of paga fell to the dusty ground and spilled out. One coin bounced and rolled across the courtyard and stopped in front of Brandon’s cell. As he contemplated reaching through the bars to take it, his eyes locked on Skuttler’s. The man had crawled on all fours out of the shadows and snatched the coin. Now he looked up at Brandon and silently implored the boy to make not a sound. 
 
    The crowds dispersed, and only a few guards remained in the courtyard. They surrounded a limp and bloody body of a prisoner who lay slain from the fight.  
 
    “They ain’ s’pose’ t’ kill ’im,” one of the passing guards mused.  
 
    “Shit happens,” another lamented. 
 
    The guards picked up the corpse and carried it out of the prison center and out of sight. Brandon stood in his cell, and Skuttler remained on all fours just outside the cell, where the coin had been retrieved.  
 
    “Boss don’t even know ’bout the fights,” Brandon said, “but I bet he’d love t’ hear who’s allowin’ his prisoners t’ die out here over some bets.” 
 
    Skuttler’s worried face worked, and his tongue rolled faster than ever side-to-side over his cracking lower lip.  
 
    “He paid good paga for ’em.” 
 
    “Aye,” Skuttler croaked at last. “Bet ’e’d love t’ hear.” 
 
     
 
    10 
 
      
 
    Monsoon season brought with it a caustic breeze that had no end. Even when the persistent clouds broke and the rains stopped falling, the hum of the autumn winds was there. 
 
    It was an out-of-place silence in the air that broke The Stranger’s thoughtless muse as he lay on the cot and stared at the roof of the cell. He rolled over on the cot and peered into the prison courtyard. Nothing apparent had changed, but others around Fanxel seemed to notice the altered quality of the air. Time seemed to stand still. Ian let forth a tiny, almost inaudible gasp, but The Stranger could discern nothing that should have prompted it.  
 
    Eventually a tall man stepped around the side of one of the buildings. The man was well groomed, with short, black hair. He leaned casually on a heavy cane with his four-fingered right hand. A nearby guard raised his gun at the unfamiliar man and called something in greeting or warning.  
 
    A whirl appeared from a nearby shadow, and some small creature shot forth in a blur to accost the guard. The impact shocked his finger into pulling the trigger, and as many as six rapid explosions shot out of the tip of the gun. The bullets sprayed all around the tall man with his cane, blasting up splashes of mud and clay with their impact. The man did not flinch. 
 
    In an instant, the guard was flat on his back, his gun strewn far from his grasp. A dwarfish, animal-like pygmy man hunched over the body, panting and glancing around frenetically for its next victim. Several other guards rushed toward the commotion, and countless other blurs appeared seemingly out of nowhere to halt their progress. A few other guns erupted in brief spurts of fire, but the pygmies moved impossibly fast, and they were fatally efficient in their assault.  
 
    All the while, the intruder stood unbothered. He glanced around the prison and took it all in, nodding with satisfaction and approval.  
 
    “Anybody gonna bring the boss down here, or what?” he shouted at last. His voice was slow and confident, with a brash western drawl.  
 
    The guards who’d been knocked asunder were glancing around with profound confusion. Others shuffled nervously, not daring to raise their weapons, lest they, too, be brought down by the camouflaged pygmies.  
 
    “Go get Boss!” someone out of sight whispered harshly. 
 
    The man stood in wait with serene contentment. He closed his eyes and tilted his head back to the sky as the sun peeked through some heavy clouds. He inhaled a long, deep breath through his nostrils, and the sound could be heard across the entire silent prison. 
 
    “Jus’ who the fuck’re you then?” Boss demanded as he whirled out of the barracks with two nervous crewmen lingering far behind. He raised his weapon and nestled the stock against his shoulder. “Assailin’ my men?” 
 
    The man raised both hands in a calm gesture of surrender as Boss approached. His cane he pinched between his right thumb and the palm, and The Stranger could see an infant-sized skull adorning the tip. 
 
    A whoosh erupted from behind a nearby crate, and a blur shot forth between the two men. In an instant, Boss was standing in empty-handed awe. His weapon was flung across the courtyard. The man continued to hold his hands above his head nonetheless. 
 
    “M’ name’s Maldeive Dorn,” he said with a charming smile, “but y’all c’n call me The Preeminent.” 
 
    Boss stood in slack-jawed disbelief. 
 
    Maldeive lowered his arms and extended one to be shaken. “This a damn fine prison we got ourselves.” 
 
    Boss glanced at the outstretched hand for a moment before snatching at his waist to retrieve a smaller secondary weapon. He was dropped to his backside like a sack of corn as two of the knee-high men bolted forth in coordinated effort. One deftly removed the handgun, and the other barreled beneath Boss’s feet, sweeping them out from under him. As quickly as they’d appeared, they scurried back into the shadows on their hands and feet. 
 
    Maldeive shrugged and dropped his hand to his side. He stepped forth and planted the cane in Boss’s chest, tilting his head to address the stuporous man. “You ever hear ’bout eternal life?” he asked. 
 
    Boss slapped away the cane from his chest, but Maldeive replaced it with ease. “Someone kill this man!” he shouted at his stunned guards, who shuffled and glanced around nervously. Not one made a move for fear of the hiding hordes of tiny fighters.  
 
    “They’ll die for me,” Maldeive promised. “I seen what’s on the other side, and, friends, what I offer my followers is soo-preme! I got more men hidin’ here than you got in plain sight, and not a damn one of ’em wouldn’t take the bullet right out from under me.” He smiled broadly. “Wanna try ’em? They’re all itchin’ for the sweet release of salvation!” With that, he threw his head back to the sky and stretched both arms out and raised them high. 
 
    The courtyard remained silent. Not even a prisoner made a sound. 
 
    “What do ye want?” Boss growled at last. The bitter defeat in his voice was unmistakable. 
 
    Maldeive smiled even wider at the question. He flipped the cane around between his fingertips and allowed it to slide through his grasp so that he was holding it upside down. The small skull atop the cane, he now placed against Boss’s cheek as if to mime a kiss.  
 
    “I want you t’ wonder.” 
 
    With that, he flashed a wink to the guards across the prison center and flipped his cane back around. He turned and walked back the way he’d come, just as casual and carefree as when he’d walked in.  
 
      
 
    11 
 
     
 
    After what seemed to be an endless and trying journey across the Great Sea, The Baron stepped off his great ship and curled his lips at the foul air of Fordar’s shore. Unmotivated armed men glanced lazily at the crew departing the ship. 
 
    “Excuse me!” Bernard bellowed. “Which of you scoundrels can point me toward the boss of Fanxel prison?” 
 
    “Boss?” one of the men inquired. “The fuck’re you, anyway, fancy pants?” 
 
    Bernard’s crew audibly reeled at the insolence. They raised their weaponry in unison against the unruly man. “Come here, my friend,” Bernard said, motioning the man onto the large dock. 
 
    Some of the port guards raised their weapons with uncertainty, but others merely glanced around at one another. The man in question walked up the stairs onto the dock with an ingrained obedience to authority. 
 
    Bernard smiled as he snatched the machine gun deftly from the man’s hands. He promptly returned it with a thrust into the guard’s chest, doubling him over with a heavy thump. He thrust an elbow into the back of the man’s head and forced his face against an up-swinging knee. When the man fell, Bernard placed a heavy boot on his chest and shoved his body into the ocean beneath the pier.  
 
    “I am he who brings you these powerful weapons from worlds which you could never know!” he bellowed, raising the gun above his head at the small crowd below. “I am he who brings you this life of luxury which you enjoy! I am he who brought you swine forth from the shadows to live and prosper in the light of every bountiful day! I am your Baron!” 
 
    The few guards who were still aiming weapons at the large crew still filing off the luxurious ship dropped their arms to their sides. 
 
    “Now bring me the damned boss!” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Please, sir, lemme apologize again fer my men,” Boss implored once he had finally arrived at the docks. “There ain’t much talent or smartness ’round ’ere, an’ we gotta settle fer loyal most times.” 
 
    The Baron waved a hand in dismissal. “I’d like to depart this foul nation in as timely a manner as possible, so, if you could, spare me the trivialities and get us to the prison.” They’d been travelling for most of the day, and the bumbling moron had not stopped gabbing. “You say the prison is a half day’s journey, and yet we’ll be walking straight through the night at this rate. I still see nothing before us aside from wasteland and distant sierras.” 
 
    “Yessir, yessir. Fanxel’s down in a big crater-like dip. Keeps the scene pristine from that unsightly lot.” He waved a hand across the horizon in front of him to emphasize his point. 
 
    The Baron rolled his eyes and made no other reply. 
 
    “So he looks like yerself, ya say?” Boss asked again as the group made their way at last down the sloping desert toward the prison.  
 
    “Never one to sport a clean-cut face such as my own, but otherwise a fair match,” The Baron replied.  
 
    “I think I know jus’ the one,” Boss assured him for the tenth time since leaving the shore. 
 
    The prison sounded to be in an uproar as they trundled through the filthy barracks that surrounded it. When they arrived at the prison’s center, hoards of men and women stood in a circle, shouting and cheering madly. Others stood off to the side and hungrily collected paga into sloppy piles before them. 
 
    “What in the sloppiest of cocks is goin’ on,” Boss growled at the scene. He made to break toward the uproar in a full gallop, but The Baron dropped a heavy hand upon his shoulder. 
 
    “Show me the cell,” he commanded. “I did not sail across the Great Sea to witness the dramas of managing a corral for the unsane.” 
 
    Boss pointed to a cell at the end of one of the rows and left The Baron and his crew to race toward the fight unfolding before them. 
 
    The Baron turned to a crewman behind him and took a heavy machine gun from his shoulder. 
 
    This is it, he thought as he approached the cell, bracing himself to see the man with whom he’d spent his youth seeking mischief and adventure. This had better be it … 
 
    But as he looked through the cell’s bars, there was nothing to be seen. Save for some strange, familiar circular symbols, the cell was empty. 
 
    An explosion rocked the world around him. 
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    “Brother, I think I am lost …” 
 
    “These woods are tricky,” Ian replied. They had left the cabin and begun their journey back. “But we made it this far. We will make it back home.”  
 
    They had remained in silence in the cabin for a lengthy time following Saleema’s spells. Ian had gazed into the green lights until his mind refused to take in any more and forced his body backward upon the wooden floor. The moment Saleema saw him falter, her concentration went to Ian, and the spell broke. The lights went out, and the silence collapsed down around them anew.  
 
    “Are you well?” she’d asked. 
 
    “I just—I need a moment,” Ian had managed. 
 
    “I told you that it wouldn’t work.” 
 
    Perhaps it hadn’t. But something happened. Ian had become one with the multiverse. In mere moments, he’d seen worlds he couldn’t have dreamt existed. He’d understood foreign cultures and languages. He’d gazed upon galaxies and observed discoveries that most realities would never make. He looked upon the contents of his studies, the pages filled with symbols and unfamiliar scripts. His eyes fell upon the double-circled symbol, and his heart beat faster in his chest as he heaved quick, shallow breaths.  
 
    “That isn’t what I mean,” his brother replied now. “I feel lost inside.” 
 
    Ian paused. The unnaturally silent Hoxar Woods seemed to take in a slow breath around them. 
 
    “What did she do to me?” He stopped and clutched at his heaving chest, a panic attack brewing.  
 
    Ian took his brother in his arms as the young man began to weep. 
 
    “I can’t remember who I am,” he sobbed into Ian’s chest. 
 
    The pair sank to their knees in the odd darkness. “What do you mean?” Ian implored. 
 
    “I—I—I—I—” 
 
    Ian rubbed the young man’s back and drew his arm up to the back of his head in an attempt to calm him. He looked down and noted a large strip of grey in his younger brother’s black hair. “Your hair …” he said, jaw sinking with his heart.  
 
    “Oh, Greggy, your hair …” 
 
     
 
   
 
  

 The Cave:
Part 3 
 
      
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    s this what Hell is?” Christopher asked. “Just an eternity of wandering around bored in the dark?” 
 
    “I know not,” The Stranger replied without much interest. 
 
    “How long were you here before I found you anyway?” 
 
    The Stranger shrugged. 
 
    “Like, was it days? Or just a couple hours?” he asked. 
 
    “Hours?” The Stranger asked. “How would I know how many days had passed anyway?” He waved his arms toward the dark cavern’s ceiling overhead. 
 
     “Fair enough,” Christopher agreed. “Time seems funny in here anyway … just like my memory.”  
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    “So you ever gonna tell me your name?” he urged. 
 
    The Stranger rolled his eyes. “My identity was stolen from me, as was my family,” he said. “If we find my son, then I will tell you my name.” 
 
    “I thought you said we wouldn’t find him here? I mean I’d hope your son isn’t in Hell and all …” 
 
    The Stranger winced at the notion. “I’m not so sure this is … Hell.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I do not believe we are dead. I do not feel dead.” 
 
    Christopher scoffed. He looked down at his body and confirmed it was still there. “Isn’t that kinda the point? The afterlife and all?” 
 
    “Not as I understand it,” The Stranger replied. 
 
    “What’s your religion?” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    Christopher paused, confused. “Your religion? Like what do you believe happens after you die?” 
 
    “I was taught that one’s departed spirit is free to roam the physical world, inhabiting herbs and potions that aid and heal loved ones.” 
 
    “Ha!” Christopher forced a laugh. “That’s even sillier than our religions. So that’s it? Good or evil, you just get to wander around and turn into water and shit?” 
 
    The Stranger cast the young man a vexed glance before replying, “Evil spirits would be more apt to inhabit poisonous foods or plants like the ogras.” 
 
    “Ogras?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “Yes, the one that is burned in a pipe.” He mimed a smoking gesture. 
 
    Christopher erupted in hearty laughter at this. “Like weed?” he shouted. He laughed excessively before wiping a tear away from one eye. “I guess we were both wrong on that one, buddy. Kind of a slap in the face to wake up in Hell after the hard stance I took against Christianity.”  
 
    “What is this Christianity you speak of?” 
 
    “What? It’s everywhere! Where is that Repose place anyway?” 
 
    The Stranger shrugged. 
 
    “Like what continent is it on?” Christopher pressed. 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. “I know not.” 
 
    “You don’t know what continent you live on?” 
 
    “’Tis just Reprise!” The Stranger snapped. “Across the sea from Fordar. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Christopher considered this before stopping in his tracks. “Wait a minute,” he said, looking The Stranger’s garb up and down. “Are you from, like, the past?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Or another dimension?” he added excitedly. 
 
    The Stranger turned away and continued walking, unsure how to respond. 
 
    “Wait! What year was it when you died?”  
 
    “What is year?” The Stranger asked.  
 
    “You don’t know what year it is?” 
 
    The Stranger rolled his eyes again, patience thinning. “I do not,” he said curtly. 
 
    “A year, like, as in three hundred and sixty-five days. I’m not being mean! I’m just trying to understand.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head again. “That sounds quite arbitrary.” 
 
    “Dude!” he cried. “It’s how long it takes Earth to move around the sun! One full revolution is a year.” 
 
    The Stranger paused and tried to understand some of the words the man spoke. Finally, he asked, “Earth?” 
 
    Christopher dropped to his knees and clutched his head in his arms. The Stranger watched his dramatic display in silence. He stood up at last and threw his head back in exasperation. “Oh my fuckin’ God, you’re from another dimension. Do you know the U.S.? Europe? Asia? Galileo? Jesus Christ? Do you have TVs?” 
 
    The Stranger slowly shook his head. “I know none of those words.” 
 
    Christopher allowed himself to collapse again. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Are you well?” The Stranger asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just give me … give me a minute. My mind is exploding.” 
 
    The Stranger stood in silence for a long while before Christopher spoke again. He did so from a crouched position, his head still bowed in his arms. 
 
    “We used to have this cat—do you know cats?” 
 
    The Stranger nodded. 
 
    “So we had this cat, and he would sit all day and stare out the window, you know? We never let him outside, for all, like, twelve years of his life or whatever. So he’d just stare out the window, and I’d stare at him. I remember trying to view life from his perspective when I was a kid. Like, what if I opened the front door and let him out? What would that be like for him? He probably lived his entire life thinking the universe was confined to the walls of our house, you know? I thought about that a lot. Like, if I just stared up into the sky, I think I’m looking at the bounds of my universe, my reality, right? But … There could be so much more out there. There clearly are other worlds, man.” 
 
    The Stranger stood in silence for a long time before sitting down in the cave next to Christopher. He said nothing in reply. 
 
    “Does any of that make sense?” Christopher asked at last. 
 
    “No,” The Stranger admitted. “I continue to ponder it, and I cannot for my life discern why you’d keep a cat in your home.” 
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    Chris Cross Applesauce: Spoon-feeding for (Adults Who Think Like) Schoolchildren 
 
      
 
    Heaven / Hell: 
 
      
 
    The very notion that there is a Heaven or Hell is so shockingly, pitifully facile that it’s truly insulting. My entire life, I’ve been told to think a certain way, to speak a certain way, to behave a certain way. To contradict or disobey these orders—hell, to even question them—would yield dire consequences: Santa would put me on the naughty list. 
 
    Oh, no, wait. I mean: I’d squander and suffer for an eternity in a fiery underworld.  
 
    Does that not seem like quite a leap to anyone else? From Tooth Fairies and Easter Bunnies to SATAN SODOMIZING YOUR SOUL. 
 
    This whole premise is the most basic of techniques used to brainwash and control. Just look at the holiday kid-parent dynamic. You can coerce a child to do almost anything with the promise of gifts (paradise) or the threat of coal (damnation). And they don’t think twice. They don’t challenge you. They don’t try to look beyond. Why would they? The reward is so sweet, so attainable. They just fall in line and nod politely and hit you with a “yes, ma’am,” or a “no, sir.” 
 
    Now extrapolate that to a more global scale—a more adult scale—a scale most of us never grow out of. It’s easy to question something like Santa Claus when you hear your friends talking about how he isn’t real. The only consequence would be a short scolding, maybe one or two fewer gifts this Christmas. 
 
    But to question Jesus Christ? No, no, no, no! To even have a critical discussion is forbidden on the highest scale. This illustrates the carefully nefarious design of religion. 
 
    Now I know a lot of people I grew up with would argue that such a flawless design could only be crafted by God. But I maintain that this notion is dangerously naive. If I wanted to create a lie I could never get caught in, what would be the best way to do it? Well, to create a villain (depending on your perspective) who would punish you ETERNALLY IN FIRE AND DAMNATION if you even so much as questioned the validity of my story. That’s a pretty scary consequence, eh? 
 
    This type of design disallows critical thinking, reasoning, deduction, and even accepting the evidence right in front of our fucking eyes. It rewards falling in line and obeying without question. It goes against every concept of “freedom” that most of you cling to while you’re beating off over the American Flag. To say that the U.S. is a “Christian nation” is fundamentally wrong on so many levels, but on that one especially—our flag cannot represent both Christianity and freedom. The two are practically mutually exclusive!  
 
    Furthermore, Christianity is something like the 50th documented world religion that recycles trite fairy tales such as the virgin birth, crucifixion, resurrection on the third day, and a notion of a Good vs. Evil afterlife.  
 
    Take off your blinders. Think about the shit you’ve been spoon-fed your entire life, and accept that if you don’t make the most of your time here, now, you’ll soon be dead—nothing—and won’t have a second in any made-up paradise to compensate for the life you wasted.  
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    Missing Local Young Man and Recent High School Graduate Presumed Dead 
 
      
 
    The entire eastern Tennessee community is mourning the loss of recent East Tennessee High School graduate, Christopher Cross, aged 21 (pictured on page 8). Christopher graduated in 2017. He was studying literature and philosophy in City University of New York (CUNY) in Brooklyn, NY, at the time of his disappearance. He succeeds his mother, a Nashville native, who remembers him as “an ambitious young man.” She remembers being very proud of his achievements and aspirations, but she reports “long-time concerns about his lifestyle and about certain decisions that he made.” There are no siblings or other direct relatives. 
 
    Christopher is remembered by classmates as quiet but opinionated. He is prominent on social media and has written several controversial blog posts that are gaining local notoriety posthumously.  
 
    There will be a small memorial service at ET High this Friday at 6:00 PM. Family requests that guests be limited to close friends, classmates, teachers, or relatives. Space and resources will be limited. The service will be held at 12 Spencer Street. 
 
    At the time of this report, little is known regarding the events surrounding Cross’s abrupt disappearance. Law enforcement agencies in Brooklyn, NY, are conducting extensive investigations, and there were some detailed reports regarding a graphic crime scene. The investigation is currently 
 
      
 
    (Continued on page 8 … ) 
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    Transcript of Channel 6 News evening broadcast: 
 
      
 
    Crystal: Good evening, I’m Crystal Jensen, and thank you for tuning in to Channel 6 evening news, New York’s number one source for information. Shocking developments are unfolding in the case of missing CUNY student Christopher Cross. If you’ve been following this story, you’ll know that Christopher is a twenty-one year old Tennessee graduate who went missing from his Brooklyn apartment sometime last week. We’ve been following the case closely, and our sources are now telling us that police are now treating this as a missing person’s case in which the victim is thought to be in extreme danger. They have not yet declared the case a homicide, but there is dwindling hope that Christopher will be recovered with each day that passes. There is a whirlwind of controversy surrounding the case online, as Christopher was a controversial persona on social media, including Facebook, YouTube, and his personal blog. We have a clip from a recent video-blog posted on Christopher’s YouTube account, the contents of which many are speculating could have been motivation for his suspected attack and disappearance. If there are young children watching, I urge you to change the channel, as the content of the video we are about to play is quite verbally explicit. 
 
      
 
    Christopher: Wow! Another man with a conceal carry permit stopped a lone gunman? Good for [expletive] him! No, really, I genuinely am [expletive] happy for him. Followers and critics alike may think me facetious, but it isn’t so. I am happy for him, and I’m happy for the potential victims. They get to live, and he gets to be a [expletive] hero with a [expletive] bar story for the rest of his life. I mean, he fired six shots in and hit the gunman twice, so that doesn’t really incite any calls of ‘Put more guns in the hands of untrained, God-fearing citizens!’ in my brain, but that’s okay, I see why you’re sharing this article all over my [expletive] Facebook. I do, however, have a couple of issues with your intended argument, because, let’s be real, you shared a news story. You didn’t actually offer any argument.  
 
    Issue number one: What does this [expletive] prove? A law-abiding citizen was legally carrying his pistol and minding his own [expletive] business, and due to astronomical serendipity, he managed to use that pistol to stop a sick mother [expletive] from doing a sick deed. But what exactly is your point? That guns are good? Well, that can’t be it, because without the original gun, the good guy wouldn’t have needed his gun, and nothing would have gone down. That good guys with guns stop bad guys with guns? Well, that’s a [expletive] logical fallacy in and of itself. For every example you can give, I can give four examples in the opposite direction.  
 
    Issue number two: Your position is based on a false notion that guns are already [expletive] difficult to get. Your position is ‘DON’T TAKE OUR GUNS.’ My position is, ‘[expletive] YOUR GUNS.’ This guy had a legally owned pistol that fired six shots. I’m fine with that. Most people would be. But mass shootings are still happening every single day. Something is broken, and your only argument is ‘DON’T CHANGE ANYTHING. DON’T TRY TO FIX THIS PROBLEM.’ Guns are already [expletive] simple to acquire. [expletive] rednecks all over the country are already hoarding them. Why aren’t they stopping more of these mass shootings? Maybe because that isn’t a reasonable [expletive] expectation of a citizen? Have none of you ever considered that? 
 
    Half of the nation’s mass shootings require entire [expletive] S.W.A.T. teams to bring to a stop. How can you possibly think that Cletus and Clampet with their [expletive] birdshot in their overalls are going to do any good? They’re more likely to blow each other’s [expletive] heads off trying to auto-asphyxiate in their trailer park closets. These tragedies require groups of individuals who are well-trained in dealing with such crises, and is anyone shouting, ‘More cops! More cops?’ I don’t think so.  
 
    More guns and more cops are both examples of trying to prevent a tragedy with an abortive measure. You don’t avoid illness with abortive medications. You take preventative precautions, and that’s what the God-fearing, gun-greasing delusional [expletive] Right-wingers seem utterly disinterested in discussing.  
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    Chris Cross Applesauce: Spoon-feeding for (Adults Who Think Like) Schoolchildren 
 
      
 
    Christian Ban: 
 
      
 
    Christians are a plague upon this great nation. I say we get ’em all gone. Ban Christian immigration, and ship the ones here all out. They’re fat, lazy, freeloading slobs. They take your hard-earned money in collection plates and donation boxes, and they even finagle write-offs for it! They build elaborate buildings on tax-free land and fund it all with illegal income. They spread hatred and violence to all who oppose them, and they aim to control your every walk of life. They are villains and criminals who hide behind their atrocities and claim holy decree. They kill in the name of their prophet, lie in defense of their convictions, and trample anyone and everyone who disagrees. They will not still or quiet until I and people like me are unable to share the same freedoms that they enjoy. My childhood preacher touched my penis when I was in fourth grade, and his son sold drugs out of the church bathroom. They won’t stop. They cannot be reasoned with. Their numbers are too great. Our only hope is to GET. THEM. OUT.  
 
    Sound familiar?
Some conservative politician said something crazy again, and everyone is in an uproar. I’m not too shocked or concerned by what he said, but what’s upsetting is the redoubling of rationalizations from his supporters. I watched an interview from a cult meeting rally in which an attendee was asked, “Does this change how you’ll vote? Could he do or say anything that would change it?” to which the man replied, “Nope. Not at all.” 
 
    This, more than anything, displays the degree of separation from reality in which these people are operating. Nothing could change your vote? Really? Nothing? What if he covered Ann Coulter’s unborn fetus in mayonnaise and ate it with a spoon right on stage in front of you? You’d still shrug and rub your neck and say, “Well, if it was a Muslim fetus …”  
 
    These people don’t operate with facts. They don’t view statistics. They don’t employ logic. They simply repeat the same tired rhetoric and nonsense again and again and stroke each other’s balls as though they’re each having an original thought until the complacent, willful ignorance snowballs into an avalanche of hatred and baseless vitriol and an incoherent screaming match of bullshit. 
 
    Your politicians are not the problem. They are an extreme of an extreme that should be just enough to open the eyes of some of the sheep out there—but they won’t. Your short-sightedness will persist, because YOU are the problem.  
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    Transcript from Nashville-based radio show, Tim & Daryl: 
 
      
 
    Daryl: So, today we’re gonna piss off half our listeners again. 
 
    Tim: [laughs] 
 
    Daryl: It’s high time we talked about this missing kid. 
 
    Tim: What’s his name again? Crisscrossed?  
 
    Daryl: [laughs] Yeah, Christopher. His internet persona he seemed to be trying so hard to build was Chris Cross Applesauce or some stupid play on that. Yeah, here’s his YouTube account. CrisCrosAppleSos. 
 
    Tim: Nice. “Sos,” like S-O-S. Is that supposed to be a play on that? 
 
    Daryl: Probably too deep for this creep. 
 
    Tim: Ooh! 
 
    Daryl: What? Too soon? Too soon? He spent his life trying to build this liberal persona. This is the price of fame, baby. You’re gonna get some haters. 
 
    Tim: [laughs] 
 
    Daryl: We got a printout here. It’s the comments from one of his YouTube video rants about abortion.  
 
    Tim: Oh, boy. 
 
    Daryl: I know. He got into a flame war in the comment section. 
 
    Tim: “Flame war?” Hey! That’s low brow, buddy, even for you! 
 
    Daryl: [laughs] Yeah, you can barely make out what the poor kid’s saying in his video through his lisp, but he seemed to take his time with the comments. All the words spelled correctly and such. That’s what makes liberal arguments right, right? When they’re spelled right. 
 
    Tim: Hell yeah. No typos on the left! 
 
    Daryl: So listen to this. Okay. This dude Ethan729 comments and says, “Fags should be aborted.” 
 
    Tim: Ouch! 
 
    Daryl: Right? It gets better. CrisCrosAppleSos: “Funny, I thought you cretin right-wing trolls insisted that homosexuality is a choice. No way it could be occurring in the womb, right?” 
 
    Tim: Mic drop. Drop that mic, Chris! [snaps fingers three times] 
 
    Daryl: [laughs] So then Ethan: “I didn’t mean it literally. I would never suggest genocide like that, because I’m not a liberal Nazi.” Then Chris: “Yeah, all life is sacred, right? Especially if you’re straight, white, and male. If you’re so against abortion, why don’t you head into the clinics and start adopting, mister high and mighty?” 
 
    Tim: Oh, yeah. The classic pro-choice go-to.  
 
    Daryl: Ethan: “I never said I was against abortion. Just don’t care for your hateful presentation.” Chris: “I’m the hateful one? Your first comment was, ‘fags should be aborted.’ I grew up with people like you, and I can see right through your bullshit trolling. You want to talk about the sanctity of life and the miracle of birth? You only give a fuck until the moment it’s born. Where will you be when some poor rape-baby is born to an ill mother who can’t afford to take care of it? Surely not fighting for welfare or healthcare or education for that baby! Because those are all liberal ideas and socialism. So where will you be when this baby shows up at the ER and his mother can’t afford his antibiotics to keep him alive?” 
 
    Tim: [whistles] 
 
    Daryl: [laughs] So then Ethan comes back with: “Probably in church.”  
 
    Tim: [laughs] He has a way with words, I tell you what. 
 
    Daryl: Don’t they all? So this kid wants to pick fights online and become famous for rubbing everybody the wrong way, then we’re supposed to weep and wring our hands wondering how such a horrible thing could happen to him? We’re supposed to call this a “hate crime” when all the hate is coming from this punk? This guy is ranting and raving like a lunatic all over the internet. It’s on every one of his social media. 
 
    Tim: Ouch, man. Always count on you to tell it like it is. 
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    EAST TENNESSEE TABLOID 
 
      
 
    
    	 SHOCKING REVELATION IN DISAPPEARANCE OF CHRISTOPHER CROSS! 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 HOMOPHOBIC SLURS WRITTEN IN BLOOD AT CRIME SCENE! 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 YOU WON’T BELIEVE THE LETTER HE LEFT HIS MOTHER! 
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    “It is an unfortunate truth that tragedies like these are often necessary to bring our community together just a little bit closer. Our hearts and thoughts are with Christopher, wherever he may be, and with Christopher’s friends and family during this time.” 
 
    Scott Kent stood before a small gathering of about 20 CUNY students and community members. He had always enjoyed his conversations with Christopher, and his disappearance weighed on him heavily. He volunteered to lead a memorial service on CUNY’s Brooklyn campus to honor the boy and hopefully to help his friends and classmates find some closure.  
 
    He spread his arms like a preacher atop his pulpit—though he’d never been a religious man—and scanned across each somber face in the crowd, hoping to find a moment of sincerity through locked eyes.  
 
    “Death is a topic I have studied and contemplated for a great deal of time, but it never fails to shock and dismay me when such tragedy befalls. I mourn for my own loss, that I will never get to read Christopher’s wise words in my class. I mourn for his peers, that they will never again see his smile or hear his laugh and get lost in even a moment of wonder that those things can bring. I mourn for his family, that they will grieve beneath insurmountable sorrow. But mostly I mourn for Christopher, that his gifts and life were cut short, and that he will never experience the greatest thrills and loves and hope and happiness that could have been.”  
 
    Reverend David Goodwin stood far at the back of the small crowd that sat with their heads politely bowed listening to the shallow man speak. He held his hands clasped behind his back as he scanned the group who considered themselves close to Christopher Cross or anything he stood for. 
 
    “Pity,” he muttered before walking back to his car to make the long drive home to Tennessee.  
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    Chris Cross Applesauce: Spoon-feeding for (Adults Who Think Like) Schoolchildren 
 
      
 
    Jesus Was a Socialist: 
 
      
 
    Something that has always perplexed me is how conservatism and Christianity seem to go hand-in-hand. What mixture of backwards ass thinking, denial, and lack of self-awareness must comprise that concoction?  
 
    Where in The Bible did Jesus say to horde all the guns to protect your family from your brown neighbors? When did he say, “Fuck the poor and those parasites using my tax dollars to feed their sick kids?” Which doctor did he instruct to let some kid die because she couldn’t afford health insurance? Whose face did he spit in while berating her for having an abortion after she was raped? What border did he build a wall along to keep out anyone seeking to escape certain death or persecution? 
 
    The way Republicans get you people to vote against your own interests appalls me. It isn’t just the Christians. I wish that you could see this as a teachable moment and not an attack. We could all be so much better off.   
 
    Let’s have a thought exercise. What if I wanted to be a very, very bad guy. Let’s say I wanted to attain the highest level of power. What can I do with all that power? I can influence laws and economics to make myself rich. I can take money from donors and mega-companies and make myself richer, in exchange for writing policies that make them richer as well. 
 
    No one would let me do such a thing, right?  
 
    What if I convinced you so strongly to fear anyone who opposes me that you felt you had no choice but to vote for me? What if I told you blatant lies and spread falsehoods that are becoming less and less easily verifiable? What if I convinced you that the other side wanted to murder babies? That they were comprised of terrorists who could attack you and blow up a building at any moment? That they wanted to let in savages who would rape and pillage? That they would steal your tax dollars and give them to criminals and illegal immigrants? That they would dismantle your military and take away every shred of protection you have for yourself? 
 
    And me? Well, yeah, I just want to lower taxes  (for my rich friends). That doesn’t sound so bad now, does it? And in the long run, those dollars saved will help the economy! A booming economy will help your paycheck, Mr. Plumber, Mr. A/C Repairman!  
 
    Lies. 
 
    And all so I could get that power. So I can make it harder for you to have a voice if you call me out on my bullshit. So I can make laws that make it easier for my crooked friends to slide their ways into office and perpetuate this cycle of corruption. So I can make it impossible for honest politicians to have a position to chip away at such a broken, broken system. 
 
    All the while, 90% of America is in agreement about only one thing: Politicians don’t care about me. They’re all crooked. They’re all liars. 
 
    Well, if you believe that, you’re either not paying attention or willfully blind to reality. Good ones exist. They just aren’t playing for your team. They’re not in your echo-chambers. 
 
    Sometimes I think this two-party system is flawed not in its execution, but in the very core of its nature. It forces you to approach every problem with an us-vs.-them mentality. It forces you to think of politics like sports, where your team winning is more important than the bigger picture. It discourages all critical thinking or collective problem solving. And it keeps us fighting with each other so they can enjoy their tax breaks, health care, protection services, paid vacations, job security, retirement, and platforms to tell you that socialism is evil.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Views: 1,344 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 The Cave:
Part 4 
 
      
 
    C hristopher and The Stranger wandered through the cave without direction. The concept of time was numbed. The bodily need for food or rest was dulled. The memories of what had befallen were in fog. 
 
    “So what’s the plan, then?” Christopher asked. 
 
    The Stranger shrugged. 
 
    “Just walk until something happens? This place is infinite. It just keeps going and going. We could be walking in a giant circle for all we know.” 
 
    “We will find a way out,” The Stranger said. 
 
    “Out of Hell?” Christopher scoffed. 
 
    “Not Hell,” The Stranger corrected. 
 
    Christopher waved his arms in the darkness. “Then what? Some mystical cave that’s magically lit by our imaginations?” 
 
    The Stranger shrugged. “I’ve witnessed more peculiar spectacles.” 
 
    “More peculiar than the dark, well-lit cavern? Look around, man! Where is the light coming from?” 
 
    “There is no light.” 
 
    “Exactly, and yet we can see each other perfectly, yeah?” 
 
    The Stranger shrugged. 
 
    “Dude, I’m just as pissed as you are, believe me. I spent my whole life telling Christians how much better I am than they are for not accosting strangers to shove my religion down their throat. Now I’m sitting here exactly where everyone told me I’d end up my whole life for being gay.” 
 
    Ye’ll end up in Hell! The Stranger heard inside his head. “You keep using the word gay,” he said. 
 
    “Yes! Homosexual! It means I’m sexually attracted to other men, dude. You couldn’t fucking tell?” He flailed his wrists in the air in his antagonistic showman’s way. 
 
    “Ah,” The Stranger said. “Of course I could discern that much. I simply knew not the word. Your people condemned you to Hell for your attraction to men?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah!” Christopher replied. “Don’t your people hate the gays?” 
 
    “I suppose it depends on how condemning their actions are.” 
 
    “As condemning as sleeping with other dudes can be, I guess.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The Stranger accepted Christopher at his word. 
 
    “So is this it, then? Just me and you in Hell? There are infinite dimensions with countless other queers like me, and you’re the only other asshole down here?” 
 
    Before The Stranger could open his mouth to reply, they both came to a halt. No sooner had the words left Christopher’s lips than they both noticed a doorway standing in the distance. 
 
    As they looked on, the door slowly opened, and an unfamiliar man peered out at them. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8: 
 
    Darkness 
 
      
 
    1 
 
      
 
    H e is falling. 
 
    Falling and fading. 
 
    Falling into darkness. 
 
    Fading into darkness. 
 
    Darkness is everywhere. It surrounds him. It’s within him. It engulfs him. Run as he may, the darkness finds a way.  
 
    He flees the darkness. He flees only to find himself chasing darkness. 
 
    The sun stands amid darkness with such confidence. The sun is a sole source of light that combats the dark with its very existence.  
 
    He is the sun. 
 
    His shine repels the dark.  
 
    But eventually the sun burns out. And then there is only darkness. And what a futile existence, combatting the inevitable.  
 
    He falls and he fades.  
 
    His resistance is futility. His existence is futility.  
 
    The darkness engulfs him. It finds itself within him. 
 
    Eventually, he succumbs. 
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    Patrick welcomed the dark with dispassion. He’d lost everything and then rebuilt only to lose it again. His lover lay ill—and did she ever feel anything for him at all? He would never be able to pay her healer—and would she want him to come back for her anyway? His stubborn determination to raid her village had cost Brandon and Jake their freedom, had cost Philip his life, had potentially cost Olivia hers as well.  
 
    Darkness engulfed his body and mind. Its thin fingers reached inside of him and found a fading light inside, which they deftly snuffed out. 
 
    He descended through caverns and tunnels until all light was forgotten. His mind disconnectedly wondered if light had ever existed at all. His very hands before his face were imperceptible, and eventually his eyes conjured phantom images in their place. His descent was guided by tactile input alone. Tunnels narrowed and branched into an infinite web in the underground abyss, and Patrick often had to travel through tight spaces on his stomach, arms stretched out before him, writhing forward like a serpent. He was paralyzed by neither fear nor discomfort, for he embraced whatever hells lay within this underground void.  
 
    There came a time when Patrick lost sense of physical existence. He became a mere cloud of consciousness existing within blank space—like the spark of a new sun being birthed in a cosmic infinity. The scrapes and bruises he suffered by dragging his body through the jagged rock and dirt became insignificant, and he soon stopped noticing them altogether. Momentarily, his body convulsed as he descended into the chilly depths of the forgotten caverns beneath Fordar, but he soon grew numb to the unnatural cold. Pangs of hunger vanished with the sense that his body no longer existed. Emotional turmoil vanished into a void of blackness that left him without trouble (or pleasure). Without day and night, time had no meaning whatsoever. Sleep arrived and departed at erratic, irregular intervals. When he wedged his body too tightly into a tunnel and could travel forward no longer, he closed his eyes and fretted not whether he would ever awake again.  
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    Eventually, though, Patrick did wake, and he found that he could squirm in a different manner and propel himself forward through the obstruction.  
 
    For a time, he ate raw bugs and rodents he encountered in the tunnels, but he eventually arrived at a larger cavern, where he took an extended pause to exist without significance. Distant moans of anguish and wrath echoed throughout the chamber from the many branching tunnel entrances sprouting in every direction. The skittering of paws and legs and carapaces dragging across nearby rocks broke the lengthy silences. Moisture from above trickled down through the branching tunnels and formed tiny pools of murky water in his cavern, which he lapped at like a prawn. 
 
    Before too long, Patrick’s lack of sight became negligent. His other senses helped his mind craft an image of the cavern in which he dwelt for a time. He spent a great deal of his time exploring the splitting tunnels leading out of his cavern, bringing prey and supplies back to the base. He developed an ability to gauge the distances of various sounds, even when they seemed to come from worlds away and bounced and echoed throughout vast twisting and branching tunnels. From the north—was it north? did it matter?—came the guttural war cries of some unspeakable underground tribe of savages. From the east were chirrups and squeaks of the blind rodents and insects that had fled the torment unfolding in the north. The west, from whence Patrick had crawled, was silent and cold. From the south came a low hum that was less auditory than it was tactile, seeming to reach within Patrick and prod at something buried deep inside.  
 
    The vacuity that Patrick had become ignored the drawing energy at first, but over time, the hum began to stroke a part of his mind that had been shut down. As he slept, the power accessed memories that his conscious mind refused to touch. It fed on these subconscious parts of Patrick, and each time he awoke, its allure had grown. The subtle, almost imperceptible nature of it grew over time and eventually became overwhelming. The new Patrick felt the woes of his former self resurfacing and pulling him toward the south.  
 
    After he could no longer distract himself with fruitless expeditions into the nearby tunnels to the north and east, his ability to ignore the ominous call began to falter. It tugged at his mind and infected his restless dreams when sleep did come.  
 
    At last, his dispassion wavered enough that Patrick looked toward the beckoning power with unseeing eyes. He gazed into darkness for a while before slowly making his way toward the southern set of tunnels he had yet to explore. 
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    Patrick ventured again into the narrow tunnels. He felt small holes and forks branching in all directions throughout his crawl. The southern tunnels were the smallest of any he’d explored. The walls were smooth and moist, as opposed to the dry, rocky routes he’d grown accustomed to. He could sense no other life in the branches surrounding him. There were no detectable sounds and no sense of a living creature, no matter how small or distant.  
 
    The path which Patrick crawled soon became slick with moisture, and it seemed as though it could be an underwater tunnel. Though the passageway was empty, the narrow walls were wet and dripping all around him. He struggled to take in a full breath. There was an illusion of being submerged, and his heart pounded rapidly as his lungs quivered beneath a sensation of drowning. His brain was losing oxygen.  
 
    His mind had not succumbed to a sense of claustrophobia or panic since entering the dark caves by the rail yard. He stopped crawling and attempted to take in a slow, measured breath. The sensation of water in his mouth was overwhelming. His arms were forced outstretched over his head to make his figure as slim as possible, and his hands flapped in the tunnel. Though they created a wet slap against the walls, there was no standing water. He remained motionless and struggled to breathe while his mind rebelled. Still, the alluring hum in the tunnels before him called out.  
 
    He took his time and inched forward at a crawling pace, his eyes closed and his chest hardly expanding around small, slow breaths. Eventually the moisture broke, and he found himself in a larger space that allowed for him to maneuver on hands and knees. The soggy walls and ground gave way to a harder, rockier surface again. Patrick’s hand fell upon an unmistakable object in the darkness. His fingers probed its inflexible, round surface until they snaked their way into two cavities. Below the cavities was another, smaller and sharper. Below that was—sure enough—teeth. He fumbled off the skull and heard the sounds of dry bones clacking atop one another below. On his side, he could feel long bones beneath him. As he dragged his hands around his surroundings to take them in, he felt innumerable jagged spurs and the round crowns of other skulls. They must have been human—or at least humanoid—based on the size and shape of them. Patrick lay on his back in the scattered pile of bones and reached his hands above his face to feel above him. He was distantly mortified to find bits of skeleton above him as well. He was fully encased in human remains. 
 
    Somewhere—not too far away—the inviting hum persisted.                              
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    Patrick wandered the strange underground tomb until his callused hands were cracked and bleeding from the dry spurs of bone atop which he crawled. He lost all sense of time and direction as the hum grew to a ubiquitous pounding that seemed to emanate from within his own head. His limbs ached, and his mouth grew dry. The sensation of air hunger grew until he was panting, chest hitching painfully against the remains atop which he crawled. The agony crescendoed and peaked, until he felt that his head would explode and that his lifeless body would lie in unrest with all the others beneath the earth. 
 
    But then, at last, his hand fell upon it. Everything stopped. Something long-dead awakened within Patrick as all sense of unpleasantness vanished with an almost palpable thud. His fingers slid around the edges of the smooth, glassy stone. Even without sight, he sensed its blackness. His callused thumb traced the curved symbol etched into its surface …  
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    Falling? 
 
    There exists nothing. And everything.  
 
    There is no life. No death. No light. No dark. No future. No past. 
 
    The faintest cloud of nebulous awareness forms within the void. It is falling. 
 
    Falling from nothing, toward nothing.  
 
    As it falls, the vacuum around it slowly spins.  
 
    Without bounds for reference, there can surely be no concept of motion, yet there is.  
 
    Falling. 
 
    Spinning. 
 
    The axis within the conscious nebula begins to turn in another dimension.  
 
    Soon, it twirls and spirals as it falls and spins in a downward corkscrew into infinity. 
 
    Falling and 
 
    spinning and 
 
    twirling and 
 
    spiraling and 
 
    falling and 
 
    spinning and 
 
    twirling and 
 
    spiraling and 
 
    falling and  
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    Patrick lay on his back atop hundreds of human bones. His eyes were open in the darkness, staring sightlessly ahead, as if in a trance. His mouth hung slightly agape, and even in the silent subterranean void, his breaths were so faint as to scarcely disturb the molecules of air. All thought and conscious understanding of sensory input had vanished. He felt nothing (and everything). He may well have been dead, if not for his rhythmically twirling thumb.  
 
    He was a mere speck in a vacuum, unaware of the painful rocks and bones prodding at his back and limbs. He was suspended in nothingness. Falling. Spinning. Spiraling toward infinity. His thumb slowly traced the small circle etched on the black stone, then it made a faster, wider sweep along the larger outer circle. This rhythm continued and repeated long beyond the time when Patrick’s thumb should have cramped and grown numb and weakened. 
 
    If he were above the earth’s surface, with the blue sky and the sun to demonstrate the passing of time, with the endless cycling of day to night to day, with the call of a loved one in search of him, with the pangs of hunger sweeping through his gut … even then Patrick could not have estimated how long he lay in silence, thumb sweeping over the cursed symbol on the stone. 
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    When the trance finally broke, Patrick felt both exhausted and rejuvenated. His sense of bleak hopelessness had given way to the fiery determination that had driven him from his hometown after the outbreak. He’d experienced things within the darkness—within the stone—and he understood subtle details about life and about death. Wispy details that were so faint they could not be put into words, nor into questions which could be studied or researched. Details that nearly every other human he’d ever meet would never know, would never even possess the vocabulary to express their curiosity. 
 
    He stowed the talisman in his smock pocket and attempted to turn himself back around on the pile of remains. As he did, the ageless bones shifted and tumbled. He felt his hands and knees sink into the dense pile impossibly, as if a pit of quicksand deep below had opened up. A low rumble rose from depths unspeakable beneath him. The rumble grew into the deafening roar of thousands of rocks and bones shifting and falling in the vast darkness. Patrick gasped instinctively as though he were being pulled underwater and not into a mound of dust and decay.  
 
    A guttural cry escaped his hoarse throat, which had passed only breaths of air and drops of moisture and bits of vermin and insects since the day he entered these tunnels. He sank into the pile, which now seemed to be alive with movement. Skulls and short bones skittered by across his back, tumbling and sliding from atop their heap toward unknown blackness. Within moments, he was completely submerged in the painful osseous prison, and it continued to shift and collapse as one unit all around him. The more he pulled his hands and legs against the vast crypt, the more he disrupted its structure. He could feel the bones avalanching by atop him, and he could feel the pile as a whole, sliding and collapsing downward. He had never explored this deep into the tunnel, and he could venture nary a guess as to the possibility of its depth.  
 
    Eventually Patrick could fight the avalanche no more, and he grew still. 
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    When the collapse ended, Patrick’s arms were tucked close to his chest, and his legs were straightened out behind him. He was buried in the mound of bones as though submerged in a hellish pool of water. 
 
    He tried to bend his legs and reposition himself, but they would not bend within the bones. The pressure was too great. He twisted his wrists to plant one palm atop a round bone—likely a skull—and grip a sturdy long bone with his other hand. With that leverage, he was able to slowly push his body backward and upward. As he shifted the pile of remains again, he heard faint rumbles below, as various pieces tumbled farther down, but it was nothing compared to the earth-shattering avalanche before. In the space he’d made by shoving himself backward, he was able to bend his arms again and take hold of more sturdy surfaces to push upon. 
 
    Slowly, he inched his way backward and toward the top of the pile. The journey was painful and torturous, and oftentimes shards of teeth or broken bones poked and rolled into his face and limbs, creating more scrapes and slices in his dry skin. He felt tendrils of blood stream past his cracked lips and fought the urge to drink it down. 
 
    If he could have spared the moisture, Patrick would have wept when he felt his feet break through the surface beneath which he was buried. He pushed himself back until his hips were freed and he could plant his knees and pull his torso out of the bones. He attempted to sit bolt upright once freed and belted his head painfully against the tunnel’s low ceiling. Readjusting to his surroundings, he lay himself back flat and low, taking pains not to rest on his knees or elbows, lest they be pulled back into the remains below.  
 
    The path through which Patrick had journeyed seemed to have been closed off by the collapse, and he was unable to make his way back toward the cavern with all its familiar, branching tunnels. He slowly maneuvered his body to turn and face again toward the unknown.  
 
    He slithered his way across the pile of bones until the surface of the tunnels once again turned to hard, packed dirt and damp rock. With no way back, he continued along the one-way tunnel toward his only fate. 
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    The last stretch was the hardest and the longest for Patrick. He trudged forward on his belly through tight crawl-spaces in the rocks, continually reaching to his pocket to ensure the stone was still there. At times he would stop and roll onto his back to trace his thumb along its symbol for unknown periods of time, allowing himself to slip back into that dark trance. The alluring thrum that had drawn him to the talisman had stopped, but he could feel its presence against his hip. 
 
    When he wasn’t worrying with the stone, the double-circular symbol would flash in front of his eyes, like a phantom flame in the darkness. He’d come alive for the first time since his companions were taken, and his systems were beginning to do the same. The numbness slowly faded, and pangs of reality seeped back in. His stomach burned and ached with starvation, and his muscles and joints cramped with searing aggravation. His legs turned to strings and threatened to stop propelling his body through the darkness. Four times, he stopped to sleep. He knew not if full days separated these breaks, or perhaps full series of days. 
 
    After the fourth slumber, Patrick opened his eyes to a change. At first he couldn’t place what was different, as his senses were dulled from such prolonged lack of stimulation. But then the familiarity settled into his mind like the face of a long-lost friend—it was light. He held his hands before his face and blinked in the darkness. Was this another mind-trick? Patrick thought not. He could surely make out the shape of two hands there. 
 
    His heart hastened, and his legs flailed behind him, powering him ineffectually forward. The tunnel gradually opened and nearly allowed him to scurry forward on hands and knees. As he bumbled through, his eyes began to form images of the jagged tunnel walls within which he’d resided for so long now. The sensation of light grew stronger until he was in a full gallop, hunched over in the growing tunnel like a manic leper. Patrick laughed silently as the sounds of his feet and hands scraping on dry rock turned to splashes. The ground above and beneath him was turning to mud. He began to feel sporadic drips fall from the low ceiling and hit his face and open mouth.  
 
    But something wasn’t right. He allowed himself to slow down as he could feel himself approaching the source of the light. The quality was dampened and dulled, even in the dark. Patrick was unable to place what exactly was off about it, even as he crawled beneath. Ahead, the tunnel seemed to grow dark anew, behind him it was darker still. He squinted and blinked his eyes, but nothing changed. As he waved his hands in his face, he opened and closed his fists, twitched his fingers in erratic orders, as though the unpredictable movements would fool his mind into revealing itself if it were truly playing tricks on his eyes. Eventually he shifted his focus from his hands to the tunnel walls. He placed a palm on the slick, muddy wall. Drops of water were falling frequently now, and the ground where he sat was beneath a thin pool of standing mud.  
 
    The light was coming from within the wall itself. More specifically, it was coming through the ceiling above him. He slid himself forward and backward, inspecting the ceiling closely, until he was satisfied that he sat directly beneath the center of the source. As he reached up to touch it, a steady stream of water droplets poured down on his hand. When he placed his palm on the dirt above, it seemed solid enough, if not a little soft. He dug his fingernails into the clay and scraped a chunk away. It pulled away with ease, and more water dripped down. 
 
    How long had it been since he’d seen anything at all? How many days had he existed without stimulus in total darkness? Could he count them on both hands? Both hands and feet? He had no chance at estimating, but he thought not. 
 
    Patrick reached up with both hands and began to claw and dig upward through the tunnel, toward the light. With each scrape, the dirt turned softer, the water dripped faster, and the light grew stronger. At last, the ceiling collapsed in a small area around where Patrick was digging. A deluge of cool, murky water rained down around him and filled the tunnel around his knees before flowing off in either direction. 
 
    “Oh!” a surprised voice above him exclaimed.  
 
    Patrick squinted against the sudden blinding light of day. He could now hear voices and what seemed to be angry shouting all around. He peered up through the crater he’d just created and saw a thin man with wiry black hair, tufts standing in every direction. Small, cracked spectacles balanced atop his nose. His expression was one of wan horror. Next to him was an apparently much older man with wisps of grey hair atop a mostly bald head. He smiled as though he were witnessing the most ordinary of events unfold. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” he called to Patrick. 
 
    Patrick peered up higher to note the metal bars of a cell behind the men, and a small cot in the far corner. As he looked on, another bearded stranger leaned over in the cot and met Patrick’s gaze with confusion. 
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    The Stranger lay atop his cot while his cellmates produced the usual confabulation. The older demented man was blabbering about nothing while the younger man drew his symbols and mumbled about another brand of nothing.  
 
    “Who’s ’at?” the old man called as a boisterous group shuffled by outside. 
 
    Someone from across Fanxel shouted a bitter jeer, and a crowd of others chimed in with malicious glee. Another fight was brewing, and the guards would be lining up to gamble and trade their paga.  
 
    Another group bustled by the cell. The Stranger did not look up or open his eyes. By now, these events were routine.  
 
    Over the growing roar of the crowd, The Stranger heard a small splash, followed by a rush of flowing water in the cell behind him. 
 
    “Oh!” Ian exclaimed. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” Gregoire asked again. 
 
    The Stranger rolled onto his side and hoisted himself up onto his elbows. He turned back and looked into the corner of the cell. The small, sunken pool that Ian had dug out with his tireless drawings had disappeared. There was naught but an empty hole, through which a young boy was peering. The boy’s face was bruised and caked with dried sores and blood. His hair hung in matted clumps around his grotesque face. His cheeks were sunken, and his neck—which was all The Stranger could see—was gaunt and thinning. He squinted his eyes against the light.  
 
    The Stranger rose cautiously to his feet, glancing from the boy through the cell’s bars behind him. More guards rushed by in a malicious fervor to get a favorable spot among the crowd. None had taken notice of the events unfolding within The Stranger’s cell. 
 
    The boy descended back into darkness without a word. The Stranger approached the hole while his cellmates sat in silence. Ian’s mouth hung agape as he struggled to process the boy’s sudden appearance, while Gregoire held his usual untroubled grin.  
 
    The Stranger looked between the darkness beneath their cell and the two men seated in the dirt. 
 
    “May you both fare well,” he said before dropping into the aperture. 
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    “Not that way,” a haggard voice croaked as The Stranger glanced sightlessly along the tunnel below. The voice must have come from a throat long-dead that hadn’t passed sound for generations, but when The Stranger turned, he saw only the boy. His battered face was illuminated by a cone of light shining from the hole above.  
 
    He turned and disappeared in the opposite direction. The Stranger followed on his hands and knees. Before long, the pathway narrowed, and he was shimmying along on his elbows, arms tucked painfully to his chest. Soon all sense of light had dwindled, and The Stranger was travelling by touch alone. He could hear the boy scuttling through the darkness ahead of him, but his movements were much more deft and hushed.  
 
    “Are your friends coming?” the boy rasped from the darkness ahead. He stopped moving, and The Stranger’s face bumped into the bottom of his feet.  
 
    “They are not my friends,” he replied with indifference.  
 
    He heard the boy pull himself forward again and continued in pursuit. He felt the narrow tunnel open up into a larger space, and he jolted when the boy’s hand fell upon his shoulder. He pulled himself onto his knees in the small cavern. 
 
    “Are you villains?” the boy asked. 
 
    “That judgment would vary among deciders,” The Stranger replied after a pause. 
 
    “Wait here,” he whispered; then he disappeared back the way they had come. 
 
    The Stranger knelt in the low cavern and felt his heart pound harder with each passing moment. His arms probed before him, touching nothing at first. He stumbled forward with no sense of how small or large this chamber truly was. He took a few steps forward on his hands and knees before his head hit another rocky wall. He flung his arms out before him and began to feel along the chamber walls. Rocks jutted out in all directions. He traced the wall up above his head and ran his palms across the low ceiling, just overhead while seated on his knees. A sense of unreality washed over him in the profound silence and darkness, likes of which he’d never before experienced.  
 
    “Hello?” he offered to no one, now completely disoriented and unsure in which direction the boy had even disappeared moments before. 
 
    He continued to examine the perimeter of his confinement in all directions, and his hands could feel no opening or passageway. He turned around and turned back around, crawling from wall to wall and sliding his palms in a frenzy. The chamber was large enough for him to lie flat in either direction or to sit upright on his knees. It took hardly any time at all for his bewildered mind to become convinced that the boy was a spirit who’d led him in here and closed the walls off altogether. 
 
    “Hello!” he called again. This time his voice echoed loudly around him. 
 
    In response, the world quaked all around The Stranger with a shattering explosion. Rocks and debris fell down around him and bounced off his head and arms. The world around him continued to quiver, and he felt certain he would be buried alive in this black tomb, but then the boy’s voice spoke again out of the darkness.  
 
    “We’re back,” he croaked. “This way.” 
 
    The Stranger felt the boy slip past him, followed by two more. Ian Meng was uncharacteristically quiet, and Gregoire, too, had lost his usual air of carefree ease.  
 
    “Ian? Where are you? I can’t see nothin’,” he called out in a voice that sounded close to tears. Ian made no reply, but the pair continued moving forward. 
 
    “What was that explosion?” The Stranger asked as the trio wriggled past.  
 
    But the boy offered only one response: “Hurry.” 
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    Patrick continued through the tunnels ahead of the three freed men. He could sense that they were less adept at maneuvering through the small passageways, and he kept his pace unhurried for their sakes. 
 
    The route took a long, slow curve to the east. Patrick chose paths that led back around northward, glossing past branches and divisions the other men undoubtedly never noticed. 
 
    The group travelled for quite a time before the caged men behind began to grow restless and distressed.  
 
    “Where are you taking us?” one of them asked, out of breath. 
 
    “I am taking you nowhere,” Patrick replied. “You chose to follow me.” 
 
    “Well, then where are we going?” another of the men said. 
 
    Patrick made no reply. He surely yearned for a clear destination more strongly than this lot.  
 
    The sounds of heavy breathing began to overcome the scuffling of elbows and knees through the dirt. Patrick allowed his pace to dwindle to a crawl. He began to regret freeing these men at all—not that he’d known what he was doing anyway—for they seemed to be naught but dead weight.  
 
    After a long, grueling crawl with continued winded bickering from behind him, Patrick thought he could make out the faintest sensation of light again. The quality was different from the last time, but something in the darkness was certainly changing. 
 
    “I see something,” Patrick choked. Speaking was still painful after going so long without doing so. He dry-swallowed hard as the group behind him murmured collective sounds of relief.  
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    For generations, the city of Krake and the nation of Reprise existed in balanced harmony with the neighboring nations. Insidious darkness from within is what brought the city to its knees. 
 
    Kingdoms crumble and societies fall when the power of benevolence fails to overcome the evil lurking in the shadows. This shrouded darkness exists ubiquitously among the light, noted only by the most watchful of eyes. Perhaps, too, there exists beauty hidden within the dark. 
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    Patrick followed the source of light around a few more bends before the tunnel opened back up. When it did, he came to a halt so suddenly that the man following bumped into his behind and thrust him forward.  
 
    He pulled himself back up and allowed himself to slowly sit upright in the new cavern. He blinked his eyes against the mirage before him. Surely no splendor such as this could exist within this desolate sub-terrain.  
 
    The cavern stood the height of ten grown men. The expansive rocky floor turned to large, smooth stones that led down to the base of the cavern. Here, the stone became a sea of fine, sand-like, granular pebbles that lined a massive underground pool. Overhead, the chamber ceiling had a large hole, through which a beam of brilliant moonlight shone, illuminating the surreal underground beach.  
 
    “What’s the cause for delay?” a man spoke up behind him, breaking Patrick from his trance minutely. 
 
    “Oh—” he stammered and pulled himself out of the way of the tunnel opening. The three men trundled through beside him, but Patrick’s eyes never left the overhead skylight. He saw dark, heavy clouds rushing by, flashing glimpses of stars behind, like tiny, distant reassurances that the light still existed somewhere. 
 
    As Patrick watched, a lump rose in his dry throat, and tears welled in his eyes. A long, rolling crash of thunder made its way overhead shortly after the sky flashed with distant lightning. Slowly at first, heavy drops of monsoon-season rain fell through the skylight and splashed in the placid pool below. This grew in intensity until another bolt of lightning flashed—closer this time—accompanied by a crashing thunderclap that seemed to rip the bottom out of the clouds themselves. A thunderous deluge showered through the hole and filled the cavern with echoing sounds of rainfall that was deafening to Patrick’s hypersensitive ears.  
 
    He stumbled forward, no longer confident standing upright, and made his way down the smooth rock surfaces toward the pool. He took no note of the three men standing behind him, mouths agape. The rainfall was heavy, cool, and fresh. Patrick dipped his hand in and laughed out loud—the sound of which was drowned by the thunderous rain. He stuck out his tongue like a lad on the season’s first snowfall and let the water pour all over his face and open mouth. He drank it greedily and smiled even though it stung his cracked and wounded face.  
 
    Before long the others had made their way down to the pool. They took pause to undress without a word to one another and spread their toes in the fine sand at the pool’s edge before stepping in. Patrick watched as the elder grinned a toothless, clueless grin and looked between the other two men as if waiting for instruction on how to proceed. The younger men withdrew their clothes completely and waded into the pool nude. Its rocky bottom gave way toward the middle, and its depth allowed the four to dive under and submerge themselves completely in the cool waters.  
 
    Patrick smiled for the first time since his former small group was disbanded. The four strangers laughed at each other as they splashed in a manner so carefree it pained Patrick’s heart. He’d allowed himself to be buried in the darkness for so long he’d forgotten such simple pleasures could exist. How could they splash in this underground pool while the world outside them still crumbled into chaos? How could they laugh together while Patrick’s family still lay dead without retribution? How could they wash their bodies of dirt and decay while those very features still spread throughout the lands and overturned all that was once pure? 
 
    How, indeed … 
 
    Patrick could feel his young mind aging as it accepted these dichotomies within his new existence. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9: 
 
    Out of Darkness 
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    A s the night wore on, the clouds overhead were blown toward the shore. When the torrential rain ceased, The Stranger allowed himself to nestle down in the soft sand at the shore of the pool. It was the most comfortable pallet he’d enjoyed since leaving Reprise so very long ago. 
 
    He watched the boy who’d eventually introduced himself as Patrick with an uneasy interest. Though himself and the boy were more likely to have been distantly aged brothers than father-and-son, his mind could not help drifting to William, who, at best, was aging alone and fatherless, teaching himself to wriggle through crevices and survive in the dark. 
 
    “Where is your family?” he asked at last as Patrick set up in a nearby spot to rest. Ian and Gregoire were still enjoying the calm pool. There was no imagining how long they’d been locked up in Fanxel with no clean water or a proper bath before The Stranger himself had arrived. 
 
    The boy sat down and fixed his gaze at nothing in particular in the sand. After a long pause, he replied, “They’re gone.” 
 
    “I am sorry for your loss, however distant it may be,” The Stranger said in a gentle tone. 
 
    “It’s been a while now,” Patrick said. “I’ve travelled far and long lost track of the days.” There was a hint of guilty regret in his voice. 
 
    The Stranger nodded. He embraced the sentiment with ease but did not state aloud how closely it matched his own circumstance. 
 
    “You must be quite intrepid to have made it so long on your own,” The Stranger said at last. “How came you to these tunnels?” 
 
    The boy’s face contorted as he fought against tears. The Stranger approached and sat next to him, placing a hand on his shoulder in a fruitless gesture of comfort. He expected the child to sputter and sob, but his voice shook only slightly as he spoke. Mature tears spilled nearly unnoticed down his cheeks. 
 
    Patrick thought he was done with the crying, but he’d spoken about his family and their fate only to Brandon, Olivia, Jake, and Philip. He hadn’t yet let it all out, despite all this time thinking he had.  
 
    “Someone did this to them,” he said. “Turned everyone in my village to monsters—everyone save for me.” His chest hitched, but he maintained his composure for the most part. “I had to kill them all to survive … Thought I was the only one left alive in the whole world until my new friends found me there and saved me … I owe them so much.” He wiped away his welling eyes and reached instinctively to the stone in his pocket. “I still have so much work to do.”  
 
    The Stranger nodded as he spoke. The boy spared him details, but he opened his heart to the child as he recounted the horrors he’d faced since leaving his home and losing his own family. 
 
    Ian and Gregoire were walking out of the pool now and looked on with somber interest.  
 
    “I lost my family, too,” The Stranger said. 
 
    “I imagine many of us have,” Patrick replied. His tone was not accusatory, but it took The Stranger aback nonetheless. Such a simple truth, yet one that he himself had taken pains to ignore throughout his quest. 
 
    “My wife and my son,” he said after a brief pause. “That’s where I’m going now—to my wife and my son.” 
 
    “Father?” Gregoire spoke at last. 
 
    The Stranger looked up to see the elderly man frozen mid-step in the sand. His eyes looked over their heads into the darkness as if he was seeing a spirit and recalling some vital importance he’d forgotten long ago. 
 
    “Where is father?” he asked, a bit more frantically now. 
 
    Ian stepped in front of the man and placed his hands on both shoulders. “Greggy,” he said softly, “Greggy, look at me. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” he asked, his voice exuding piteous desperation now, rather than the usual blithe curiosity. “It’s father?” Now he, too, had tears spilling down his wrinkled cheeks. 
 
    “No, Greggy,” Ian cooed, rubbing the man’s cheeks and pulling him over to a soft spot to sit. “Rest here, it is very homely. Much softer than that nasty mud where you’ve been sleeping.” 
 
    “Father …” Greggy said again. He stumbled to his knees and bent his head to the sand, now sobbing like a distressed babe. 
 
    “Father is coming,” Ian promised. “Rest your eyes. He will be here when you wake.” 
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    “He forgets,” Ian explained to Patrick after Gregoire had finished wailing enough to fall asleep. “Forgets that father is gone. When he wakes, he won’t recall he’d remembered it at all. It is his blessing and his burden.” 
 
    “His father must have been gone for quite some time,” Patrick said in a child-like observation of the man’s apparent age.  
 
    Ian smiled. It was a kind, thin, and tired smile, but it softened his sharp face and took the lunacy out of his eyes for the first time since The Stranger had met the man. “Indeed he has. Quite a time indeed.” The smile faded, and his features darkened as black memories crowded into his mind. “I was there when our father was … when he disappeared.” 
 
    “Your father?” The Stranger asked. “You mean you two are related?” 
 
    Ian smiled again. This time it failed to mask a wealth of sadness behind it. “Greggy is my little brother.” 
 
    “Brother?” The Stranger asked again, incredulous. 
 
    “You wouldn’t think it to look at us,” Ian said, “I know.” His voice was slow, soft, and measured now, quite unlike the stammering, frenetic speech The Stranger had heard day after day in their cell. His hand traced circles that refused to appear in the fine sand. “I have devoted my life to finding father … and in the end Greggy made a terrible sacrifice in our pursuit—I made a terrible sacrifice,” he corrected. “His mind and soul have ventured further and further each day since … but he’s the lucky one. You’ll see when he wakes. He’s the lucky one. He feels only love. Most days, he does. I’m the one cursed with fear … with fear and regret and shame and knowledge and memory.” 
 
    While he spoke, he watched with an expression of dissatisfaction as the sand shifted and rolled around his twirling hand without giving back the symbol. He stood and made his way toward the water’s edge, where the sand was wetter and would hold his hieroglyphics for long enough to ease his mind. He continued to speak as he walked, but soon neither The Stranger nor Patrick could hear what he was saying. 
 
    They sat in somber silence for a moment before a sound cut through the chamber and sent a painful tremor down The Stranger’s spine. 
 
    “Groolach!” 
 
    Both Patrick and The Stranger turned toward the sound in the surrounding darkness. Innumerable unseen tunnels and passageways branched out of their large chamber in every direction.  
 
    The Stranger swallowed painfully as his heart pounded in his chest. The well-healed wounds on his midriff and thigh ached at the nightmarish memory. 
 
    Moments dragged by in the ensuing silence, broken only by Ian’s muffled babbling by the shore. 
 
    Finally the boy spoke one word: “Far.” 
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    The Stranger sat upright and listened intently for quite a while before lying down again in the sand, satisfied he would hear the maladroit creatures again if they were headed in this direction.  
 
    “So where are we?” he asked the boy. “How do we get out of these holes?” 
 
    Patrick sighed. “I wish I could answer you, but I’ve been lost down here for longer than I could venture a guess.”
The Stranger sat up again, his mouth agape. “You pulled us from our cell, only to trap us in this lightless grave?” he demanded. 
 
    “I pulled none of you any place,” Patrick snapped back. “I happened upon you by accident or by fate, and you all descended into this realm eagerly enough!” 
 
    The Stranger sighed and collapsed back in the sand, his eyes closed, hands covering his face in distress.  
 
    “I’ll get you out,” Patrick murmured. “Right now I suggest you sleep while you can, but I have plenty of pursuits as well, so I will find a way.”  
 
    He stood and made his way toward the black-haired man who was now drawing in the mud by the pool’s edge. As he walked, he thumbed at the stone in his smock pocket, partly ensuring that it was still there and partly for the comfort it brought him to trace that cursed symbol with his fingertips. 
 
    As he approached Ian from behind, his heart dropped into his gut, and he fought a fleeting urge to assail the man from behind and squeeze his neck until his breath stopped. 
 
    “What is that?” he commanded instead. His hoarse whisper echoed around the open cavern, but neither The Stranger nor Gregoire made any indication that they noticed. 
 
    Ian had etched a matrix of unfamiliar letters, symbols, and drawings in the mud already. Scattered throughout were no fewer than twenty of the sinister double-circle symbols on the very stone within Patrick’s pocket. 
 
    “This?” Ian asked in a dazed tone as though he were being dragged out of a warlock’s trance. “Oh … this is my work,” he continued. “My life’s research.” 
 
    “No,” Patrick demanded. “What are those?” He bent forward and pointed closely to one of the symbols. He put his hand forcefully on the man’s neck and pushed it down toward the sand like he was showing a disobedient dog its mess.  
 
    Before Ian could answer, though, another animalistic call ripped away Patrick’s attention. 
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    Patrick snapped his head around, but no one else in the cavern seemed to take notice.  
 
    “We have to go!” he shouted in a coarse whisper. 
 
    The Stranger propped himself up on his elbows and looked around the dark pool. “Huh?” he murmured. 
 
    Patrick bolted to the other side of the chamber and knelt at the entryway to a series of other tunnels.  
 
    “I thought you said they were far!” The Stranger called across the pool. 
 
    “Shh!” Patrick snapped back. He pushed his head into the dark tunnels and listened, closing his eyes. He could make out the hurried sounds of heavy hooves, claws, paws, or hands clamoring their way through the darkness. He heard similar sounds in four nearby tunnels. 
 
    He rushed back around the chamber. By now the three men were standing and watching him uneasily. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” Gregoire asked with his usual grin. His face sagged as his brother approached and he saw the uncharacteristic worry on his face. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Greggy. Stay hushed.” 
 
    “I thought you said they were far!” The Stranger repeated as the boy approached. 
 
    “Well, find it in your heart to forgive me,” Patrick barked sardonically. “I haven’t explored here, and this room dulled my senses. Back the way we came. Let’s go!” 
 
    He pushed The Stranger ahead and rushed the group toward the tunnels back to the prison. He knelt and crawled halfway into one before coming to a halt. 
 
    “What is it?” The Stranger asked, prodding the boy’s backside. 
 
    Patrick pulled back and slipped his head and shoulders into a nearby tunnel. “Impossible,” he muttered as he pulled out again and rushed over to another tunnel to sample. In each, he heard the same sounds of cannibal hordes clamoring toward them. “This one caved in behind me. How did they get through?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Ian asked, his eyes as round as his wiry spectacle frames. 
 
    The Stranger grabbed the boy by his smock and pulled him directly to his face. “Do you know what these things are?” he demanded. “Get us out of here!” 
 
    Patrick shoved the man’s hands away and rushed to another side of the chamber to check a few more tunnels. After, he stood upright again and put his hands over his head in dismay. As he turned back and faced the group of men, The Stranger’s heart sank at the boy’s expression. 
 
    “They’re coming from every direction.” 
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    “Come on,” Patrick barked after allowing a moment for despair to wash over him. “We have to fight.” 
 
    “Fight?” Ian shrieked, appalled at the very notion. 
 
    “Fight with what?” The Stranger added. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Patrick said, but he rushed back toward the pool, where the large rocks broke up and became smaller stones before transitioning into fine, grainy pebbles. He seized a good-sized stone in each hand and adopted a battle stance, head and eyes darting from one side of the chamber to the other.  
 
    “Ian, I’m scared,” Greggy whimpered in the silence. 
 
    “All is well, Greggy,” Ian whispered. “Come.” He led his brother back down to the sand without stopping to take a rock for either of them. 
 
    The Stranger stepped forward and picked up some stones of his own. He rushed over to Ian and thrust one into the man’s hands.  
 
    “I am no fighter,” Ian said, dropping the stone at his feet. 
 
    “You are today!” The Stranger said. “Either that, or this is where you perish.” 
 
    “Look at him!” Ian shouted. “He can scarcely think, let alone swing a weapon in the dark! We are peaceful people!” 
 
    Gregoire looked at his brother with sad, uncomprehending eyes. 
 
    “Fools,” The Stranger muttered, retrieving the stone and backing up away from the three of them. 
 
    “Here,” Patrick called. He motioned for Ian and Gregoire. “To my side.” 
 
    The Stranger watched as moments dragged out and the sounds of clawing nails and gnashing teeth drew nearer. Soon, incomprehensible cries of battle or hunger or fury or elation began to fill the chamber. 
 
    “Craow-hool!”  
 
    The first of the Hyd-Stumpa breached the cavern to Patrick’s right. The Stranger looked on in horror as two, five, ten of the beasts emerged and rushed toward the boy. They were just as The Stranger remembered. Their faces were adorned with decorative scars, wounds, and implanted bits of rocks, sticks, and, in some cases, other species’ bones.  
 
    “Come on!” Patrick yelled over the clamor of the creatures. His voice had lost all trace of the raspy hoarseness with which he’d conversed since The Stranger met him. He hurled a stone that landed squarely on the forehead of the first Hyd, sending it effectively off its feet and hurtling onto its back with forward momentum. Patrick switched hands with his remaining stone and met the next beast head-on. He brought the stone down in an arc and caved the creature’s skull before its body hit the ground. The boy knelt and allowed the next two assailants to stumble over him and go spiraling down the slope and into the pool. He ripped out two long tusks that were implanted in the dead Hyd’s jowl and deftly sank one into the neck of a beast which followed close behind.  
 
    By then the things had begun to appear from the tunnels behind Patrick, and two of them closed in on Ian and Gregoire.  
 
    “No!” Gregoire yelped. “Who’s ’at? Ian, no!” 
 
    The Stranger stood back and watched, his mouth agape and his stones clutched lamely in his fists. Patrick drew the tusk from the beast’s neck and turned to Ian and Gregoire. He leapt down from the rocky slope and bowled through the creatures as they met the two men below. He brought both tusks down atop them, one into one Hyd’s skull, and the next into the other’s chest. Both let out ear-splitting shrieks in their odd language.  
 
    While The Stranger stood, still frozen in ineffectual terror, he felt a hand fall upon his back. Before he could turn, he felt the weight of what must have been five of the Hyd barrel into him from behind. He went down onto his chest and slid down the slick, smooth stone toward the sand below. The weight of the beasts doubled atop him as he writhed and struggled to turn himself back over. 
 
    “Groooo—!” the thing yelled as he turned to face the one who lay directly atop him now. “Tasty, tasty!” it shrieked, and heavy tendrils of drool flooded forth from its scabby maw. Its nose and eyelids had been cut off. Its eyes were clouded over, dry, and cracked. They bulged sightlessly in the sockets as the cave-thing brought its slit-like nostrils down and began rooting against The Stranger’s beard like a hog on the first morning of harvest. The Stranger felt its tongue slip out and sample his skin. He heard its fangs clicking and felt them pulling at the hairs of his beard as it struggled to catch a bite on his skin. 
 
    “Mine!” another voice yelled from behind. “Tasty mine!” 
 
    The blind cave-beast was yanked from atop The Stranger and hurled down the rocks into the pool below, where Patrick continued to scuffle with ten at a time like a tiny, crazed warrior.  
 
    As the other beast leaned down, The Stranger was able to move his dominant arm, which had just been freed from the weight of the blind creature. He swung it up, still clutching the stone, and bashed the incoming Hyd’s face with it. 
 
    “Creeeee—!” it shrieked as it fell over to one side, clutching its face as a fresh jet of dark blood shot forth. 
 
    Behind it, The Stranger saw countless others closing in. Directly above him stood five. The closest one drew back a long spear above The Stranger, who had no time to think or digest his impending demise. He flailed his arms uselessly, but he was lying on his back. The beast kicked out and struck his waving arm, knocking The Stranger’s only weapon down into the sand. 
 
    A delighted grin spread over its mangled face. What looked to be two rib bones from a child were pierced through its human ears, and a necklace of teeth hung around its neck. It drew the spear back higher and straddled The Stranger. 
 
    As he stared dumbfounded at his attacker, he saw the world begin to light up around it. He saw the four other Hyd flanking this one, and he saw the ten or more others who encroached from behind. They grew brighter in the darkness until The Stranger saw the beast’s expression change. As its lips drew back from teeth that were shaved to a point, an arrow plunged into its chest. The light went out, but The Stranger saw its arms drop to its side and the spear fall to the stony ground.  
 
    When the creature collapsed, The Stranger turned around and saw the cavern ablaze behind him. The hordes that attacked Patrick and the other two men were now shrieking in pain and retreating, engulfed in growing flames. As he watched, two fiery arrows flew down through the skylight from the world above. They each struck a beast and dropped them dead in their tracks. 
 
    The Stranger scrambled backward away from the startled horde. He snatched up the spear and drove it into the nearest creature’s chest. The Hyd collapsed, and The Stranger retrieved its weapon as well, a woven three-pronged pitchfork. 
“Patrick!” he bellowed over the cacophony. The boy turned just in time to catch the spear, which The Stranger sent hurling through the air at him. He deftly caught the weapon and made use of it in an instant. 
 
    The heavy wood twirled in the boy’s capable hands and brought two Hyd to the ground nearly simultaneously with a swift thump at the bases of their skulls.  
 
    The Stranger plunged his pitchfork into two more, but it became stuck in the second creature’s chest. While he tried to withdraw, another beast threw itself into the fork and lodged itself behind the first. Before The Stranger could drop the weapon, ten more were atop him. The momentum drove him backward, down the stony slope. He dropped the pitchfork, but not in time to catch himself. His arms wind-milled before he tumbled backward into the cold pool below.  
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    The Stranger heard a series of heavy splashes above him as he kicked and twirled underwater, trying to swim away from the edge. Just as he was about to breach the surface, he felt a strong hand wrap itself around his ankle and drag him deeper. He tried to call out, but his voice was muffled underwater, and he spent what little was left of his breath.  
 
    He felt himself sinking deeper into the dark pool. Looking up toward the surface, he could see more fiery arrows soaring through the chamber, but they grew more and more faint. He writhed, but the grip on his foot would not relent.  
 
    Finally another splash erupted above him. Small hands locked onto his and yanked him strongly upward. It was the final kick he needed to escape the death-grip of the Hyd that was sinking below.  
 
    As the two burst through the water’s surface, The Stranger heaved a deep, desperate breath. 
 
    “We are fucked!” Patrick screamed in his ear.  
 
    He blinked water out of his eyes enough to see Ian and Gregoire scurrying along the sand toward the water. They waded in as droves of the cave-creatures poured out of the walls behind them in every direction. Even with the arrows flying in by threes, they were dismally outnumbered.  
 
    “Wait!” The Stranger called, sputtering above the water in Patrick’s grasp. He pointed to the opening in the sky. 
 
    Patrick looked, but at first he saw only the gloomy night sky above. Then, as another pair of flaming arrows soared in, he noted two ropes descending down above the beach. He dropped The Stranger from his grasp and swam back toward the shore. “Ian! Look! The ropes!” he called.  
 
    Ian and Gregoire turned and snatched at one of the ropes dangling in front of them. The old man looked up through the towering skylight without an inkling as to what to do.  
 
    Patrick rushed the shore, snatched his spear, and halted another two creatures that were closing in on Ian and Gregoire. He turned and began wrapping the rope around the old man’s wrists. 
 
    The Stranger made his way to the sand and stumbled forward to the rope. “I’ve got it!” he called up at whomever may have been on the other side of the skylight. “I’ve got it! Let’s go!” He snatched at the rope and wrapped it three times around his wrists, then gave it a hearty tug. In a moment, he felt himself being lifted off the ground, just as one of the creatures bumbled forward and swatted at his dangling legs. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” he called back down to the boy as he was hoisted higher into the air. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Patrick was still helping the old man when another arrow rained down from above and dropped a Hyd that was almost upon them. The boy ignored The Stranger’s call. He also ignored the dying creature beside him. He was focused on knotting the rope securely around Gregoire’s wrists. He gave the rope a tug to signal he was ready when he was bowled over by a wave of the attackers.  
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    Patrick felt the wind rush from his lungs as he was tackled down into the sand by at least three of the beasts. He saw as he fell the old man’s arms get pulled up overhead and his body begin to lift out of the sand. Ian shrieked and let go of his brother’s tattered clothes. He backed away and cowered from the horde, which was largely ignoring him. 
 
    One of the Hyd growled and exhaled a hot breath that smelled only of death into Patrick’s face. He winced against the puff of fetid air and closed his eyes, struggling to push against the weight of the creatures atop him. He felt an impossible amount of drool pour forth and splatter over his face as the beast’s maw opened wide above him. The foul substance made him retch instantly, and when he turned to the side and opened his eyes, he saw that it was dark, musty blood, not drool. 
 
     He looked back up in time to see the Hyd’s corpse slide off into the sand, spear jutting through his open mouth from the back of his skull.  
 
    The Stranger seized him by his smock and yanked him back upright in the sand. “You make a better leader than I ever would have,” he said, thrusting the spear into the boy’s hands. He’d let go of his rope and fallen from greater than twice his height back onto the beach, so he limped forward and plowed his shoulders into a group of the creatures that was closing in on Ian. “Get to the rope, Ian!” he hollered.  
 
    Shakily, Ian obliged.  
 
    The Stranger got himself another long, heavy stick as a weapon, and, as he looked into the faces of the beasts closing in, he smiled. His thigh twanged in painful memory that served only to fuel his delight in gutting a few more of these foul beings. 
 
    He and Patrick proceeded to hold off the masses while Ian and Gregoire were lifted painstakingly into the night sky. Arrows continued to carry flame and pinpoint destruction into the Hyd that drew too near the raging duo. The creatures continued to grow in number until their group filled nearly the entire large cavern and others were forced to wait, crouched on all fours inside the tunnels. 
 
    At last the two ropes descended again between The Stranger and the boy. They backed toward them together, getting in their final kills before wrapping a rope around their arms and tugging simultaneously. 
 
    The Stranger chucked his stick down at one of the beasts that was jumping and snarling just below him. After the weapon left his hands and he was high enough in the air to lose concern about the horde below, he looked at the dark sky above and felt regret at surrendering his only weapon. Whoever was up there was helping them, no doubt, but he had no idea just how friendly they may be—or what their motives were. 
 
    When he reached the precipice, The Stranger reached his free hand over the edge and clawed at the dry, rocky dirt above. A heavy hand reached under his shoulder and hoisted him up onto his stomach. 
 
    “Heyo, Stranger!” said a delighted, familiar voice. 
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    “John Tompkins?” The Stranger gasped, bewildered.  
 
    “At your service again,” John crooned in a sing-song voice. He was wearing his signature grin from ear to ear. As The Stranger looked past him, he saw Gregoire glancing around gleefully, all memory of the horror from moments before erased. He wore a similar grin.  
 
    “How—” The Stranger stammered. “I thought you were dead …” 
 
    “Take more ’n a bunch o’ pirates t’ kill this one,” another familiar voice said. It was Robert Forlo. Beside him was his wife, Maria Vilsen.  
 
    The Stranger was speechless. He remained on his stomach, looking up with his mouth agape like a babe learning to crawl. For a moment he thought he may weep. Though he’d left them all and spurned their assistance, and though he was still just as far from his family as the day this all began, he felt in a sense that his family had found him. 
 
    “Come on, now,” John said. He helped The Stranger to his feet. 
 
    “I left you …” The Stranger whispered, confronting at last his long-standing guilt aloud. “I left you because I thought—” 
 
    John nodded. “I know.” He patted the man on the shoulder. “You did all righ’.” 
 
    “No,” The Stranger maintained. “I left you all for dead … and here you are again.” 
 
    “Eugene fixed us up all right,” John said. “Set us on our way to help ye anew.” 
 
    “Eugene …” The Stranger mused. “He sent you to bring me back?” 
 
    “No,” Maria said, easing The Stranger’s rising concern.  “He was wrong to imprison you. He knows that now, and we have his blessing to help you on your own way.” 
 
    The Stranger scoffed. “The old coot … His blessing?” He rolled his eyes at the thought of the dreadful, controlling old bastard, but he was grateful for their appearance nonetheless, so he bit his tongue.  
 
    Patrick was looking through the massive hole in the earth, observing the chaos below. Creatures still screeched their inhuman cries of mortal agony, flames engulfing many of them. The others scattered back into the tunnels, in search of other prey. 
 
    “Can they get up here?” Ian asked Patrick. 
 
    The boy shrugged.  
 
    “If they do, we’ll be ready,” Maria said. 
 
    The Stranger shook his head, still in disbelief. “How ever did you find me?” he asked. “All this way … after all this time …”  
 
    “We got word that you were captured and in Fanxel prison,” John replied. “We were posted up yonder schemin’ a plot to get you out when we heard all the carryin’ on over here.” 
 
    “Well, we are all very fortunate that you were near. We never would have come out alive without you all,” The Stranger said. He then indicated toward a sack of arrows and Maria’s longbow. “That’s quite a weapon you’ve found there.” 
 
    Maria smiled. “Just something we’ve picked up along the journey. Wanna learn?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” The Stranger said after a brief consideration.  
 
    “Come on,” Maria laughed. “Let’s get you all over to our campsite.” 
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    “So how’d ya meet ’im?” John asked Patrick after introducing himself. He tipped his head adoringly toward The Stranger. 
 
    Patrick shrugged. He was eyeing the squirrelly black-haired man as he walked ahead of them with the elder. “Just happened by them yesterday. There was a hole in their cell …” 
 
    John’s face lit up at the notion of a daring escape. “Magnificent!” he exclaimed. “And ya freed ’em? Nary a guard to foil the plot?” 
 
    “Uh,” Patrick replied, “I suppose. It was more an accident than a plot, to say the truth.”  
 
    John chuckled and glanced back over at The Stranger, who, too, was walking a ways ahead toward camp. 
 
    “You know each other well then?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Our paths crossed a time ago. We shared some adventure and peril before he left the island where we was stranded.” 
 
    “Acquaintances?” Patrick clarified. “Yet you came all this way to free him from the prison?” 
 
    John shrugged. “Protector souls cannot deny their homage.”  
 
    “Protector souls?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Yer mother didn’t tell ya about those?” 
 
    Patrick shook his head and cast his eyes back down to his feet. “I suppose she didn’t get around to it yet,” he mumbled. 
 
    John forged on, smiling through the uncomfortable melancholy his remark had conjured. “Souls with whom yer own is bound through fate. Sort o’ like a secret guardian in the mortal realm—someone who shows up for ya when ya need ’em most … I used to think they was silly kid’s stories, but maybe there’s somethin’ to it.” 
 
    Perhaps we glorify our own worth, Patrick nearly blurted out, but then he thought of Brandon and his small band appearing through the smoke and flames in that Onton barn. “Still,” he said instead, “it’s quite a venture for someone you hardly know.” 
 
    “I think it’s bigger ’n him. Ya know who he is, don’t ya?” 
 
    Patrick tore his gaze from Ian’s back over to The Stranger. He narrowed his eyes and acknowledged a sense of familiarity in the young man’s eyes. “He said something … back in that cavern. Something about a better leader than he.”  
 
    “Uh huh,” John agreed. “Ya see the likeness now, eh?” 
 
    Patrick felt the broad wings of hope flutter in his gut anew. “He’s the king?” he asked, unwilling to believe it. 
 
    “That’s him!” 
 
    “But he’s so young?” Patrick said. “The king is old and grey in all the renderings I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Well,” John began, now uneasy to share frightful details to a young boy, “due to what’s gone on in Reprise, his duties came on kind o’ quickly.”  
 
    Patrick nodded in understanding. “His father was king.” 
 
    “Would’ve been,” John clarified. 
 
    Patrick pondered these words before nodding again. Two generations of king were slain, leaving only the young man before them. The Stranger hadn’t lied—he certainly had suffered loss as well. “He was right,” Patrick mused. 
 
    “Hmm?” John asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem fit to be a leader.” 
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    The group got to the nearby campsite, concealed in a copse of low trees at the edge of the expansive desert. They each settled in around a small smoldering fire that Robert tended.  
 
    “Not much night left,” the man warned. “Better get some sleep while ye can.” 
 
    While the others spread out and lay down for rest, Patrick situated himself next to Ian, who was nestling down near his brother.  
 
    “Who’s ’at?” Gregoire asked with a sleepy smile. 
 
    “That’s John,” Ian said, more for his own benefit than Greggy’s, “and that’s Maria, and that’s Robert.” 
 
    “And I’m Patrick,” the boy offered. 
 
    Ian turned to see him seated beside the pair. He smiled. “Ah, yes, and that’s Patrick.” 
 
    Patrick lay back in the grass and gazed up at the night sky, getting lost again in its enormity after spending so long underground. He toyed with the black stone in his pocket and wondered how much Ian knew. The man seemed harmless, but Patrick had no way of knowing where his loyalty truly lay.  
 
    “What was it?” Patrick asked when Gregoire seemed to be drifting off and Ian made to lie down nearby. 
 
    “Pardon?” Ian asked. 
 
    “That circular symbol,” Patrick repeated. “Back in the cavern. What does it mean?” 
 
    “Ah,” Ian replied, as if a distant memory had just entered his mind. He spoke slowly at first, his voice barely rising above the crackle of the nearby fire. “That was in the cellar where I hid … on the night that my—my—my father … disappeared.” He knelt beside Patrick and began to trace the symbol absentmindedly in the grass. His speech hastened as he picked up steam. “I believe that this symbol is the key to rediscovering him—him and all others lost beyond the veil that separates the living realm from … the others.” 
 
    “You mean to bring him back from the dead?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “No!” Ian corrected sharply. “Blurring the lines between life and death is an—an—an unspeakable act that defies all of nature, one which carries grave and abominable consequences.” He held his hand up, as if to physically halt that line of thought before it strayed any further. “The symbol is death. But my father is not dead. Of that I am sure.” 
 
    “How—?” Patrick interjected, but Ian spoke over him. 
 
    “I have seen things,” he said as though this justified all his wild claims. “My brother and I ventured into the—the—the Hoxar Woods, and while he sacrificed his mind and soul, he allowed me to—to—to peer through the veil—to peer through those concentric circles—and behold what lay on the other side.” 
 
    “What lay—” Patrick began, but Ian cut him off again, his hushed speech rising in quiet urgency. His eyes were glazed over and seemed to emit the faintest of greenish glows. 
 
    “That symbol is death, sure—sure—sure, but it is also infinity. It’s—it’s—it’s death, but—but—but it illuminates boundless existence in the—the—the chasm which lay before it.” 
 
    A long silence followed, in which Ian remained on his knees, twirling his hand in the grass and mumbling incomprehensibly to himself, as though in a trance. Patrick continued to squeeze the stone in his pocket, willing himself not to take it out and observe it openly.  
 
    At last he broke the silence. “I saw it on the day … the day that I found my parents …” He nearly said dead—but that wasn’t quite right after all, was it? “The day Onton fell apart.” His voice trailed off. 
 
    Ian nodded. He looked at the boy and acknowledged his sorrow. “Ahh,” he mused, as though this made perfect sense to him.  
 
    With that, he stood and meandered over to find a spot to rest. 
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    The next morning, Patrick awoke early with the sun. He blinked at its distantly familiar splendor. He could scarcely recall the last time he lay awake and watched a sunrise. Was it with Olivia? Brandon? His parents? He got up and excused himself behind some nearby bushes to relieve his bladder. The cherry-red sun peeking over the mesas across the expansive desert was unlike anything Patrick had ever seen in Onton.  
 
    Maria and Robert were sitting a short walk away, shaving rocks down to a point for arrow tips. The rest of the party was still sleeping soundly around the campsite.  
 
    “A fair morning, Patrick,” Maria greeted as he approached. “Was your slumber restful?”  
 
    Patrick forced a smile and shrugged. “I suppose my sleep will be pretty irregular for a while still.” 
 
    “How long were you in those caves?” she asked. 
 
    He looked back across the desert toward the hole through which they’d ascended the night before. “I don’t think I could venture even an estimation,” he admitted. 
 
    Maria frowned and stroked his bushy, untidy hair. “You poor soul.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyes fell upon hers momentarily. She looked in a subtle way like his mother, only a bit older. Short, clean hair with only the faintest strands of grey beginning to shine through. Warm, welcoming smile concealing rows of straight, bright teeth. An image flashed through Patrick’s mind: a glistening knife slicing through the neck below that smile; the way her cheeks were pale and sagging, devoid of their usual healthy turgor; the unbothered groan she exhaled with her last breath as her dead lungs filled with blood. 
 
    He smiled and looked back at his feet. His hand moved to the stone in his pocket. It was still there. 
 
    “I like your bows,” he observed. “Can I try it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Maria said. She picked hers up and handed it to the boy with an arrow. “If it suits you, we can show you how to make your own.” 
 
    Patrick took the bow in his hands and held it out in front of himself. 
 
    “Hold it here,” Maria said, situating his hand lower on the staff. “Now rest the arrow above this finger …” She placed an arrow atop his knuckle and fixed a notch on the other end of it to the bow’s drawstring. “Pull back here, and fire away.” 
 
    Patrick held the apparatus rigidly as Maria had affixed it in his hands. He turned and faced toward the horizon. A ball of dried weed tumbled by in the distance. He closed one eye and lined up the arrow’s tip just above the weed, accounting for some inevitable drop. The string drew back tight. 
 
    “Here,” Maria offered, pushing his draw-arm closer to his face. “It’s simplest if you pull toward your ear.” 
 
    When Patrick let go, the arrow was thrust forward with a satisfying thwip. It soared slow and straight before arcing down and sticking straight up in the mud. While he didn’t quite approach his moving target, the weapon flew in a remarkably undeviating line.  
 
    “Sensational!” Maria exclaimed.  
 
    “Mmhm,” Robert agreed without looking up from his work. 
 
    Patrick smiled. It felt nice, but he much preferred the bizarre, powerful weapons that Brandon and the other boys had introduced to him.  
 
    “You won’t take much time at all to fashion into quite the marksman.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Patrick said without much interest, handing the bow back to Maria. 
 
    “Something else is on your mind?” she asked. 
 
    “Well,” Patrick began, “you said that you had a plan? For helping him escape from Fanxel?” He gestured toward the quartet, still sleeping by the campfire’s ashes. 
 
    “We were working on one,” Maria agreed. 
 
    “Sounds like ye spared us the trouble on that ’n’,” Robert added.  
 
    Patrick nodded sheepishly as he sat on a nearby rock and picked up a stone to assist in paring to a point. “Do you mind telling me your plan?” 
 
    “What ever for?” Maria asked. 
 
    “I may want to borrow from it.” 
 
    “Well, our plan involved more than just a lone boy,” she said, not unkindly. 
 
    Patrick continued shaving down the stone without looking up. “I see …” 
 
    After a brief pause, Maria asked, “Who of yours is locked in there?” 
 
    “Of mine?” Patrick asked. “All of those people are locked in there. They are all innocent—” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Maria corrected. “Fanxel housed true aberrations before The Baron’s reign. Many of them remain behind those bars.” 
 
    “And they deserve to be tortured? Tortured and sold to work for The Baron’s men?” 
 
    “Perhaps not …” 
 
    “My friends were taken … One was killed while I lay in hiding not far … The rest were taken—I believe—to that prison. The other fell ill … and I had to leave her behind in a strange healer’s cabin. He wants me to pay for her health with coin I do not possess.” Patrick continued working on his stone. He did not look away from it as he spoke. “There is much I must do in the coming days, and it begins with freeing them.” 
 
    Maria listened and nodded sympathetically. As the boy spoke, she approached and sat atop a nearby rock. “When I was a young child, my mother used to tell me an old tale, one that I suspect her own mother told to her. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. 
 
    “There once was a boy who lived in a village on an island far, far away,” she began. “Each day he travelled a great distance through the jungle to greet a kindly old man who sat in a rocker behind his cabin. The old man had a market stand filled with the freshest fruits—bananas and melons and citrus treats. He’d awake each morning before dawn and painstakingly forage the trees behind his cabin to pick the fruits and bring to the market. The villagers would take his fruits in exchange for items of their own offering—scraps of clothing, decorative trinkets, bits of furniture. The boy would venture each day to greet the man with a smile and take a handful of fresh fruit to return to his ailing mother back home. His mother had lost her trade, for she was ill and dying young, and the boy had nothing to offer the man, who nonetheless smiled and nodded at him each day. So, the boy began to gather small berries and nuts on his journey to leave the man in offering. The contribution was small compared to what he took, but his purpose was pure, and nary a word did the old man utter in protest. 
 
    “One day, the boy noticed a foul-looking man stride by and take a handful of the old man’s fruit, offering nothing in recompense, nor a word of thanks. The elder looked on with benign contempt, but he was frail, and he did not shout or take action. Eventually the boy began to note this man every day on his journey, and every day the man would take from the elder, never offering anything back in return. After many days of watching this man steal from the elder, the boy decided to speak up for the old man.  
 
    “‘He works very hard for that fruit,’ the boy said to the man. ‘He is old, while you are young and fit. You should offer him something in return for his efforts.’ 
 
    “The man merely scoffed at the boy and carried on his way. Still, each day, he returned and took from the old man. Each day, the boy spoke up: ‘What you do is wrong. You are stealing from this poor man.’ Each day, the man laughed and ignored the boy. 
 
    “Finally, another heard the boy speaking out to the man. This person agreed, and she, too, told the man he was wrong. The next day when he returned, there were three others standing in wait to tell him not to steal from the old man. The next day, there were five others there to chide the man, and the next day the man did not return.” 
 
    Patrick finished sharpening his stone as Maria spoke. Though he did not slow or look up at her, he listened intently. He tossed the stone near the pile of other finished arrows. 
 
    “Do you know what that story means?” Maria asked.  
 
    “That the youth cannot accomplish anything on their own,” Patrick said, recalling how his mother would tell him that he could not help with certain things—that he would be able to when he was older. 
 
    Maria chuckled. “These stories offer varied truths to individual ears,” she agreed. “I believe it means just the opposite—that the young hold the potential to change the course of history.” 
 
    Now Patrick finally did look up and match eyes with Maria, who smiled warmly. 
 
    “It also means that evil cannot always be subdued by singular efforts,” she continued, “and if you say that your friends need help, then we will help you.” 
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    By the time the rest of the party awakened, Maria, Robert, and Patrick had returned to the campsite and begun unpacking dissatisfying morsels for the group to share for breakfast. Disappointing as they may be, they were far superior to the whey and slop the inmates at Fanxel were afforded, and Ian and The Stranger both ate with grateful fervor. Gregoire ate his with the same satisfied grin he always wore, as though he’d had real and regular meals for as long as he could remember—perhaps that much was true. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” he asked as Robert walked by to get another helping of food.  
 
    Robert tipped his head at the old man and said nothing. 
 
    “Ian put us up ’n an inn wiv a man ’at looked jus’ like ’im,” he babbled.  
 
    “I never owned no inns,” Robert replied. 
 
    “He concocts some of the most—most—most outlandish tales,” Ian explained. “Young and impressionable minds, ya know? Must’ve learned it from me.” He blew several whistling chuckles through his teeth. “Now leave them be, Greggy, enjoy this fine food they’ve brought you.” 
 
    “Brought me food?” Greggy laughed excitedly. “Here t’ the house? What’s the occasion?”  
 
    “He’s more lively outside of the grim cells,” The Stranger mused.  
 
    Gregoire laughed uproariously at this. “Ye’ve always been like a brother t’ us, me an’ Ian, an’ we thank ya for the food.” 
 
    “I can’t take credit for this,” The Stranger replied. “Never showed much mastery at preparing food that isn’t fish.” 
 
    “Hee-hee-hee-hee!” Gregoire wheezed. “An’ we still love ya just the same.” He pulled The Stranger into a powerful embrace and pat him strongly on the back as The Stranger winced and offered a feeble hug in return. 
 
    The rest of the group laughed at this display. “He feels only love,” Ian repeated. 
 
    After the group finished eating, The Stranger approached John and Maria as they were tidying up their packs. “I wish to thank you all again,” he said, “for coming all this way just for me.” 
 
    “Making goodbyes so soon?” Maria asked. 
 
    The Stranger offered a contrite smile and a shrug. “My family …” 
 
    “Yes,” Maria agreed, “they still need you.” 
 
    John Tompkins clapped him on the back. “We’ll help ya find yer family.” 
 
    “I couldn’t ask—” The Stranger began. 
 
    “I know ya wouldn’t, but we’re here offerin’. It’s why we left paradise for this crusty desert!” 
 
    The Stranger stood speechless. He’d spent so long running from peril and captivity that he knew not how to begin to accept anyone’s genuine assistance. “Well, if you insist on coming along, then I’m in no position to impede you.” 
 
    “Well,” Maria began, “we do insist … but I think you should speak with that child before you make any hasty plans for flight.” 
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    Patrick left the group after breakfast and wandered to a canyon nearby. The group had set up camp in a small thicket that had cropped up within the sweeping desert. The western horizon was sharply contoured and jagged with mesas and distant mountain ranges set against a clear blue sky. To the south, the sand and mud rolled in waves of brownish-green weeds toward the prison. A scorching summer sun would undoubtedly give it a liquid, flowing quality like a sea surface dirtied by whatever muck one would expect to be washing out of Fanxel prison. To the north, small canyons carved generations ago disrupted the flat desert surface and peppered the path toward the distant Klippa Mountains. 
 
    Patrick sat atop one of the small canyons and retrieved the stone from his pocket. It was the first time he was truly seeing it in the light of day. It emanated a blackness that was somehow darker than pitch. He mused offhandedly that its inky surface should well have stood out even in the stark darkness of the tunnels where he’d found it. It was no longer thrumming that seducing hum, but it possessed a powerful weight as he rolled it in his palm. He hummed as he slid his thumb around the symbol carved on its surface, eventually allowing his eyes to close.  
 
    “You can run, you can run, From the setting of the sun, But there is darkness on the both sides of the day.” 
 
    “That’s a lovely melody,” a voice spoke behind him. 
 
    Patrick started and shoved the stone back into his pocket before turning around. The Stranger was approaching him from the campsite behind. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “My mother sang it to me in another life, long ago …” 
 
    “My mother was a pragmatist,” The Stranger said.  
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “She was kind and wise and always logical,” The Stranger explained, “but she was never one for the arts.” 
 
    Patrick nodded in feigned understanding. “What happened to her?” 
 
    The Stranger swallowed hard. “She was killed … and my father …” 
 
    “By The Baron?” Patrick asked. 
 
    The Stranger turned to the boy, taken aback. 
 
    “Yes, I know who you are, Your Noble Magnificent,” he said, tongue in his cheek. 
 
    The Stranger winced and rolled his eyes, but he smiled in spite of himself. “Yes, The Baron, her own son.” 
 
    “The Baron is your brother?” Patrick nearly shrieked.  
 
    The Stranger nodded. 
 
    “Why ever would he do such a wicked thing?” 
 
    “He was conceived by a different father,” The Stranger said, “so he could never be rightful king.” 
 
    The pair sat in an uncomfortable silence for a time before either spoke again. “I wanted to say that I’m grateful you found us,” The Stranger said at last. “Though serendipitous it may have been, I’d thank you nonetheless.”  
 
    Patrick nodded. “I’m grateful to have found you all as well. Being alone in this world can grow quite unbearable.” 
 
    “Perhaps it can,” The Stranger agreed. “But as a point of that matter … I cannot waste another moment not in pursuit of my wife and my son.” 
 
    “Maria warned me you’d try and leave.” 
 
    The Stranger chuckled. “We have a history.” 
 
    “We’ll help you save your family.” 
 
    The Stranger nodded. 
 
    “But first you have to help me save mine—what family I’ve got.” 
 
    He made no reply, but Patrick could read it written all over his face. He was set on leaving. 
 
    “You’ll need all the help you can get,” Patrick continued, “and so, too, do I … I led them to this fate. I need to right what I’ve allowed, and I need their aid in saving someone else … I left her in a healer’s cabin on the other side of the mountains, and if we don’t go back for her, she’ll die … or worse.” 
 
    The Stranger merely nodded again. “I am sorry for your adversity,” he said with an absent tone. 
 
    “They’re right over that horizon,” Patrick said, “innocent, imprisoned, tortured, and starved … along with countless others who share the same fate. How can we stand by and do nothing?” 
 
    “I understand and appreciate your drive, son, but I have unwavering obligations of my own.” 
 
    “Don’t call me son. You’re the king now, whether you want to be or not, and those are your people locked in that prison. You have an unwavering obligation to them, too.” 
 
    The Stranger placed a hand on the boy’s back, as kindly as he could, but said nothing. He knew better than to challenge a young boy’s passion. 
 
    “We are already here,” Patrick continued. “Help us free them—lead us—and then the might of all your people will be fully behind your quest.” 
 
    “I ask nothing of you,” The Stranger replied. “I have been impeded and imprisoned since the day I washed ashore on that cursed island. Any part of me that would have been king was killed that day. That man is gone, so I know not what makes you think—”  
 
    “I think that you’ll stay,” Patrick said at last. “I think that you will stay because you’ve been impeded and imprisoned. I sit before you not to delay you further or to hold you against your will, but to implore you to make the right choice. I think that you’ll stay because, for the first time, someone is asking you to.” 
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    Patrick returned to the campsite alone. “I see no value to waiting around,” he announced. “I think we should do this first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” Ian asked. “What thing are we doing?” He was seated in the nearby dirt, sketching out his symbols and strange writing.  
 
    “We’re going back into the prison,” Patrick said. 
 
    Ian considered this for a moment and turned back to his drawings without a word. 
 
    “Our plan was simple,” Maria explained. “We’d march John in as a prisoner, Robert and I acting as two bounty seekers in search of a fair trade. Once inside, we were to take survey and draw our weapons on the unsuspecting guards when we found The Stranger. We were counting on our preparedness over theirs. If there’s any word to describe these cretins, it’s ragtag.” 
 
    “I aim to level the prison and free everyone inside it,” Patrick continued, “but, foremost, I need to find my friends who were taken. You need not help us—” 
 
    “Of course we will help you,” Ian said without turning back around. 
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “Of course!” Gregoire shouted with unencumbered delight.  
 
    “Yes,” Ian agreed, turning back to face the others now. “What else would we do? We owe you, anyway.” He offered a nervous chortle. 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “I suppose you’d both go on with your lives.” 
 
    Ian pondered this briefly. “What life?” he responded simply. 
 
    “Where did he go?” John Tompkins chimed in, standing apart from the group and looking over toward the canyon where The Stranger had gone to speak with Patrick. 
 
    “He isn’t coming,” Patrick said, observing John’s crestfallen demeanor. He looked like a child whose father had reneged on teaching him to fish. “Did you really believe he would?” 
 
    John shrugged.  
 
    “You are welcome to follow him,” Patrick reiterated. “I appreciate your aid, but you owe me no debts.” 
 
    John looked at Maria, his expression dejected. “No,” he sighed, “our paths will cross again when there is a need.” 
 
    “The sooner we do this, the sooner we may pursue him toward Reprise. Now, does anyone know how to weave?” 
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    Patrick sat atop the canyon with the setting sun. He’d filled in the others on his minor adjustments to Maria’s plan, and the group had spent a day working on the details and weaving a large mat out of thin branches and weeds. They would rest again tonight and spend half a day walking to the prison, starting at sunup.  
 
    He took the black stone out of his pocket and kneaded it in his palms while watching the sun. He understood little of what Ian had said about the symbol. It did bring death, that much was certain, and he knew not the significance of an artifact that had likely been buried generations ago in a mass tomb beneath the desert, but he had felt its power. It had drawn him to it for a reason, and he was more determined than ever to uncover the truth about what happened in Onton … 
 
    As he worried over the stone, eager eyes looked on from the shadows of the nearby canyon. Skuttler’s lips clicked in the quiet desert dusk as his dry tongue protruded to probe the corner of his mouth. He clutched the high-powered weapon that His Humble Highness The Baron had given him and prepared to rush the boy, but something striking caught his eye as he looked over the ridge which concealed him. The stone. It bore a familiar symbol on its surface. 
 
    I’ve seen that before, he thought. In the cell of the very man he was hunting down. 
 
    Perhaps he would wait to rush the boy … Perhaps he would wait and see what the boy would do … 
 
      
 
    16 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Patrick was up eager before the dawn. He sat in quiet wait for his charitable companions to rise and begin their journey to the prison. In the dark, he quietly stole away to some nearby brush and found a thorny branch with long, sharp needles protruding from their boughs. He broke off one and plopped down, drawing his legs up in a seated position. He tugged at the bottom of his pants until he loosened the coarse fabric and ripped a small bit of the tattered cloth. From there, he licked his fingertips and kneaded at the base of the pant until he was able to isolate a thread. This he worked carefully at separating from its weave. Before long he had unraveled an arm’s length of string, which he pinched and tore off from the pant leg. 
 
    He tied one end to the needle and removed his pants altogether to turn them inside out. Near the waist, he began to sew the patch of torn fabric to the inside of the pants. The seam was tight and tidy. When he’d almost sewn on the whole patch, he withdrew the stone from its pocket and admired by touch one last time before stowing it in the new pocket he’d created. With a heavy sigh, he continued sewing around the open side of the patch, fully enclosing the stone within. Things were likely to get perilous today, and he knew he couldn’t risk losing the stone. 
 
    No sooner had Patrick finished sewing on the patch than he heard Maria stirring at the camp nearby. 
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    The half-day’s southerly walk was a quiet and somber one. Ian and Gregoire had stayed back to remain in position for their roles in Patrick’s plan. John, Maria, and Robert walked behind Patrick with very little in the way of spirited conversation.  
 
    “Don’t fret,” Patrick said as they approached the great crater in which Fanxel lay. He extended his hands to them behind his back. “This will work.” 
 
    John looped a giveaway knot around the boy’s wrists loosely with a long rope. It appeared authentic enough, but with just a small pull, the cuffs would slide right off.  
 
    “We believe in you,” John said without conviction. 
 
    The four began their descent toward Fanxel’s entrance.  
 
    “Don’ let those hands slip,” Robert warned him gruffly. “If we hav’ t’ kick ye ’round a bit to sell the ruse, ye won’t wan’ that knot t’ come loose in front o’ them guards.” 
 
    As they approached the large guard towers adjacent to the outer barracks, an odd sense overcame Patrick. The air wasn’t right, and there was an eerie quiet around the prison grounds. The last time he was here, he had seen bustling guards and heard chaos outside of The Stranger’s cell. Now, the place looked nigh empty. No one walked the courtyards, and many of the cell doors stood open. The two far cells on the end lay in a heap of charred clay bricks—certainly the source of the explosion they had all felt from underground. 
 
    “No,” Patrick muttered, “this isn’t right.” 
 
    Before he could turn around, a group of men stepped out from behind the nearby guard tower. “Hey!” Maria called as one grabbed her hair in his fist and pressed the tip of his gun to her neck. John and Robert, too, were snatched from behind and forced to their knees with guns at their heads, their wooden bows slung uselessly over their shoulders. 
 
    A gruff set of hands forced Patrick forward from behind. He stumbled onto his stomach and instantly pulled his hands forward, freeing them from their faux bonds. He winced as the tip of a gun pressed painfully into the small of his back and the weight of a grown man descended atop him. 
 
    “Where’s that stone, ye nettlesome mule-spunk?” a familiar voice growled directly into his ear. 
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    hy are we forgotten?” Corina Delgor sobbed, clutching her youngest daughter to her chest. The child lay limp, seemingly unbothered by her mother’s wails.  
 
    Her husband, Rictere Delgor, lay an ineffectual hand upon her back, his head bowed in solemn silence. Their daughter’s health had been failing for quite a while now, and the town healer had determined that it was most likely to be an inborn allergy to wheat, which was the main commodity and food source in the plains north of the Klippa Mountains.  
 
    “Why can no one help her?” Corina pleaded. 
 
    “He can soothe her,” Rictere replied, “but there are not enough resources to sustain the diet that she needs. Not here. And I haven’t the skills to trade for such frequent imports.” 
 
    “Why are we forgotten?” she repeated. “The populace lives like kings and princes in the shadow of the White Kingdom in Krake. Spare they not a thought to our plights across the sea?” 
 
    “They know only the lives they’ve been afforded. Perhaps it is time we uproot and—” 
 
    “Uproot and what?” Corina demanded. “Abandon our livelihoods and loved ones here? Ignore the suffering we’ve seen, so that we may be like the rest of them in Reprise?” 
 
    Rictere shrugged. “If it could mean saving her life, would—” 
 
    “Do not use our daughter’s life to bargain with me,” she snapped, tears evaporating away beneath a rising, hot rage. “I will not abandon my values to save one life, not even my own. There are more nations than merely Reprise, and there are more solutions than merely fleeing our way of life.” 
 
    Rictere embraced the passionate woman and rubbed the back of her head in a calming gesture. After her temper settled, she resumed her soft weeping into his shoulder. 
 
    “There are talks from men in town,” he said softly. “Whispers. I may have a solution that lay on the other side of the deserts in Lexen.” 
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    “This is never gonna work,” Jake growled at Brandon. “I ain’t playin’ around fer you t’ get me killed jus’ like Philip.” 
 
    “That is bullshit, and you know it, Jake,” Brandon said. The words tore at the thin scab that overlay his guilt.  
 
    “Count me out,” he grumbled before rolling over on the cot and facing the cell’s wall. 
 
    “Jake …” Brandon pled. “This can never work without you. We’re in this together.” 
 
    “Ya dragged me ’round after you long enough, riskin’ everything t’ save that boy in Onton, t’ get yer stupid girl back.” 
 
    Brandon stood and seized Jake by the shoulder. “Jake!”  
 
    Jake turned before Brandon could move to roll him over. He stood from the cot and shoved Brandon backward onto his bottom.  
 
    “Don’ think yer gonna lay a hand on me while I’m restin’!” he bellowed. 
 
    “Wot’s this ’ere then?” a gleeful voice tittered from outside the cell.  
 
    Brandon looked outside to see Skuttler. His rotting teeth exposed in a foul grin of malicious ecstasy.  
 
    “We got us a fight, boys!” Skuttler hollered to the nearby guards. “Two young, ripe uns, too!”  
 
    The guards were outside the cell and opening the gate before either boy could offer a word in explanation.  
 
    “I won’t fight,” Brandon said to Jake as one of the guards seized under his arms and hoisted him out of the cell. 
 
    “Then ye’ll die, boy,” another guard taunted. His hot breath stung Brandon’s nostrils as he sneered directly in his face. 
 
    The two were dragged into the courtyard as other guards rushed from out of the barracks and tossed stacks of coins down in front of those who would serve as bookies.  
 
    Brandon was tossed to the muddy earth. By the time he was able to stand and look up, he was trapped within a tight circle of countless jeering guards. The ones in front raised their weapons at the boys; the shouting that was all directed toward the center of the circle was deafening. Jake stood before him, looking shell shocked but not altogether different from his normal state. His beard had finally begun coming in full now, and he towered above Brandon in the beaming sun that had broken through the seemingly unending monsoon clouds.  
 
    “I won’t fight you,” Brandon repeated, but his voice was drowned among the shouts surrounding them. 
 
    Before he could stand upright, Jake had brought a heavy boot across his middle. The blow struck Brandon square in the chest and drove him backward off his hands and knees. He stumbled back against the wall of guards around him, gasping for air as the breath had been knocked from his lungs. 
 
    “Get up, boy! I got fifty paga ridin’ on ye!” someone shouted in his ear. A pair of harsh hands grabbed Brandon’s shoulders and ripped him upright onto unsteady feet. 
 
    The world swayed in and out of existence as he struggled to take a full breath into his quivering lungs. A heavy fist came down upon his cheek, sending a white-hot burst of pain through his swimmy head and driving him back down into the mud.  
 
    “Stand up and fight!” Jake knelt and bellowed in his face. He brought his fists together and swung them both downward atop Brandon’s unprotected shoulders. 
 
    “Get off me, ya big bastard!” Brandon shrieked. “Ya wanna kill me?” 
 
    Their shouts at one another brought the guards’ hollering to a crescendo, but just as the volume peaked, a booming explosion rocked the world around them. The very earth seemed to sink downward as one hundred men dropped to their knees. The gleeful shouting came to a halt as all turned toward the source of the explosion. 
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    Bernard hardly noticed the deafening explosion across the prison from him. He stared in disbelief into the empty cell with the double-circle symbols scrawled all in the mud, as if his mysterious confidant back in Krake were taunting him, even from this far away. Had he himself vanished Bernard’s own brother into a black puff of nothingness?  
 
    Before he could stew for more than a moment, uproar erupted in the prison courtyard. Ceaseless gunfire followed the explosion, and the ill-equipped guards began to scatter from the prison center, many leaving their powerful weapons behind.  
 
    The Baron’s entourage began firing into the scattering crowds of Fanxel guards, dropping many of them in their tracks. 
 
    “Who the fuck is shooting whom?” The Baron bellowed into the cacophony. One of his men stepped in front of him and shoved him backward out of harm’s way. A few—but not many—of his crew took bullets themselves and were blown backward into the mud, blood spraying from the large holes in their chests and backs. 
 
    “This way!” a voice called into The Baron’s ear. He felt a coarse hand tug at his arm, and he did not question it. He followed with his head tucked in his own arms and his eyes closed as he was led around the side of the cells and away from the chaos. They hooked around a nearby lean-to, and he was ushered into a dilapidated old dwelling within Fanxel’s barracks. 
 
    “You!” he growled once a calm settled in and he looked up as the cabin door was pushed closed behind him. It was the familiar simpering sewer rat who called himself Skuttler. Bernard lunged forward as the helpless man dropped to his knees before him, arms raised in a gesture of surrender. But Bernard shoved him against the wall and drew his small pistol from his waist, placing the barrel against the man’s head. 
 
    “Please,” Skuttler managed to choke. The Baron’s knee was planted into his neck, pinning his head against the wall. “He was here. The king was here.” He pointed outside toward the cell from which they had just fled. 
 
    “Never refer to him as such!” The Baron screamed into the man’s pock-ridden face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Skuttler rasped. “The Stranger. He was in that cell. I seen ’im.” 
 
    “Where is he?” The Baron demanded. He cocked the hammer on the gun as his men stormed around outside in search of him. 
 
    “I don’ know. All’s I know is ’e was there this morn’. I c’n find ’im.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t trust you to find your dick in a whorehouse,” The Baron growled. “I’m here!” he called to his men outside. The gunfire was spreading out all around the prison and barracks surrounding them in every direction. 
 
    One of his men kicked in the shoddy door and pointed a machine gun at Skuttler, who raised his hands in front of his face with futility. 
 
    The Baron raised a hand to stay the man’s trigger finger. 
 
    “How will you find him?” he demanded.  
 
    “Let up,” he begged. “Let up, I cain’t breathe!” 
 
    Bernard withdrew his knee by the slightest degree. Skuttler gasped thirstily at the air he was now afforded. 
 
    When he caught a bit of his breath, he spoke again. “I tracked ’im twice ’ere, sir, di’n’ I?” 
 
    “Why weren’t you reporting this to me directly? Why must I have heard it through rumor?” 
 
    “I tried, m’ sire!” Skuttler shrieked. “They don’ w—w—wan’ me ’avin’ any t—talks wiv Boss ’round ’ere. I t—t—tried. H—h—hones’, I tried.”  
 
    The Baron thought for a long while. The battles outside were only growing in intensity, and he had no intention of staying in this forsaken land another moment longer than he had to. 
 
    “You’ll bring him directly to me,” The Baron said at last. “Or kill him yourself.” 
 
    Skuttler nodded with zeal. “’T would be m—my genuine pleasure.” 
 
    “I want his head if you can’t take him alive.” The Baron thought for a moment before adding: “And his hands.” 
 
    “Jus’ g—get m—m—me a g—gun, an’ I’ll ’ave ’im dead ’fore sundown.” 
 
    The Baron looked at his crewman and motioned for the man to remove his weapon from his shoulder. The man was incredulous, but only for a moment, as he was stung by the ire within his boss’s eyes. 
 
    Skuttler reached forth, opening and closing his palms spasmodically like an infant begging for sweets.  
 
    The Baron did not move his pistol from Skuttler’s temple or even relax his arm once the deal was made. “Now get the fuck out of my sight.”  
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    “Are ya ready for your chat with the boss?” Brandon had asked. He held his porridge bowl through the bars of his cell and received a ladleful from Skuttler, who normally never placed a dollop without the prisoners’ backs against the far wall.  
 
    “Wot’s yer plan?” Skuttler asked. 
 
    “First, let me tell you my bargain.” 
 
    Skuttler nodded and paused his rounds, looking around to ensure that no one else was eavesdropping. 
 
    “You give me one of those devices from the crates around the corner …” 
 
    Skuttler’s eyes narrowed, but Brandon held his palms up to stay the man’s rebuttal. 
 
    “Hear me out. I scheme best when I tinker. Lemme quietly figure out what it’s for, and maybe it’ll be of some use to Boss that he don’t know. Just think how obliged he’ll feel.” Skuttler pondered this with clear interest. “With somethin’ in my hands to get my wheels turnin’, ye’ll hear a plan by sundown tomorrow. That, I can guarantee ya!” Brandon smiled his endearing white smile. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Skuttler asked, wary. 
 
    “You will speak with the boss tomorrow,” he assured him. 
 
    “Why’s it s’ damn import’n’ ye get wots in them crates?” Skuttler asked again. 
 
    Brandon shrugged and flashed another innocent smile. “What am I getting out of this deal? All I ask is something t’ break up the boring spells I spend in this cell. Other ’n that, just knowin’ an honorable man like yourself is in charge will help me sleep soundly each night.” 
 
    Skuttler rolled his eyes at the forced flattery, but he accepted it nonetheless. He shuffled over to the barracks and retrieved one of the devices.  
 
    “Thanks!” Brandon said with genuine gratitude as Skuttler passed the device through the cell bars. 
 
    “Dunno wot a couple o’ brats like ye’ll make o’ such wonders,” Skuttler growled. “Musta come from some other world, ’s far ’s I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Perhaps nothing,” Brandon lied, rolling the heavy brick in his hands, “but it’s better ’n sticks ’n’ mud, aye?” 
 
    “Sundown tomorrow,” Skuttler warned. He pointed a dirty finger in Brandon’s face. “Or I’m draggin’ ye outta here meself ’n’ havin’ my way wiv ya.” 
 
    Brandon nodded. As the lackey walked away, he continued to twirl the familiar block, identical to those he’d found long before rescuing Patrick. He marveled anew at the strange text printed upon the device. EXPLOSIVE, it read. 
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    Brandon did not have to crawl far on his hands and knees before he reached a heavy machine gun that had been dropped by a frantic guard in the confusion. He rolled over onto his back and swung the gun around before him. As his finger depressed the trigger, an unbelievable spray of explosions burst forth from the tip of the machine. His familiar left hand slid halfway down the barrel to steady the weapon with each recoil. The dense horde of guards in the path of the bullets collapsed one-by-one in a satisfying spray of blood and gore that rained down atop Brandon.  
 
    When the clip ran empty and the gun stopped firing, Brandon dropped it as his friend grabbed beneath both his armpits and hoisted him upright. 
 
    “I told ya not to hit so fuckin’ hard, ya dopey bear. Ya coulda killed me!” he screamed at Jake over the uproar. 
 
    “I rubbed that damned rock against the bars ’til my fingers bled ’fore I got a spark t’ light the slow fire ’round yer bomb. Guess we’re even,” Jake retorted. 
 
    “I thought it wasn’t gonna go off,” Brandon laughed. 
 
    “Just in time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll fuckin’ say!” He wiped away a thick tendril of blood that was flowing from his broken nose.  
 
    Brandon seized a nearby weapon that hadn’t been fired empty as Jake hurled his heavy frame atop two nearby lackeys who were scrambling to climb away over the fallen bodies. He rendered them unconscious with a single blow from each arm, and Brandon realized the large boy may have been holding back when he hit him after all.  
 
    “Come on, open that cell!” Brandon tossed Jake a set of keys and backed up against his friend to provide cover fire in all directions.  
 
    “Get out! Grab a gun an’ keys, an’ open yer neighbors’ cell!” Jake hollered at the stunned prisoners he was freeing.  
 
    Many of the guards had caught wind of what was befalling by the time Jake had opened only one cell, and an organized onslaught was forming at the edges of the barracks nearby. 
“Wot’s this!” a familiar animal voice growled nearby. 
 
    Brandon turned his weapon toward Skuttler to see a face so dark with vengeance that it was nearly unrecognizable. “Thanks for the bomb, dickpit!” he cried. 
 
    “Little worms reneged on me!” he yelped. 
 
    Brandon pulled the trigger, sending a flourish of bullets toward him, but Skuttler retreated into nearby darkness as countless more formidable foes were closing in. 
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    Corina Delgor ushered her three children—one boy and two young girls—out into the afternoon sun to play. 
 
    “Don’t let me see ya again ’fore sundown,” she warned gently. “I’ll have supper ready then!”  
 
    Her youngest daughter had done quite well on her new diet. After the nearby healer spent the better part of three days with the girl while Rictere was away, she had come home like a new girl. The improvements would not last, of course, with their bland and homogenous diet that was wreaking havoc on the girl’s insides. But Rictere had returned from Lexen with a bounty. He’d carried fresh fruits and meats that Corina had never even tasted herself. On his lengthy journey, he had become involved with a group of visionaries who sought to assist an usurper overseas and create new world order. He’d appeared concerned shortly after his return, but the new diet was helping their children beyond wonder. Things quickly returned to normal. 
 
    Now, Rictere was in a side room with a small group of strange men who had arrived around midday. They carried unfamiliar weapons and vials with mysterious substances in burlap bags.  
 
    Corina entered the discussion after sending her children out to play. 
 
    “Sorry, lass, jus’ boys talkin’ business in ’ere,” one of the men crowed at her with a wide, slobbery grin. 
 
    “And I tend to half of the affairs in this home, thank you,” Corina replied with a tone that wiped the grin off the man’s dirty face. 
 
    Rictere nodded as she entered.  
 
    Another of the rag-tag men picked up his conversation in a thick western accent where he’d left off before the interruption. “When the king’s fallen, ay’s a man who looks t’ make life more fair for the likes o’ us.” He motioned at the men standing around the table. 
 
    “And for us,” Corina corrected, indicating that she and her husband suffered a different set of woes than the criminal networks in Fordar. 
 
    “Aye,” the man agreed, clearly not understanding. “O’ course not e’rybody gon’ be so eager t’ give up their riches an’ bend to the will o’ some new king …” 
 
    Rictere picked up from there. “We were just discussing the options for reducing public backlash once word makes its way to these lands.” 
 
    One of the scraggly men held up a large mechanical weapon and waved it in Corina’s face. “These beauts’ll be a right nice firs’ step!” he cawed. 
 
    After the palaver had concluded and the unsavory men left, Corina sat beside her husband and placed a hand on his thigh.  
 
    “I don’t much care for the likes of those men,” she told him. 
 
    Rictere shrugged. “Well, they are the ones picked by the leaders across the desert. Ultimately it is they who will implement a new way of life for the people of Fordar and beyond.” 
 
    “And you trust that it will be a better way of life?” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” he reminded her. “We are forgotten here. They vow to treat all lands fairly and to represent us as a people with unique needs.” 
 
    Corina pondered this for a moment before nodding in acceptance. “And we are provided with the imports we need to feed our children?” 
 
    Rictere paused.  
 
    “What?” she asked sharply. Sudden images of her limp, dying daughter shivering in her arms flashed through her mind. 
 
    “I have agreed to help them in exchange for their continued assistance.” 
 
    “Help with what?” 
 
    He tilted his head to motion toward the door where the meeting had been held. 
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    Brandon crouched in the prison courtyard behind a crate. He fired his weapon into the droves of organizing guards who were coming from every direction. Bodies collapsed to the ground one after the next as he closed one eye and squeezed off singular, deadly accurate shots from the automatic weapon. He dropped six guards in moments and twirled with a mastery he had honed since leaving his home. Facing the other end of the prison, he fired into the approaching onslaught from that direction. 
 
    “Hurry it up!” he called to Jake, who was unlocking more cells behind. “Gonna need to move up soon! They’re closing in fast!” 
 
    Jake ignored his friend and hollered to the less feeble of the inmates coming out of the cells. “Pick up a gun, an’ fire it at anybody shootin’ at you!” 
 
    Brandon smiled as a shaky man seized a gun larger than his arms and squatted by the crate next to him. The man squeezed the trigger and shrieked as a rapid blast of explosions erupted from the gun’s barrel. “Nice and easy,” Brandon coached. “If you squeeze slo—” 
 
    His speech halted, and he winced as the man’s head exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter all over his face.  
 
    “Fuck!” he screamed over the growing chaos. “We gotta go! Jake! Across the courtyard, now!” 
 
    “Get a gun!” Jake yelled at the freed prisoners. “Get their keys ’n’ open ’s many cells as ye can!”  He returned to Brandon’s side and aimed his weapon in the opposing direction, firing off shots that were only slightly less accurate than Brandon’s own. 
 
    The duo rushed across the prison’s courtyard as two groups of guards closed in from both sides. They approached the cell on the opposite end of the prison from their own. There was a striking scarcity of guards in that position. As they passed the locked cell, Brandon noticed that it, too, was vacant. And he noticed something else inside … 
 
    The two tucked behind the clay wall at the end of the row of cells. Jake began firing at the group of guards coming from the opposite row of cells, and Brandon peeked around the wall and took aim at the larger group coalescing in the center of the prison’s courtyard. The prisoners were scattering, some seizing weapons and firing wildly into the guards, some rushing at the armed guards with nothing but their fury, and others fleeing for their lives into the barracks. As Brandon watched, a few looted the fallen bodies and tore away keys and weapons. Brandon used the cell’s wall as cover as he fired slow and deliberate shots at any guard he could see closing in on or taking aim at another prisoner.  
 
    “Give me those keys, Jake!” he called, stealing another glance around the clay wall and into the empty cell. There was a hole in the ground.  
 
    “What?” Jake screamed over the deafening gunfire all around. 
 
    “The keys!” Brandon screamed back, swatting at his friend’s hip pockets, where they were stowed. “If we can get in here and lock the cell, there’s an escape tunnel inside!” 
 
    Jake’s face lit up, and he handed the keys to Brandon, never taking his eyes off the onslaught of guards. Their inaccurate and unmeasured bullets whizzed through the air nearby.  
 
    Brandon put the key in the door and turned it. No sooner had he opened the door than he heard Jake yelp behind him. The boy’s gunfire ceased, and Brandon turned to find him thrust to the ground. A smaller, handheld pistol was forced painfully under his chin, and a gruff hand grabbed the back of his neck. His eyes traced the tall figure upward and met the familiar murderous gaze of Olivia’s father, Resin. 
 
      
 
    8 
 
      
 
    “Get that shit settled down!” Resin snapped at his men, pointing toward the battle unfolding in the prison center.  
 
    The crew had snuck around the back of this row of cells and found themselves in the middle of a fire-fight led by two of Resin’s most detested young miscreants. They aimed their weapons into the crowd and began to fire at the fleeing prisoners. 
 
    “THA’S IT! THIS SHIT ENDS NOW!” Resin bellowed. He shoved Brandon into the rough grasp of one of his lackeys. “WHERE IS BOSS?” 
 
    The gunfire slowed as many of the blundering guards stopped firing and looked toward the authoritative voice across the prison. A few of the prisoners continued firing their new weapons, but Resin’s men dropped them with fatal precision. A few more managed to make it into the temporary safety of the barracks. 
 
    “Anybody?” Resin asked the now silent prison. “Can anybody tell me where Boss is?” 
 
    The riled guards were scattered around the prison in disorganized shambles. Many were wounded, and many more lay slain. No one spoke. A few looked around at their deceased comrades to see if Boss was among them. 
 
    Resin chuckled. “Well, I’ll be damned straight into the Western Sea.” He turned to his crew with delight. “More ’n we bargained for marchin’ back in ’ere wiv another bounty, eh boys?” He turned back to face the scattered guards. “Guess that makes me yer boss ’til he gets back. Anybody got a problem wiv ’at?” 
 
    The guards shuffled in uncomfortable silence. Resin’s men flanked him and aimed their weapons around the crowd, eager for dissent. 
 
    “Splendid,” Resin growled through clenched teeth. He turned back to Brandon, who had been disarmed and was now pinned against the outside of the cell wall, his head cranked backward by the force of the pistol at his neck. Resin raised his voice to the audience. “Lemme show ya how a real leader handles a breakout by a couple o’ spoiled—shittin—babbie—whorespawn!” 
 
    He seized Brandon by his blond, moppy hair and dragged him away from the wall and in front of the empty cell, his feet kicking out in the sand behind him. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Brandon spat, windmilling his arms around his head in feeble attempts to strike the towering brute.  
 
    Resin hoisted the boy up and forced him onto his knees. He leaned down behind him and growled in a whisper in his ear. “Ya wanna tell me where ye took my daughter now, boy?” 
 
    Brandon writhed beneath his powerful grasp. 
 
    “I woulda sold you cheap,” he promised, “but if they was too weak t’ do it, I’ll be jus’ as content seein’ yer brains coat my boot!”  
 
    He placed the gun to the back of Brandon’s head. He felt the metallic click of the hammer against his skull. He closed his eyes tight and tried to picture anything pleasant he could conjure, but no thought or memory came readily to mind. Instead, his breath hitched as he waited for the inevitable. 
 
    Resin’s arm hitched painfully against the back of Brandon’s head, and he was forced down onto his stomach by the weight of the stumbling man. He heard a gurgling shriek escape Resin’s throat. 
 
    “Goor lach!” an inhuman voice bellowed behind him. 
 
    Brandon rolled onto his back to see a sea of mutilated beings spewing out of the hole in the empty cell. One had seized Resin from behind and taken a chunk out of his neck. He collapsed as a jet of hot blood sprayed from his neck, and chaos erupted anew. 
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    Corina watched her growing kids with a deep unease. Her son was in the throes of maturity now, and he’d asked on several occasions when he’d be allowed to wield the strange machine guns to help protect. Her daughters were fighting over the last bits of food on a heaping plate they had grown spoiled and accustom to.  
 
    Rictere was tinkering in the workroom with his obligations to The Baron, who was actively seizing power in Krake. After she lay the kids down for bed, Corina entered and wrapped her hands around his midriff from behind. 
 
    “How’s it coming along?” she asked, her head resting upon his back. 
 
    “It is a difficult concoction,” he said with an absent-minded tone. “Half liquid, half gas,” he mused. 
 
    “It will possess the minds of its hosts?”  
 
    “If it works properly, it should instill a painless sense of calm and servility,” he clarified.  
 
    “To control the masses?”  
 
    “Well, not to control, necessarily. It will placate the offspring and ease discontent with the changing tides. Should be more effective with each new generation.” 
 
    Corina sighed and closed her eyes against her husband’s back.  
 
    “You are dissatisfied,” Rictere observed, turning from the table to face her in her embrace. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “It will reduce the likelihood of individuals rebelling,” he assured her. “This will end violent uprisings. And then it promotes reproduction in those families who are most content. Think of it as a happy potion.” 
 
    “It just seems …” Corina thought for a long while before finishing, “… like cozening.” 
 
    Rictere put his arms on his wife’s shoulders and kissed her forehead. “You asked for another way,” he said. “If this is what it takes to change the world for the better, isn’t it better than those?” He nodded toward the large machine guns leaned against the corner walls.  
 
    Corina nodded slowly. Her husband’s words were reassuring, but she felt a sick omen in her gut. When he stepped aside and revealed the large vial, a shiver ran down her spine. 
 
    The vial was filled with a midnight purple substance of unclear consistency. It appeared to be alive within the tube, which stood on four long, curved prong legs. On the top and bottom of the vial was a sinister symbol. 
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    “They will return to begin testing its efficacy soon.” 
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    Resin’s men began shouting and firing at the beasts pouring out of the empty cell behind them. They were humanoid and walked on two legs, but they crouched to all fours and maneuvered themselves like animals. They spewed out of the hole in droves like maggots from a dead rat. Many had grotesque modifications to their bodies. Some had antlers embedded in poorly healed wounds on their skulls. One had talons or long-bones implanted in the tip of each finger. They carried spears and sticks, which they used to impale the nearby men and feast on their flesh, ignoring the guards who took aim and fired deadly bullets into their backs. 
 
    “Get that fuckin’ cell closed!” one of the men shrieked. “Get it now!” 
 
    Brandon scrambled forward and snatched his gun back up. He leveled it at one of Resin’s men who was kneeling atop Jake and staring at the chaos in wide-eyed horror. Brandon fired a single shot into his head and grabbed his friend’s hand. He hoisted him back onto his feet, and the pair disappeared into the barracks behind the cells.  
 
    As the boys fled, they held their weapons out in front of them, remaining vigilant for any of the guards who may lie in hiding. The barracks were filthy and ramshackle. The living conditions for many of the guards appeared to be as bad as—if not worse than—those of the prisoners. The boys slipped through a large, empty tent draped over the passageway. Inside, there were eight dirty cots and refuse scattered about. The tent was positioned along the only apparent walkway through the barracks, so it must have had a fair amount of foot traffic. They barreled through the opposite opening and continued along the passageway. The shouting and gunfire from the prison grew fainter, and Brandon could feel the thrill of escape rising.  
 
    “Whoa!” he whispered brusquely, coming to an abrupt halt. Jake ran into his shoulder and nearly stumbled to his knees. “What’s that?”  
 
    Ahead was another set of lean-tos near a stack of crumbling crates. A set of eyes peered meekly over one of the crates nearest the pathway. Brandon raised his gun and lined up the sights with the head peering over, and it disappeared below. 
 
    Wordlessly, Brandon crept forward, motioning for Jake to follow close beside him. They kept both their weapons trained on the crate. Without moving his aim, Brandon’s eyes roved side to side, surveying each other crevice nearby for movement.  
 
    “Please don’ kill me,” a voice squeaked as they approached.  
 
    Brandon peered around the crate to see a thin, young girl who could not have been significantly older than himself. Her hands were held above her bowed head in entrained gesture of submission.  
 
    “I’m not gonna kill you,” Brandon promised. “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “We tried that way,” another voice said. “There’s no way out.”  
 
    Brandon looked up to see six others stepping out of hiding spots nearby. All were unarmed. He turned back and looked down the path behind them. Distant gunfire echoed along the corridor. “We’ll find a way,” he said. 
 
    He moved past the group, who followed him despite the expressed concern that there was nowhere to go. As they veered around a nearby bend, Brandon looked back over his shoulder to see Jake, and seven strangers in line behind him. 
 
    “Oy!” Jake grunted in surprise. 
 
    Brandon turned in time to catch a swinging arm across his chest. It swiped him backwards off his feet, and he landed with a painful thud on his back. 
 
    A thickset, stone-faced woman he’d seen patrolling the prison during his stay kicked his weapon from his grasp and stamped on it with one heavy boot. Her gaze and her own weapon were locked onto Jake, who was staring back down the sights of his gun. The small group behind them shrieked and cowered.  
 
    “Lower that weapon, young man,” Corina Delgor demanded.  
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    n unnatural silence hung over Forbanna Lake, its motionless, glassy surface reflecting only the faintest glow from the crescent sliver overhead. The moon was nearly full this late in monsoon season, but here, over Forbanna, ’twas but a fine shaving suspended in the black, starless sky. The lake lay at the center of dense woodland which shifted and changed in form with every passer-through.  
 
    The lake’s formless surface cracked and glistened beneath the nearly imperceptible light as a one-man craft glided silently across. The cloaked figure standing within did not paddle or steer the vessel as it drifted toward a small isle standing in the center of the lake, like the pupil of a colorless eye gazing sightlessly up into artificial abyss.  
 
    The silence did not break as the craft slid to a halt upon the shore and the hooded figure stepped off. The path forward was not lit, but as the figure walked, dim torches on either side glowed alight in sequence, only to flicker out as the figure passed. At the center of the isle, a greenish-purple glow was emanating from a stony well in the earth. A series of rocks had been placed on the ground around the top of the well. Huddled around this stood a circle of ten women. Their voices grew as the figure approached, but their speech was shapeless; vague syllables and whispers drifted through the night, so faint and foreign they may not have been perceived as human voice at all. The women were nude, their thin, pallid forms hunched over beneath long mats of black and grey hair that draped and flowed over the jagged bony prominences of their vertebrae.  
 
    The cloaked figure spoke after he approached, unnoticed. His voice was as slick as the algae-coated hull of a long-docked ship—and equally unpleasant.  
 
    “Sisters …” he crooned. 
 
    2 
 
      
 
    Skuttler clutched the weapon he’d been given by The Baron to his chest. He’d grown accustom to living underground from his time in Dask, and he heard chaos in those tunnels. If there was a nearby exit for The Stranger to have escaped, it wouldn’t be too far. He only spent a day or two searching the canyons to the north of the prison before hearing a small band of travellers camping nearby. It appeared quite suspicious indeed for a group to be posting up so close to Fanxel without some nefarious motives … 
 
    He was slinking through the nearby canyon when he heard the boy approaching just before sundown. He skittered into a nearby cranny and watched the boy from the shadows. His tongue worried at the sore that had returned at the corner of his mouth as his palms squeezed the long barrel of the metallic gun for which he’d yearned so long. There was no chance the boy and his group were not up to something out here. He’d rush him when the time was right to get their information. But he was smartly outnumbered, so he’d have to play it wise if he wanted to maintain the upper hand … 
 
    As he crouched in the dark contemplating his next move, he saw the stone in the boy’s hand. He saw the double-circular symbol upon it, even from this distance. He knew that symbol. He’d seen it scribbled in the mud and etched upon the walls of The Stranger’s cell day after day that he brought their meals to them.  
 
    Skuttler clicked his tongue to the roof of his mouth to halt an audible gasp that nearly escaped his throat. Of course the boy knew of The Stranger’s whereabouts. Of course the group was camped near Fanxel to assist in the escape. Of course it was all related to that sinister symbol. Skuttler had been right all along, and those slap-dick guards at the prison had refused to let him have his say. 
 
    This would change everything. With this evidence, Boss would have no choice but to listen to him. They’d march back here with a small army, take back their escapees, discover the meaning of that symbol, and get a few new prisoners in the process. 
 
    Suddenly, Skuttler forgot all about his mission from The Baron, but with the clout he’d have after revealing all this … With that kind of leverage, he’d have the whole nation helping him track down The Stranger.  
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    “Well, this is some brilliant kind o’ fuckery!” Boss shouted at an uneasy crew. He seized a small bag with various belongings inside and slammed it repeatedly against the wall in frustration. With each collision, more of the contents spilled out and were flung across the small, cramped quarters where the group now stood. After his outburst, he threw the bag toward the group before him and paced at the front of the room, stroking his black goatee to calm himself. 
 
    “Jus’ what in the fuck were y’all doin’ bringing prisoners out of their cells to fight?” he screamed again after a few moments’ silence. 
 
    “Some o’ the guards like to bet on who’ll win,” one of the men piped up, quick to shift the blame away from the ten or so hiding in the small quarters with Boss. 
 
    “I don’ pay y’all to piss away yer paga on fights ’n’ fuck my prison to the hilt!” Boss screamed. His fists clenched, and he paced furiously before the crowd. Outside, distant gunfire was still exploding throughout the prison center. 
 
    “We don’ take no part in it!” one of the others assured him. 
 
    “An’ yet none bothered to tell me what was goin’ on righ’ under my own nose?” he barked. “I ought to string e’ery last one o’ ye upside down from the towers wit’ the rest o’ those useless grub worms.” 
 
    Before he could work himself up enough to take out his frustration on one of the nearby guards, the door to their room opened. Boss whirled toward it and raised his gun, but it was only Corina.  
 
    “It is chaos,” she reported. “They’re freeing prisoners and arming them against what few guards there still are.” 
 
    “Freeing?” Boss snapped. “Who’s freein’ the pris’ners?” 
 
    “Two boys, it appears.” 
 
    Murderous fire blazed in Boss’s eyes. “Boys?” he asked. “The boys from the end cell?” He continued stammering, stupefied at the prospect of his entire prison crumbling beneath two boys. “With The Baron here, no less! What’ll he think of us?” 
 
    Corina perked up. “The Baron is here?” 
 
    “Well, ’e was!” Boss shouted. “Could be dead by now for all I know!” He paced the small room where he and his most loyal few were hiding out, waiting for the uprising to die down. He couldn’t decide who to kill first—the boys or the guards who let them out of their cell to begin with—but one thing was for certain. 
 
    “Those boys are gonna pay.” 
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    Resin and his small band of men marched their newfound prisoner toward Fanxel prison through the dead of night. Times had changed for Resin. People couldn’t be intimidated anymore. They were more demanding. Often, they wouldn’t agree to assist him at all without promise of paga. If he wanted the help he needed for his efforts, he had to have a steady stream of paga to exchange—and the most certain way for him to get paga was to retrieve bounty after bounty on any bandit he could round up and drag into Fanxel. Hell, they didn’t have to be dangerous or even particularly unruly to be worth something. Boss would pay for just about anyone who didn’t want to be there. 
 
    His experimentation was put on hold while he travelled town to town collecting new prisoners to exchange. He needed significantly more men to help him spread out and gather the information he needed to recreate the dark formula that had been shipped over from Reprise. He’d never been particularly fond of The Baron and didn’t think much about his rise to power across the Great Sea in Reprise, but he’d heard tell of the experimentation on a substance that could help breed servility. The results in some of the smaller towns had not gone as planned—there seemed to be a little too much breeding and not a lot of other functionality. As far as Resin was concerned, Fordar was its own nation and could do with a proper leader separate from Reprise, but if he wanted to pull that off, a substance such as that—working properly, of course—would be essential. If the citizens here were subject to his every whim, he could make a proper leader of Fordar, and if things went well enough, perhaps Reprise could use some new guidance as well. 
 
    It was this that Resin pondered as his crew marched toward Fanxel. He had no aim to overthrow the prison as part of his plans, but some would argue that the most effective leaders must be quick on their feet. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Toward the middle of the following day, Resin’s band approached from the north of Fanxel. As they drew nearer, an immense explosion echoed across the desert.  
 
    “What the—?” one of his men began. 
 
    His eyes widened. The sound certainly came from within the prison. He snatched the gun slung around his back and set off down the large crater into Fanxel, his crew dragging the ragged prisoner at a breakneck pace.  
 
    When they descended upon the barracks outside the prison, Resin came to a halt and motioned for his crew to follow suit. From here, they could hear incessant gunfire coming from within. Better to be safe and take the last stretch with caution. The barracks were comprised of a long pathway circling the outside of the prison with a few exits here and there into the surrounding desert. The path was littered with refuse, bundles of cloth in corners for the trustees to sleep, and crates filled with weapons and relics from other nations and—some speculated—other worlds.  
 
    Resin crouched behind a crate and waited for his men to line up behind him. When they did, he peered around into the pathway. It was uncharacteristically empty. In his prior visits, no matter the time of day, there were bound to be some lazy guards or custodians lounging around or wasting time. Today, no one was in sight. He slinked forward and shuffled to another pile of crates to hide behind, surveying the area ahead with his weapon aimed keenly before him. He motioned for his men to follow.  
 
    In this fashion the group made their way around the barracks, silent save for the automatic gunfire coming from the prison center. As Resin was preparing to step out from behind a lean-to and push forward farther, he heard footsteps approaching. He held out a hand to stay his men. 
 
    Two frantic men in tattered clothes came skittering around the corner, eyes wide and chests heaving. One stumbled as they turned the bend and collapsed onto his stomach. As his companion turned back to help him up, Resin stepped out and trained his gun upon the man still on his feet. 
 
    “What the fuck is goin’ on in there?” he barked in a hushed tone. 
 
    The men yelped and cowered before him. The one who had fallen remained on his knees, now bowing with his hands above his head in surrender. “Please don’ kill me, please don’ kill me!” 
 
    “I said what’s happenin’ in that prison!” he demanded, louder this time. “What’s all that shootin’ abou’?” 
 
    The men continued to tremble and repeat, “Please don’ kill me! Please don’!” 
 
    “Hey!” Resin bellowed, planting his boot on the man’s ribs and shoving him over onto his side. He seized the man’s companion by the hair and placed his gun against the side of his head. “Ye see this?” The man on his side sobbed, his eyes wide and glistening with tears. Resin pulled the trigger, and the prisoner’s head exploded, raining blood down atop his companion. He suddenly grew heavy in Resin’s grasp, and he let go, allowing the lifeless body to drop into the sandy path. “Now tell me who’s raidin’ the prison!” 
 
    The man rolled onto his stomach and retched into the dirt. Between heaves, he belted hoarse sobs and incomprehensible words. 
 
    Resin bent down and seized him by the hair. He drew a smaller gun from his waist and placed the tip of it under his chin. “Tell me now, boy, or yer next,” he promised, drawing back the hammer. 
 
    The wretched man continued sobbing. He managed to stammer, “The—the b—b—boys. Th—they’re lettin’ the p—pris’ners go.” 
 
    Resin growled. He let go of the man’s hair, and his head collapsed back in the dirt, where he continued sobbing. Resin stood and fired one bullet into the back of the wretch’s head, ceasing his cries instantly. He pocketed his pistol and set off again along the path. This time he bothered not to signal to his men or take cover behind the rubble.  
 
    The boys, he thought as he stormed forward. Lettin’ the pris’ners go.  
 
    Which boys might that be? Certainly not the same boys who’d ambushed him, ransacked his cabin, and stolen away his only daughter and steady source of paga.  
 
    As he rounded the bend and the clay wall that made up the back of one of the rows of cells came into view, he saw them. The very same boys. They were facing away from him, firing into a crowd of inept guards.  
 
    “Stole my daughter, now topplin’ the prison,” he growled under his breath.  
 
    But they wouldn’t get away with it today. Not today or ever again.  
 
    He rushed them from behind. His men took down the larger of the boys who was still firing into the crowd, and he seized the blond one who was standing in front of an open cell. 
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    It was the dead of night when Denwyle’s bladder interrupted his slumber. He groaned and glanced at the distant horizon. No sign of sunrise yet, so there was still time to rest, but he knew he’d struggle to fall back asleep, despite the exhausted aching in his joints. His group had walked all through the previous night and the day that followed. It was only a collective dissent that had earned them half of this night to rest.  
 
    He stood on painfully stiff legs and hobbled away from the campsite in to a nearby thicket to do his business.  
 
    “Got me marchin’ through the desert on these swollen knees,” he grumbled to himself as he pushed through some tall bushes for privacy. He lowered his trousers and let his stream start to flow when a voice piped up from behind him. He yanked up at his pecker in surprise and sprayed piss all over his hand and pants. Nearly falling backward, he spun ’round and drew his weapon toward the voice. 
 
    “Painful knees are no types o’ knees to be marchin’ on.” The clean-cut man was seated casually on a rotting stump. His legs were spread wide, and his hands rested atop a tiny skull that adorned the tip of a heavy cane. “Oh, I wouldn’t do that, friend,” he said without looking up. He lifted one four-fingered hand and gestured toward the bushes on either side of them. 
 
    Denwyle glanced into the bushes and saw nothing, but he sensed an eager rustling on either side. He swallowed hard. “The fuck’re you?” 
 
    “Let’s keep this between the two of us,” Maldeive said with a smile. Then he mouthed, “Lower your voice and your weapon,” without a sound. 
 
    “The fuck are you?” Denwyle demanded again, softer this time.  
 
    “Oh, you can call me,” the man began; he placed his four-fingered hand beneath his chin in dramatic gesture of consideration before concluding, “The Glorious One!” 
 
    “The Glorious One?” Denwyle repeated. 
 
    Maldeive shook his head side to side and made a soft, dissatisfied tut-tut-tut sound with his tongue. “We’ll work on that,” he conceded. “For now, lower yer weapon and allow me to ask some questions.” 
 
    Denwyle lowered it, but only slightly. The man was thin and well-groomed, with a tight beard and relatively clean teeth, but something about him was menacing. His unconcerned posture and misplaced whimsical attitude set Denwyle on edge.  
 
    “How would ya like to have no pain?” Maldeive drawled in his eloquent way. 
 
    Denwyle’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Do ya wanna be in pain?” Maldeive asked.  
 
    Denwyle shook his head. 
 
    “Do ya wanna live forever?” he asked, a crazed twinkle in his eye, visible even beneath the night sky. 
 
    “The fuck’re you on about, man?” Denwyle asked, raising his gun again. 
 
    “Ah-ah-ah!” Maldeive warned, waving a finger in front of his face. He pointed again at the bushes to Denwyle’s right, then his left. “Do you want to live forever?” he asked again, punctuating each syllable.  
 
    Denwyle scowled at the strange man. He’d never considered such a farcical question. 
 
    “Do ya wanna die?” Maldeive asked. 
 
    Denwyle clutched his weapon tighter and took a step backward. 
 
    “No threats, friend,” Maldeive assured the man. “Certainly ya don’t wanna die, no?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. 
 
    Maldeive lowered his voice to a full whisper. As he spoke, he rose from the stump and limped forward, his right hand resting on the cane, his left extending to pat the man’s shoulder. “What if I told ya you can have eternal life, an’ ya don’t have to live in pain?”  
 
    Denwyle nodded, uncomprehending. “How?” he whispered back, his weapon now lowered by his side. 
 
    “Simple.” 
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    The Baron returned from his brief foray to Fordar in a darker mood than ever before. He was standing in his private quarters—chest heaving—and observing his belongings in disarray after a prolonged tantrum. The desk was overturned, papers and books strewn in every direction; shards of glass littered the floor from bottles hurled against the walls; his wooden chair lay in splinters after he’d kicked it and sent it spiraling into the corner; even his bed he’d managed to upheave and fling against the far wall.  
 
    The White Sword lay on its side, unsheathed, in one corner where he’d tossed it and forgotten it long ago. Now he allowed himself to get lost in a glint of sunlight on its shining surface. How fitting it would be for the ancient weapon forged by the first of Reprise’s kings to slit the throat and end the toxic royal bloodline once and for all … 
 
    He bent and grabbed the sword by its heavy hilt and dragged it out of his quarters. He made his way down the castle’s halls, sword’s tip dragging behind him across the stone floors, like a child trawling his comfort blanket. Once at Laura’s quarters (cell) he unlocked the heavy padlock on the door and stepped inside. 
 
    Laura looked upon him with immediate concern. She moved her body on the bed to position herself between him and William. 
 
    “You’re back …” she observed. When The Baron continued to stare darkly at William without replying, she asked, “What are you doing?”  
 
    She glanced from his sweat-soaked face, black hair dangling in moist tendrils around his eyes, to the sword hanging limply in his hand. His eyes were dark and more deranged than usual.  
 
    He muttered something inaudible, still staring at the baby in a ghastly daze.  
 
    Laura swallowed hard and waited for him to make a move. “What?” she asked, breathless. 
 
    “I could kill him,” Bernard mumbled, only slightly louder than before. He spoke as though in a trance. “Could slice his little gut right down to the hilt. It would be simple.” Frustrated tears welled atop his eyelids, threatening to spill down his cheeks. 
 
    Helpless, Laura reached her hand behind her and lay it atop her sleeping son. Tears welled and did spill from her eyes. “Bernard, you need to go lie down and think.” 
 
    “Think …” he repeated. He’d had so long to think on his voyage back from Fordar. Now that he was here, he was finding it difficult to think about anything other than skewering the useless child. What would that mean? What would happen to the transference of the royal power if he killed the boy and Skuttler managed to kill his brother? These were questions he could not answer. Perhaps they were better left unanswered … at least for today. 
 
    The Baron stood in silence in Laura’s doorway for a long while before turning and slamming the door back behind him. 
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    “That’s the last fucking time I travel across the Great Sea!” Bernard shouted, letting himself into Antonio’s cabin unannounced and slamming the door behind him. He’d done as Laura asked—though she’d no doubt express no token of gratitude—and slept off his deadly temper.  
 
    Antonio sat in his chair by the eastern window overlooking the sea. He did not turn as Bernard entered. His face wore the usual ill-tempered scowl.  
 
    “Uh, hello?” Bernard exclaimed, walking around to the other side of the room so that he could face his number two. “It’s me,” he waved with caustic sarcasm. 
 
    “Not a pleas’reable furlough?” Antonio grumbled. 
 
    “I should say so!” Bernard said. “Whole fucking prison was up in flames by the time I left. I’d scarcely set foot off the ship before The Battle of Bastion’s Lowe had broken out!” 
 
    Deficient leadership, Antonio didn’t dare say out loud. 
 
    “My brother wasn’t even there! His cell was empty, and I had to make a deal with that canyon rat Skuttler to hunt him down.”  
 
    That won’ end well, Antonio thought. Again, he didn’t speak aloud. 
 
    “Something to say?” Bernard demanded darkly.  
 
    “Any o’ my men get killed?” he asked. 
 
    Bernard reeled backward with dramatic flair. His coiffed black hair fell into his face. “Your men? Pardon my ears—must be filled with sea salt. You said your men?” 
 
    “Yes, Baron, my men ye had me round up t’ sail ye ’way on yer private excursion!” 
 
    Bernard’s claws retracted minutely. “Have you been here sulking this whole time that I didn’t bring you along?” 
 
    “There was a time we made these forays together,” Antonio growled. “Lest yer left hand f’rget yer right.” 
 
    “Yes, and now my right hand must stay in Krake and look after the affairs while I’m away!” 
 
    “What affairs?” Antonio demanded. “What affairs’re we runnin’, Bernard? Openin’ some door in t’ castle? Wanderin’ through t’ woods all night? I ain’t seen any affairs in—I can’t remember the last affairs we handled!” 
 
    Bernard raised a hand and closed his eyes in annoyance. “My right hand needn’t know what my left hand does when the lights are low. I’ve two hands for a reason, Antonio, and ye’d serve well to tend to your own. This whole thing is …” He waved his hands in a circle, searching for a word. Fucked was the word that rose to his tongue. “This whole thing can’t work until my brother is dead and that door opens.” 
 
    Antonio scoffed. “Ye can’t rule ’less yer sittin’ in ’at throne?”  
 
    “There’s more to that room than the throne,” Bernard replied darkly. With that, he pulled another chair beside his friend and snatched a piece of stale bread from his table. 
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    Antonio Staig was still sitting in his chair peering out the window at the setting sun when someone rapped upon his door.  
 
    “Come,” he called without turning.  
 
    A timid officer opened the door and stepped inside. “Ye sent for me?” he asked, closing the door behind him and keeping his back against it.  
 
    “Yer man over in Fordar,” Antonio began. He waved a finger at the officer as if beckoning him to fill in the gaps in Antonio’s own memory. “What’s ’at ye tol’ me ’bout some boys muckin’ up ’is operation?” 
 
    The officer stood with his mouth agape. “Ahhh,” he pondered foolishly, struggling to recall the conversation in question. 
 
    “Causin’ all sort o’ problems? In Fanxel now?” Antonio nudged.  
 
    “Uhh, yes, sir,” the man said. “That’s ’bout all there was to it.” 
 
    “Well, not anymore,” Antonio said. “Get the crew back together. We’re goin’ over.” 
 
    “Back to Fordar, sir?” the officer questioned. “But we jus’ returned …” 
 
    “An’ we’re goin’ back.” 
 
    “The Baron wants to go back?” he asked. “But it was a—” 
 
    Now Antonio stood from his chair and faced the man. His hulking frame towered above the young officer. “The Baron ain’t goin’ anyplace!”  
 
    The officer nodded emphatically. “Yes, sir, yes, sir.” He paused before adding, “The Baron’s orderin’ us back?” 
 
    “The Baron ain’t orderin’ shit,” Antonio snarled. “He’s too focused on other concerns. I’ll handle foreign matters meself.” 
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    The Fanxel guards who had remained in the courtyard during the escape joined forces with Resin’s small band of men and fended off the underground cannibals as they were erupting from the tunnel under one of the cells. They’d managed to get the cell gate closed and fight off the several creatures that’d made it out.  
 
    Now the prison was quiet save for the screeching of the cannibals now locked inside the cell. They threw their mangled bodies against the bars and howled in their incomprehensible language. Some eventually grew tired of the struggle and reentered the tunnels from whence they’d come.  
 
    Resin sat on a nearby crate and nursed his neck. He was holding a smock, wet and heavy with his own blood, against the wound where the beast had bitten off a chunk. Two days had passed since the chaos, but the wound was still oozing readily. “What the fevered fuck happened in ’at cell?” he barked at the surrounding guards. He’d already asked once, and no one had answered. 
 
    “We don’ know, sir,” one man finally replied. “It was chaos all ’round.” 
 
    “Who was in ’ere?” he demanded. He’d taken notice of the round symbols carved into the clay walls. The very same symbols that had been on the vial he’d stolen in attempts to recreate its contents. 
 
    Before the guards’ uncomfortable silence could drag on too long, someone walked around the corner. “Fuckin’ brats got away. Ain’t no trace of ’em anywhere, but I found this weasel sneakin’ around.” 
 
    Resin observed the guard toss a squirrelly man into the dirt before him. His hair was thinning in a diseased way. His face was cracked from long-standing sun damage, and he had sores all around his mouth, which he prodded compulsively with his tongue. 
 
    “Now, n—n—now …” Skuttler pleaded, hoisting himself back up to his knees and stretching his arms out before him. 
 
    “He was totin’ this,” the guard said, tossing Skuttler’s large machine gun to Resin, who dropped his bloody smock and caught it with a wince.  
 
    He cast the guard a murderous glance before picking up his rag. “Somebody get me a fuckin’ bandage for this gash,” he demanded. “It’s re-opened an’ bleedin’ again. Where’d ye get this gun, boy?” 
 
    Skuttler’s eyes danced vigilantly between the nearby guards and the large man seated before him. “That’s m—mine,” he said, calculating his next move.  
 
    “Ain’t his!” one of the guards shouted from the back of the small crowd. 
 
    “I’m a guard here,” Skuttler continued. 
 
    “Naw!” a few others chimed in now. “Nuisance! Been stirrin’ up shit since the day ’e got ’ere.”  
 
    “Where’s Boss?” Skuttler demanded, his stutter fading as he feigned authority.  
 
    “Ye jus’ found ’im,” Resin growled. 
 
    Skuttler faltered. “W—wha?” He shook his head, still on his knees. “No, Boss. He gave me that weapon an’ important delegations,” he lied. 
 
    Resin stood from the crate and drew his small firearm from his waist. “Well, yer lookin’ at the new boss,” he said, cocking the hammer and placing it against Skuttler’s temple, “an’ yer mission’s cut short.” 
 
    “N—n—now,” Skuttler repeated, “okay, boss. Okay. No—no—no need fer that. I got—I got, uh, I got info ya need, too!” 
 
    “What info does a bog worm like you got?” Resin growled.  
 
    Skuttler pointed toward the empty cell with the symbols on the wall, his fingers trembling. 
 
    “I’m gonna count to three an’ pull this trigger.”  
 
    He hadn’t the chance to say one before Skuttler spilled all. “There’s a camp,” he shrilled with manic pace, “not far from ’ere. At least five. One of ’em—a boy—he’s got a black stone wit’ ’at very crossin’ circle on it.” 
 
    Resin eased the gun away from Skuttler’s skull. “A boy?” he mused. 
 
    Skuttler nodded with vigor. “They got a—a whole plan,” he continued. “I ’eard it all.” 
 
    “When?” he demanded. 
 
    “Only jus’ las’ night,” Skuttler said. He stood to his feet now. “They’re plannin’ a raid. I sat ’n’ listened to the ’ole plan. I can stop ’em.” 
 
    Resin turned and picked up the machine gun that had been confiscated from Skuttler. He handed it back to the fidgety man to the audible dismay of the crowd. “Spill it.” 
 
    “Three of ’em are marchin’ down ’ere right this very moment. They got the boy posin’ as a bounty, ’n’ once they get in an’ find what they’re lookin’ for, they’re gon’ turn this place inside out.” 
 
    Resin shook his head. 
 
    “The others ’re laid up waitin’ to ambush, case we come chasin’ ’em back to the campsite.” 
 
    “Then I reckon ya better get to them first,” Resin said. 
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    The Sisters hissed in unison. Their spell circle broke, and the purple-green hue emanating up from the well crackled into fiery red.  
 
    “Impossible!” one screeched, baring the stained, cracked nubs that lined her gums.  
 
    The man held up his thin hands in a gesture of benevolence.  
 
    The Hoxa Sisters had recoiled, but none fled. They were frozen in surprise at the man’s unexpected appearance. Frosty puffs of breath flowed from their slack mouths in the air that did not quite feel chilly.  
 
    “I’ve come with an appeal,” the man said. 
 
    “How came ye to this isle?” one of the Sisters hissed.  
 
    The man’s ashen face spread in a smile beneath his black hood. His eyes conveyed neither good nature nor ill will. Behind them, the Sisters could see nothing. 
 
    “How?” she spat again. 
 
    He turned and gestured toward the path down which he’d walked. 
 
    “How came ye through our woods?” she demanded. 
 
    The man turned back to face them. He moved slowly, as if in a dream. “Ahh … your tricks?” he mused. With that, he glanced up at the moon and moved one long-fingered hand toward it. The Sisters looked up and cawed again in dismay as the crescent sliver in the sky began to fill, as though the season were passing before their very eyes. 
 
    “Necromancer!” one of the other Sisters spat at him as she watched their enchantment falter.  
 
    “They are quaint,” he conceded, looking back at the Sisters. Their unusually frightened faces faded back into near complete darkness as the moon waned anew. “I ventured to your woods in search of something a bit beyond concealing illusions, however.” 
 
    “What do ye want?”  
 
    “The question is: what do you want, Sisters?” he riddled in reply. “Limitless power, beyond your strangest imaginations? Relics from worlds you couldn’t dream of? A glimpse beyond the veil that separates the living from the dead?” 
 
    “He’s no magi!” another witch spat. “He is hellspawn!” 
 
    The man offered a benign smile at this, too. Then he closed his eyes and tilted his head back with a sigh. This spell took more out of him each time he used it, but at times like these, it was necessary. A low whirring sound appeared from nowhere in the still air. The man’s third digit on his otherwise still hand began to twirl in meditated patterns.  
 
    “Stop!” the other witch barked. “What do you want?” 
 
    The man opened his eyes and looked at her, still smiling. The sound of rushing air stopped, and the night was silent again. “I am in search of an artifact,” he explained, “and my initial endeavors have thus far been thwarted.” 
 
    “We don’ leave these woods!” 
 
    He went on. “Conjure it for me.” 
 
    One of the Sisters scoffed, interrupting him. “We can’t just—” 
 
    “There is a realm between that of the present and that of the absent,” he continued, “a realm that separates life from death. If you can get it there, then I can retrieve it.” 
 
    The witch tried to speak again, “We can’t—” 
 
    “You will gather all your Sisters and combine all your efforts,” he explained, “or I will show you what true power is.” 
 
    “Conjure it yerself, ye bastard o’ the occult!” one barked. 
 
    But the other did not break her gaze from his own. “What artifact?” she asked. 
 
    “Sormød,” he said simply. 
 
    With that, he raised one long, slender finger and traced a circular symbol in the air. Tendrils of smoke appeared from his fingertip. The shape was blacker than the dark night air and stood out clearly against the lightless sky.  
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    Suffer in Silence / The Storm 
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    n the final few days before the storm of change descended upon Reprise and the rest of the world, the streets of Krake were not filled with the sounds of gunfire and chaos. The people did not roam the shadows in fear of attack, capture, or retribution to their families. The men and children were not enslaved and forced to work tirelessly to generate currency for The Baron’s thugs. There were no violent insurrections or public executions. 
 
    But neither did they savor their final moments of peace. They did not take deep breaths—free of rotting foods and gunpowder—and look to the bright blue sky and smile, relishing the ease of the day in light of what’s to come. They did not hug their loved ones who would soon be lost more closely than the days before. They did not lie awake at night mourning the impending loss of their entire ways of life. For the blissful ignorance of what’s to come is unblemished. That oblivion that precedes tragedy often escapes even hindsight. Many would spend the rest of their lives looking back on these days and yearning for a simpler time, a better way of life, but that euphoric blindness to a dark future would remain taken for granted until the end of days.  
 
    The Stranger, at this time not so much a stranger as he was a handsome young prince—and now a new father as well—bustled along the cobbled street, each step lighter than the last as his feet glided atop clouds of elation. He smiled and greeted passersby as he made his way to his oldest friend’s abode. Arthur Carraway lived in a modest cottage at the edge of town, not too far from the butcher’s market. 
 
    The Stranger rapped upon his door, eager to tell his friend that Laura’s labor had resolved uncomplicated. When the door opened, though, his smile faded at once. Arthur stood before him in the dim cottage, prematurely greying hair in disarray. Heavy bags hung beneath his eyes, which were cast downward, not meeting his old friend’s own.  
 
    “No,” The Stranger said. 
 
    Arthur nodded.  
 
    The Stranger reached up and caught his friend in embrace as he sank to his knees in the doorway. A few passersby hesitated to steal a glance before carrying on about their own affairs. He allowed Arthur’s head to fall onto his shoulder, the man’s tears flowing freely now.  
 
    “My sorrow weighs heavily in my chest,” he said, voice choking as he stopped fighting against his own tears.  
 
    “He fought for such a great time,” Arthur said.  
 
    The Stranger hugged his friend tightly and knelt with him on his stoop, allowing him to release as much grief as he needed. They stayed this way for quite a while until a heavy hand fell upon his shoulder from behind. He turned and saw Robert Vaga, looking concerned, his fishing gear slung over his shoulder as he returned home from the shore. 
 
    “Come now, son,” Robert said. 
 
    The Stranger’s tear-streaked cheeks glistened in the bright sunlight. “It’s his father …” he said.  
 
    Robert nodded but said nothing. 
 
    The Stranger groaned. “Ahh, and I came with such joyous tidings. What luckless timing!” 
 
    Arthur shook his head at the notion. “I am sorry to spoil your news.” 
 
    “No, no,” The Stranger began, but his father pulled at his shoulder again. 
 
    “Come. We have much to attend to at the castle.” 
 
    The Stranger shot his father a puzzled and condemning glance.  
 
    “It is all right,” Arthur said. “I thank you for your visit, brief though it was, and I will care for my own. Phyllis is with me.” 
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    “What is so urgent that you should interrupt my mourning friend?” The Stranger demanded as he walked back home with his father. 
 
    “Such a public display,” Robert said, shaking his head, “is unbecoming.” 
 
    The Stranger scoffed. “Unbecoming? He lost his father! Surely you’d understand if it were me in his place?” 
 
    Robert shook his head. “You are a young man now,” he said, “and a father yourself at that. Whether you long for the title or not, you are a prince as well. These are your people, and they mustn’t see you in that position.” 
 
    “Our people fear vulnerability? Humanity?” 
 
    “You are to be their leader one day. Your role is to instill peace and comfort, to convey strength.” 
 
    “I should think the people would understand—” The Stranger began. 
 
    Robert interrupted. “We do not mourn the departed. Your anguish betrays William Carraway’s memory. He has lived a life full and endured his share of pain in the end. He is free from that now.” 
 
    The Stranger was speechless for a moment. He considered his normally good-natured father’s callousness before thinking of how to reply. “I do not mourn William,” he said, indignant. “I mourn for my friend.” 
 
    “’Tis the burden of the kingship,” his father replied. “We must suffer in silence.” 
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    Several days later, The Stranger paced the quiet castle after laying Laura and his newborn son down for a nap. He had not gone back to visit Arthur since the conversation with his father. He peered out one of the large windows that overlooked the market center and gazed toward his friend’s house when an unshakable notion came over him. 
 
    He made his way down one of the long hallways and slowly pulled open a heavy door he hadn’t opened since he was much, much younger. He took a torch from the wall and lit it before descending down the dark staircase into the castle’s underground passageways. The door slammed closed behind him with a familiar ominous thud.  
 
    The expansive, windowless corridors branched in all directions beneath the castle. When he was a more mischievous and intrepid child, The Stranger had explored them at length. He knew each dead-end, every circle-back, and all the impassable doors that would not open to his mere touch. His father had admonished time and again for playing down here, but that never stopped him from coming back. He knew little about the history of the tunnels or the secrets they held, but a clear map of the passageways was still etched inside his mind, even after all this time. 
 
    A soft footstep echoed along the darkness, sound amplifying off the cavernous walls as it rolled through the corridor. The Stranger froze. “Hello?” he asked the dark silence. 
 
    A single click echoed back to his ears. The sound was so brief as to be nearly imperceptible. Anyone else may have convinced him or herself that it was merely an arbitrary creak or a trick of their mind, but The Stranger recognized the signal at once.  
 
    He continued along the corridor and turned the corner to spy his friend sitting against the stone wall, a wan smile upon his face. 
 
    “In total darkness?” he asked, raising his torch in front of himself. 
 
    Arthur smiled more broadly now. “I’d need neither map nor torch to find this spot, old friend.” 
 
    “Even after all this time?” The Stranger said. “I thought for a moment I’d get lost myself.” 
 
    “We must have met here … a hundred times in our youths?” he asked. “A thousand?” 
 
    “I could venture not an estimate,” The Stranger replied, “but something told me I would find you here today as I looked out toward your cottage.” 
 
    “We’ve stronger connections than the physical world could allow, you and I,” Arthur said.  
 
    The Stranger sat and placed an arm around his friend. “Please forgive my father,” he said. “He understands not how you ache.” 
 
    Arthur nodded. “He is a good man. I know this much.” The two sat in a prolonged silence before he spoke again. “It is difficult … to focus on all the positive narratives we’ve conjured to surround death.” 
 
    “I imagine it feels different, being your own kin.” 
 
    Arthur nodded again before lapsing into silence.  
 
    “Laura and I had not yet settled on a name for the baby,” The Stranger said at last. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Aye,” he replied, “but she seems very content with William.” 
 
    Arthur smiled. “I long to meet him.” 
 
    “Soon, my friend.” 
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    The sun had set on Krake by the time The Stranger returned up the stairs to the ground floor of the castle, making the return of natural light less startling on his eyes.  
 
    “Crawling ’round the dungeons again, brother?” a voice asked as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    The Stranger started. “Bernard! What are you doing skulking around here after dark?” 
 
    “Well, I still call this my home,” he replied, “unless you object, Your Highness?” 
 
    The Stranger rolled his eyes. “You know I’d not object, but the sight of you here has put an unpleasant taste on my tongue of late, brother.” 
 
    “I humbly seek your pardon if I am over-done,” Bernard said sardonically, “but a meal is only as palatable as the chefs can allow.” 
 
    “I won’t accept your piteous shifting of blame any longer, Bernard,” The Stranger jibed. “We are of the same chefs, you and I.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, our mother would agree, but why don’t we go ask—” 
 
    “Bernard!” another voice interrupted. The pair turned to find Laura. She stood in a nightgown, holding William, the pair illuminated by moonlight. “What a surprise. I wasn’t expecting guests at this time.” 
 
    “Well, this is still my home!” Bernard repeated. 
 
    Laura scoffed, not unfriendly. “You know as well as I that you don’t consider it as such. What brings you by?” 
 
    Bernard glanced nervously at his brother and cleared his throat. “Well, I came to see you, of course,” he said, as jovially as could be. “And the baby,” he added. 
 
    “Well, I look a mess …” she began, brushing at her unkempt hair with one free hand. 
 
    “Nay,” Bernard said, approaching. “You look as beautiful as the day you took this miscreant as your husband.” He tossed his head backward, indicating his brother, and touched Laura on the cheek briefly.  
 
    She stifled a visible shudder. 
 
    “Have you settled on a name?” he asked, looking at the baby now. 
 
    “William,” she replied. 
 
    “Ah,” Bernard nodded in obviously feigned interest, “a noble name. He looks to be healthy.”  
 
    The Stranger approached and clapped his brother on the back. “Well, I think Laura and I will away to bed now, Bernard. Unless there’s anything else?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he replied. “Just paying my respects. I meant not to burden you both.” He bowed and winked at Laura before turning and heading to the castle’s entryway. 
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    Bernard made his way through the city center by moonlight. He took his oft-travelled side-path and ventured through the outskirts of Krake in the darkness. The trail wound away from the more populated areas and into the outlying woodlands. He approached a familiar hut with a strange symbol on the outside and rapped upon the door. The door creaked open, though no one was standing inside.  
 
    “The baby is well,” Bernard said, entering the hut and closing the door behind him. 
 
    The man in the large, high-backed chair facing away from him did not reply, but Bernard could sense a pleased nod of acknowledgement. He stood in uncomfortable silence before the man finally spoke. 
 
    “You have second thoughts?” he rasped. 
 
    “No,” Bernard replied plainly.  
 
    “Tomorrow at midday,” the voice said. “Have your men ready.” 
 
    “They’re ready,” Bernard promised. After a pause, “So that will do, then?” 
 
    “That will do,” the man agreed. “Get the boy, and all the treasures and power the White Kingdom holds will be at your fingertips.” 
 
    “And you?” he asked. 
 
    “Do not profess to misunderstand our dealings,” the voice hissed. “When the boy opens the Throne Room’s doors, the throne is yours.” 
 
    “And you get the … the, uh … ?” 
 
    “Sormød.” 
 
    “Sormød?” 
 
    “The Death Stone.” 
 
    Bernard nodded. “Suppose I don’t need to ask what that does.” 
 
    “I will see you at noon, Baron,” the man said. 
 
    “Yes.” Bernard turned toward the door. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked expectantly. 
 
    “Yes … sir?” Bernard said, puzzled. 
 
    “Say my name,” the voice crooned. His tone was that of an enamored lover who begged for satisfaction. 
 
    Bernard swallowed hard and fought against a sneer that threatened to curl his lip. “Morak,” he said at last. 
 
    A satisfied silence hung in the air as Bernard waited, his hand upon the door’s handle. At last, the man raised a long-fingered hand from the arm of the chair into view and waved the fingers dismissively. 
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    Late the next morning, The Stranger and Laura were standing on the castle’s western balcony when two guards hurried out of their quarters and approached. 
 
    “Oh?” Laura said. “Don’t see those lot out and about very often …” 
 
    The Stranger turned to see the guards. “Curious,” he said as they arrived. “Morning, my fellows, what’s got you two cutting such a haste?” 
 
    “Sir, you two should retire to the indoors. There is trouble brewing in the city,” one of the guards warned. 
 
    Before The Stranger could inquire further, a series of small explosions erupted from down in the city below. His gut rolled at the sound, for it was hauntingly familiar. He would not forget those tiny, contained gunshots that came from the strange weapon at the cabin outside of town where he’d once travelled with his brother. He looked over the palisade to see a crowd of people screaming and scattering in every direction. Another group of ravagers stormed through the crowds holding long-barreled weapons at their shoulders and cutting down the townsfolk. The two guards drew long, wooden muskets and aimed them over the palisade toward the uproar. One fired a large, clumsy musket ball into the crowd before kneeling behind cover to stuff the barrel with powder and another shot. As he did, hundreds of tiny bullets peppered along the palisades and the castle’s stony wall, sending showers of shattered rock raining atop the four.  
 
    Robert opened a nearby door and rushed onto the balcony, eyes wide. He froze in his tracks as his son and Laura were knelt in cover.  
 
    “What is this?” he demanded. 
 
    The men below were marching toward the towering stairs that led to the castle’s door.  
 
    “There’s trouble in the city!” The Stranger hollered back. “Get to the king’s quarters!” 
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     Bernard entered the castle just before the sun was at its highest point in the midday sky. He took care not to encounter anyone else. He saw his brother and Laura out on the western balcony, so he took the long way around to avoid any windows. He paused momentarily at the Throne Room’s towering marble doors before moving on toward the king’s quarters.  
 
    “Enter,” King Vaga said when Bernard tapped sheepishly on the door. 
 
    He entered and did not bother closing the door behind him. He gazed toward the man without a word. 
 
    The king stood from his chair and approached. “Bernard,” he mused on the way. “What a pleasant surprise, seeing you here.” 
 
    Bernard scoffed. “It is still my home,” he said, voice hoarse, dry. 
 
    “Though by all measures it would seem you’ve chosen otherwise,” King Vaga said with a smile. “Have you come to seek my counsel?” 
 
    Bernard shook his head. “You would sooner rule me than counsel me,” he said. His eyes glistened. 
 
    For the first time, the king’s genial smile faltered at the darkness he saw inside. He reached out a hand and placed it on Bernard’s shoulder. “I have waited long for the moment that you would quest for my guidance …” 
 
    “I have waited long for this moment as well,” Bernard said, his voice barely audible. He reached behind his back and pulled a short blade from his waist. This, he thrust upward, just beneath King Vaga’s ribcage. The old man’s look of surprise was pathetic. “Your naivety betrays you,” Bernard said, “just as it compromised your leadership. This is your legacy. Your kingdom will stand as a monument to your failure to your people.”  
 
    As he stood and watched the man’s life fade from his face, a blinding white light shone along the corridor behind him. He turned and watched through the door. 
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    Robert Vaga rushed into the castle’s main chamber. As he raced toward the king’s quarters, a blinding white light stopped him in his tracks. The Throne Room door’s marble was aglow with a beaming luminosity. It began at the tallest peak of the door and descended to the base. A thrumming sound of power accompanied the shine. Robert felt a parallel power surge through his veins, and when the light went out after just a moment, he knew the king was dead. That beam of light had granted him his kingship and, with it, the power to enter the Throne Room. He looked along the corridor toward the king’s quarters, and his breath hitched in his chest. His father was gone. 
 
    He glanced at his hands for a moment before rushing to the door and placing one against the marble. The colossal doors parted down the middle and slid open to reveal a room at which he’d been afforded the opportunity to marvel only once in his life. He spared not a moment to do such again. Instead, he raced to the near wall and seized the White Sword by the hilt. 
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    “Give me a weapon!” The Stranger called over the cacophony to one of the two guards. His father had just disappeared inside with Laura and William close behind.  
 
    “Don’t have another, sir! Get yourselves inside and prepare for waylay!” 
 
    The Stranger glanced around with panicked eyes. He attempted to look over the palisade again, but the tiny bullets pelted the wall around him with deadly accuracy. At last, he broke away and raced toward the door where his father had entered. 
 
    Robert met him at the door, Laura, William, and Diana close behind. 
 
    “Get them to safety!” The Stranger yelled. “We have to fight.” 
 
    “We must go,” his father said. 
 
    The Stranger’s jaw dropped. He stared at his father, aghast. 
 
    “The road leads only one direction from here, son,” he said calmly. “Look around you.” 
 
    The Stranger turned back and looked at the two sentinels standing guard at the palisades on either side of the staircase. Screams echoed up from below, and bullets continued to shatter the castle’s stony façade. As he watched, one of the guards was cut down by a deadly shot from below. The Stranger turned away as the nobleman’s head was turned into a gory spray and he collapsed on the balcony. 
 
    “Where is the king?” he asked. 
 
    His father shook his head, and The Stranger knew. “I am not ready to be a leader,” Robert admitted. 
 
    The Stranger’s gaze was piercing. “Hypocrite,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “It is my people or my family now,” Robert said. “I am not ready to be a leader,” he repeated.  
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    The Stranger led his family into the dark cellars where he’d met his friend Arthur not long before. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Diana demanded. 
 
    “Trust me,” The Stranger said. He seized a scrap of parchment and a quill from a desk in the castle’s main hall and stuffed them into his pocket. “Link hands, and do not hesitate!” 
 
    He led them into the darkness, one in front of the other, and navigated the branching halls from memory. William was screeching in his wife’s arms, but no one else made any sound or asked further questions. He turned left, and then right. He passed dead end turns and doorways that would not open. He dragged his hand along a long hall with strange symbols and ancient languages he’d admired at length in his youth. He turned another corner and passed his and Arthur’s usual meeting space. Here, he scrawled a message in the darkness and dropped it before moving on.  
 
    After several more disorienting turns, he stopped moving, and his family followed suit. He felt along the dark stony wall a bit before squeezing his palm into a fist and pounding at one of the stones. It took four or five tries before he was able to dislodge it. The large stone slid outward and revealed a small passageway through which his friend had crawled hundreds—maybe even thousands—of times to enter the castle’s cellars. He led his family through this hole and replaced the stone behind him.  
 
    His mother and father gazed around in wonder at where they found themselves. They were on the castle’s eastern side, concealed deep within the rocky coast. 
 
    “I am sorry,” The Stranger said sheepishly, for his parents were just discovering his youthful devilry.  
 
    “Look!” his father said. He pointed the White Sword southward at a nearby pier. It was lined with pirates’ ships with varying degrees of grandeur.  
 
    “He must be recruiting the pirates,” The Stranger growled. 
 
    “He?” Diana asked. 
 
    “Bernard, of course,” he replied. “Come on. We’ll steal one and sail south. ’Tis our only hope if we truly wish to escape!” 
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    The scrap of parchment The Stranger left lay unseen in the peaceful darkness beneath the castle’s floors. Above, all manner of chaos unfolded in the days that followed as a less-peaceful darkness spread over Krake and then outward over all the lands. 
 
    The letter read: 
 
      
 
    There is an attack on the city. The king is slain. We are fleeing for safety. Stay safe, my friend. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13: 
 
    End of Silence 
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    ordar is divided obliquely by the expansive Klippa Mountains, which run from its northeast corner nearly to its southwestern coast. Peppered with canyons, caverns, and raging waterways, the mountain range is broken up by small expanses of desert. To the west of the mountains lay scattered forests and once-lush farmland in small towns such as Onton. To the south, the arid desert houses key coastal cities and the titanic crater inside which Fanxel prison lay. The northernmost tip of the mountains gives way to chilly tundra and rocky coast pointing northward to the icy wasteland of Iskar.  
 
    North of Fanxel prison, north of Maria Vilsen’s home town of Mitten, a river rages with the runoff of monsoon season’s torrents. As it winds through The Klippa Mountains, the turbulent river flushes through the narrow opening between two identical, towering rock faces, standing like sentinels. Beyond this, it begins to wind downhill, and its fury escalates as it flumes through the canyons. Eventually the rapids die down before terminating in a quiet estuary deep in the desert canyons.  
 
    A faint reddish hue materializes in the calm water. Gradually, brighter and brighter red trickles through. Before long, the quick-flowing water upstream of the estuary is pervaded with thick red blood as it pours downstream.  
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    The Stranger made his way north through the deserts of Fordar. He had left his protector souls’ campsite the previous evening and ventured along the canyons in an effort to reduce his exposure. This time more than before, he was wrought with regret about abandoning the others. They’d travelled great distances to find him, and he could feel a growing connection, but none of that could erase the burning fact that his family still needed him. 
 
    It is my people or my family now … 
 
    He’d had ample time to reflect on his quest, and The Stranger could acknowledge his bull-headedness. He’d been a fool to light out from the old man’s island in a small skiff with the intention of sailing across the Great Sea. His head had cleared, and, though his determination remained, he knew he’d serve his family no better if he remained reckless and got himself killed.  
 
    A wintry chill had begun to permeate the northern desert air at times. Monsoon season was ending, and soon the air would grow dry and crisp with hibernal frost. The Stranger shuddered at the thought of braving the cold season on the icy wasteland of Iskar, but the charted land-bridge at Fordar’s northernmost tip would be the safest and surest route across the Great Sea back to Reprise.  
 
    He pulled his arms across his chest and bunched up his shirt to preserve some heat in his core when a voice spoke up behind him. 
 
    “How do? Need a coat, stranger?” 
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    “Where’s that stone, ye nettlesome mule-spunk?” Resin growled in Patrick’s ear.  
 
    Patrick slumped beneath the weight of realization. Olivia’s father must have known about the stone when Patrick found those vials with the symbol in his house. How did he know Patrick had found it? He fought an urge to reach down and feel that it was still sewn into the waist of his pants.  
 
    “Get ’em up!” Resin yelled at his men. He hoisted the boy onto his knees by the back of his smock. “Still got yer boot-print on my nose,” he snarled. “I’m gon’ make an example o’ you.” He planted his heavy boot into Patrick’s nose, sending a fresh jet of blood out of both nostrils. 
 
    When Patrick’s eyes opened again, his head was swimming, and a dry loop of rope was pressed tightly against his neck, partially blocking his airflow. He realized he was leaned forward against the rope and tried to straighten himself up. As he drew in a sharp breath and blinked away the dull ache in his head, he struggled to comprehend his current situation. 
 
    Patrick and his three companions were lined up side-by-side beneath one of the guard’s towers. Their hands were tied behind their backs, and their necks were bound in loose nooses that were strung up from the platform above. They each were balancing atop small blocks of wood large enough to support only one foot at a time. 
 
    As Patrick glanced over at the others, he saw John Tompkins beside him. The man was slouched forward with his legs bent. His eyes were closed, his face bulging and red as the thick rope tightened dangerously within his bushy beard. 
 
    “John!” Patrick rasped. 
 
    John groaned weakly. 
 
    “Your legs. You have to stand up.” 
 
    John struggled minutely but could not get any words out. Patrick saw his foot slip off the wooden block and flail beneath him. After a few gut-wrenching moments, he managed to get his other leg on the block and stand back upright, hitching in a deep and shaky breath.  
 
    Patrick himself was standing on his right leg, and his calf muscle was alight with burning pain as it struggled to support and balance his entire body.  
 
    Resin’s voice boomed out across the prison courtyard, where numerous guards looked on in satisfied malice. Frightened eyes blinked at the doomed quartet from behind the cell bars. “I’m not savvy to the leadership style of yer last boss, but things are gon’ be different aroun’ ’ere from here out!” He waved his heavy machine gun at the watchful crowd before turning to face his four captives. “Where’s that stone?” he repeated, approaching Maria. She balanced atop her block of wood, hands bound behind her back, and made no reply. After prodding her with the tip of a large knife, Resin turned to Robert Forlo, who was tied up beside her. “You?” he growled. Robert gazed back at him with stoic indifference. Resin smiled, glad to find out what would make the burly man squirm, before moving on to John.  
 
    “We don’ know nothin’ ’bout no stone,” John said. His voice was hoarse and muffled from the rope pushing upward beneath his chin.  
 
    Resin put his knife away and reached over John’s head with one meaty arm. He seized the rope around his neck and lifted upward, putting more pressure on John’s neck. He looked at Patrick with grave seriousness. “Yer turn, boy, an’ don’ let me catch ye lyin’ to me.” 
 
    Patrick swallowed hard and kept his eyes on John’s strained face. Fight it, he thought. Don’t slip now. 
 
    Resin turned to his men behind him, still holding John’s noose tight above his head. He nodded toward one of the cells. The man drew his pistol and pointed it directly through the cell bars. 
 
    “No! Please!” someone shouted from inside the cell. 
 
    “I’ll kill yer friends,” Resin promised. “I’ll kill strangers. I’ll kill anyone but you ’til ye tell me where ’at stone is, ’cause I know ye got it hid somewhere.” 
 
    “Please don’ shoot me!” the man shrieked from his cell.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Patrick rasped.  
 
    The guard held his pistol outstretched toward the cell. Inside, the man had backed himself against the clay wall and was dancing left to right, his hands outstretched in front of his face in a futile gesture. The guard’s arm swayed left and right, following his every move. 
 
    “Please!” he sobbed. 
 
    Resin’s eyed were locked onto Patrick’s own. They did not wince or blink at the sound of the nearby gunshot as it erupted in the guard’s hand and silenced the prisoner inside. He tightened his grip on John’s noose and hoisted it higher over the man’s head. 
 
    John let out an incomprehensible, raspy protest. 
 
    “Monster …” Maria growled. 
 
    “The stone,” Resin demanded. He used his free hand to shimmy the machine gun off his shoulder and aim it at Maria without looking in her direction. “Give it to me, an’ I might let these ones live.” 
 
    In that moment another voice resonated across the prison. “Well, ain’t this a dreadful display indeed.” The word dreadful drawled out lazily like a sleeping cat splayed in the doorway of a butcher’s shop.  
 
    Resin turned to see a well-groomed man in eccentric clothing. He was walking with a limp toward the four captives through the prison yard, leaning atop a heavy cane with each step.  
 
    “No way to leave an impression,” he continued, “threatenin’ gestures an’ all. Such a hostile spectacle t’ imprint on all these treasured minds!” 
 
    Resin let go of John’s noose—the man took an immediate and grateful breath and sputtered—and turned to face the newcomer. 
 
    “Name’s Maldeive, before ya get all demandin’ on me, but you c’n call me—” he paused for dramatic effect, “The Untouchable!” 
 
    Resin sneered and raised his gun to aim it at Maldeive. “One more step ’n’ I’ll show ye jus’ how touchable ye are.” 
 
    Maldeive’s slow and deliberate pace did not falter. He wore a carefree smirk on his boyish, shaven face. “Who wants to live in fear o’ bein’ strung up from the towers like these poor boys—and madam?” He winked toward Maria and flashed a charming smile. “What kinda leader promises only punishment?” 
 
    “Ye’d better back up,” Resin snarled. He gripped the gun in both hands now and leveled it with Maldeive’s head. 
 
    “Don’t livin’ sound better than dyin’ to you all?” Maldeive turned back to face the guards, ignoring Resin’s gun pointed at his head. “Is there any man here who wants to die at all?” 
 
    “You must!” Resin growled, his teeth gritted painfully at this disconcerting interruption. 
 
    Maldeive turned back, still smiling, arms spread wide. He gripped his cane in one hand missing the fourth finger, and the tiny skull atop it smiled at Resin as well. “Anybody here wanna live forever?” 
 
    Resin had heard enough. He squeezed the trigger and braced his arms against the recoil of the gun—but no recoil came. The trigger clicked dryly. “What the fuck?” he asked. 
 
    “Whoops,” Maldeive chuckled. He pointed toward one of Resin’s men, Denwyle. Denwyle took the cue and aimed his own weapon at Resin.  
 
    “Boy, that better be yer idea of a joke, or I’m carvin’ it on yer back ’fore I send yer naked carcass back to yer wife,” Resin said to Denwyle. 
 
    “No joke,” Maldeive assured him. “Now, who would like eternal life?” he called again, turning back to the crowd of silent guards. 
 
    “You?” he asked, pointing to one of the nearby guards. The man shifted uncomfortably on his feet, unsure how to respond to the odd turn of events. “No, then,” Maldeive conceded, and the guard’s head exploded in a spray of blood and bone.  
 
    His corpse had scarcely hit the desert floor before Maldeive turned to another guard. “How about you?” At that point the nearby guards shrieked and stumbled backward. The man Maldeive addressed now stood slack jawed and speechless. “Pity,” he mused as a distant shot rang out and a hole appeared in the guard’s neck.  
 
    “How about you! Or you! Or you!” Maldeive sang out, twirling and pointing at guards in the crowd now like a deranged musician. With each point, the selected man or woman was cut down where they stood by bullets incoming from various directions.  
 
    “Now do not panic!” Maldeive shouted as realization of what was happening rippled through the crowd. “Do not panic, and do not run! Surely those of you still with us prefer living to dying! I can promise you all that life. I can promise ya that forever.” 
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    The Stranger started and turned toward the voice, instantly on the defensive. Not far behind him, walking along the same canyon trail, was a man only slightly younger than his late father. He was carrying a large pack on his back from which long fishing poles protruded. He wore a thick and luxurious bear-skin coat.  
 
    “Just headed down to a lovely spot ’round the bend in the valley yon, if ya’d care to toss a line with me,” he said. 
 
    “Oh,” The Stranger began, caught off guard by the casual ease of the man’s invitation. “No—thank you—I’m just on my way …” He turned and gestured along the same path, his voice trailing off. He could see the lake’s edge  
 
    “Suit yourself,” the man said amiably. 
 
    “In fact,” The Stranger interjected cautiously, “perhaps I will join you. I can’t recall the last time I angled.” 
 
    The man smiled. “Can’t recall the last time I had good company,” he said, clapping The Stranger on the back. “It’s right up ahead. Name’s Cushing,” he continued without extending a hand to be shaken in forced formality. “Samuel.”  
 
    The pair ventured along the path and into the nearby valley. Samuel led them around the lake to a low ledge, where he unpacked his rucksack and handed one of the poles to The Stranger. He rigged his line and cast it toward the middle of the lake before pulling a sandwich from his bag and sitting with his feet dangling toward the water. 
 
    “Not many simple pleasures such as this to enjoy these days, eh?” he mused, offering The Stranger one of his spare sandwiches. 
 
    “Oh, I—” The Stranger began, but he hesitated. “I couldn’t.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Not gonna be a lot of ham the way you’re headed, son. Take it. I can see you could use it.” 
 
    The Stranger obliged and finished it in four bites. “Thank you,” he mumbled with a full mouth. “I am indebted to your kindness.”  
 
    Samuel shrugged again, wearing a nonchalant smile. “Just pay it for’ard.” 
 
    The Stranger cast his line into the lake and sat beside the man. The pair sat in silence as the sun descended from high in the sky. The man had an easy way about him—conversation came easily, but sitting in silence was equally comfortable.  
 
    He retrieved a pipe from his sack after reeling in his third fish and began stuffing a hefty pinch of tobacco inside. He lit the pipe and took a long drag before offering it to The Stranger. 
 
    “No, thank you,” The Stranger said. He’d never been one for a smoke, but he was also busying himself with pulling his line taut. Something rather large had latched onto the other end. 
 
    “Whoa, there,” Samuel said. “I thought I was gonna have to slip ya half my catch if ya didn’t snag any yourself.” 
 
    The Stranger chuckled. “Well, this is your spot after all,” he grunted, pulling with full force against his line. 
 
    “This one might outweigh all three of mine together!” he said, reaching over to help drag The Stranger’s line in.  
 
    After a brief struggle, they reeled in a sizeable lake trout that did indeed outweigh Samuel’s other three. He broke away to start a fire while The Stranger tended the lines and took his paring knife to scrape away the scaly exterior of his catch. 
 
    “Thank you again, Samuel,” The Stranger said when he returned. “This is a direly needed hiatus.” 
 
    “Speak not of it, and call me Sam,” the man said, waving a hand. “Look at this delightful dinner you’ve provided me.” 
 
    “Where do you hail?” The Stranger asked. 
 
    “Small village outside Mitten.” 
 
    The Stranger nodded. “I once knew another from Mitten.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” the man mused without particular investment.  
 
    “How do you—” The Stranger began. “How do you just carry on such as this?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Since everything … that happened in Reprise,” The Stranger clarified. “It seems the entire world has fallen into darkness, yet here you are meandering to your private fishing hole.” 
 
    “Nothin’ to it but to do it, son.” 
 
    The Stranger smiled again at his infectious nonchalance.  
 
    The pair shaved the largest of the catches into thin strips and draped them over the fire to cook. They shared their portions in silence, breaking away when one or both of the lines began bobbing with the weight of another curious fish. 
 
    As the sun descended over the distant canyon wall, the sky over the valley exploded with a pink-purple hue. The warm look of it soothed the chill that still hung in the evening air.  
 
    “This place is so unlike my home,” The Stranger mused. “I wish I’d had occasion to visit before my … before everything.” 
 
    Samuel nodded.  
 
    “I wish that I could stay and enjoy the company and the landscape,” The Stranger continued, “but I feel guilty even stopping here to fish.” 
 
    “Well, you have to eat, no matter the urgency of your quest.” 
 
    “I suppose,” The Stranger agreed. “I’ve not taken time to be kind to myself of late. Nor to my companions.”  
 
    “There is kindness in your eyes,” Sam assured him. “It hides in the shadow of your suffering, but it is there. That much I can see.” He removed his heavy coat and handed it over to The Stranger, along with a tied bundle of the six trout they hadn’t already cooked and eaten. 
 
    “No. Thank you, but I can’t burden you so.” 
 
    The man scoffed. “Burden me? You walk hunched beneath the weight of your own burden. I’d not attempt to rob you of that right, but six fish and a winter coat are of no consequence to me. My family will subsist. Your journey must be long and taxing, and this is the least that I can offer in aid.”  
 
    “Why?” The Stranger asked. Samuel had asked no personal details since they’d met, yet he spoke as though he knew well the struggle that The Stranger endured. “Why do you aid me so, a stranger to your land?” 
 
    “Our worlds are shaped by the kindness and cruelties of those around us,” he said simply. “So, too, are our identities. Call it self-preservation, for if I see your silent suffering snuff out the kindness behind your eyes, my world will be worse for it.” 
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    “Lower that weapon, young man,” Corina Delgor demanded. 
 
    The small group had scrambled and crouched behind nearby crates. Jake hadn’t lowered his weapon. He snarled at the guard, standing his ground. Brandon lay on his back, looking up, eyes dancing between the two in standoff. The guard lowered her weapon and pointed it at Brandon. 
 
    “Just shoot ’er!” Brandon said. 
 
    “If you pull that trigger now, I can assure you ye’ll all be dead before this one makes it back to his feet.” 
 
    “Only thing ’appens when I pull this trigger is you die, bitch,” Jake growled. “No more sellin’ children. No more torturin’ elders. No more forcin’ pris’ners t’ fight.” 
 
    The guard scoffed. “When have you ever seen me do any such thing?” 
 
    “You walk these grounds just like the rest of ’em!” Brandon shouted at her. “Kill ’er, Jake!” 
 
    “Behind me is a room filled with the boss and his most loyal guards. They’re waiting this thing out right now, but if they hear a gunshot at this moment, you can warrant on yer lives they’ll lay in wait no longer.” 
 
    Brandon could see Jake’s mettle falter. The tip of his gun dropped just a touch. “It’s a trick,” he groaned, still on his back. “She’s gonna kill the both of us, an’ then all o’ them.” 
 
    Corina moved her weapon away from Brandon. She’d seen Jake’s resolve stutter as well, and that was all she needed. She reached one hand down for Brandon. He looked at her—eyes still locked upon Jake’s—and cautiously reached forward to take the hand. 
 
    “I’ve done terrible things for what I believed was good reason. I’ve stood by while others did far worse than I, but killing children is not an example of such,” she said. “You will not escape this prison if you continue this path.” 
 
    “We can’t go back,” Brandon said, dusting himself off and bending to pick up his weapon. “The only way is back through the prison center.” 
 
    Corina kept her foot on the gun as he gripped it. She shot him a stern, motherly look before letting up. “An’ ya can’t go this way, lest ya wanna shoot yer way through another ten or twenty armed guards behind me.” 
 
    “So are ye here to help us, or jus’ orate how fucked we are?” 
 
    “I can help ya, but ya must trust me now and waste no more time.” 
 
    Brandon looked at Jake, who shrugged and shook his head. What choice have we got? that look said. It was precisely what he was thinking himself.  
 
    Corina led the group of nine back the way they had come. Before too long, she pulled them aside and corralled them one-by-one into a smaller dwelling. She advised that they wait inside until she returned, which could be quite a while. 
 
    “I don’ trust this for a moment,” Brandon grumbled once the door closed and left the group in darkness. 
 
    “She coulda jus’ killed us out there,” Jake offered.  
 
    Brandon peered out small cracks in the drapes covering her windows. He glanced up and down the path, but it remained silent.  
 
    “So what do we do?” Jake asked after a prolonged silence. 
 
    Brandon clutched his weapon and looked around the dark dwelling. The door was the only obvious way in or out. His heart bounded in his chest as he anticipated a horde of armed guards to come marching around the bend. “What is she playing at?” he said at last, ignoring Jake’s question. He knew as well as his friend that they had no good options. They’d played it smart thus far, but if the guard were bluffing, Brandon couldn’t wrap his mind around her aim. 
 
      
 
    6 
 
      
 
    Corina made her way back around the path toward the prison center. When she got close, she crept in secret, not eager to get involved with any of the other guards. The shooting and chaos had died down before the previous nightfall, and now the barracks were eerily silent. She listened to the small band of new men, taking in their conversations to report back to Boss.  
 
    After listening for a while, she retreated back along the path to Boss’s shelter.  
 
    “It’s still too risky,” he exclaimed after Corina’s report. “How many o’ my men are still there?”  
 
    Corina shook her head. “I know not. Many of the prisoners have escaped, but I’ve got a small group locked in my quarters. What’s done is done, and I think it best to lie in wait a little longer while I discern their intent.” 
 
    Many of the guards were lounging lazily around the shelter now, but Boss still paced maddeningly. He kicked out at the flipped desk, and his boot splintered through the wooden frame. “Is everyone escaped?” he demanded. 
 
    Corina did not flinch at his predictable outburst. “As I said, many are gone.” 
 
    Boss clenched his fists and fumed visibly. 
 
    “But there is nothing to be done at this time,” she continued. “When it is safe, you will take back the prison and take back your people.” 
 
    “How many o’ the run’ways did ye secure?” 
 
    “No more than ten.” 
 
    Boss sneered through gritted teeth, deadly menace in his eyes. 
 
    “I will return when it is safe for you,” Corina said curtly, turning to the door before another outburst could ensue. “Be ready for a skirmish.” 
 
    She shut the door behind her and muffled the enraged shouting that followed. Making her way back toward one of the barracks’ storage bays, she heaved a shaky sigh. She wore a gritty, loyal façade for Boss, but it was taxing to her to keep up the ruse. She’d been working solitarily on a plan for quite a while now, and this chaos within the prison was precisely the distraction she needed to pull it off. It was both fortuitous and unsettling, for her hand was forced now—if she couldn’t work within this unexpected window of opportunity, she may never have another chance again. 
 
    She passed by her quarters where the escaped prisoners were stowed but did not stop. Her scheme was larger than their dash for freedom, and she’d be cursed before she let a bumbling group of children thwart her …  
 
    Corina worked in secret for much of the remainder of the day. Several unfamiliar men wandered through the barracks looking for deserters, but she knew where to hide. Boss and his crew would remain quietly locked in his shelter, and if the prisoners in her quarters were wise, they would do the same when they saw anyone coming. She could not allow the interruptions to break her away from her work.  
 
    When she’d finished as much as time would allow her to accomplish—nervous heart pounding in her chest all the while—Corina made one last venture to the prison center to take assessment of the affairs. 
 
    “At your leisure!” Brandon barked at her when she finally returned to her quarters. “Thought for sure ya’d sent the other guards to fetch us!” 
 
    “I stand by my word,” Corina said, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “What word is that?” he demanded. “When are ya gettin’ us out of here?” 
 
    “In time. There is much at stake. You must have patience.” 
 
    Brandon huffed and looked to Jake for backup. Jake peered back without expression. 
 
    Corina moved a drape aside and peered out the window when soft voices began approaching from outside. 
 
    “What’s transpired out there anyway?” Brandon whispered. “It grew so quiet.” 
 
    Corina watched a pair of guards as they passed by the quarters. Her head remained still as her eyes traced their movement. “Someone’s taken over the prison,” she said without turning. 
 
    “Resin,” Brandon growled under his breath. 
 
    “Putting on a brutish display, executing some newcomers and a boy. To set off now would mean certain failure.” 
 
    Brandon’s eyes darted to Jake’s own. Now the burly boy’s stoic face was painted with woe. “A boy?” he asked. “What boy?” 
 
    Corina shrugged and turned away from the window at last. “Some newcomers, as I said.” 
 
    Brandon and Jake had both drawn their guns from their shoulders. The group behind them was now standing at attention, sensing an abrupt change in the air. 
 
    Corina stepped in front of the door and held out a hand in attempted calming gesture. “Whoa, now,” she coaxed. 
 
    “We must away,” Brandon said without equivocation. “Step aside now.” 
 
    Corina kept her hand in front of her. She glanced between the boys and read the somber determination in their eyes. They’d not back down from this fight—that was apparent. But would their reckless endeavor ruin her carefully laid plans? 
 
    She shook her head minutely, in response to her own inner monologue.  
 
    “We are grateful for your assistance,” Brandon said, “but now you’re going to let us pass. Any who wish to stay behind are welcome.”  
 
    A murmur of disapproval ran through the small group. 
 
    Corina sighed and closed her eyes. If she stepped aside and let them leave now, any number of unpredictable events could follow … 
 
    Instead, she dropped her hand to her side and lay it on the butt of her pistol. 
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    “Poor, tortured soul,” Maldeive crooned at Patrick, who was still teetering atop one foot, rope around his neck.  
 
    He’d effectively disarmed what remained of Resin’s men, as well as the prison guards Resin had won over. The hulking man was now on his knees with one of his own followers holding a gun to his head. 
 
    Maldeive’s voice pitched such that it was clear he was speaking to the spectating crowd, but his eyes did not leave Patrick’s own. “This man—” he gestured toward Resin, “this man promised ya only death.” His somber face dissolved into bright, cheerful smile. “But I have brought you life.” 
 
    Patrick cringed as the man laid a hand gently against his cheek. The fourth finger was cleanly nubbed at the knuckle.  
 
    “Ain’t life better than death?” he asked for the crowd to hear.  
 
    A murmur flowed through the crowd, but Patrick did not reply. His leg quivered, and his breath wheezed through the tightening rope into which he was leaning. 
 
    “Will you accept my gift, boy?” he asked. His white teeth were still flashing through a phony smile. There was an emotional disconnect between that smile and his gaze. Patrick stared into his hypnotic eyes that seemed to convey the very antithesis of anything he could associate with a smile. “Will ya embrace the bliss of life?” he asked, pitch rising and falling in showman’s flair. 
 
    “This life isn’t bliss,” Patrick grunted through his noose. Only the closest few could have heard his voice. 
 
    Maldeive’s broad grin somehow widened. His dark eyes did not falter or break away from Patrick’s gaze. “There, there,” he cooed. He tucked his cane beneath one armpit and steadied the boy atop his stand, slipping the rope over Patrick’s head. 
 
    Patrick heaved in an enthusiastic breath and allowed his body to fall off his plank onto both feet. His legs quivered beneath his weight, and he sank to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Ain’t that better?” Maldeive asked. He spread his arms wide for the crowd behind him. A murmur of unsure approval rolled through the crowd this time. “Surely your youthful spirit ain’t ready to wander the lands in search o’ purpose again.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Patrick croaked. 
 
    Maldeive reached beneath the boy’s chin and lifted his head back up to meet his gaze once more. Now he spoke softly, so only Patrick could hear. “I guarantee ya when it’s your time, I’ll have a better offer for that soul o’ yours.” 
 
    Another gunshot rang out—this time much closer than the previous ones. Patrick flinched, expecting a bullet to end his suffering at last, but no such bullet came. Instead, one of the nearby guards who’d assimilated to Maldeive’s rhetoric collapsed in a heap. Now the smooth-talking swindler’s smile did falter. Patrick looked back up in time to savor the look of panic in his hypnotic eyes before the man stumbled backward and retreated toward cover.  
 
    Maldeive had planned every detail of his insurgence of Fanxel, but this shooting was not a part of that plan. He had two men for every guard in the prison, all posted in hiding, guns trained on the guards. Who was doing this shooting, and how had none of his men stopped them before they got this close? After diving behind the closest row of cells, he ventured a look back. Two boys had come out of the shadows of the nearby barracks and were now firing bullet after bullet into the crowd of unsuspecting guards that Maldeive himself had coaxed and unarmed. 
 
    “Patrick!” one of the boys yelled. “Get back!” 
 
    Another in the small crowd behind him tossed a glass bottle filled with alcohol toward the crowd. It had been stuffed with a cloth fuse that was lit. When it hit the packed dirt, it shattered and sprayed a wall of weak flame at the guards who were now scattering in a panic, leaving their weapons on the ground.  
 
    “Little bastards,” he muttered through gritted teeth. His charlatan smile was now a vicious sneer beneath dark eyes. “Fucking up everything!” He glanced around for his men to ensure he had the cover he’d need to disappear from the rising chaos.  
 
    Patrick bounded to his feet and threw his arms around his friend. “I’m so sorry!” he cried. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Jake continued shooting into the thinning crowd of guards as they scrambled back into the cover of the barracks. The group of prisoners behind them tossed more of their glass fire-bombs toward them, setting the prison courtyard ablaze.  
 
    Brandon clapped Patrick on the back. “Not now, ya twat. We’ll decide who’s to blame once we’re out of here. Where is Olivia?” 
 
    Patrick pulled away from his embrace with a grim expression. It told Brandon all that he needed to know. She wasn’t here. 
 
    His smile faded. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, hoisting his gun back up. The guards were regrouping behind their cover and taking aim at the group of prisoners. He pointed at one of the nearby weapons the guards had left. “Get that!” 
 
    “We have to get them down,” Patrick said, pointing toward the three others who were balancing on one toe beneath their nooses. “Help me!” 
 
    Brandon drew his knife and rushed to the others. They were standing up too high for the boy to reach their nooses to cut, but he was able to saw through the ropes binding their hands behind their backs. One by one, he cut them free, and they were able to pull their own necks out of the traps.  
 
    “Thank you, son,” John said. He was beaming at Brandon despite being a few short breaths from death just moments before. 
 
    “Let’s get these ’n’ get outta here!” Robert shouted at the group. He lurched forward toward the guns scattered around, but before he could reach them, a spray of bullets pelted through the sand around him.  
 
    Jake and Brandon pulled back and took aim at the guards who were now re-armed and coming back full-force. They fired as quickly as they could, but they were vastly outnumbered. Patrick made one more dash for one of the guns, but they were too far away, and the guards were closing in now. The group threw two more fire-bombs toward the guards, but this time they dodged them with ease.  
 
    “Get back!” Brandon shouted. “Behind the tower!” 
 
    The prisoners wasted no time, and Patrick and his three new companions followed suit. They retreated around the guard tower, and Robert found his sling of arrows that had been tossed aside. He snatched them up and handed the other two to Maria and John.  
 
    “Not much good against that lot!” Maria shouted over the growing gunfire.  
 
    Brandon and Jake backed themselves to the edges of the tower and continued firing into the advancing guards. They were careful to fire single, accurate shots at a time, despite the tempting firing rate of the weapons. Their shots were effective, but there would soon be far too many guards to defend against.  
 
    Patrick scanned the area, but they were on the southwest corner of the prison. There was only expansive desert in all directions. The barracks were a long stretch away to his left, but the group would never make a dash of that length. “Some rescue plan!” he shouted to Brandon. “What now?” 
 
    “This wasn’t my plan at all, you ass!” Brandon shouted back. He dodged another barrage of bullets and spun himself behind the cover of the guard tower as they pelted against the frame. “Fuck!” 
 
    Soon, Jake, too, had stopped firing. He ducked around the far side of the tower and shook his head at the others. There were too many to fend off. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go,” Patrick said. “We’ll never make it across the desert, and we’ll never make it to those barracks.”  
 
    The guards’ haphazard firing slowed and eventually ceased. Brandon closed his eyes and lay the back of his head against the tower, his chest heaving. “There’s no choice—” he began. 
 
    But before the first of the guards made their way around the tower, another gunshot rang out, this time from farther away across the prison. Shouts of surprised fury rushed through the crowd on the other side of the tower, and Brandon peered around the tower’s edge to see the encroaching group of guards with their backs to him, now focusing on a new onslaught coming from behind. 
 
    He turned back and faced Jake. “It’s Boss!” he called. “I thought that lying bitch said he was holed up for good!” 
 
    As the words escaped his mouth, he saw Corina bolting out of the barracks and rushing toward them. He raised his weapon at her, and she waved her hands at him in unconcerned annoyance. 
 
    “I lied an’ said they were all lounging. Told him it was his best chance at catching them unarmed,” she said with a wink.  
 
    “Conniving bitch,” Brandon reiterated. 
 
    “You don’t know the beginning of it,” she replied. She turned to face the rest of the small group. “This is our only chance. There isn’t much time. Follow me. Do not stop, do not slow, and do not look back.” 
 
    She pulled Jake beside her and walked around the edge of the tower with determination. Weapons held high, she and the two boys fired with mortal precision. The guards were now trapped in the prison center between two assailing groups. Their backs were to the prisoners as Boss and his loyalists had posted up at the northern end of the prison. The guards began to scatter anew as many of them were cut down in their tracks from all directions. 
 
    Corina led the group forward, pushing slowly toward the prison center. Maria, Robert, and John drew their bows and began firing those as well. They struck with ease and lodged into the backs of the men who’d helped hoist them onto those blocks and tied ropes around their necks. As the group moved forward, Patrick and the other prisoners were able to pick up various weapons that had been left behind, dropped by the slain guards.  
 
    As their army grew, the guards’ army shrank. Boss’s group of roughly fifteen had already been cut in half by the scrimmage.  
 
    “Get to your cell doors!” Corina yelled over the gunfire. “If you want to live, stand at the bars now!” 
 
    “What?” Brandon hollered at her, but she ignored him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Get to your cell bars now!” she continued to yell as she made her way through the prison center. She motioned at the prisoners who were still locked inside their cells. Gesturing in a come-hither fashion, she continued barking orders at them all the while.  
 
    “That bitch is escapin’ wit’ my pris’ners!” Boss yelled as Corina and her group drew near the northern edge of the prison. He crouched and scarcely avoided an incoming bullet from Brandon’s gun. “Bitch is shootin’ at us!”  
 
    “Keep your aim on them!” she called out. “If they stand, cut them down! I rigged the cells with explosives, and the fuses will be quite short by now. We have to get out of here now!” 
 
    Brandon and Jake looked at one another, eyes wide with excitement.  
 
    Patrick was keeping an eye out behind them. Most of the guards had retreated into the barracks, but he continued firing warning shots whenever any attempted to sneak back out.  
 
    “We had a plan laid out!” he called, nodding toward Maria, Robert, and John. “If we can make it north through that desert, we might survive this yet!” 
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    “Who’s ’at?” Greggy asked. He smiled delightedly as one of the Fanxel guards stepped out from behind a rock near his and Ian’s hiding place.  
 
    Ian recognized the scabby man instantly.  
 
    Skuttler’s thin frame stood hunched, seemingly beneath the weight of the massive weapon he held pointed at Ian and Gregoire. “Yer little plan’s gonna be cut short,” he sneered. 
 
    Skuttler wasn’t sure who this Resin character was, but he’d been given more of an opportunity to prove his worth than he ever had with Boss. He had scurried across the desert back to the nearby campsite just as Patrick, Maria, Robert, and John were arriving at Fanxel to have their plan ambushed. He tittered with glee each time he thought of Resin blindsiding the deceitful snakes and stringing them all up. None of that would have been possible without his invaluable assistance. 
 
    He was scouring the crannies around the now-empty campsite when the distant series of explosions rattled the earth. He stood at immediate attention and surveyed the distant horizon. Dread washed over him as tendrils of black smoke rose into the evening sky. He could not have predicted that one of Fanxel’s own guards would have lined the walls of each cell with explosives, but he knew that whatever was unfolding was likely to bear grim consequences for his mission. 
 
    Nonetheless, Skuttler carried on. He’d continued his search for quite a while before finding the nearby canyon where Ian and Gregoire were hiding in wait. 
 
    “What’s yer game, anyhow?” he now prodded, relishing his foil as he marched the pair back out of the canyon and toward the campsite. 
 
    Ian stolidly plodded forward without a word while Greggy gazed at the sunset without obvious woe. 
 
    Skuttler poked the old man in the back with his gun and shoved him forward. 
 
    “Oof,” Gregoire groaned. 
 
    “No game,” Ian said, turning to rush to his brother’s aid. “There is no game, sir.” 
 
    Skuttler’s lips spread and bore a spiteful grin. “No use lyin’ now, boys. They already got yer mates strung up at Fanxel.” 
 
    Ian glanced into the man’s gleeful eyes and knew he was truthful.  
 
    “It’s over fer all of ye,” Skuttler growled. He seized Ian’s smock and drew him near. “But first yer gonna tell me where ’at Stranger’s holed up.” 
 
    Ian pulled his face away from the man’s scabbed and weeping sores. “Stranger?” he asked, eyes narrowing with confusion. 
 
    “Yer cellmate! Don’ play dense wi’ me, ya crazed spook! I knew ye was escapin’ from the very start.” 
 
    Ian shook his head and struggled to pull away from Skuttler’s grasp. 
 
    Greggy had again grown unbothered and wandered off to one side.  
 
    “Ay! Get back here!” Skuttler called. 
 
    “Very hot,” he mumbled before stumbling to his knees in the desert sand. 
 
    Skuttler let go of Ian’s shirt and hurried toward the elder. 
 
    Ian followed, hands held before him in humble plea. “He needs water. He’s taken in little all day.” 
 
    “Ye’ll get water when yer in yer cell,” Skuttler growled, shoving Ian aside. “On yer feet, old coot. If ye wanted t’ be fed, ye shouldn’t’ve escaped!” He hoisted him upright and shoved him forward again. 
 
    Greggy staggered and slowly trudged forward without protest.  
 
    Skuttler turned back toward Ian. “Come on. March!” 
 
    The trio plodded in silence for a pace before Greggy began to stumble again. He called out and listed sharply to his right. 
 
    “Greggy, no!” Ian called, but the man tumbled forward and wind-milled to keep his balance before landing heavily in the sand. “Watch out!” 
 
    Skuttler raised his weapon and rushed toward the old man. Ian’s word of desperate caution stopped him in his tracks. “Watch out fer what?” he asked, now standing between Ian and the old man panting in the sand. 
 
    Silence hung over them. 
 
    His eyes darted to and fro along the sand. There was no discernable danger that he could spot. He turned and raised his gun to point it at Ian. “Watch out fer what?” he repeated. 
 
    “For—for falling,” Ian stammered. 
 
    Skuttler shook his head. He kept the gun trained at Ian’s face, but he turned on the spot to better investigate the desert floor.  
 
    “Help him up,” Ian begged. “Please.” 
 
    Skuttler ignored the man and began kicking away the sand all around the elderly man, who was now lying on his side as if to fall asleep. His foot caught on something of a different consistency buried beneath the sandy surface. “Don’ ye fuckin’ move!” he growled at Ian before stooping and digging with his one free hand. He unearthed a bundle of sticks that was woven into an expansive flat sheet beneath the sand. Atop this were scattered leaves so that sand could be scattered on top to conceal it. “The fuck is this?” he demanded, standing back upright. 
 
    But Ian’s gaze was fixed on the southern horizon.  
 
    Skuttler followed the man’s line of sight to spot a large group headed through the desert toward them. He snarled and nearly dropped to his hands and feet, like a threatened wild animal. His back hunched as he craned his neck around and growled at Ian. In lurching gallops, he side-stepped and snatched Greggy up out of the sand onto his knees and placed his gun against the side of his head. “Who the fuck is that?” he snarled. 
 
    Ian raised his hands before his face and bowed low in an unconscious gesture of submission. “Please, sir! I know not who that is! Please lower your—your—your weapon from my brother!” 
 
    Skuttler’s inhuman face conveyed a momentary look of confusion at the notion of these two being brothers, but he did not comment. He slowly backpedalled and dragged the man through the sand. 
 
    Greggy grunted and writhed in his grasp. “Hng—hurting …” 
 
    “Not a step, or I’ll carve ye both out an’ shit in yer skulls!” Skuttler’s tongue flicked wildly from one corner of his mouth to the other. His mouth frothed furiously as saliva flew from the erratic-moving tongue.  
 
    Ian remained in a kneeling and bowed position, not daring to move. They sat in motionless wait as the group drew nearer.  
 
    “What’s ’is slap-assin’ here then?” a voice demanded as the crowd approached. There were no fewer than fifteen guards with guns aimed at the three men in the sand. 
 
    “B—Boss?” Skuttler stammered.  
 
    “What’s ’is scabby slug doin’ with my pris’ners?” Boss asked. The question was directed to no one in particular. 
 
    “Uh—ah.” Skuttler struggled to speak. He grew partially more erect and regained a few of his more human-like mannerisms.  
 
    “Put down ’at shooter, boy, an’ I mightn’t put a bullet righ’ through ’at oozin’ gash on yer neck.” 
 
    “Uh—” Skuttler attempted again. His mind raced. He puzzled but dared not ask what had happened to that Resin man. “B—B—Boss, I been tryin’ t’ talk t’ ye.”  
 
    “Put it down now, or I’ll lock ye up too an’ sell yer ass fer next t’ nothin’!” 
 
    Skuttler lowered the weapon minutely. “I was j—j—jus’ fetchin’ yer pris’ners, Boss. They ’scaped from their cell r—r—right under yer nose!” 
 
    Boss interpreted this as a personal slight. He snatched a gun from the hands of the man behind him and stepped forward, leveling it at Skuttler’s head. Ian glanced down as the man approached the outer edge of the gaping hole in the earth from which they’d previously escaped, only to then conceal with woven thatch and bury in sand. 
 
    Before Boss could speak—or pull the trigger—a thwap sound broke the loaded silence, and the man directly behind Boss collapsed to the ground, an arrow through his back. The group turned in unison to see the very group of escaped prisoners they’d pursued out of the valley following the explosions.  
 
    Patrick had led the small caravan across the desert toward their campsite. They knew the guards would regroup and pursue them closely, and Ian and Greggy were lying in wait to help ambush and corral them toward the hidden trap they’d lain over the hole that Maria, Robert, and John had pulled them through. As they approached, they’d seen the three silhouettes of Skuttler, Ian, and Greggy in the distance and knew that something had gone wrong. Patrick pulled the group into a nearby canyon and hid in silence as Boss and his guards rushed past. 
 
    Now they’d flanked the guards and approached from behind. As they lobbed arrows and fired shots into the crowd, Boss cowered behind the group of guards and slowly backed away. 
 
    Skuttler heaved the old man up higher to shield himself completely. His hands quivered, and his finger jumped on the trigger of his gun. He nearly fired it by accident, but his survivor’s will engaged in time. He knew the old man was the only protection and leverage he could maintain in this moment, so he stood his ground. 
 
    As Skuttler looked on, Boss took one last step backward from the slaughter befalling his men in front of him. The sandy earth disappeared beneath him. As he tumbled backward, the woven blanket gave way to reveal a massive hole in the ground. Boss vanished into the darkness below. His startled shouts echoed upward and decrescendoed as he fell. His scream halted with a gut-wrenching crunch when he hit the rocks below. 
 
    The outburst caused the guards nearest to pause and look back. Many of them noticed the newly revealed gorge and turned back to warn the others, but it was too late. The delay gave Patrick and his allies the edge they needed. They pushed forward as the mass of guards collectively crept backward. While those at the front of the pack dropped from fatal wounds, those privy to what was behind them were forced backward by the momentum of their crew. They were driven into the chasm and fell one-by-one into the dark cavern below. The unsuspecting guards in the middle turned at last to run in retreat, only to find their mates missing. Several more stumbled into the hole as they tried to find escape, and the last remaining few were struck down by arrows and bullets. 
 
    At last it was only Patrick’s party and Skuttler remaining. Three of the escaped prisoners had been caught in the guards’ inaccurate crossfire. Skuttler clutched Greggy to his chest and redoubled his grip on the gun. 
 
    “Hey, ratface!” Brandon called across the hole.  
 
    Patrick, Maria, and John walked around the hole and slowly approached. Ian was still kneeling nearby, his arms clutching his own head in dismay. 
 
    “St—stay the f—fuck back!” Skuttler called. “I’ll kill ’im!” 
 
    “Shoot him, and yer dead before his body hits the ground!” Brandon advised. 
 
    “See reason,” Patrick said in a calm voice. “Lay down your weapon, and we will discuss this.” 
 
    “It’s t—t—ten to one!” Skuttler spat. His tongue glided across his cracked upper lip. 
 
    “This weasel sees no reason!” Brandon called. “Shoot ’im now!” 
 
    Skuttler flung the old man’s limp body side to side, tilting his shield between Brandon’s group across the hole and the smaller trio approaching to his left. Greggy groaned in his grasp. Inching forward, Skuttler peered over the lip of the hole and into the darkness below. He saw corpses littering the stony cavern floor. Some had landed in the small sandy beach and appeared to be moving, mortally injured from the fall.  
 
    “Don’t consider it,” Brandon warned.  
 
    Skuttler’s eyes danced madly in the day’s fading light. Sweat poured from his mangy scalp and ran in rivulets down his pock-marked face. He advanced another step toward the hole, still clutching Greggy. The lying bastard boys repeated their warnings. He took one last glance behind him at the expansive desert before making up his mind. He’d never make it out there. He’d never talk his way out of this. His only hope lay below.  
 
    He dropped the old man and lunged into the black hole in the earth. He made no sound as he fell. Patrick and Ian shared a sigh of relief as Greggy slumped onto his hands and knees and looked up at them with a smile as the sound of a splash echoed up from the hole.  
 
    “The snake landed in water,” Brandon mused, chancing a cautious glance over the lip of the hole. 
 
    “There is plenty down there to do him in,” Patrick said. 
 
    Ian rushed to his brother’s side. “Greggy,” he called. “Greggy, you led him right to the trap!” Tears of relief spilled from Ian’s dark eyes and slid to the tip of his crooked nose. “You remembered?” 
 
    The old man smiled and pat his brother on the back. “Of course, brother,” he agreed. 
 
    Ian broke away from his embrace, enraptured. “You did? Greggy, did you remember?” 
 
    Gregoire smiled broadly. “Remember what?” 
 
      
 
    9 
 
      
 
    The Stranger enjoyed a prolonged rest after his gratifying meal with the kind fisherman. The man may have been the first he’d encountered along his journey who didn’t ask for his name. He didn’t ask details about his life. He didn’t offer unsolicited guidance. He’d merely seen a stranger in need and offered his time, his fare, and the coat upon his back.  
 
    The following morning, he sauntered along the winding path north of Mitten. The flame of urgency had dwindled down to mere coals. For the first time since the start of his quest, The Stranger felt wholly in control of his destiny. He felt a strange peace. His heart yearned for his wife and son, of course, but such time had passed that their fates had likely been as sealed as his own as he’d lain wasting in that cell. Thus far, his reckless ambition had accomplished naught but his own delay. More lives had been lost. More peril had befallen. He’d been warned what would transpire … 
 
    The canyon path through the Klippa Mountains came to an end. A turbulent waterway rushed past. The monsoon runoff raged with a force that promised The Stranger he would never be able to swim across. He glanced around to find a narrow ledge leading along the river’s edge. It led along the south-westerly-flowing water. To the north and east, in the direction The Stranger was heading, stood a stony impasse on either side of the river. 
 
    “Road leads only one direction from here,” The Stranger muttered, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
    The narrow path to his left led between a towering boulder and the river. On the other side of the water stood another tower of stone. They stood in parallel, river flowing through them, like two identical gate-keeper sentinels.  
 
    The Stranger recalled his fateful last evening in Krake, two guards standing before him atop the palisades.  
 
    It is my people or my family, his father spoke inside his memory.  
 
    “I’m not ready to be a leader …” The Stranger replied. 
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    Patrick led the growing group north through the desert. As the sun descended beyond the horizon, they were able to make out another crowd on its way from the prison. Either Resin or Maldeive had regrouped and was now hot on their trail.  
 
    They travelled through the night without pause. When the sun rose above the horizon to their right, Patrick felt certain he would look back and see no pursuers, but he was incorrect. The guards were closer than they’d appeared the evening before. 
 
    “Let’s go!” he barked. “Faster now.” 
 
    “We’re in a fucking desert,” Brandon moaned. “Why must we be in a desert?” 
 
    “They’re gaining,” Patrick muttered to his friend, “and I don’t think we have enough ammunition to face them all.” 
 
    Brandon sighed. “So what do we do? No more grand plans?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve no more schemes. Just don’t incite panic. We have to keep moving.” 
 
    The group continued in a rushed march through the desert. The arid sand gave way to packed dirt and then thin patches of mud. The horizon rolled out before them with a vastness that was staggering. Each time Patrick glanced back over his shoulder, the men in pursuit appeared nearer than ever before.  
 
    After hustling for much of the day, the expansive, flat horizon broke as they entered a more elevated terrain.  
 
    “We can’t go much more,” Ian sputtered through heaving breaths. “Greggy won’t survive this pace.” 
 
    Patrick fell back and placed an arm under one of Gregoire’s to aid him along. “Over this next ridge. If there’s a place to hide, it will be there.” 
 
    They crested the hill and saw little other than desert. The route to the left began to descend and form a shallow canyon that looked promising. To the right was only more of the same endless sea of sand and low-lying shrubbery. Patrick nodded his head toward the vague path that formed to the left. 
 
    “Won’t make it out that way, stranger,” a familiar voice spoke. 
 
    Patrick started and drew his weapon. He looked up to see The Stranger seated atop one of the low ridges. 
 
    “Unless ya got help from a friend,” he said with a wry grin.  
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    “Ain’t no chance they went ’at way,” Resin growled as he and his crew approached the fork in the path. His eyes scanned the horizon. There were no shapes in the distance, and no landmarks for them to have hidden amongst.  
 
    They made their way along the path to the left. It descended and began to form a proper pathway as the desert to their right was lost from view beyond the growing ridge. The path snaked its way downward and entered a series of small canyons at the edge of the Klippa Mountains. There were no forks in the path, and there were no hidden caverns for the prisoners to have taken refuge in. Eventually a path broke off and led toward a small village lying outside Mitten. Resin weighed his options before sending a portion of his men into the village. 
 
    “Kill anybody ’t looks at ya foul. If ya find the pris’ners, try t’ keep ’em alive if ya can. Spare ’em boys. Their fates belong t’ me alone.” 
 
    As his crew entered the village, Resin and the remaining twenty continued along the canyon path. It meandered around a large lake where The Stranger had taken repose. Eventually the path narrowed and began to bottleneck down toward the river. The ridges on either side grew tall and treacherous. Ahead, the river raged between two towering rocks that stood tall above the canyon walls. Standing alone in the path and facing the approaching crowd was the boy. 
 
    “Don’ kill ’im,” Resin growled under his breath. A vengeful smile spread beneath his unkempt beard. “He’s mine.” 
 
    Resin’s men raised their weapons at Patrick as his eyes scanned the canyon walls. No ledges for an ambush in wait. No one stood on the distant banks of the river. Just jagged ridges leading to the sentinel rock towers at the river’s edge.  
 
    “Lost yer troop o’ villains?” Resin called. 
 
    “It’s me you want,” Patrick returned. He was unarmed, standing in the center of the path.  
 
    “Oh I wan’ more ’n jus’ yer head, boy,” Resin snarled back, “an’ yer gonna give me what’s mine.” 
 
    “I can point you to your daughter,” Patrick said, nonplussed by the stocky man leading a small army. 
 
    Resin’s smile broadened. “You dicker for yer life?”  
 
    “My life is my own to bargain,” Patrick said, “but I offer you a choice: your kin, or the stone.” 
 
    Resin’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    Patrick reached into his pocket and withdrew a small black stone with the familiar symbol upon it. “You’ll never have both.” 
 
    “I’ll cut yer eyes from yer very head an’ hang ’em from my daughter’s door,” Resin growled through gritted teeth, “lest she ever forget again who’s the one who watches after her.” 
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    The Stranger stood atop the rocky tower on the near side of the river. As he looked down at the boy, a cold wind rushed by, heralding the coming of winter. His long, thick coat whipped around his knees. In the distance to the south, across the sweeping dunes and mesas, black smoke still spiraled into a sky that was clearing of the monsoon season’s clouds. Below him, on the back side of the sentinel rock, stood hordes of townspeople from Mitten and its outlying villages. 
 
    “You people owe me no debt,” he had said to them after travelling back from the river and gathering the townspeople before him. “You owe me neither food nor clothing nor shelter from the storms … yet many of you would sacrifice all that and more. That I now understand. Darkness has overtaken our lands, and perhaps I assumed its spread was ubiquitous. Perhaps I assumed this because it’s dug its nails into my own mind as well. I have killed. I have abandoned. I have lied. I have stolen. I have compromised myself in many ways, but I have not succumbed. Perhaps many of you have succumbed to its wearing allure, but I believe that most of you have not. Most of you are struggling to carry on with your lives. Have you compromised yourselves? Of course, but I believe most of you are suffering, just as I am suffering. You owe me no debt, this is true, but I implore you to join me in aid to your fellow countrymen. I implore you to suffer in silence no more.” 
 
    Resin’s men who went into the village would find no one, for The Stranger had marched the willing citizens back to the sentinel rocks and guided them carefully along the narrow path between the tower and the river. There, they were now lying in wait, armed with rocks and arrows and a few of the strange metallic flintlocks.  
 
    Resin growled an idle threat in the path below. 
 
    “Come and get them!” the boy shouted back. 
 
    The Stranger felt a wave of déjà vu wash over him as he glanced back down at the boy from the horizon. “William?” he called, confused. 
 
    As Resin’s men charged forward, a shot rang out. The Stranger could see it in his mind’s eye as it entered the boy’s skull and exited the other side.  
 
    “How did you get here?” he whispered as jets of blood gushed from the bullet’s exit wound.  
 
    Sad t’ say those mayn’t’ve been mere dreams, the old man whispered inside his head.  
 
    The Stranger shook his head and pushed away images of the nightmares he’d suffered in Eugene’s cellar. He looked back down at Patrick and saw that the shot had missed. They must have been mere dreams, for the boy had turned and run toward the river, just as they’d planned. 
 
    Patrick dashed nimbly up the jagged peaks of the canyon wall as it led toward the rocky tower at river’s edge. He leapt from one jutting ridge to the next. Resin shouted incomprehensible admonishments at his trigger-happy men as he and his crew broke into furious pursuit. Many of them stayed on the canyon ground, but a few struggled to follow the young boy’s upward route. Resin broke into a full gallop along the canyon path as Patrick reached the edge of the ridge. 
 
    “Where ya gonna go now, boy!” he shouted up at Patrick. “Can’t jump the whole river!” 
 
    Patrick reached the edge of the ridge and dove headlong off. He fell down toward the raging waters.  
 
    “After ’im!” Resin belted. “Dive in there an’ drown that rat!” 
 
    But Patrick seized a long length of rope that The Stranger had affixed to the side of the rocky tower. He fell, and the rope pulled him in a wide-swinging arc just over the surface of the water. As Resin’s men tumbled and splashed into the river, Patrick swung around to the downstream side of the sentinel rocks. He stumbled only minutely upon landing, but he was back on his feet, gun drawn and aimed at the guards who were now floating by below. 
 
    Bullets, stones, and arrows rained down atop the men as they bellowed and sputtered by in the river’s current. The Mitten townspeople stood at least fifty strong alongside Brandon, Jake, Maria, Robert, and John on the blind side of the towering rocks. Resin and his crew could not find traction within the rushing waters, and their slain corpses were swept swiftly downstream.  
 
    Patrick watched intently as Resin himself splashed by. The pair locked eyes for a moment as Patrick peered down the long barrel of his gun. Resin splashed and curled his lip in a sour snarl. He allowed his head to submerge and disappear under the frothy water, but Patrick traced his trajectory and fired a single shot into the depths. The last he saw of Resin was a cloud of bright red blood appear in the water before it was carried along with the current. 
 
      
 
    13 
 
      
 
    The frothy white foam atop the river turns to red as it winds through the Klippa canyons and slows toward its estuary. The calmer waters have turned deep red with the blood carried from far upstream. As the sun hurries down out of the new winter sky, the first corpse splashes down from the flowing waters into the calm basin below. Behind it, nearly twenty others follow. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Cave: 
 
   


 
  

 Part 5 
 
    T he Stranger and Christopher stood frozen in place as the door opened to reveal an unfamiliar man before them. The man cautiously stepped out of the doorway. He was young and heavy-set, about the same age as Christopher. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Christopher asked. 
 
    The man looked around timidly. “Wh—what is this place?” he asked. 
 
    “Bad news, my guy. Pretty sure it’s Hell, but the jury’s still out with this one.” He cocked his thumb at The Stranger. 
 
    The man’s face twisted as he fought bitter tears. He fell to his knees and bowed his head. 
 
    Christopher ignored him and walked past him to the door from which he’d emerged. “What’s in here? It’s just a dead end? It’s like some closet? How did you even get here?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” the man sobbed, still on his knees. 
 
    Christopher locked eyes with The Stranger and shook his head. He rolled his own eyes and twirled a finger by his ear behind the man’s back.  
 
    “Why, Lord?” he wept. “Why have you forsaken me here? I was forever devout.”  
 
    “Oh, boy,” Christopher muttered. “Look, man, we’re all upset about it, you know? We all got bamboozled somehow. Guess that’s your God for you.” 
 
    The man ignored him and continued to speak to himself on his knees. “What have I done to earn a lifetime of suffering and torment?” 
 
    “Dude, we’re not that bad. At its worst, it’s just been boring so far. It’s not really dangerous or anything.” 
 
    As he spoke, a deep rift grew in the cave’s floor. It cracked and elongated before deepening and separating the cavern into two halves. The man on his knees started and attempted to stand up, but as he did, the entirety of one side of the cave collapsed into an infinite abyss. Christopher and The Stranger jumped backward away from the ledge that had just formed, but the man they’d just met was not so lucky. One leg fell into the abyss, and the weight and surprise of it dragged his body along. He managed to grab the edge of the floor and cling to it. 
 
    “Help!” he screamed as the entire cavern quaked with the catastrophic disruption. 
 
    Christopher leapt forward and seized the man’s wrists. “I got you,” he promised. He strained as he attempted to pull the man back up, but he was too heavy, and Christopher’s build was thin and dainty. He turned toward The Stranger to call for help. 
 
    Should we even help this whiny schmuck? he thought before opening his mouth. No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than the ledge where he was squatting crumbled and sank downward toward the infinite black below. He let go of the man and twisted around to try and gain footing. As the man dropped, Christopher felt his feet leave the solid ground from beneath him. 
 
    Before he could disappear into the darkness, The Stranger seized his arm and yanked him backward with enough force to tear his shoulder out of the socket.  
 
    “Fuck!” he screamed as he clamored back to his feet. The chaos from seconds before had abruptly ended, and the cave was silent again.  
 
    The pair peered into the darkness that had just formed before their very eyes. The tons of rock and rubble that must be tumbling into infinity were gone. No sound echoed back up to the ledge where they now stood.  
 
    Christopher shuddered. “And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” The Stranger asked. 
 
    “Fuck should I know?” Christopher said. “It’s already Hell, so he can’t have gone far.” 
 
    “And if it isn’t Hell?” The Stranger asked. 
 
    Christopher turned away from the ledge and faced back the way they’d come. “Only one way to go now,” he mused, “but it’s all different.” 
 
    The Stranger turned and observed that what he said was true. The path they had been walking was altered. It curved in the wrong direction. Even the door that was just there had vanished.  
 
    The Stranger sighed. As he looked on, yet another man appeared from the darkness. This one was tall and slimmer than the last. He had short, neat hair that was slightly disheveled. He wore a trimmed, black goatee that was just beginning to grey around the edges. He held his hands before him and wrung them together anxiously. 
 
    “Oh, great,” Christopher said, “here we go again. Who are you then?” 
 
    “Erm—” the man stammered. He was dressed in a button-down collared shirt that was half tucked into his expensive-looking pants. He blinked his eyes rapidly, fighting back tears. “I’m D—Drew. Andrew Babbitt.” 
 
    “Well, Drew, we have some bad news.” 
 
    The man turned his face away from the others in apparent shame as his resolve broke. His stomach hitched as he sobbed quietly, and he raised a hand to cover half of his face in a gesture of vanity. 
 
    “Christ,” Christopher muttered. 
 
    “She’s dead,” the man wept. He continued to shake his head and fight against his tears. “They’re all dead. And he killed me, too …” 
 
    Christopher glanced at The Stranger, but he was taking all this in with little concern or interest. “So,” he said, “how did you die?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14: 
 
    New York City 
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    “S o how will you die?” Professor Kent asked his PHI237: Philosophy of Life and Death class. The thirty college sophomores sat in silence, eyes glazed from waking at the wee hour of 9:00 AM. Many had their heads down on their desks. Some were glancing at their cell phones. A small handful was actually looking toward the front of the room, their unfocused eyes drifting slowly.  
 
    Christopher Cross, however, was listening intently. He was sitting in the third row of the City University of New York’s Brooklyn campus lecture hall. He’d enrolled last year for a degree in English literature, but he’d taken a particular interest in philosophy and thusly declared a minor. He wouldn’t answer the professor’s question, of course, for any aptitude he may have had for public speaking had been beaten out of him during his youth in Tennessee public schools. He felt plenty competent and eloquent in his online media, and he’d developed plenty of bite if provoked, but volunteering his thoughts in person to a group of peers would never be part of his modus operandi.  
 
    “Anyone?” he urged. “Bueller?” The joke got fewer chuckles each year he insisted on making it. “Does anyone think that he or she can answer the question?” 
 
    A pressured murmur of denial ran over the room.  
 
    “Friedrich Nietzsche wrote, ‘I show you death that consummates—a spur and a promise to the survivors. He that consummates his life dies his death victoriously, surrounded by those who hope and promise. Thus should one learn to die; and there should be no festival where one dying thus does not hallow the oaths of living.’ Does anyone want to try and translate that for the rest of us?” 
 
    More silence from the disengaged pupils.  
 
    “How about if I pose another question in contrast,” Professor Kent continued. “How will you live?” 
 
    He paused for effect and allowed the question to sink in before going on. 
 
    “I bet that’s an easier inquiry to wrap your tired minds around, no? Most of you may not feel keen on answering it, but I’d bet you could, if pressed.”  
 
    “With honor?” one of the students in the front volunteered in an obvious attempt to take the pressure off the others with a generic response.  
 
    “Is that how you want to live?” Dr. Kent asked. “With honor?” 
 
    The kid shrugged.  
 
    He smiled. “It does sound like a reasonable answer. To live with honor? To die with honor? That’s what all the best heroes seek. Well, I doubt you find yourself waking up saying, ‘Today, I intend to live with honor!’” The class chuckled as he puffed his chest out and spoke in a deep, altruistic tone as if imitating a comic book hero. “But you aren’t wrong in your assessment. You’re understanding the root of my question now, though, right? I’m not asking by what process you’ll die, but more, in what manner, much in the way you might consider in what manner you want to live. Should you live with honor? With integrity? Should you live for love? For self-aggrandizement? To better a life other than your own? The possibilities are near-infinite, and every one of you should have a unique and deeply personal answer to the question.” 
 
    The class remained unfazed by his monologue. By now it was forty-five minutes past the hour, and he had gotten more engagement than he did on most first-days.  
 
    “Well, did anyone sort out what Nietzsche meant? I hope not, or else we’ll all have a very boring semester. I’ll email you a few excerpts to read before next class, but these are things to think about, right? Do we get to choose how we die? Should we? Does it even matter in the end? You’ll have a ten-page paper to parse it out, so I hope you’ve got more to say by May.” 
 
    He waved a hand in dismissal and walked from his podium to take a seat at his desk as the students gathered their book bags and began shuffling out of the classroom.  
 
    “Get some coffee before Friday’s class,” he urged over the now animated conversation that was developing. 
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    “‘Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.’ Romans 8:35.”  
 
    Reverend David Goodwin peered out among the small group of mourners wearing their blackest Sunday’s best. Mrs. Garrison was seated in front, her head bowed. Photographs spanning her daughter Faye Anne’s twenty-some-odd years of life lined an altar otherwise covered in flowers and other gauche adornments. Her body remained undiscovered—obviously—in the good reverend’s basement, but the family sought closure after so many months of her being missing. They had approached Reverend Goodwin himself and asked that he officiate a ceremony. 
 
    “‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.’ 2 Corinthians 1:3,” Goodwin continued. With that, he spread his arms wide and bowed his head. “Let us pray. Lord, we pray today that You will bring this beautiful family comfort from their despair. We pray that they will find answers and closure through You. Most importantly, we pray that their beautiful daughter, Faye Anne, endure only peace and grace from Your hand. Amen.”  
 
    A somber chorus of Amens echoed this. 
 
    “Evil may pursue us,” Revered Goodwin said, opening his eyes and raising his head to face the crowd once more, “but the good will always win.” 
 
    This was not greeted by the usual enthusiastic applause. 
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    Christopher approached his professor’s desk as the other students shuffled out of the classroom and into the hallway. “Hey, Professor Kent,” he began. 
 
    “Oh, please, call me Scott,” the young professor requested. 
 
    Christopher smiled and pretended to consider this impossible request. He’d sooner be drawn and quartered before he called a teacher by their first name in The South. That would be a hard habit to kick. “I just wanted to say that I really enjoyed your talk today. I’m excited most for this semester.” 
 
    Scott smiled. It wasn’t often that a pupil offered such a confession. It was high-praise from a twenty-something. “Thank you, uh …” 
 
    “Chris.” 
 
    “Chris. That means a lot, especially after dragging thirty students through the first session.” 
 
    “It’s something I’ve thought about a lot. Death, you know.” He chuckled as Scott feigned a look of concern. “I just mean, like, I think about the people who we revere today … and how they maybe never had any notoriety before they actually died.” 
 
    Scott nodded. “And only by dying did their doctrines have impact? Indeed. I look forward to reading your thoughts on it throughout the semester.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Christopher asked with a grin. Dear God, am I flirting? he wondered fleetingly.  
 
    “About death? Well, to me, it’s an insult to living. When a sentence ends, a period is a period.” 
 
    “Oh,” Christopher stammered. The response was abrupt and unexpected. 
 
    Scott allowed a brief uncomfortable silence before winking at his student and offering a charming smile. “But I’m a bit of a viva-phile. I aim to live life to the fullest, and death is my greatest fear.” He spread his arms and leaned back in the chair before pointing at Chris. “And you won’t get an A in this class by following my lead.” 
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    David Goodwin shuddered as he plodded through the sloppy snow-melt in his drive. He’d stayed after the ceremony for an hour at least, shaking hands, doling out hugs, and offering hollow condolences to the mourners. Now it was well past lunch, and he didn’t feel much of an appetite anyway, so he drove straight home. 
 
    “You’re workin’ too hard,” he muttered under his breath as he closed the front door behind him. 
 
    His neck ticked to one side, and he shut his eyes tightly at the sound of his own voice. “That ain’t quite right,” he said in reply. All this church business was starting to get in the way of his real work. He glanced toward the sealed cellar door.  
 
    “Exactly. You could use a getaway,” he said. 
 
    Goodwin shook his head. “No, no, no. The Lord commands my—” 
 
    “The Lord has assignments outside o’ Tennessee!” 
 
    He paused. Now there was a notion. It’s a great big world of sin out there. “But no,” he interjected into his own thoughts, shaking his head again. “The last time I left … I can’t risk that again.” 
 
    He approached his computer desk in the den now. He pulled open a drawer and took out a tablet from his medicine bottle. He placed it on his tongue and swallowed it with a dry click. “You know who took risks?” he asked. “David. Moses. Peter.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and sat in silence for several minutes. Gradually, the voices ceased. When his mind was quiet, he opened his eyes and turned on his outdated Dell. The wintry afternoon sky was gray and overcast, and the monitor’s glow grew blinding in the dark den. Goodwin squinted at first until his eyes adjusted. 
 
    Internet Explorer was open to the same page where he’d left off late the previous night before excusing himself to bed. He’d gotten lost somewhere in the sea of rage as he was browsing a blog titled Chris Cross Applesauce: Spoon-feeding for (Adults Who Think Like) Schoolchildren. This particular piece was The Curse of Christianity. He grunted contemptuously and scrolled to the bottom of the page. 
 
    Christopher Cross is a college sophomore at City University of New York (CUNY) in Brooklyn, NY. He studies English literature and philosophy, with a particular interest in political science. This blog is one of many media that Christopher uses with the hope of helping others broaden their views and critically analyze the perspectives of their fellow earthlings. He also utilizes YouTube vlogs, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and has written for several local publications. Links provided below. 
 
    Goodwin read the self-aggrandizing autobiography section. “Hmm,” he mused, “maybe some time away would do me some good …” 
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    Christopher sat on the N train out of Manhattan across from New York City native and college friend Alisha Morrison. The jostling and clanging of the subways had grown soothing to Christopher. He’d met Alisha at The Strand bookstore where she worked before grabbing dinner at a nearby cafe. Now he was filled with a post-meal content that would make him lucky to stay awake enough to hear when they arrived at his stop. He leaned his head back against the subway’s window and closed his eyes. The rocking of the train caused a piece of his usually perfectly coiffed hair to fall down over his forehead. He didn’t mind the look this late in the day. It made him feel like a bustling, important member of the NYC culture, like he fit right in with the engaged businessman with half of his starched shirt un-tucked, the exhausted doctor with his tie undone and draped around his neck, the spent hooker with her lipstick smeared and her heels in her hands. He smiled to himself at the image. 
 
    Suddenly something heavy fell atop his lap. His eyes snapped open to find a scruffy looking man trying to pick himself up off the moving subway car’s floor. The cloying scent of liquor filled his nostrils. Christopher reached down and hoisted the man up by the shoulder, but he could not suppress the look of disgust as he touched the dirty, sweat-stained clothes.  
 
    “Careful, pal, these things move quick,” he warned. He cast a look across the aisle at Alisha, who was stifling a chuckle. When he looked, he noted at least two others beside her who were watching. He locked eyes with them and shared in a momentary silent conversation through expression. Their eyes asked the same question as his: What the fuck?  
 
    The drunk man mumbled something incoherent and brushed Christopher aside before standing up and stumbling off along the moving train.  
 
    Christopher chuckled to himself before leaning his head back against the window and closing his eyes again. New York City, man. Greatest city on earth.  
 
    When they reached his stop, Christopher and Alisha stood and exited the train together.  
 
    “Thought you were gonna have to bring that one home with you,” she joked. 
 
    “Yeah, he went in for the whole handful,” Christopher laughed.  “Shame I already made plans with your crusty ass.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s nothing I wouldn’t mind watching.” She winked as Chris visibly shuddered. 
 
    “Hey, mamí!” a man called from atop the stairs leading out of the subway station. “Come on up! Turn it aroun’ for me!” 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ,” Christopher muttered through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Ignore it,” Alisha warned. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, loudly enough for the man to hear as they approached from the bottom of the stairs. “I ignored shit my entire life. Never helped anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the man cooed as they walked by. “Lemme get yo’ numba’!” 
 
    Christopher turned to face him mid-stride and flashed his middle finger. “I’ve got a number for you right here, asshole.” 
 
    The man’s demeanor changed as his eyes shifted from Alisha’s backside to Christopher’s hand. He lunged forward and dropped the pseudo-romantic tone. “Ay, faggot! Who asked you anyway?” He pulled his brown jacket up to reveal a knife clipped to his jeans.  
 
    Christopher shook his head and continued walking alongside Alisha, who hadn’t broken her forward gaze.  
 
    “You too good for a faggot, baby!” the man called. “He don’t got what you need.” 
 
    “Fuck you, scumbag!” Christopher called back. “Go jerk off in a sewer, you pathetic—” 
 
    Before he got the words out, the man had seized the back of his neck and forced him flat onto the sidewalk on his stomach. 
 
    “Ow!” Christopher called out. He opened his eyes to see the pocket knife directly in his face. 
 
    “You better watch your pussy mouth, or I’ll cut out your teeth and give it everything I got!” the man growled in his ear. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Alisha screamed. “Stop! Help!”  
 
    A handful of passersby glanced at the altercation and cut their paths a little wider. One or two withdrew their phones, either to call police or to merely appear distracted. 
 
    “Fuck you, too, uppity bitch!” he shouted at her. He reached out and snatched at her shoulder. She flexed her right arm against her chest, trying to stop him from grabbing her purse, but he only got a coarse handful of her right breast before walking briskly away in the other direction. 
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    David Goodwin hadn’t seen so much filth and wickedness in all his days on God’s glorious earth. Here was a slut in a low-cut skirt and boots up to her ass-crack—and in winter no less! Here was a man with half his head shaved and the other half colored blue, no doubt for some Satanic ritual. Here was a homeless man begging for spare change, surely to buy drugs and other contraband, rather than to pay someone to make him a resume. Here was a false prophet with a cardboard sign around his neck reading: CHRIST COMETH NOW. REPENT OR SAVE YOUR PLACE IN HELL! 
 
    Goodwin shuddered at the trash-lined streets. The winter’s snow was coated in a layer of black soot, pushed up over all the sidewalks so countless cars could sit and swerve and honk their horns. Metal trashcans clattered as people threw out their refuse, dogs barked around every corner, foreigners shouted in unfamiliar languages, the smell of hot dog stands and marijuana wafted atop a cloud of sewer breeze with each subway car that passed beneath the grates in the street.  
 
    The sights and sounds and smells of this city set Goodwin’s teeth on edge. He wore a permanent scowl on his usually handsome and charming face. Why anyone would choose to live in such filth, he would never know. Satan’s allure is a powerful entity indeed. So much decadence. So many lost, damned souls. How he longed to smite them each where they stood … 
 
    “A single man cannot carry all the Lord’s burden,” he murmured to himself. 
 
    But still, every time he glanced up, there was another who would fit perfectly at the base of the cross in his dark cellar. Endless idolatresses, adulterers, false prophets, liberals, fags, mixed breeds, all so greedy and entitled. He could spend a week here and create ten more monuments to Christ. 
 
    “You won’t fit more than one in your trunk,” he muttered. “Don’t get carried away.” He tilted his neck in his soothing way and squinted his eyes for three seconds.  
 
    When he opened his eyes, he was able to think a little more clearly. He fumbled at his pocket and felt for the prescription bottle. Good, it was there, just like the last four times he checked.  
 
    Ahead of him walked a tall, slender man—if you could call him a man—with impeccably styled black hair. He wore a vibrant shirt tucked into skinny jeans beneath a heavy black coat. Goodwin had followed him from his campus, where he’d been outside in wait for six hours. Six hours was negligible with a mission of this magnitude. He’d staked out situations for far longer in the past. When only a very specific act would break the tension that had risen in his neck, six hours was hardly a price to pay. 
 
    He’d recognized the boy immediately from the hours of YouTube videos he’d watched in his Tennessee home in the dark. He’d parked his car and followed on foot into a subway station. On the first day, he’d lost him when he realized that he had no idea how to operate or navigate the subways, but he’d bought himself a MetroCard and waited outside the Brooklyn campus again the following day.  
 
    Now he followed the boy through downtown Manhattan, between towering buildings and endless traffic. This city didn’t offer the quiet privacy that Tennessee woods offered. If he wanted to enact God’s will here, Goodwin would have to play it smart. 
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    “Your mouth is going to get you killed!” Alisha said after the altercation outside the subway. 
 
    “Fuck guys like that. He shouldn’t get away with saying shit like that.” 
 
    “He had a knife in your face, Christopher!” she shouted. 
 
    They arrived at his building and climbed the five flights to his apartment. He closed the door and locked it behind them before going to the sink to run a cloth under cold water. With this, he wiped the drying blood away from the corner of his mouth where he’d struck the pavement.  
 
    “Eh, I’ve had worse back home,” he said.  
 
    Alisha shook her head and plopped onto his couch.  
 
    After he cleaned up, he came over and collapsed beside her, sighing. “I really hope you’ve got some weed. I really need some tonight.” 
 
    “Freeloader,” she muttered, opening her bag and taking out an old tin that originally held breath mints. She opened it to reveal five neatly rolled joints. 
 
    “You are an angel on earth,” he said, reaching in and taking one to light. He inhaled slowly and deeply, savoring the slight burn in the back of his throat. He held his breath in until his face stopped throbbing and his head grew light and swimmy, then he let it out in a series of barking, unbecoming coughs and passed the joint to Alisha. 
 
    “When are you gonna get a boyfriend to start buying your pot?” she asked. 
 
    “When are you gonna get a boyfriend to slap you around when you mouth off to me?” he retorted. They both laughed uproariously. “Thank God I found someone dark enough to let me make fun of their domestic abuse. Where would I be without that outlet?” 
 
    “You’re a perfect asshole,” she replied. “But if I can’t laugh about it now, I’ll never get out of therapy.” 
 
    “Seriously, though, fuck that guy, too. Have you gotten laid yet?” 
 
    Alisha shook her head. “I can laugh, but I’m not ready for that level of intimacy yet.” 
 
    Christopher offered an understanding nod.  
 
    The two smoked in silence until the joint was finished. After, they closed their eyes and basked in the after-haze of smoke.  
 
    “Do you ever think about death?” Christopher asked at last. 
 
    Alisha shrugged.  
 
    “Like, what if you could fake your own death? Do you think you’d do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Why would I do that anyway?” 
 
    “Like, your ex and everyone who was an asshole to you—you’d get to watch them mourn.” 
 
    Alisha chuckled. “You’re sick. But yeah, I’ve thought about it.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” Christopher said, sliding himself onto his side in a curled position on the couch to face her. “Like, you just hang out and watch everyone mourn you. Watch them regret taking you for granted and shit, and then you jump out like, ‘Boom! I’m still alive, bitches! That’s what you get!’” 
 
    Alisha clutched her stomach and laughed at this.  
 
    “My philosophy class is pretty cool,” Christopher said, his tone down-shifted. “It’s about, like, life and death and stuff. But Mr. Kent—er—Professor Kent or whatever, he talks about different types of death giving life different meaning and shit. We have to write a paper on it.” 
 
    Alisha was still beside herself with laughter. “I wouldn’t write your paper on that!” she managed through gales of cackling. 
 
    “Nah, that’s just something I’ve thought about, ya know? I’m gonna write about how, like, some people don’t get famous until they’re dead.” 
 
    Alisha scoffed and shook her head. “What?” She burst into another fit of laughter. 
 
    Christopher chuckled, too. “Shut the fuck up, I’m on my grind with this. Like, some of our most famous people were never appreciated until after they died. Like some writers or activists … No one ever even knew about their work until they died. That’s why I sometimes wish I could fake my death, so maybe someone would actually listen to what I have to say.” 
 
    “That sounds super illegal, dude.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna fuckin’ do it, dude, I’m just saying!” 
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    The alleyway was dark and damp. It was a narrow path between buildings, just wide enough to fit a couple over-flowing dumpsters and still have space for one individual to squeeze by. David Goodwin stepped in nearly ankle-deep puddles accumulating from water dripping from the fire escapes above. It hadn’t rained or snowed for days in the city, but the towering buildings housed countless forgotten window-mounted air conditioning units and heaters that dripped their liquid waste below.  
 
    He stood in wait, near one of the dumpsters, concealed by the darkness. A group of young wasters stepped out of the side door of the bar. Three of them lit cigarettes and smoked them in the quiet alley. Goodwin listened to their conversation with little interest. He couldn’t get bogged down with another divine intervention. He remained silently concealed behind the dumpster, hand gripping the tire iron he intended to use to bash the boy’s head in when he came out. He’d observed Christopher’s patterns for days now, and he felt quite sure he’d step into the alley for a smoke before the night was through. He seemed to have adopted the habit alone, as a coping mechanism—perhaps even as an escape from company—rather than using it as a social crutch as so many do. 
 
    The kids finished their smokes and went back in the side door, leaving Goodwin alone again. He closed his eyes and tried to drown out the sounds of the city. Eventually the sounds of honking horns and clattering cans faded into the background. With his eyes closed, he began to hear the whirring of water rushing through pipes over his head. Suddenly, he was back inside the cabinet beneath his mother’s kitchen sink as she scrubbed his brother’s toys with bleach and lye. The dank smell of the alleyway morphed into the smell of cleaning chemicals.  
 
    Say it again! his mother shouted in his mind, slamming her knees against the cabinet’s locked door hard enough to make Goodwin jump. 
 
    “I won’t say it again, you bitch,” he muttered. His teeth were gritted painfully, and his body was rigid with rage. “I won’t—”  
 
     But then a voice was saying it. “I hear the voice inside my head.” It was his little brother. He opened his eyes and looked over. He didn’t see the dumpster against which he leaned. No, he saw only darkness, but through that darkness he could imagine his brother’s tearful face in the cabinet next to him, his knees tucked against his chest as he rocked back and forth and recited the poem. “The voice of Christ, alive and dead …” 
 
    The deafening bang! of the side door slamming snapped Goodwin out of his memory. He shook his head and blinked repeatedly to re-adjust his eyes. He peered around the side of the dumpster, and, sure enough, there was Christopher Cross. All by himself. 
 
    Goodwin stood now, grip tightening on the tire iron, as the boy lit his cigarette. 
 
    “Whoa!” He jumped as the man stood up from the shadows beside him. “Jesus Christ, man. You scared the shit outta me.” 
 
    “Your devil’s tongue drips with vanity,” Goodwin said. Then he whispered, “I hear the voice inside my head …” 
 
    “What?” Christopher said, taking his cigarette from his mouth and taking a step back.  
 
    “The voice of Christ, alive and dead.” 
 
    “I can’t hear you, dude. Lemme smoke in peace.” 
 
    Goodwin stepped out from behind the dumpster now and held the tire iron behind his back. “It guides me when I’ve gone astray,” he whispered, eyes closing, neck cocking to the side in that special way. He took a step toward the boy and braced his arm to swing the iron down in an arc across his head and end his insufferable yammering. 
 
    Before he could do it, a loud whistle emanated down the alley from the street. It was followed by taunting kissing noises. “Woo woo! What’s goin’ on down there, ladies?” a voice called. The man’s friend’s chuckled as they walked by the alley. 
 
    Goodwin turned toward the voices and nearly dropped the tire iron in his surprise. He saw the group pass by and carry on down the sidewalk without a second thought. As he turned back, Christopher had pushed by him and was walking toward the streetlights beneath which the group had just disappeared. 
 
    “Fuck off, bumpkin,” he called back over his shoulder. “You want a secret blowjob in an alleyway, go back to Mississippi.” 
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    Christopher returned home from a morning class one day in late February. He grabbed his laptop and collapsed onto the bed, fully intending to fall back asleep until the afternoon. He was clicking through political memes and feel-good videos about special-needs animals on Facebook when he saw it.  
 
    “Aw, man,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Matthew Sloan: Keep me in your prayers, please. Got very sick again last night. Back at the hospital for more testing. 
 
      
 
    That was a shame. He’d been diagnosed with lymphoma their senior year of high school. He was the only other kid in Christopher’s graduating class that had been accepted to a college outside of their home state. This was obviously put on hold after the diagnosis. 
 
    Christopher clicked through his old messages and re-read their exchange from a few months prior. 
 
      
 
    Matthew: hey man. Hows it going? 
 
    Christopher: Hey, buddy. It’s going all right. How have you been? I’ve been thinking about you. 
 
    Matthew: done any praying? :) 
 
    Christopher: Haha. My own version of it, I suppose. Really, I hope you’re doing well. 
 
    Matthew: well ive been at home throughout the chemo. it was hard but i couldn’t have done it without my family 
 
    Christopher: I saw some of those pictures. Always knew you’d look badass with no hair. 
 
    Matthew: LOL its all fun and games until the skinheads try and recruit me 
 
    Christopher: Lol! You gotta watch out for those guys for sure. 
 
    Christopher: Hey, does the chemo make your pubes fall out? I’ve been looking for a new grooming regimen. 
 
    Matthew: im shaking my head at u chris. 
 
    Christopher: Just playing, bud. I hope everything works out all right. 
 
    Matthew: i actually saw the doctor this morning and he said all the tests show no sign of residual cancer 
 
    Christopher: No way!!! That’s amazing!! 
 
    Matthew: the Lord works miracles :) 
 
    Christopher: And your doctors too. 
 
    Matthew: lol i know they were great. but ive prayed for this every day for the past year. He finally answered 
 
    Christopher: I’m really happy for you, man. 
 
    Matthew: i still pray for u too 
 
    Christopher: I know you do. 
 
    Matthew: have u read any of my testimonies? “blogs” as you might call them 
 
    Christopher: I haven’t. I’ve been busy working on my own stuff. 
 
    Matthew: u might find them interesting. how some of my doctors mocked me and told me i wouldn’t see the next year and how He worked through me and even brought some of my nurses to Christ 
 
    Matthew: u there? 
 
    Christopher: Yeah. I’m just happy for you and don’t want to spoil it having theological debates online. 
 
    Matthew: its what im saved for.  
 
    Matthew: to bring others to Him. 
 
    Christopher: Maybe you’re just saved because medical science cured you. 
 
    Matthew: medical science only works through God’s hands :) 
 
    Christopher: I still think that’s a very egotistical viewpoint. 
 
    Matthew: more egotistical than doctors who think they did it all? 
 
    Christopher: So what makes you so special? He spared you above all the others who die of disease every single day? 
 
    Matthew: He works in mysterious ways. maybe He spared me to save u. 
 
    Christopher: That’s such a cop-out answer. Why give you cancer in the first place then? 
 
    Matthew: to test me 
 
    Christopher: To test YOU??? You’re one of his most devoted followers. I’d think you’ve passed his tests already. 
 
    Matthew: u clearly don’t know his followers then :)  
 
    Matthew: but He tests those who appear the most devout 
 
    Christopher: It’s just too convenient. Every challenge is met with the perfect, improvable response.  
 
    Matthew: maybe its perfect by design 
 
    Christopher: Of course it is. MAN’S design. 
 
    Matthew: man canot create perfection 
 
    Matthew: im not trying to piss u off 
 
    Matthew: i will send u a link to my blog 
 
    Matthew: if u don’t want to talk about it, u can read it when ur ready 
 
    Matthew: love u bro :) 
 
      
 
    At this point, Christopher had slammed his laptop closed and gone about his day. He’d likely written his own long-winded blog about the hypocrisy of Christianity that would spare him the image of a slack-jawed, chemo-headed Boy Scout reading it.  
 
    Now, he clicked on Matthew’s profile and followed a link to his blog. My Journey, it was unimaginatively titled. There were posts such as God > Cancer and Today I spoke with Christ. He scrolled to the bottom of the page and looked at the view counter. 1,854. The latest post on Christopher’s own blog had 16 views. 
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    Goodwin spent the night in his car outside Christopher’s apartment. He’d followed the boy home so many times now that he’d lost count. He was starting to understand his patterns and behaviors, but he couldn’t be sure whether or not the kid lived alone. He’d nearly exposed himself once already, and he couldn’t afford to get sloppy and make a second mistake.  
 
    He watched Christopher walk into and out of his apartment alone every day for over a week. Occasionally, he entered with the young blonde-haired girl, but David knew that she lived and worked in Manhattan. She only visited on occasion—undoubtedly to take part in wicked debauchery.  
 
    He gripped his steering wheel in both hands as he watched the kid enter the building alone. Would it be worth following him inside to scope things out better? Would he be able to get close enough to slip through the automatically locking front door without being recognized from the alley? 
 
    None of that mattered today, for it was 7:00 PM, and Christopher had just gotten home and gone inside already, door locking behind him. But that was okay. Goodwin could wait. 
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    Christopher walked home from class in a particularly foul mood. He’d texted Alisha and said he didn’t feel up to meeting her for dinner today. His foreign studies class had devolved into a heated discussion about whether the United States should allow immigrants from certain countries. A group of four white boys ended up shouting over him that they didn’t want any illegal foreigners taking their jobs, their tax dollars, their loved ones. And in New York City of all places! He grumbled as he pondered all the retorts he’d have liked to make—not that it made any difference anyway. People like that had their minds made up no matter how sound your argument. And any stance he could take would merely be reduced down to his lisp. 
 
    His cellphone rang as he approached his apartment building. It was his mother calling. “Great,” he mumbled. “Just what I need today.” 
 
    He answered. “Hey? Mom? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m callin’ to check on my son. That okay with you?” she replied. 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I ain’t heard from ya in weeks,” she scolded right out of the gate. 
 
    He hummed acknowledgement as he fumbled with his keys to the building’s main door. 
 
    “What are you doin’? Are you busy?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I’m just walking home from class.” 
 
    “Walking? How cold is it up there?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Thirty. Forty.” 
 
    “You got boots on? You’ll catch pneumonia.” 
 
    “Cold air doesn’t carry pneumonia,” he told her for the hundredth time. 
 
    “Christopher?” a voice asked from behind him. 
 
    “Mhm, hang—yeah, hang on, mom,” he said, turning around. 
 
    “I’m glad to run into ya, mate,” the man said. Christopher recognized him as a barista at the coffee shop down the road. He rushed over and apologized for interrupting. “I’m sorry to bother ya, but I got a huge favor to ask of ya.” 
 
    Christopher took the phone away from his ear. His mother was still yammering into it. “Yeah, sure, anything,” he said. 
 
    The man folded his hands in a praying gesture before his face. “I got a family emergency back in Scotland. I’m flying out tonight. Could be a couple weeks before I’m back. Three or more.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Christopher said. “Everyone okay?” 
 
    “I dunno, mate. Thank you, but I just don’t know yet.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key ring to offer to Christopher. “Alls I need is ya to bring in my mail and the lot. Feed the fish in my windowsill every other day.” 
 
    “Dude, that’s totally fine. It’s no problem at all.” He took the keys and smiled. 
 
    The man bowed to him and clapped him on the back. “You’re the tits, mate. Really. I owe you! Apartment two-oh-four!” 
 
    Christopher tipped his head as the man trotted back down the sidewalk toward the coffee shop.  
 
    “Who is that? Christopher? Are you there? Who are you talking to?” His mother was bordering on hysterics when he pulled the phone back to his ear. 
 
    “What? Mom, it’s my neighbor. He just asked—” 
 
    “Was he black?” she demanded. “He sounded like a black man.” 
 
    Christopher gritted his teeth as he walked up the five flights of stairs. “Yes. He is black.” 
 
    His mother considered this for a few seconds before speaking again. “You need to be careful up there, Christopher. I worry about you.” 
 
    “You worry about me?” he spat. “What about? About me catching snow-borne bacteria? About me doing a favor for a black man?” 
 
    “You watch how you talk to me, son. I worry for your soul.” 
 
    “Oh, of course! My soul! Not my happiness, or my state-of-mind, or my well-being—that’s why you sent me to those camps to be shamed and tortured, right?” 
 
    “Christopher! Enough!” she shouted. 
 
    “Yeah. God forbid your son be gay and happy, but you worry about every unfounded superstition your simple mind can think up!” 
 
    He heard the familiar click as she hung up on him. 
 
    “Fuck you!” he screamed, slamming his apartment door behind him. He threw his phone across the room and watched it shatter. His chest heaved, and his arms flexed as he struggled not to smash his fists through the door. 
 
    He stormed into his bathroom and snatched open the medicine cabinet. A small box of straight razors was stashed away off to one side. He opened it and took one between his two fingers. He hadn’t done this in years, but things had been building for a while now. If he couldn’t be happy out of The South, where could he be? 
 
    He closed his eyes and pressed the razor’s edge to the meat of his left arm. Sliding it across, he felt the sting of skin tearing. He felt the hairs stand up as drops of warm blood flowed down to his palm and dripped into the sink. He waited for the usual elation that followed, but it did not come. He waited for the deep pain that didn’t hurt so much as it did remind him that he could feel it. He waited for the reassurance that he still had some control. If he could hurt himself like this, if he could cut and feel it, he still had control. But that old reassurance did not come. 
 
    He moved the razor down an inch and drew it across his forearm again. Still, no euphoria. No reassurance. His racing heart did not slow, and his shaking hands did not still. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    He turned the razor and slid up his arm, from the wrist to the crook of his elbow. The cut grew deeper the longer he made the slice. He winced at the awful pain it brought—far worse than the shallow cuts he’d just made. 
 
    “Fuck!” he shouted as a river of thick blood flowed from his arm.  
 
    Still, that sense of control would not settle in. 
 
    He opened his eyes and flung the razor into his bathtub. He smashed a fist against the open medicine cabinet and knocked it off its hinges. The mirror came crashing to the bathroom floor and shattered into hundreds of pieces. He ran out of the bathroom, still screaming as hard as his chest could allow. The small wooden table he flipped upright in a fit of adrenaline and rage. It slammed into the wall and splintered down the middle. One of the legs broke cleanly off as it hit the kitchen floor. Blood poured from his wounds, and he nearly slipped in the growing puddle on the floor. He lunged forward and grabbed two of the kitchen cabinet doors, ripping them off their hinges and flinging them across the apartment. 
 
    “Fuck you! I fucking hate you!” he screamed at last, collapsing to his knees and putting pressure against his throbbing left arm. He bowed his head and sobbed in the ensuing silence.  
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    David Goodwin sat in his car outside the boy’s Brooklyn apartment building. He had resolved that the next time the boy came out, he would ask him for assistance with his car and stuff him in the trunk in broad daylight if he had to. 
 
    Beads of sweat ran down his forehead as he baked in the midday sun. Even with a window cracked and the wintry chill flowing through the car, his skin burned in the direct sunlight. He looked into his rearview mirror and saw the eyes of another peering back at him. Goodwin could scarcely recognize the haggard face bearing that glare. 
 
    “Please,” he begged. “Let me go back home.” 
 
    The man’s face contorted with despair as he fought against inevitable tears. 
 
    Goodwin squeezed the steering wheel in both fists and attempted to steel himself as a woman walked nearby and glanced into his car with a look of distaste. 
 
    “Pull it together, coward,” he growled under his breath before reaching to his hip pocket to find the comforting lump of his medicine bottle within. 
 
    For three days, he sat in that spot and waited. On the fourth day, he was forced to move his car to the other side of the street for the trash collectors. 
 
    In all that time, Christopher never again exited the apartment building. 
 
    13 
 
      
 
    Christopher stood on shaky legs and surveyed the destruction he’d inflicted upon his apartment. The shattered glass and broken furniture, all covered in blood, looked like the most horrific crime scene he could have dreamt up. 
 
    As he peered around, his eyes fell upon the keys the man from apartment 204 had given him.  
 
    “Gone for weeks …” Christopher murmured. 
 
    He wrapped his bleeding arm tightly in a towel and stood for several minutes, pondering. After, he carefully gathered up the razor blades and other contraband and tossed them in a backpack. He then grabbed a pair of boots he’d purchased at his mother’s request but never worn and put them on. In these, he plodded through the puddles and created boot prints throughout the apartment. When he finished that, he took a cloth and dipped it into the blood. With this, he wrote in big smeared letters on the wall: F-A-G. To add to the display, he snatched a scrap piece of paper and scrawled a hasty note to his mother … If anything happens, I just want you to know I’m sorry, it read. Taking the boots, the towels, and the contraband in his backpack, he snatched apartment 204’s keys and backed out the door, which he left slightly ajar. 
 
    He took one last look at his open laptop before leaving. It was still open to Matthew Sloan’s blog. The view counter was now over 2,000. 
 
    Christopher spent the next three days pacing in apartment 204. He kept the news on but had yet to see anything about his disappearance. He didn’t hear any more police activity outside than before. He made sure not to bring his laptop or cellphone with him, so he couldn’t do any proper searching. 
 
    He’d eyeballed the backpack he brought with him several times. If he was going to get through this, he’d need a little assistance.  
 
    “Think of it as medication,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He opened the bag and dug through until he found the small wooden box he’d packed. He pulled out a sterile syringe and a small white bag of powder he’d gotten months ago. Searching the apartment, it didn’t take long to find a spoon and a lighter, so he set to work cooking up his goods. When it was ready, he drew up the spoonful into the syringe and sat back in the unfamiliar bed.  
 
    “What the fuck have you done, man?” he asked the silent apartment. 
 
    Belt tied tightly around his right arm, he inserted the needle’s tip into the vein popping out of his elbow. He winced as the needle pinched his skin. It had been a while, but he found the vein easily enough. When the stuff flowed into his blood, he smiled as his head became more and more difficult to hold up. Soon, he was floating way above the strange bed in the barista’s apartment. 
 
    “You made a martyr, man,” he whispered. 
 
    As endorphins flooded his brain, Christopher closed his eyes. In the moments during which he faded to nothingness, he was not visited by comforting illusions, but a season-finale recap of his sad life—a series of slights that had shaped him and driven him to this tragic point.  
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    Heart of Shadows 
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    he Stranger and the remainder of the travellers returned with the townspeople to the small village. “How do you fare,” he asked Maria, “being back home after all this time?” 
 
    “Oh,” Maria shook her head and chuckled, “this is not home for me.” 
 
    “Do you not hail from Mitten?” 
 
    “Yes, but Mitten is quite large. Our borders in Fordar are ill-defined, and there are innumerable small townships such as this.” 
 
    The Stranger nodded, accepting more so than understanding. 
 
    Corina eyed him with suspicion, struggling to place his familiar face. “Not from around here?” she asked. 
 
    Patrick looked up and smiled. The group was seated around a large table where several of the generous villagers had provided fare.  
 
    The Stranger shook his head. “Far from here …” 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked, eyes narrowed. 
 
    The Stranger stared back without expression or reply. 
 
    “He’s th’ king!” Patrick blurted through a mouthful of food. “I can’t recall th’ laff thime I ’ad a meal thiff good!” 
 
    Corina’s eyes did not leave The Stranger’s. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Mhm,” Patrick agreed, oblivious to the rising tension. He swallowed hard, struggling to force down a bite that was far too big for his mouth. “Much better ’n rats and bugs underground.” 
 
    “Reprise, then?” she mused. “And what of your visit to Fordar?” 
 
    “Lovely as it is, I’d much prefer to be home.” The Stranger chuckled in an attempt to ease the tension. 
 
    “Not humble enough for your liking?” she jabbed. “Or perhaps too humble for such royalty?” 
 
    The Stranger’s smile faded. He shook his head slowly. “Patrick speaks of matters he understands not. I am no king.”  
 
    “Last I heard, there is no king.” 
 
    The Stranger nodded in deferential agreement. 
 
    “That isn’t true,” John Tompkins added. Patrick was nodding with John.  
 
    “And what brings you to our lowly nation, then, King?” Corina continued. 
 
    “I only vie to return to my family.” 
 
    “Ahh, your family.”  
 
    “Perhaps this is neither the time nor place to discuss politics?” Maria interjected. The remainder of the table had gone quiet.  
 
    “Anything for family,” Corina continued, but The Stranger only nodded in agreement and continued eating his meal. 
 
    John cut in to change the subject. “So what next?” he asked The Stranger. “I never though’ I’d see the day ye’d return to save our hides, but I’m righ’ pleased ya did!” 
 
    The Stranger smiled. He never re-encountered the man with whom he’d shared an evening fishing on the nearby lake, and he suddenly wished that Samuel was around to be thanked anew. “What next indeed,” he replied. He eyed Patrick, who stopped eating and smiled. 
 
    “You mean …?” the boy asked, too apprehensive to say it aloud.  
 
    The Stranger spread his arms and shrugged. “It’s as you’ve said—you’ll need all the aid you can get.” 
 
    Brandon and Jake were nodding from farther down the table. “We’re indebted for your grace.”  
 
    “What’s this talk?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Olivia,” Patrick said. “Our friend.” Lover, he nearly said. “She fell ill after Brandon and Jake were taken … I had to leave her with a healer north of the mountains. He demanded payment …” 
 
    John winked at the boy. “We’ll forge some decency into ’im.”  
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Well, we aren’t goin’ to Reprise without that ’n’,” John said, pointing at The Stranger.  
 
    Corina reintroduced herself into the discussion. “What is your aim in Reprise?” she asked. 
 
    John looked to The Stranger, who merely shrugged. “My family,” he said. “Beyond that, I know not.” 
 
    “Beyond tha’, reparations,” Robert Forlo interjected. 
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    The group finished their meal and enjoyed a full night’s rest in the homes of the generous villagers. The following morning, The Stranger and his growing band embarked on the lengthy journey through the Klippa Mountains and into the plains and woodlands beyond. Corina Delgado had apologized for her hostility and requested to accompany the crew to Reprise once their detour foray was complete. She offered to send for an old friend who owned a nag farm near Fordar’s northeastern coast and obtain a small caravan of horses for the latter leg of the expedition. 
 
    “That is quite a jaunt to make on foot,” she had said. “If I may make amends for my earlier outburst, please allow me to obtain some horses to make the journey easier.” 
 
    “See?” Maria had nudged The Stranger. “Making friends may come with benefit.” 
 
    The Stranger offered a smile.  
 
    “I ask only one thing in return,” Corina continued. “Take me with you to Reprise so that I may aid in righting this sickness I’ve played a role in spreading …” 
 
    “Any who wish to accompany us may freely do so.” 
 
    “And on our voyage, I’ve longed to discuss with The King of Reprise.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. “I return not to Reprise a king. I aim only to find my family. You are welcome on my journey, but our world has changed a bit too dramatically for discussion of foreign affairs to make any advancement in life here in Fordar.” 
 
    Corina gazed at him through narrowed eyes while the others shuffled in uncomfortable silence. At last she had turned to Patrick. “So it seems you have a great distance to go to find your friend. When shall we meet again?” 
 
    “Oh,” Patrick started. He pondered his time in the tunnels but could never have estimated how long he’d spent there or how far he’d travelled underground. At last he’d shaken his head. “I do not know … Ten days? Twenty?” 
 
    “Let’s rendezvous in forty days along Klippa’s Northern Pass,” Corina said. “I’ll wander west along the pass with the horses until we meet again.” 
 
    Now, after days of meandering westward alongside the Klippa Mountains, The Stranger wondered how they’d ever pull off running into Corina again. As they travelled, the thin veil of winter settled atop the lands, and each morning grew crisper and greyer than the last.  
 
    After days of travelling through the vast desert, the sands gave way to plains. Discrete areas of woodland peppered the horizon. Patrick offered repeated assurances that the group was still travelling in the appropriate direction. Brandon, too, suggested that he would recognize the path along which Resin’s men had dragged them to Fanxel so long ago. Ian and Gregoire plodded along without protest, but it was clear to all that they struggled to match pace. 
 
    “This is it!” Brandon exclaimed at last. He gestured along a nearby trail that led northward through a sparse woodland. “If we follow this, we’ll find where Resin captured us in a day’s time.” 
 
    The sun was just beginning to set when Patrick led the group west of the path and toward some distant forest. As they approached, the sky had become a deep purple. The coming night’s chill turned the dirt beneath their boots to crunchy, dry gravel. Though the chill rose, the air had grown still and peculiar. 
 
    Ian glanced up from his straying thoughts and noted that Greggy was no longer beside him. He turned to find the man frozen in place, eyes wide and mouth agape. His pale skin was ashen, and he may have been a corpse if not for remaining upright.  
 
    “Brother …” Greggy whimpered.  
 
    “What is it?” Ian began, but as he turned to match the man’s gaze, his words trailed off.  
 
    “What’s the trouble?” The Stranger asked, turning to look back at the pair. “Shall we take repose?” 
 
    “These woods …” Ian muttered, his hoarse voice nearly unintelligible.  
 
    “The what?” Maria asked. She lay a hand on the pale man’s shoulder. “The woods?” 
 
    Ian’s mouth had grown dry. His lungs quivered within a breathless chest. The hair on his neck and arms stood straight on end. “Hoxar Woods,” he croaked. 
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    “How can ye know these are the same woods?” John Tompkins asked.  
 
    “I have spent an abundance of time investigating these woods,” Ian spoke. His hand trembled above the dried grass in which he sat. In his mind, his fingers traced the circular symbol minutely in the air, but he willed his hand to remain still. “I have sought them and studied them and learned much …” 
 
    After a brief silence, Brandon asked, “What have you learned?” 
 
    Ian closed his eyes. His torso wavered, and for a moment he looked as though he may fall onto his side.  
 
    Silent tears rolled down Gregoire’s cheeks. His mouth hung agape in silent inquiry, but he could think of no words to ask. He was unable to understand this visceral reaction that transcended conscious memory.  
 
    At last Ian spoke. “I learned that rippling the veil that separates life and death accompanies dire consequence.” 
 
    The group watched the discomposed pair in uncomfortable silence. Patrick glanced at Brandon, who wore a pained expression of disquiet. Not re-entering the woods was simply not an option for him. He knew Brandon would agree, though neither of them had spoken of the uncomfortable truth suspended between them. He waited—part of him even wished—for Brandon to lash out at him for being so foolish, for leaving his love in these cursed woods. But Brandon said nothing. Did he blame Patrick? Did he blame Olivia? Did he know—deep down—what the two of them must have been doing when their friends were slain and captured?  
 
    “I had no choice …” Patrick murmured at last.  
 
    Brandon looked at him and nodded in silent response to the explanation he hadn’t demanded.  
 
    “I had to leave her … but I came back.” His voice was hoarse, barely audible. He struggled to hold back a flow of hot tears that stung his eyes. “And I have to go in for her.” 
 
    Ian nodded. His dark eyes flickered up to his brother. “I understand all too well.”  
 
    “We are here with you,” Maria assured Patrick.  
 
    “Aye,” Robert agreed. 
 
    “Aye,” John said. 
 
    The Stranger stood in silent, resigned agreement.  
 
    At last Ian hitched a shaky breath and looked down, his hand no longer able to resist carving circles in the dried grass where he sat. Wiry black hair hanging down above his thin spectacles, he shook his head minutely. “Greggy and I cannot.”  
 
    Patrick accepted this and lay a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Of course. We will return for you here.” 
 
    Ian shook his head again. “You’ll never return,” he whispered. “And if you do … you’ll be beyond recognition.”  
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    The group spent a restless night at the edge of the Hoxar Woods with Ian and Gregoire. When the sun rose the following morning, they bid their farewells to the men. 
 
    “You’re sure ye can’t wait for us?” Maria asked, her arms around Ian in a tight embrace. Gregoire stood off to the side, gazing blankly at the horizon. He’d been silent through the night. 
 
    “We must distance ourselves from this place,” Ian said. “Our paths may cross again yet if fate wills it so.” He spoke without conviction. 
 
    Robert shook Ian’s hand before John Tompkins took him in another embrace. “Have care out there,” he said. 
 
    The Stranger stood nearby. He nodded to Ian as the man turned to face him. “I once reproached you for healing me in that cell,” he began. “Today I rebuke myself, for I may never repay your generosity and selfless attention.” 
 
    Ian nodded back, his eyes not quite meeting The Stranger’s.  
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    Ian shrugged and cast his sad gaze upon Greggy. “We’ve spent a lifetime looking for our father. I am certain we may clear our minds and begin again.” 
 
    “I wish you endless fortune,” The Stranger said, “and fare thee well, Greggy,” he called.  
 
    The back of Gregoire’s bald head wavered in a nearly imperceptible nod of acknowledgement. 
 
    The three boys stood at the edge of the forest. Patrick broke away from the others to approach Ian. He took the man’s hand in both of his own and squeezed it. “Your kindness is infectious, and I lament that you were forced to fight,” he said, “but I would not be here today if not for your courage in the face of certain death.” 
 
    Ian forced a smile and nodded at the boy. I hope that you find what you seek, he thought, but the empty sentiment would not pass his lips. He could no more simply give false hope to the boy than he could talk him out of his fool’s errand. 
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    After sharing valediction with Ian and Gregoire, the group entered the line of trees together. The bright and cloudless winter’s morning sky darkened at once beneath the dense canopy of trees. The quality of the air itself changed as if they’d walked through an invisible wall. The foreign atmosphere was stale and static. For a moment, The Stranger expected to open his mouth to take a breath and find nothing there to inhale. 
 
    “Wow,” John mused.  
 
    Even the conduction of his voice sounded dampened beneath the intangible weight of the air. The light that shone down was adequate to illuminate a narrow path before them, but gauging the spectrum of light was impossible. The Stranger blinked and lifted his own hands to look at them. They moved slowly, as if underwater or in a dream. Behind them trailed a blurred after-image of their own motion. 
 
    “The trail goes only one direction,” Patrick said. His voice sounded far away and half-asleep, drained of all vitality and passion. He set off along the path without glancing back at his companions. 
 
    They walked in a silent daze for a time. The path wound through the dense woods without any forks or diversions. The passage of time grew imperceptible, and the sounds of their own footsteps in the dead leaves littering the earth soon took on an unreal, muffled quality. Despite the motionless air, the bare skeleton branches of the trees swayed discordantly as though alive with the world around them. One tree in particular bore two large burr holes that peered down upon the group like black, baleful eyes. Its branches coiled in a long, foreboding arch over the pathway, promising to reach down and ensnare any who passed beneath.  
 
    It was not the first time Brandon noted that particular tree on this venture. He blinked sleepily and drew his knife to carve a symbol in its dry bark. After, he put the knife back into his pocket and rushed to catch up to the group who had drifted ahead.  
 
    He yawned loudly as he approached. “Perhaps we should rest for the eve’ here.” 
 
    “The eve’?” Maria asked. “We’ve only just begun walking.” 
 
    The others glanced around at one another before collectively looking up toward the sky. No light shone through the treetops. Their way seemed to be lit by an artificial ambiance that hung in the air.  
 
    “When did night fall?” The Stranger asked, confused. 
 
    “It’s been night since we entered these woods,” John mused. 
 
    The others pondered this before Patrick spoke. “But we left Ian and Greggy at the first light of day …” 
 
    “Who?” John asked. 
 
    “Ian?” Patrick repeated. “Don’t you remember Ian?” 
 
    John shook his head, uncomprehending. 
 
    “I fear we may be lost,” Brandon said at last. On the path ahead of them stood the tree with large black eyes, entwined branches arcing over the trail. He turned back to look along the way they had come, but everything was different from before. “I’ve seen that tree before!” he said, rushing to its trunk. “Look! I’ve carved …” 
 
    The others approached behind him as his voice trailed off. 
 
    “What is that?” Patrick demanded. “Why did you carve that?”  
 
    Brandon looked at the circular symbols on the tree’s trunk and found himself at a loss for words. 
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    “It was—” he stammered. “It was before … The last time we passed here …” 
 
    “What?” Jake said. “Mate, ye’ve only just done that.” 
 
    Reality slipped as Brandon looked back down at his hands. He was holding his knife in his right hand, tip of the blade pressed against the tree’s bark. He dropped the weapon in surprise and stepped back. “No …” he murmured. “What’s happening?” 
 
    The group’s collective gaze followed the knife to the ground. When they looked back up at the tree, its trunk was covered in the sinister symbol. It was carved in various sizes and rotations no fewer than thirty times. 
 
    “How many times have we been here?” John asked, looking around the dark forest.  
 
    In the silent night air, a shuffling in the dried leaves erupted to the group’s right. Patrick reached for his weapon, but there was nothing hung on his hip.  
 
    “My gun …” 
 
    He looked at Brandon, who also had no weapon slung over his shoulder. He pawed at his own back, but the guns were gone. No one in the group was holding anything. 
 
    Another sound came from the woods behind the group now. Something heavy stirring in the dead leaves. They turned and raised their hands before them in helpless defense, but nothing was there save for the unnatural silence. 
 
    As they stood in wait, an aberrant sound grew out of the quiet. Like a distant shriek carried atop a howling tempest, the sound approached both from nowhere and everywhere. The panicked, inhuman utterances were menacing and incomprehensible. They could have been words in some foreign tongue, but their quality defied nature, as if the words, the sounds, and the very breaths themselves were coming in reverse—entering an infernal muzzle, rather than exiting one. 
 
    The noise encroached and inhabited the minds of all. They placed their hands on their ears, but it did nothing to dampen the rising pitch of the hellish monologue. It grew in intensity as the leaves around the group began to skitter and jump in circles within non-existent gusts of wind.  
 
    Patrick screamed, but no sound would escape his chest. He closed his eyes as the leaves rose from the earth to over his head. The sounds rose to egregious howls that threatened to crush his mind from within. He screamed his silent scream until his empty lungs hitched in his chest, and he remembered no more. 
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    When Patrick awoke, the unidirectional path on which they’d travelled was different. He now lay amongst the dead leaves and cold dirt in the middle of a complex network of trails branching in every direction. Standing with their backs to him, gazing in silence along the various paths were The Stranger, Brandon, Jake, Maria, Robert, and John.  
 
    “What happened?” Patrick asked, standing and brushing himself off. The sky was still black as death, though his body’s internal sense told him that he must have slept for a day or more. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “All night,” Maria said, her tone level and numb. She turned and approached the boy. 
 
    “But it’s still night,” Patrick said. His inflection indicated more of a question than a statement. He remembered the tunnels and felt the crushing weight of endless unnatural darkness atop him. 
 
    Maria looked to the sky and nodded in agreement. “So it is …” 
 
    “How long has it been night?” 
 
    The Stranger, John, and Robert approached now. “Night has only just fallen,” The Stranger said. “Lie down and rest.” 
 
    “What?” Patrick asked. “No, I just woke …” He snatched his arm away as The Stranger reached out to take it in an unsettling gesture of comfort. “What were those sounds?” he demanded. 
 
    Maria approached a nearby tree and sat down at its base. “I think we shall all think more clearly after a good night’s rest.” She lay her head back and closed her eyes.  
 
    “No!” Patrick barked. “Where is the trail? How did we get here?” He looked frantically at the numerous branching paths. 
 
    Brandon was still standing in silence, staring down one of the dark trails. He turned to face Patrick at last, a silent tear rolling down his dirty cheek. “Where is she?” he asked. 
 
    Patrick shook his head and looked at the others, who were nestling down to sleep and seemed not to take notice of the boys.  
 
    “You left her here!” Brandon screamed. “Where?” 
 
    Patrick sank to his knees. He looked along the many paths again before speaking. “I can’t recall,” he choked.  
 
    Brandon rushed him and tackled him onto his back. Now his face was contorted with furious sorrow. Tears spilled from his eyes freely. “Why would you leave her alone in this place!”  
 
    “I had no choice!” Patrick sobbed. “I knew not … I knew not what this place was …” 
 
    Brandon raised a shuddering fist as if to strike Patrick, but Jake snatched the boy backward and onto his feet. “Enough!” he bellowed.  
 
    The adults around the small clearing appeared to already be asleep and took no notice. Brandon collapsed onto his hands and knees and wept. “I’m sorry,” he cried before rolling onto his side and closing his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think we should sleep …” Patrick murmured. A shudder flowed through him as he gazed around the silent woods. The darkness encompassed everything surrounding his immediate perimeter, which he could see clearly, as though an artificial light shone down upon him from overhead. He peered upward and was unsurprised to find that no such light existed. His eyelids drooped heavily, and he settled back down off his elbows onto his back. “Perhaps … perhaps just a brief slumber.” 
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    An unsettling sound snapped Patrick out of his doze. His eyes opened to unfamiliar surroundings. He lay at the edge of a motionless lake. A thin layer of fog was suspended over its glassy black surface.  
 
    “Hello?” Patrick called, the sleepy slur vacating his speech before the second syllable was uttered. He scrambled to his feet and looked around. There was no one. “Where did you go?” he called as loudly as he could, but the words came out dull and muffled. 
 
    The distorted sound of a baby’s cries echoed across the still lake. Patrick turned to see a woman-like figure appearing to stand in the middle of the water. Long, straight, grey hair dangled below her waist. As he watched, her limbs writhed in unnatural rhythms like snakes attached to her torso. Her head seemed to swivel, disconnected from her shimmying neck. When her black eyes fell upon Patrick’s own, he struggled to breathe. The woman was tall, nude, and nearly all bone. Thin, grey skin was stretched across the rolling landscape of her ribcage, and Patrick could have convinced himself he could make out the beating of her heart beneath the flesh, even across the dark lake. 
 
    His eyes flicked upward to the night sky just long enough to note that there was no moon illuminating the abomination, that no stars shimmered overhead. She took a lurching step toward Patrick, and his hand went instinctively for his gun. Still gone. Her limbs continued to writhe and twirl in a slow fashion as she took painstaking, spasmodic steps through the water. The surface of the lake did not ripple with her footsteps, but the fog around her ankles swirled with each movement. Her limbs bore grotesquely abnormal proportionality, with hands nearly as long and thin as her forearms. Her joints were accentuated and bowed at irregular angles. As she turned and lurched toward him, he made out an infant tucked into the crook of one of her writhing elbows. It hung limply on its back, arms and legs dangling down. Its ashen face peered sightlessly at the black sky. Mouth agape, it sang a dismal tune. Like the hellish wails from before, the sound seemed to be in reverse, with impossible inhalations of air and utterances throughout, cadences falling then rising in uncanny asynchronous inflections, rather than rising and falling in ordinary intonation.  
 
    Patrick stumbled backward as the atrocity approached. When he stood and turned away from the lake, he saw a cabin standing in the nearby trees. It was the cabin! He looked around once more for his companions, but they were nowhere to be seen. The baby’s warped cries grew nearer. He rushed the front door and pounded on it in a frenzy. 
 
    “Let me in!” he cried. “I’ve come to get my friend! Let me in! There’s—” 
 
    The door creaked open at once, but no one stood on the other side. The potioner’s den was illuminated by flickering candles, as before, but the pots and mixing vials that had scattered the floors before were gone. Now only a table stood on the far edge of the room. Atop the table lay a body. Patrick could make out the torso and legs, but the upper chest and face were concealed by the cabin’s large support beam. His breath hitched in his chest, and the malformed fetus’s cries from outside either ceased or his brain refused to continue processing them.  
 
    Those legs atop the table … the familiar legs … exactly where he’d left Olivia so long ago. Even as he peered from across the den, he knew the body was lifeless. His heart sank into his gut, and his knees quivered, threatening to give out beneath him. He staggered forward minutely, breath still bated, exposing more and more of the body to his sight with each step. He saw the familiar small breasts—those breasts atop which he’d lain and embraced the simplistic bliss of manhood after making love to her beneath the stars—and they were still and lifeless. An involuntary groan escaped his open mouth as he side-stepped to reveal her neck. The groan grew into a choked wail as he sank to his knees. The sound was wrought with a mixture despair, disgust, and fury, and it was interrupted by a single dry-heave. Her chest tapered up and ended in a short stump where her long and alluring neck once stood. Her unblemished skin ended in tatters that suggested a frantic and tearing removal, rather than a precise excision of the head.  
 
    Patrick hitched a sputtering breath and released another sob that was cut short when something brushed across his ankle. He turned and scrambled backward into the cabin’s den as an enormous arachnid recoiled and hissed at his sudden movement. The spider drew back on its hind legs and waved at him. Its vertical maw opened and spewed forth a spray of toxic-smelling poison. Its limbs and torso were not hairy but seemed to be covered in a humanoid skin.  
 
    Patrick screamed and reached behind him for anything with which to protect himself, but, as he did, another beast descended from the rafters and seized his arm in six of its legs. It hoisted the boy off the ground and coiled its bottom toward him. Patrick braced himself for a stinger the size of his leg to pierce his gut, but the creature instead spurt a strand of thick, sticky webbing at the cabin’s floor. Its front two legs effortlessly dragged its body and its prey back toward the cabin’s ceiling, elongating its web as it crawled. Patrick writhed in its wretched grasp, but the spider was too powerful. It hissed at him as they reached the rafters and sprayed another jet of web at the far wall. Patrick kicked with his free legs at the beast’s belly, and it shrieked and turned its head toward the boy. When it did, Olivia’s face dropped down before Patrick’s own. Her sightless eyes peered through him. The fair skin of her neck blended into the creature’s bastardized pelt as though her head had been pasted on haphazardly.  
 
    Patrick recoiled violently and fell from the spider’s grasp. He fell halfway to the cabin’s floor before another beast snatched him out of the air. It turned the boy toward it, and Patrick was now staring into the dead eyes of his mother, her head appended to the creature just as Olivia’s was. Patrick’s consciousness wavered as his mind struggled to process the horror unfolding. His body went limp, and the spider dropped him into a spray of sticky webbing while its companions began to roll him into a tight coil.  
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    Ian and Gregoire ventured north around the Hoxar Woods. They walked in silence for much of the day as Ian drew them in the general direction of their old home, Teromade. As the sun began to fall toward the western horizon, he found a small grove to take rest.  
 
    “We’ll stop here for the eve’, Greggy.”  
 
    Gregoire nodded but said nothing. His disposition seemed to improve now that they were a day’s walk away from the Woods, but something within him was still off. His perpetually clean slate seemed unable to shake whatever he’d experienced through the proximity to that cursed forest.  
 
    “It is odd, is it not,” Ian asked, “being free again? Just us two?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Greggy pondered. “Just us two,” he agreed with a wan, toothless grin. 
 
    “I shall miss our new friends, though,” Ian said, now looking down at the ground, scrawling wide circular symbols in the dirt. 
 
    Gregoire cocked his head as he considered this. “It is always just us, brother.” 
 
    Ian nodded. In a way, this was true. He muttered to himself in a foreign tongue while his brother settled down to rest. “Do you remember them, Greggy?” he asked at last. 
 
    “Who’s ’at?” Greggy asked. With his oblivious smile, he looked more like himself than he previously had.  
 
    Ian sighed. “We’ll return home soon and continue our search,” he said. “For now, rest.” 
 
    “We’ll see father at home?” 
 
    “Yes, Greggy. We will see him soon.” Ian finally lay back and let his eyes close, but his mind continued to race. He and his brother had spent so long in that cell in Fanxel, he could scarcely recall where he’d left off in his research. He’d heard tell of a warlock in Iskar who was on the brink of necromancy. Ian maintained an unfaltering certainty that—wherever he was—his father was not dead. But if one could control death, surely he would be master, too, to the chasm separating this plane from the next …  
 
    Finding his father was his life’s sole undertaking. When he’d been with the others, perhaps other ambitions had clouded his thoughts, but they were alone again now—as they ever were—and notions of the two of them restoring order to the world were foolish. He lamented the hopeless fate of his friends on their uncompromising mission, and, just before his mind turned off and he slept at last, he wondered if his undertaking was equally doomed. 
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    The Stranger opened his eyes. Bright morning sunlight shone through the castle’s windows as a flock of shorebirds cawed just outside. He sat up and stretched, feeling more refreshed than he could remember. In fact, he could remember— 
 
    What exactly did he remember? 
 
    He looked around the castle room. It was familiar, though not a room he had ever physically inhabited. “How did I get here?” he asked the empty room. The last place he remembered being was … 
 
    He stood up suddenly from the bed. “Laura? William?” he called. He made for the door, over which the White Sword was hung, but, as he did, a disconcerting sound arose from outside the window. He turned toward the cacophony and slowly approached the window. His head swam as he observed just how high this bedroom was, towering over Krake, over all of Reprise. The Great Sea rolled across the horizon, and he was certain he could see the distant shores of Fordar on the other side.  
 
    As he peered down below, the people of Reprise stood in a horde outside of the castle. Though mere specks, he could plainly see Laura holding their infant son among the crowd. She gazed up at him with sad, unrecognizing eyes as a growing chorus of despair rose from the crowds. The bright blue sky darkened to a deep purple, and the horizons grew ablaze with catastrophic flames. As The Stranger watched, apocalypse swept across his lands, and his heart raced with the growing cries for help coming from the vast crowd.  
 
    “Laura …” he choked out feebly, but she was approached by a man—The Stranger’s own brother—who took her in embrace and turned her away from The Stranger’s gaze. As the chaos crescendoed into a deafening roar within The Stranger’s mind, he gasped in a breath and turned away from the destruction. He made for the door once more, but now someone stood in his way. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Wh—what?” The Stranger stammered. “How did you come here?” 
 
    Patrick cocked his head inquisitively. “How? You brought me here, of course. You brought us all here. We are your family, and this is our home now.” 
 
    The Stranger groaned and turned back to the window. Streaks of blue-ish lightning struck down from the black skies. Where his wife and son stood moments before was naught but ash and human remain. “No—” he managed. 
 
    He turned back to face Patrick, but now another figure stood beside him. The room had darkened and was nearly black, save for the endless flashes of silent lightning from outside. A nude witch stood beside the boy. Her joints jutted out into grotesque bony prominences, around which her disproportionate limbs writhed. Her straight, grey hair covered her face, but The Stranger could see one black eye peering through at him. She turned her head to face the boy and placed a bony, long-fingered hand atop his face. The Stranger could see the bones of the vertebrae in her neck and upper back standing upward in her ashen skin like lines of tombstones in a desolate necropolis. She pushed the boy backward, and he vanished into a puff of smoke so black that it stood out even against the light-less castle room. 
 
    As the witch approached, The Stranger was frozen in fear. She placed a cold, slick hand atop his chest and spoke in a foreign hiss. The words were incomprehensible and distorted, but The Stranger understood her message clearly. 
 
    “All that you love is lost,” she crooned. “Your heart is naught but shadow …” 
 
    Before The Stranger could move or even think to reply, the atmosphere erupted in a glowing purple light. The streaks of lightning turned to bright purple against the deeper backdrop and scattered across the lands, not descending from the heavens, but rippling out in all directions like cataclysmic tidal waves of electricity. The lightning engulfed everything in sight, and, as The Stranger stood, paralyzed in fear, the castle room evaporated around him. He felt only the faintest sense of vertigo as he realized that he was standing not atop an impossibly high tower, but on the cold, dry ground.  
 
    For a moment, he was back in the Hoxar Woods. As the purple streaks of electricity rolled away in every direction, the forest’s trees, too, began to dissolve away beneath its power. The synthetic blackness of the sky shimmered amid the purple clouds, and the witch who stood before him looked—for a moment—frightened.  
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    John Tompkins was jolted awake as the back of his head bounced off the wooden hull of the ship. His hands were chained to the wall, and across the ship’s chamber were his wife and adolescent son. His heart swelled at the very sight of them, and he raised his hands toward them until they were stayed by their shackles. He grunted and struggled against the restraints. 
 
    “Darling,” he said, face lit in his characteristically beaming smile.  
 
    Unreality washed over him as she gazed back, eyes empty. He looked around the small ship’s chamber where several more slaves were chained the last time he was here. Now, it was empty. This wasn’t a memory—nor was it a dream.  
 
    “This isn’t real,” he sighed.  
 
    Just then, the ship’s hull erupted inward as it smashed against a rocky cliff jutting out of the sea. Splinters of wood exploded throughout the room, and salty spray coated John’s face. His right hand broke free as the wood it was chained to turned to splinter. He tugged against the chains on his left as seawater filled the small room. 
 
    At last he turned back to his wife and son, who remained still and silent, shackled to the far wall. “I’m so sorry,” he said, tears streaming down into his bushy beard. “I am loathsome every day that I roam free without ya both.” 
 
    The ship lurched to the right, and a deluge of water poured in from the hole in the hull. A wave sloshed across the room and splashed over their faces, momentarily submerging them. The door leading to the deck opened to John’s left, and a man stepped in. 
 
    “Come, soh!” Eugene called.  
 
    John looked up at the frail man standing stolidly aboard the jostling ship, cane and all. He reached down and extended a key to the prisoner. 
 
    John chuckled. “This isn’t how it occurred …”  
 
    “We got t’ go, an’ if ye wanna live, ye got t’ go now!” Eugene hollered.  
 
    John looked back at his family. The water had risen to the level of their necks and was rapidly ascending. “I did not deserve yer grace,” he continued. He looked back at Eugene and said, “Nor yours … But not a day passes that I don’t reflect on ya both.” 
 
    He forced himself to watch as the water splashed over their mouths and noses. No, this was no memory, and John never expected to discover the fates of his loved ones he’d abandoned in his darkest days, but he suddenly became unable to reject the notion that this had been their true fortune.  
 
    “Last chance, boy,” Eugene spat. 
 
    John shook his head. “Not this time.” He looked at his wife one last time before the water washed over her head. “I will be better for you.” 
 
    Eugene threw the key down into the water below and slammed the door to the ship’s deck. John craned his head upward and heaved in one final breath before the water grew too high. 
 
    At once, the water was alight with a deep, magnificent purple hue. It was forced in all directions against the walls of the ship, as though an invisible force field had appeared around John. His wife and son were gone. As he watched, the water and the walls of the ship evaporated as waves of purple lightning erupted in every direction. 
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    When Ian awoke, he was immediately cast out of sorts. His mind was vigilant and restive, as though he hadn’t been asleep at all just a moment before. His internal senses told him it should be the middle of the day, but the world around him was black. He glanced up at the sky and saw nothing—only boundless blackness. 
 
    “No,” he rasped. “No, no, no, no …” Each utterance rose in pitch, ending in a desperate groan. “Greggy! Greggy, where are you?” 
 
    He looked around at his surroundings, but the trees and grass were gone. He crawled on his hands and knees atop a hard, flat earth. His eyes could see a small orb of space around him, but beyond that was a vacuum in every direction. As he spun and crawled in a frenzy, he continued to call out for his brother. No sound returned his calls. The sound of his own voice seemed to dissipate and scatter in all directions without bound or medium as soon as it escaped his lips. 
 
    Suddenly he stopped. There was something on the ground ahead of him. He crawled toward it with caution. As it drew nearer, Ian could see it was a body—or at least part of one. He swallowed hard and choked back a bleat of despair as he made out Greggy’s legs and feet. 
 
    “I’ve found him,” his brother spoke. “Father is home.” His voice did not come from the body before him, but from within Ian’s own mind. 
 
    “Greggy, no,” Ian wheezed, crawling closer still. 
 
    The body lay on its back. Ian could see the unmoving arms and legs, but everything above the chest was obscured. A black curtain that somehow stood in contrast to the blackness around it was suspended, attached to nothing. It was draped over his brother’s midriff and concealed his upper half.  
 
    Ian’s breath hitched, and dread of what stood beyond that veil filled his thoughts. Still, his hand reached up to pull the curtain aside. As he pulled it up over his head and peered beneath, anguish filled his mind, and his sanity bowed to its limits. His mind clouded with endless tormented wails. 
 
    The darkness beyond was alight with innumerable glowing particles. To estimate that there were billions of the twinkling clouds would be robbing the image of its true consequence. As Ian peered into the infinite, his heart sank at the futility of his existence. Every word he’d ever spoken, every action he’d ever undertaken was inconsequential. The cacophony of screams and agony rose to a peak in his head. Just before his sanity splintered, his brother spoke again in his mind. 
 
    “I see him here, Ian. I see everything. I remember everything.” 
 
    Ian gasped as the noise quieted and he focused on his brother’s voice. He looked down at the body that should be on the ground beside him, but there was nothing. Only this eternal blackness. On the other side of the veil, he could still see the lower half of Greggy’s body, but on this side, everything was empty. Empty save for those twinkling clouds of dust in black space. 
 
    “Greggy?” he whispered, but he knew that his brother was dead, passed beyond this shadowy veil. In response, a not-so-distant orb of light glowed brighter, and his brother spoke again inside his mind. 
 
    I am here. The words were calm, but Ian could sense suffering behind them. I remember everything! The words grew choked now, pained. 
 
    Ian gazed around the abyss and found that he could focus his mind and connect with any individual cloud of consciousness that he so chose. When he did, he felt their anguish. Men, women, children, elders, infants—all who had ever existed and passed on were here, floating in this infinite afterlife. When his mind linked to each disconnected consciousness, he felt its suffering. He felt the end of each of their lives. Blades piercing their skin, fire burning them alive, fever ravaging their organs, water filling their lungs, beasts mauling their limbs. He felt everything that each of them felt in their final moments … what each of them now felt, again and again and again, for eternity. 
 
    He turned his mind back to Greggy and felt his breath hitch in his chest. He felt the panic that came with being unable to take in air. He felt the helplessness of watching everyone and everything he’d ever known move on without him. Watching. Waiting. Dying. Everlasting. 
 
    Calm your mind, he thought at his brother. Breathe.  
 
    This was the antithesis of all he’d ever learned about death. This was an endless sea of intangible, unmoving spirits, lost and suffering for all time. There were no protector souls, there was no inhabiting of herbs to aid your loved ones even in death, there was no good, no evil. Just perpetual, futile awareness. 
 
    A bony hand seized Ian’s arm and yanked him back from beyond the veil. Saleema was standing in the darkness beside him. Her gothic elegance had faded, and her face was the pallid, sunken mask that represented the Sisters’ true form. Her right eye was grey and sightless, and yellowed teeth that had been eroded to uneven points snarled at him from behind her cracked lips.  
 
    “These are the answers you sought!” she spat at him. “Your fool’s endeavors have brought you naught but suffering. You may as well be dead,” she thrust her bony, deformed arm toward the black curtain, “just like the rest of them!” 
 
    Before Ian could respond, the witch recoiled from him in a spray of black smoke. Purple bolts of lightning erupted from the ground where she stood and spread out across the world around him. The bolts leapt upward along the black veil and evaporated it out of existence. From there, they spread outward across the darkness in all directions. 
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    By the time Patrick awoke, the arachnid creatures had finished wrapping him in a tight cocoon. He writhed in his binding, but was scarcely able to move even a fingertip. 
 
    The witch entered the cabin door, her hands empty now, and approached the boy from underneath. She stared up at him through hazy eyes. 
 
    “Please,” Patrick moaned. 
 
    “You are a fool to come here,” the witch crooned. 
 
    “I only came for my friend …” Patrick’s voice was muffled, as he could scarcely fill his lungs with air from within his constraints. 
 
    “You have no friends here.” The witch raised one long, bony hand and tracked her sharp, dirty nail gently across the boy’s neck. She bit her lip with her gnarled upper teeth before approaching the nearby table to retrieve a long blade. Knife in hand, she walked back beneath Patrick and raised the blade to touch the point to his chin. “However, you will soon.” She winked and nodded to the beasts suspended from the ceiling.  
 
    Patrick winced as he felt the tip of the blade enter the soft tissue under his chin. He struggled again against his captivity, but to no avail. He began to feel a thrumming power against his hip and attempted to move his hand, which was bound at his waist. It was the stone. He slipped his fingertips into his pocket and felt a static shock as they touched the stone’s smooth surface. Suddenly, the spider’s web was loosening its grip. He slipped his hand the rest of the way into his pocket and wrapped his fingers around the stone. At once, an incredible power surged throughout his body, travelling up his arms and entering his mind. The cabin’s room grew alight with purple electricity. His fingers pulsated against the stone, and his fist clenched spasmodically. As it did, unseen waves of power emanated outward from the stone. The witch recoiled away from him, dropping her blade to the floor. An unstoppable scream rose from Patrick’s gut as the foreign force overtook his mind and body. As his breath ran out and the cry tapered off, Patrick opened his eyes to see brilliant light scattering throughout the cabin, riding a trail of purple lightning bolts in every direction. The spiders’ webbing evaporated out of existence, and so, too, did the beasts themselves. The witch recoiled again as the very cabin around them shimmered and then disintegrated against the electricity.  
 
    Patrick fell to the earth and landed on his hands and knees in the dirt, stone still gripped in one fist. Now they were again in the dark forest, but the lightning continued to spread across the earth. The witch gasped in horror as her illusions were shattered. Trees were brought to the ground or disappeared right where they stood. The wave of electrical destruction continued in all directions, as far as the eye could see. The black atmosphere that concealed the moon and stars was the last thing to vanish, leaving Patrick and the witch standing in an open desert, semi-lit by the night sky. 
 
    Patrick stood on shaky legs and looked around his new surroundings. They were in the familiar desert. No trees, no artificial darkness, no forest at all. Several witches were now exposed, standing around the boy in a loose circle, gazing on in horror. 
 
    “Hellspawn!” one of them shouted at the boy. 
 
    “He carries the Sormød!” another hissed. 
 
    Patrick looked down at his open palm and marveled at the stone’s new form. Its black, glassy surface was now glowing with a deep purple power. “Where is Olivia?” he growled. 
 
    “How came ye by that stone, boy?” 
 
    “No more tricks,” Patrick spat. “No more talking. Give me my friend!” 
 
    The witches stood in uncertain solidarity. None made a move. 
 
    Patrick glanced around beyond the witches and saw his other friends scattered across the nearby desert. The Stranger, Brandon, Jake, Maria, Robert, and John were standing, sitting, and lying in various positions in the dirt. Ian and Gregoire must not have travelled far, for they, too, were standing, frozen in fear in the distance. The Sisters had separated them in their unnatural sleep and set to work at tormenting them each individually. Patrick raised his hand and squeezed the stone tighter. He felt a surge of power rush from his brain down his arm to the fingertips. Sparks of glowing electricity burst forth from his fingers, and an unseen wave washed outward from his push. The witches’ wiry hair wavered in the breeze.  
 
    “You are exposed,” he promised. “Give us Olivia, and let us go in peace.” 
 
    One of the nearby witches raised one long-fingered hand and pointed toward her Sister. She flapped her fingers in a dismissive gesture toward the Sister, and before Patrick’s very eyes, her grotesque form vanished in a puff of black smoke. In her place, Olivia was standing, eyes large and lovely and fearful. 
 
    “Careful, young ’n’,” the witch snarled. “Somethin’ deadly burns within her.” In another flick of the witch’s wrist, she and the rest of her Sisters dissolved into the darkness. 
 
    Olivia and Patrick peered at each other, mouths agape in shock. Brandon was hustling across the desert toward her. When he approached, her gaze broke from Patrick’s own and glazed over, staring off into the night. She received Brandon in embrace. 
 
    “You’re alive,” he cried. 
 
    “As are you,” she said, her voice shaking. She buried her head on his neck and allowed herself to weep. 
 
    When the pair finished a passionate reunion, Olivia slowly approached Patrick. His eyes watered as he conveyed an infinite apology that mere words could not impart. She took him in a mechanical embrace, which Patrick returned in kind, but he could scarcely feel the warmth of her skin for the icy chasm that had grown between them. 
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    The group travelled eastward through the desert for seven days before finding the Northern Pass. They journeyed in near-complete silence, wrought with unease and troubled reflection. On the ninth day, they saw Corina approaching in the distance, six horses in tow.  
 
    “What happened to you lot?” she asked.  
 
    The group was shell-shocked and tense. They shuffled and offered her half-hearted greeting and thanks, but no one answered the question directly. 
 
    The ten of them shared the six horses and continued chasing the eastern sunrise as winter crept slowly down from her nearby mountaintops. The rickety fellowship that had grown in Mitten was now splintered and cracked, like the frozen surface of an early winter’s lake. It threatened to shatter beneath the weight of them all, and it would not survive the tragedy that would soon befall … 
 
    Perhaps it was weary travellers’ fatigue that left them all so dazed and vulnerable. Or perhaps the long nights and cold mornings were dampening their moods and senses. Or perhaps it was fate that had brought them together and into those woods where the witches could seal their destinies so. Or perhaps there is merely a limit to the amount of light that can shine in a dark and dimming world … 
 
    There is, after all—as Patrick’s mother would say—darkness on the both sides of the day. 
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    The Stranger stood on Fordar’s rocky coast and looked out across the tumultuous sea. By the time the group made it to the northeastern corner of the nation, the first light snow had settled atop the earth, and the sky had grown grey with nearly perpetual cloud cover. Waves frothed and crashed against the large rocks and cliffs with icy foreboding. A small ship was approaching from the north. 
 
    “The ferry comes every ten or fifteen days until winter,” Corina said, startling The Stranger from his muse. “Could be we made it just in time for the last trip of the season.” 
 
    “Just in time,” The Stranger repeated without much inflection.  
 
    “In Iskar, the winter never sleeps. It will be near impossible to travel …” 
 
    The Stranger shrugged. “Unless you know where to find a ship sturdy enough to withstand the Great Sea, that icy land-bridge is my only path to my family.” 
 
    Corina shook her head. “The Baron and his men have stockpiled all such ships in Reprise. We’ve been effectively marooned in Fordar since the beginning of this whole affair.”  
 
    “Then it seems this ferry is my only hope.” 
 
    The pair walked back to the nearby port city and entered the small sanctuary building where the rest of the group was huddled about a fire pit. In this weather, the port saw greatly diminished traffic, and there were only five others sharing the shelter space. 
 
    The Stranger approached and spoke quietly—perhaps out of habit from being on the run—so as not to be overheard by the others not in his party. “The ferry is drawing near, and Corina tells me that it leaves after dawn on the morrow. It will take us north to Iskar, where we will have to travel on foot through the winter to find our way to Reprise. The horses have been a tremendous help, but the ship is too small for them, so we must leave them here with a tender.” 
 
    Before he could continue and offer the others a final chance to opt out of his quest, a scuffle arose in the otherwise quiet old barn. As he turned, the rest of his group bolted to their feet and had drawn their weapons. The five others in the refuge had sidestepped them as they listened, and now two of them were holding Ian and Robert. They pulled the men upright from their benches and held guns pressed against their heads. 
 
    “Ian!” Gregoire called. He stumbled backward off his bench while the others stood and took aim. 
 
    “Now, now, steady!” one of the attackers warned. “No one needs t’ get ’urt.” 
 
    “That’s not the message you send by snatching up our own at gunpoint,” The Stranger said, unarmed hands outstretched before him. 
 
    “We only wan’ ’at boy,” the grizzly man growled, nodding toward Patrick, Brandon, and Jake. 
 
    “What boy?” Brandon snarled. 
 
    “Whichever one ’as the stone.” The marauder grinned maliciously as the group’s resolve palpably faltered.  
 
    Those who had been in the Hoxar Woods and seen the display as Patrick fended off the witches shuffled nervously on their feet. None had asked the boy how he’d pulled it off, and none had inquired about what had generated such electric power. Even Corina’s eyes darted toward Patrick.  
 
    “Looks like ’at’s the one,” the man jeered. 
 
    John redoubled his grip on his weapon and aimed at the man’s head. He was peering around Ian’s neck from behind. “Ye’re vastly outnumbered to be makin’ such mad demands.” 
 
    The man shook Ian’s thin frame for emphasis. “Won’ be so vast once we cut down two o’ yers! Jus’ give us tha’ stone an’ we’ll be gone.” 
 
    “There is no stone here,” Patrick said. He looked to John, and the two locked eyes. “So just be gone!” 
 
    They nodded in unison and fired. The man behind Ian and the man behind Robert dropped at once, blood spraying from the backs of their heads. Ian stumbled forward and dropped to his knees as the dim barn erupted in deafening gunfire. 
 
    “Brother!” Greggy yelled as he leapt across the floor and toppled a bench that he and Ian then hid behind. 
 
    The Stranger, too, flipped a bench onto its side and took cover. He was ill-prepared for the abrupt combat and was not carrying his weapon when he’d gone to the shore. 
 
    Patrick, Brandon, Jake, Maria, and John crouched for cover as well but handily laid waste to the remaining three men. Even Olivia fired a couple shots, but in the barrage of bullets, it was impossible to tell whose landed where. 
 
    When the shooting ceased, The Stranger bolted to his feet. “Damn them!” he shouted in the ensuing silence. He rushed to the barn’s window, which was now cracked around a small, round bullet hole. “This uproar will set the townspeople against us! Get the bodies out of here. I’ll not be missing that ship tomorrow!” He peered out the window and looked around the quiet coastal village. No one roamed the streets, now dusted with light snow, and The Stranger could see no movement in the few nearby cottages. 
 
    “No!” Ian called as The Stranger turned back to the group. “Noo!” he wailed again.  
 
    The Stranger walked around the fallen benches to get a better look. Ian was knelt over his motionless brother. His hands covered a river of dark blood flowing from the left side of Greggy’s chest. 
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    The Stranger knelt beside Gregoire as Ian continued to wail. He gently moved the man’s hands to reveal a bullet hole with fast-flowing blood before placing Ian’s hands back with as much pressure as he could apply. He swallowed hard and leaned toward Greggy’s face. He was still breathing, but shallow. 
 
    “Ian?” the old man asked, breathless.  
 
    “I am here, Greggy. I am with you. Do you feel me?” 
 
    “I feel you,” he wheezed. “I’m sorry …” 
 
    Ian squeezed his eyes closed. His tears fell forward and landed on the inside of his spectacle frames as he bowed his head. “Why, Greggy? You’ve nothing to be sorry about.” 
 
    The Stranger watched Gregoire’s chest rise and fall, more slowly with each breath. As he looked on in silence, the movement slowed to a stop. Ian shook his head in defiance. As the moment dragged out, he thought of the musket ball that had burned within his chest on that island so long ago. It had been on the other side and must have missed everything vital that lay within. Such inelegance their old weapons possessed when compared to the deadly precision granted by these foreign guns. Just before he accepted that Greggy was gone and reached out to touch Ian’s shoulder, the white-haired man spoke again. 
 
    “I can’t recall,” he whispered. 
 
    Ian choked and continued shaking his head. “No,” he croaked inaudibly. When The Stranger reached out a hand to comfort him, he twisted his shoulder away and looked up at Patrick. “Give me the stone,” he demanded, brown eyes alight behind a shimmering sea of sorrow.  
 
    Patrick swallowed hard, fighting against his own tears now. He shook his head minutely. 
 
    “Give it to me, boy,” Ian pleaded. He removed his hands from his brother’s wounds now and held one out to Patrick. 
 
    Patrick opened his mouth to speak while everyone in the barn looked on, but only a dry click came out. He swallowed again and tried once more. “There is no stone …” 
 
    Ian’s chest heaved. “Before it’s too late,” he said. “It is his only hope. Please.” 
 
    A long silence ensued as Patrick stared into Ian’s eyes. He willed himself not to look around at the others. He knew that if he did, their accusatory stares would stop him giving up the stone. It was Greggy’s only hope. Patrick had no understanding of its power, but if there was a chance … 
 
    He reached into his pocket and drew out the black stone. Arm shaking, he extended it toward Ian, who snatched it out of his hand at once. Corina looked on with particular interest. 
 
    Ian spared not a moment to marvel at the symbol carved on its surface. He crawled back to his brother and dropped the stone on the dusty ground to begin etching the symbols in the dirt all around it. As the group watched, his eyes rolled back, and his lips moved in unfamiliar ways as he mumbled hushed incantations in foreign tongues. Moments dragged out, and everyone watched with breath bated. Eventually Ian picked up the stone and ran his thumb along the symbol on its surface. He then placed it on Greggy’s chest, all the while continuing his rapid mumbling.  
 
    After quite a while, the ritual grew monotonous. The Stranger sighed and walked quietly back to the barn’s window. He looked along the empty streets again and peered from window to window in each of the cottages that he could see. Still, no one seemed perturbed. He turned back to find the group still standing, watching in anticipation. From here, Ian looked deranged. His black hair stood in tufts in every direction. His hands moved in erratic gestures and symbols along the ground.  
 
    “Stop,” The Stranger said at last, but no one looked up. He walked back to Ian and lay a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Stop,” he repeated. Ian paid him no notice. “Stop this!” he said again, grabbing the man’s hand firmly. 
 
    Ian opened his eyes and shot The Stranger a pleading glance. “I can help him.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. “This is madness,” he whispered. 
 
    Ian struggled weakly to pull his hand from The Stranger’s grasp before he acquiesced.  
 
    The Stranger picked up the stone and tossed it back to Patrick without interest. “Get rid of them,” he said to Robert and John, nodding his head toward the other bodies in the barn. 
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    After, the group travelled to a nearby grove away from the coast. The Stranger and John Tompkins carried Gregoire’s body. The earth near the trees was frozen, and they took their time digging out a neat, large grave. Ian knelt nearby and leaned against a tree. He removed his spectacles and allowed silent tears to flow freely to the tip of his thin nose.  
 
    Maria approached as they finished replacing the dirt over Greggy. She lay a hand upon Ian’s shoulder. “Would you like to say goodbye to him?” 
 
    Ian stood without a word and slowly walked to the fresh grave, his head bowed. His cheeks were still glistening with steadily flowing tears. He sat by the mound of dirt and lay a hand gently atop it. “He never harmed a soul,” he murmured. “He knew only kindness … and now the world will suffer for his absence.” 
 
    “He’s not gone,” John said in a weak attempt to sound cheerful. “His spirit wanders on in the eternal realm to aid you … in the herbs you ingest … the water you drink.” 
 
     Ian thought of that black, mystic veil and the horrors it concealed. “Tales for tykes,” he dismissed, head still bowed. 
 
    “Your suffering betrays his memory,” The Stranger offered. “We must celebrate the departed. He is free now. Free from his curse.” 
 
    “His curse?” Ian said sharply. He looked up from the grave and met The Stranger’s gaze with fiery eyes, alight with sorrow. “His burdens never belonged to him. The curse was mine and mine alone. It was and shall remain!” He removed his glasses and wiped tears from his eyes before lowering his head again. 
 
    “We do not celebrate death here in Fordar,” Corina said to The Stranger. “We celebrate a happy life long-lived, but we are not always so fortunate on this side of the sea.”  
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    “What do you know of that stone?” Corina asked Patrick after they returned to the barn.  
 
    “Nothing,” he replied sourly. 
 
    “Where did you come by it?” 
 
    Patrick said nothing.  
 
    “It’s power co—”  
 
    “It has no power!” Patrick interjected. “You saw. You know not as much as you think.” 
 
    “I know that that symbol was on vials carrying toxic concoctions,” Corina began. “That stone could be the key to fighting back against all this.” 
 
    A colossal weight fell atop Patrick at her words. He turned slowly to face her now, teeth gritted, not quite able to process what she had just revealed. “Vials?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, vials.” 
 
    “What vials?” 
 
    “Vials with elixirs that The Baron’s men asked us to produce in an attempt to breed a more suitable generation for his gain …” 
 
    A darkness fell over Patrick’s eyes as he stood to his feet. “Asked you to produce?” he demanded. 
 
    Corina stood her ground but said nothing. 
 
    “And you cooperated?” 
 
    “I was complicit in trying to make a better life for my family,” she began, but Patrick approached her. 
 
    “Your family?” he shouted. “What about all the other families?” Fresh tears were forming on his eyes now, a furious red flush rising in his neck. “What about my family?”  
 
    He reached around his back and drew the long weapon strapped to his shoulder as his pace grew. John deftly stepped forward and plucked the gun aside before the boy could raise it at Corina, but Patrick missed not a beat. He allowed the weapon to be snatched away, and his fury carried him forward toward the woman. She accepted his momentum and allowed him to push her backward, his small hands pounding frantically at her chest. 
 
    “You made me kill my family?” The first time he said it aloud, the words carried the inflection of a question. “You made me kill my family!” he repeated, lashing out with feral inaccuracy toward Corina’s face. 
 
    John tossed the boy’s weapon to the ground and wrapped his hands around his waist, hoisting him easily off his flailing legs. “Come now,” he said. 
 
    Patrick continued to thrash and spit fury at Corina, who accepted it without protest. 
 
    “I knew not what destruction my actions would cause,” she said weakly once the boy had sputtered out.  
 
    Patrick writhed limply in John’s grasp, head bowed. “Let me go,” he managed, now worked up and crying again. John set him down and released him from his grip. He rushed toward the barn door and out into the snow without looking at anyone else. 
 
    Brandon and Olivia were sitting quietly against the far wall. Brandon made to stand up and go after his friend, but The Stranger raised a hand at him. Olivia watched through troubled eyes before curling her knees to her chest and bowing her head against them. 
 
    “Let him go,” The Stranger said gently. “I will go speak with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18 
 
      
 
    The Stranger gave Patrick some space but watched as he rushed out of the village and into some nearby woods. He followed at a distance and stood behind a tree for quite a while, allowing the boy to weep in private. 
 
    When he finally approached, The Stranger offered Patrick a heavy fur coat, which he took without a word. The Stranger sat beside him and peered off into the forest. They sat that way in silence for a time, then The Stranger got up and began gathering sticks to bundle up to build a fire. 
 
    “I’m not going back in there,” Patrick said once a small fire began burning. 
 
    The Stranger gestured toward the flames. “What do ya think this is for?” he chuckled. “I know. I know better than most.” He sat down again beside the boy and heaved a heavy sigh. 
 
    “It was her.” Patrick said. “All this time wondering what happened in Onton … wondering why it happened … and it was just some woman and her family.” 
 
    “Oftentimes there simply is no better explanation.”  
 
    “She has to pay.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. “She is making her atonements.” 
 
    “Everyone else. Everyone she helped. Everyone who helped her.” 
 
    “I didn’t return to help you seek revenge …” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to!” Patrick huffed. “I don’t need your help. I don’t need any of them.” 
 
    The Stranger reached a hand out, but Patrick slid out of reach and looked away. “You came to help me save Olivia. That’s done, and she doesn’t even love me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She loves Brandon still. She chose him.” 
 
    “Love is not always a choice at first,” The Stranger said. “It is a force that does not bend to will.” 
 
    “I felt it,” Patrick said, “and she did, too. Before … before the others were taken.” 
 
    “If only the world were so simple, but it isn’t always black and white, Will—Patrick,” he corrected. 
 
    “I’m not your son,” he spat, lying down by the fire, his back to The Stranger.  
 
    We are your family, his voice spoke inside The Stranger’s memory. His mind burned with the image of Laura and William, burning up far down on the streets below his tower. 
 
    “I am well aware,” he replied brusquely, for you’ve brought me further from them each day, he almost continued. “I’m leaving on that ship tomorrow with or without you.” 
 
    “That’s no concern of mine,” Patrick grumbled. “Just go and let me sleep.” 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. He leaned back against a tree and stared darkly into the setting sun before closing his eyes and allowing himself to sleep as well. The witch’s premonitions flashed ceaselessly in his mind. Your heart is naught but shadow, she taunted.  
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    Three men approached the fire’s glowing embers in the darkness.  
 
    “They’s just the two of ’em,” one whispered. “Boy’s righ’ there.” 
 
    “Grab ’im, an’ let’s get out o’ here.” 
 
    Patrick grunted as a gruff hand fell over his mouth and lifted his body upright from a dead sleep. He writhed beneath the grasp, but the man was too strong. 
 
    “Pop ’is frien’ one in the ’ead.”  
 
    “No!” the third man hissed sharply. “If ’e moves, kill ’im where he stands, but we don’ need the others chasin’ us through these woods all night! Just get the boy an’ go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    20 
 
      
 
    When The Stranger awoke early in the next morning, the boy was gone. He walked back to the barn and entered to find most everyone still asleep. They stirred at his entrance as he picked up a pack and his weapon.  
 
    “Where is Patrick?” Brandon asked.  
 
    “He left,” The Stranger replied darkly. 
 
    “What?” Brandon was on his feet. Maria and John were close behind. 
 
    The Stranger shook his head. “The ferry leaves soon. I cannot be stranded in this land another day.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” Brandon demanded. 
 
    “Back toward the prison,” he snapped. “On some personal vendetta.”  
 
    “He wouldn’t!” Brandon said, snatching up a pack and looking at Jake. “We have to go after him.” 
 
    The Stranger took his belongings and walked to the barn door. “I am going to my family,” he said. “Good fortune to you all.” 
 
    Maria rushed toward the door, but Corina spoke up. “Let him go. We’ll find the boy and catch up with him after the winter. He isn’t getting far on Iskar on his own anyway.” 
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    The sky was dim and grey as The Stranger peered back over the ferry’s deck toward Fordar’s coast. It was a stark contrast to the fiery-red, hopeful sunrise he’d watched as he sailed away from the old man’s island. “Ye’ll end up in Hell!” Eugene had promised. 
 
    The Stranger sighed, and a scruffy shorebird cawed and broke him from his meditation. He looked at the wretched thing perched not far away on the ship’s mast. Its mangy feathers stood in all directions—certainly no albatross. 
 
    I have to find my son, he thought, turning to face the north now. As he turned his back on all those behind him, the sea faded away in the wintry fog, and he could see nothing that lay ahead in the shadows.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    The Cave: 
 
    Final 
 
      
 
    A ndrew Babbitt continued to sputter and sob in the silent cave. He did not kneel or collapse as the previous man who’d appeared had. There was something pitiful about his half-composure that he struggled to maintain. 
 
    “How did you die?” Christopher asked again, enunciating each word. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Drew babbled. “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “You said he killed them? Who is he?” Christopher asked. “How did you get here?” 
 
    This set Babbitt off into another fit of sobbing. He shook his head as he wept. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Christopher rolled his eyes and dropped his arms to his side. “Do you know anything? How long have you been here?” 
 
    Drew regained composure long enough to look up at the pair with tearful eyes. He shook his head slowly, obviously attempting to recall. “Time is strange here,” he said, “but I met someone else before you.” 
 
    “You did?” Christopher asked. “Who?” 
 
    As if on cue, a young boy stepped around the bend and emerged from the darkness. He stared not at the pair, but at The Stranger, with determined eyes. 
 
    “Patrick?” The Stranger said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “S o this is it?” Antonio Staig asked. “This is the fabled boy ’at’s been runnin’ aroun’ causin’ all this chaos?” 
 
    “The very one,” his companion said with a grin, forcing the boy into a chair in the strange quarters. 
 
    “Don’ look like much,” Antonio mused. “Came all the way ’cross the sea expectin’ a bit more of a challenge.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Wot ye expect? He’s jus’ a boy.” 
 
    Antonio waved his hands in a dismissive gesture and held one palm out for a weapon to be placed within. 
 
    “You sure abou’ tha’ other one? I think he was The Baron’s—” 
 
    Antonio cut the man off as a small pistol was placed into his hand. “Bernard is handling ’is own affairs. There are much larger matters at play.” 
 
    The boy snarled at the villains and opened his mouth to speak at last. “You will never get—!” 
 
    His proclamation was cut short as a single gunshot rang out. The bullet entered between his eyes, halting all speech. 
 
    “Get the stone,” Antonio said as the boy slumped dead in the chair.  
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