
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE

STRANGER

Book 1: Adrift

Travis Smith


The Stranger: Adrift

Copyright 2014 Travis Smith. Self-published.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


“A compelling story of a father trying to save his son, filled with rich language, a complex fantasy world, and a unique mixture of the paranormal, pirates, zombies, and the forces of good versus evil. The best of when Lost, Six Degrees of Separation, and classical fantasy collide!”

-Terry Hill, author of In The Days Of Humans: Third Exodus


Acknowledgements

The production of this book involved more kindness and generosity than I may begin to capture on this sole page, but I will do my best!

I would first like to thank my brilliant friend Todd Barselow for his exceptional assistance. You truly went above and beyond the duties of merely an editor.

A special thanks is also in order for Ryan Doan for cover design. You took my ideas and made them your own, made them better. That is the sign of a true artist, and I’m grateful that we were able to collaborate on this work, rather than my simply hiring you for your services.

To Raymond Wong—thank you for your generous contributions and your help with design of the cover concept.

Countless others helped through various stages of the production, and I want you all to know that I could never have completed this work without you! Thank you Kathy Wetzel, Liz Cutler, Kara Johnson, Travis Skelton, Constance Roberts, Ray Keller, Patsy Howell, Lucy Arsenault, Colleen Ahern, Bonnie and Coleman Smith, Alisha Morrison, Brandon Dare, Josh Ball, Katie Yanagisawa, David Peltier, Jess Partlow, Hunter Windle, Emily Herrera, Philippe Vallotti, Matthew Buskell, Colleen Wilde, Elaine Wilde, Matt Emanouil, Courtney Najera, Joshua Mallory, Kambria Kiplinger, Halie Merchant, Ryan Gallagher, Ian Meng, Mel and Peggy Dainty, Laura Pulliam, Paul Osterdahl, Jodie Britt, Matthew Driggers, John Tompkins, Sam Cushing, Leah McGrath, C. Scott Fleming, Erica Boehm, Ellie Creitz, Jacqueline Osterdahl, Vinal Lang, Himanshu Malhotra, Evan Giamundo, Renee Giorgetti, Stephen Barton, Nathan Hayes, Melissa Trujillo, Jonathan Dupuis, and Daniel Baker.


CONTENTS

The Cave: Part 1

Chapter 1: The Island

Chapter 2: Protector Souls

Chapter 3: The Boy

The Cave: Part 2

Chapter 4: Calm Before the Storm

Chapter 5: Rebirth

Chapter 6: Stora

The Cave: Part 3

Chapter 7: Eugene’s Elixir

Chapter 8: The Desert of Dask

Chapter 9: From Cell to Shackles

The Cave: Part 4

Chapter 10: The Throne Room

Chapter 11: Liberation Palaver

Chapter 12: Onton Onward

The Cave: Part 5

Chapter 13: From Shackles to Sea

Chapter 14: The Final Memory

Chapter 15: The Final Straw

The Cave: Final

Epilogue

About The Author


The Cave:

Part 1

The Stranger awoke to blinding darkness coupled with crippling silence. He glanced around frantically, his eyes absorbing no signals while his pupils struggled to enlarge.

Despite the lack of stimulation, his brain was flooded with deafening sounds and startling images; his exhausted neurons fired ceaselessly as though a shaking fit were about to seize him. Incoherent images of his travels assaulted his fragile mind like an onslaught of panicked, swarming birds against a nest-threatening predator. Most prominent among them, as had been the case for the last chapter of The Stranger’s life, were images of his son—not the boy his aching, lonely heart had taken in as a son only to love and burn in an act of unspeakable betrayal, but his biological son. The son he still couldn’t believe he may never see again. As usual, through the flicker-show of woe in his brain, the one solitary organic thought pushed through and overshadowed all else: I have to find my son.

Even after all that had happened, that thought was still at the forefront of The Stranger’s weakening brain.

Every fragmented flash of miserable memory opened a door for three more to fight their way through. His soul was sold long before things went bad, and the boy he’d loved―not the first and certainly not the last person to whom he’d owed a debt he’d never be able to repay―was far from the only undeserving individual who’d been burned and spurned in this unholy pursuit. And now, every second of anguish, every feeling of self-pity and self-loathing, every scent and sound and image at once flooded his brain discordantly.

His mind was ripping itself apart. If this turn of events couldn’t do it alone, surely the screams in his head would finish the job: the screams of all he’d turned his back on, all the victims―both innocent and otherwise―of his violent, virulent rampage, the screams of agony of those who’d died on his behalf or at his very hand, the screams of outrage at his turned, uncaring back, the screams of misery as those he’d loved came to realize the true nature of his soul, the black, decaying, long-since dying product of his quest. With no visual or auditory stimulation in this sightless abyss, the screams all came at once, and with them came the feelings of shame and misery and damnation and desire and lust and fury, the feelings he had subconsciously associated ever so intricately with every encountered sight and sound and scent.

All this filled his aching mind in a mere instant, less time than it took his limbs to relay to his brain the fact that his figure wasn’t floating in nothingness, that his body had touched a hard and stony surface below. If he had been capable of rational thought, all these sensations would have reentered The Stranger’s conscious mind before he could have taken the time to step back and feel the cold, damp walls of his current tomb, to sit in silence and allow his over taxed eyes and ears to equilibrate to this sudden stark darkness and silence, the absolute antithesis of the cacophonous hell from whence he’d come a mere instant before.

The scrapes and contusions on his body from the cold, dead, uncaring hands which had pulled him violently underground were still fresh; the pains and utter revulsion arising from these sites on his skin that had just been in contact with the fingers of the undead were fresher still. The ringing in his ears, even in this new silence, could not out-shriek the deafening caws of death and pain from those all around him where he had stood moments before. The explosions and cries of mortal agony seemed to have gone nowhere, and how could they? It had taken an instant to leave that scene where some unfathomable dark magic was at work tearing apart not just his world, but what seemed to be all worlds, all existences from the sky outward in all directions. A mere instant, and death and holocaust and torment and all things most evil in all existence had been replaced by what The Stranger still couldn’t quite perceive as silence, serenity, and solitude.

What flashed before his eyes in that instant, what still, unflinchingly, was flashing through his mind, was not his life. Not the life he’d lived until the birth of his son, at least. But his quest. The only thing of relevance since his world ended. And now the world really was ending. Not just his, but everyone’s. An apocalypse so absolute that no rebirth could occur. No new quests could be birthed from this womb.

All these memories flashed vividly as The Stranger stumbled to his hands and knees on the foreign rocky floor in a dark, silent, previously unfound cave and reflexively stood, shakily and slowly, back to his feet. The man on the island; the screams of the unfortunate souls with whom his fate was intertwined; the boy he’d sold as quickly as he’d sold his own soul; the horrors he’d encountered and won over; the lives he’d claimed; and the loves he’d lost …

His last coherent memory was of his own death.


Chapter 1:

The Island

1

The Stranger awoke to a brain-scorching, blinding brightness and crippling heat. He glanced around frantically, his eyes absorbing no signals while his pupils struggled to constrict against the brilliant sunlight.

While he could see nothing but white light and wavering heat that could be only the amalgamation of the Christian Heaven and Hell, his chest was searing with nearly unbearable pain, and his bruised and battered head was stinging in waves that waxed and waned with his wavering consciousness. It was this stinging, though, the stinging of razor-edged sand in fresh wounds that opened his eyes and ears to his whereabouts and to waves that weren’t solely the ebb and flow of his consciousness.

A beach. But how had he come to be so damaged and in this vulnerable position on his hands and knees in the sand?

The waves crashed seemingly all around him, and despite still being blinded by the sudden sunlight, the source of which felt to be mere body-lengths away, he was inclined to believe he’d been shipwrecked and thrown all this way in the midst of a violent maelstrom. And was that screaming he heard in the distance? If this situation were life-threatening, he’d likely be slain from the rear before his eyes allowed him to see his blood-soaked hands that swam before his face. And who would protect his family then?

Then he remembered. He thought, not for the first time, I have to find my son.

His brain was again flooded with deafening sounds and startling images of his past flight: the narrow escapes and risky defeats of evil and mythical creatures set against their getaway by the souls of the evil dead; the feel of his wife’s embrace during times of woe and elation; the cries of his infant son as he was unfairly brought time and again into and out of harm’s way; the kind and loving support of his mother along the way; the invaluable assistance of his father’s warrior instincts; the wails of anguish from his mother as her husband’s last breath was stopped mid-exhale …

His last coherent memory was of his own death.

2

The Stranger blinked, first rapidly and then slowly and determinedly. As the solar shock to his pupils subsided, he was able to raise his head and glance around carefully at his surroundings. Sand, everywhere, filled his peripheral vision, and straight ahead were white frothy waves crashing out of brilliantly blue seawater. The world swam as his blood pressure plummeted dangerously below the point where his elevated head could receive sufficient nourishment, so he stilled and breathed calmly.

A slow glance to his left returned a dismal sight: their stolen slave ship washed ashore and badly burned, some parts still smoldering and sending thick billows of gray smoke into the bright, cloudless sky. How many of his family members were dead on board right now? How many corpses of his loved ones lay charred and reduced to ash in the wreckage? Was his wife still on board? His son?

Then he remembered the promise he’d received before he died: “The boy will grow to know me as his father. Laura will fulfill my needs and wishes until she makes herself too bothersome.”

The subtext of that statement was sickening. Dear, innocent Laura, fulfilling the fantasies of a sick, deluded madman who had become blinded by his greed, ambition, and evil associates. And poor, helpless William, a prisoner his entire life, doomed to grow brainwashed into the arms of a vile Baron of a corrupting nation. Would he ever know the extent of his captivity? Or would he embrace it unquestioningly like the ewe which ages knowing only imprisonment?

But these questions should hold no more importance at this point than a single blade of grass on a well-traveled path.

Am I a spirit? The Stranger thought. Is this the afterlife? Merely eternal pain and concern for the loved ones left behind?

When the musket fired and the metal ball entered his chest and stopped his breath, The Stranger felt nothing, thought nothing after one last dismal internal plea for something miraculous to occur, if only to rescue his wife and son from the life of certain despair that had just befallen them… But now he felt immense pain and discomfort coming from his wounds. Hadn’t he always been taught that suffering ended after death? That the Good had suffered their woes and paid their dues and moved on to peace at last and the Bad were the ones who roamed the earth, desolate and morose, searching for ways to create an impact on the world again? To abjure these teachings at this stage would be to admit defeat and lie here in agony until something changed …

Yes, if there were an afterlife, this couldn’t be it. This felt too real. He felt alive. Blood still oozed from his severed veins and arteries. He wasn’t immediately grateful to think it, but it felt true. If he had truly died, after all, wouldn’t his soul still be on the boat far out in the black, stormy seas, watching Baron Bernard set flame to the sails and depart with those he held most dear?

The Stranger slowly turned his torso and aching head to look to his left. A tree line, beginning about ten body-lengths away from the crashing waves, extended as far as he could currently see. If things went favorably in the next few moments, it could be his savior.

He looked back at the wreckage that had been his vessel for the first leg of his journey. Could Laura and William still possibly be on board? Unlikely. The Baron’s own luxurious vessels were nowhere in sight, and when The Stranger had been shot the sky was black as death. Now it was bright and clear. Of course they weren’t on board; he had been shot in the middle of the night, and now he’d miraculously regained consciousness some time in the future after his ship had run aground.

However, the miniscule possibility that they were still here, that he could see their beautiful faces one last time, was enough to leave him hesitant, unmoving in the sand for a moment. He wondered if fleeing now could cost them their final hope at salvation. He wondered if, were Bernard’s henchmen still about, he would be able to bargain and trade his life for their freedom, but he doubted it. These men had come from far, far away in the dead of night and had, in a matter of moments, done what they’d come to do and taken what they’d come to claim. They’d likely been in pursuit since the day he and his family had fled Reprise. These weren’t bargaining men. These were men who took what they wanted. Bullies who pillaged with force.

By the time The Stranger’s blurry eyes observed a lone, vague, male figure hobbling out of the wreckage, his mind had been made up. Could it be his father emerging from the ship’s fiery hull? Of course not. He’d seen his father’s neck cut cleanly to the spinal cord. If this were his father, it was no version he’d want to encounter in this condition.

He closed his eyes, steeled his aching core, and willed his failing heart to keep up with what needed to be done now. As he stood halfway upright and began scrambling almost blindly toward the protection of the trees, a haggard voice called from behind, “Oy! Stay yer scurryin’, ye’ great imp!” No, that wasn’t his father’s accent to be sure. Even his freshly modified larynx couldn’t produce that raspy sound with such clarity.

The man called after him a bit more, but The Stranger’s head was throbbing, his vision blurring, and his ears buzzing such that he could make out only some gruff, incomprehensible babble and words pertaining to “death” and “dying.” Enough, in other words, to ensure him that clambering into these unfamiliar woodlands was his best and only option for survival at present.

3

The dense canopy of trees provided a shade that cooled the air remarkably. This abrupt temperature difference was more than The Stranger could have hoped to have gained from entering the trees. With multiple lacerations on his face and hands and a musket ball still burning in his bleeding chest, the departure from such fatiguing heat was more than embraced.

Though his chest was searing and his lungs were allowing in only half as much air as he needed, he felt a small bit of rejuvenation amongst the trees, and his pace quickened as much as his spirits heightened. Of course there was still his wife and son to consider and his dear mother and father to mourn, but at the moment all was happening far too quickly for him to contemplate anything but the present situation and his bid for a safe escape.

He ran as rapidly as his battered body would allow him, and, after a short time, he chanced a glance over his shoulder to find that he had no immediate pursuers. But still he ran. Deeper and deeper into the increasingly dense thicket of trees and brush he ran, barely noticing the sticks and vines and ferns slapping his arms, legs, and bloody face. His only desires were to get a large enough cushion of space between himself and that beach to be able to better assess the situation and hopefully nurse his wounds.

But with every step his legs got weaker. Every breath drew in a smaller quantity of air while causing more pain in his chest. Every movement in his neck rendered his vision less clear and his head more light. At a certain point, he could no longer differentiate the stinging of the sand in his chest wound from the burning of the metal ball inside and the strain on what could very likely be his sole functioning lung.

Now that the second wind from the cool shade had worn off, what The Stranger really needed was a drink of fresh water, but he had no idea how large this island was. Even if it were large enough to hold fresh-water reserves, he had no idea how to find one in his current state. So he fought through the throbs and exhaustion and continued to travel, slower now, deeper into the forest.

Traveling equally slowly and in the oncoming direction was a small schooner with as many as ten armed men on board.

As the vessel and The Stranger unwittingly approached the same point on the island’s lateral rocky coast, he stumbled out of the copse of trees and nearly lost consciousness yet again on his hands and knees in the sudden sunlight.

4

The Stranger stumbled back into the sunlight after quite literally running himself to exhaustion. If he’d been capable―physically or rationally―of traveling in a straight line, he would still be deep in the thickets and likely incapable of transporting himself any further, but as it turned out he had slipped and stumbled and been pushed aside by brambles and branches until he popped out of the trees into dazzling sunlight and stumbled down a short embankment to roll to a stop on the rocky shore. It was here that he found new motivation to get up and moving again.

5

The men in the vessel were under the employ of a grungy, waspish mariner most commonly known as Slougher. Whether this nickname arose from the way his scaly, necrotic skin flaked off his burned, inbred, derelict face or from the fact that he unfailingly seemed to smell of mud and feces, none of them knew, but few had chanced a vocal speculation in the past.

Slougher had rounded up his small crew of outlaws and harriers after a messenger skiff had brought a request from Reprise. The man in question, a man of some importance to The Baron, had gathered his few belongings and his family and stowed upon a stolen slave ship to seek a life elsewhere. Well, this obviously weighed on The Baron’s mind as not only an act of treasonous effrontery, but as a personal attack due to their history, for he sent out messengers to Fordar, Sodar, and various villages in Reprise to offer a description of the wanted men and women and to announce a sizable reward for the capture and return of the boy and anyone else who could be managed.

“Dead or alive is acceptable,” the emissary had proclaimed cryptically, “in all cases except for the boy.” The Baron wanted that one alive and well, and likely with good reason. How diplomatic would the new leader seem having ordered the execution of a newborn babbie? Besides, good, strong slaves were hard to come by these days, and to raise a slave worker from a babbie had always proved most profitable.

Regardless of The Baron’s intentions, a sizable reward was a sizable reward, and a reward as sizable as the one that messenger suggested could go a long way in the old-fashioned townships of Fordar … especially if a couple of Slougher’s beneficiaries met with unfortunate accidents along the way. And Slougher had a good feeling about his chances of finding this family of scared runny bunnies. He’d had his share of travels, and he’d earned a fair living working outside what little law remained in this world as a bounty hunter.

They couldn’t sail across the tempestuous Great Sea separating Fordar from Reprise, and they couldn’t sail away from either country in the opposite direction, for those uncharted seas would more likely than not send their stolen ship straight off the edge of the earth and into eternal oblivion. The most likely path this family would take would be an easygoing southerly sail into Sodar, where they may very well be holed up in any forsaken pit. But if they were as fearful as Slougher suspected they were, they’d underestimate the vastness of these two large nations and remain desperate to light out for more distant lands. Lands like Fordar. And if they were to sail straight away from Sodar to Fordar, the winds and currents and squalls would undoubtedly push their craft south-way still, where they’d stay within sight of the small, nearly uninhabitable island below and give Slougher’s men an easy target to cut off in an opposing path.

Today, however, Slougher awoke feeling intuitive and fortunate. He had ordered the crew to set their course around the far side of the small island based on nothing more than a serendipitous hunch, and now, as his ship neared a small cranny where the crew could dock and stretch their legs, he saw movement in the brush up the shore.

As the crew followed Slougher’s gaze and waited expectantly for his orders, a dying, bloody man burst forth from the tree-line and rolled unceremoniously onto the shore.

Slougher knew of only one man who had consistently inhabited this island, and this was most definitely not that man.
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The Stranger collapsed face-first in the hot sand and was forced to widen the sides of his mouth to allow in shallow bursts of air without tasting too much dirt.

“Yar! State yer name, stranger!” a voice called from somewhere close in a thick, guttural accent.

The Stranger, who had been losing his grip on his consciousness when the voice called out, re-seized it with invigorating force and snapped his aching head up to look for the source.

“Mind ye, now, don’ dally abou’! State yer bidness ’fore I skew yer like a shkrimp!”

He looked straight ahead for the source of the calls but stayed oblivious for a passing moment before noticing the small boat just offshore. On board were at least ten gaunt seamen in ragged attire armed to the teeth with sharp, gleaming scimitars.

The last time he’d seen pirates like these, he’d watched them slay his parents, abduct his wife and son, and shoot him point-blank in the chest. This flash of recent memory provided enough energy to jolt The Stranger back to his feet and set him running again, back into the dense trees.

The men on board the vessel all voiced their disapproval at once, and while the captain yelled unheard threats from the front of the ship, the crew splashed and rowed frantically to get to shore to give chase. The Stranger heard the first splashes of feet and bodies falling into the shallow water just as he entered the trees. He had a decent head-start and quickly turned to the left off the path, then left more, then back right, hoping that soon―very soon―he’d be behind enough thick leaves to obscure him from the view of the combing foot-soldiers and allow him the opportunity to double back around them and rest.

He’d forgotten all about his debilitating thirst and cramping muscles for the moment, but his lungs and chest were unbearable. Every breath was shallower than the last, and every movement required more oxygen than the one before it.

Footfalls and noisy grumbling approached rapidly, and just as The Stranger heard the crashing tear into jungle, the voice called, “Pan out! Comb the brushlan’, an’ keep ’im alive ’til ye’ve got the boy!”

They wanted a boy. To what boy could he possibly lead them at this point? Certainly not his boy. They already had him, and were the odds even minutely tilted more in his favor, The Stranger would have had half a mind to make them lead him to the boy. As soon as he could get this slug out and recuperate for a moment …

As the crashing and scuffling spread out and drew nearer, he cut a harder line in the perpendicular direction in the hopes of escaping the sights afforded them by their forward stride. Every breath grew more and more excruciating, and he knew he had only a nearly impossible window of opportunity to duck into a ditch or hole now before the pirates passed, but still he fled, each step increasing the chances that the men would pass and leave him unnoticed. Each step also brought an increasing dread that he would hear the call of one of the approaching men or, worse, feel the blade slide into his back. He had been given a second chance, and only one purpose remained: to save what was left of his family. He couldn’t go out like that, a sword in his back before he’d had half an opportunity to recover from his last assault.

Finally, after he thought he had pushed his luck far enough, The Stranger collapsed and partly dove, partly rolled, into a fair-sized rivulet in the earth. He dared not look up and observe the passing party. Had twenty or more jumbled footsteps not been piercing the silent jungle, his painful rasping and wheezing would almost surely get their attention. He hoped with all the mental strength he had left that the men in the party weren’t astute enough to think to stop and listen for his current position.
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The men were not astute enough to think to stop and listen for The Stranger’s current position. While their leader may have been, he was currently clouded by his greed, muted by the roar of his clamoring crew, or otherwise occupied.

The Stranger lay face-down and listened for what seemed a lifetime. Every passing moment brought with it a certainty that he would feel a knife in his back or, maybe, nothing at all and all would merely switch to blackness as a sword deftly removed his head, but they needed him. They wanted him to lead them to a boy, which he most definitely could not do. No boy existed at that moment to whom The Stranger could lead anyone.

The clambering drew ever closer (at one point, the stomping deafeningly close, The Stranger dearly wished he would have thought to throw some sticks or leaves or grass or sand over his back to conceal himself a bit more thoroughly) and finally faded away at last. After several excruciating moments, the noise appeared to be very far in the distance, an afterthought of the serene silence of the jungle air.

But suddenly The Stranger realized that the jungle air wasn’t serenely silent and that, unless he wanted to encounter at least one other obstacle that he certainly couldn’t overcome right now, he would not be afforded the opportunity to rest longer yet and wait until the search-party had traveled out of ear shot completely. A loud, low, grumbling growl erupted from slightly behind and to his left. As the clicking intensified in urgency and pitch, it became evident that whatever was producing it was not a creature that would bow out and allow a wounded man to pass peacefully.

The Stranger stood and walked as swiftly as he could in a straight line back toward the beach without looking over his shoulder.
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If he could get into the pirates’ skiff, perhaps he could sail away and assess his wounds for the first time onboard. That would gain him plenty of time and assurance that he wouldn’t be bothered yet again by unidentified jungle beasts or hoards of plundering kidnappers.

When The Stranger broke from the trees into the dazzling sunlight for the second time, he once again felt intolerably more faint and dizzy than he had moments before. He stumbled to his knees on the sand and hung his head in exhausted, somewhat relieved, silence. Moments passed before he finally opened his eyes and began to investigate his injuries. He couldn’t do this with sand all over his sweaty, bloody hands, so he crawled to the shoreline to rinse them provisionally in the seawater. It would be impossible to remove all the salt and sand from his fingertips, but this would have to do for now, as no fresh water was around.

In his desperation, he cupped his palms in the small waves that ran in and sipped the salty water gingerly. Even with such small swallows, The Stranger gagged and choked on the bitter drink, but he continued to attempt to quench his unyielding thirst until he spluttered and dry heaved over the wet sand.

At last he sat upright and slowly, delicately prodded the most prominent wound in his chest, the entry wound of the musket ball. It had barely missed his heart but likely punctured a lung. The wound was just off-center of his chest and slightly below where his ribcage came together. As soon as his fingertip touched the fouled skin, he groaned sharply and drew his hand away painfully quickly. Unable to even withstand touching the wound’s surface, how could he dig his rough, calloused fingers inside and retrieve the ball on his own?

He squinted his eyes and braced himself to plunge his fingers into the wound. A stick to bite would have been ideal here, but to crawl all the way back to the trees and find a suitable branch would cost the man time and energy that he simply didn’t have. What if he passed out from the pain? Merely blacked out and lay unconscious in the sand until the tide came in and drowned him or the men came back to find him unmoving by their boat.

This wouldn’t do. The Stranger stood up and leaned on the edge of the beached vessel. He pushed conservatively on the hull, but it didn’t budge. He wouldn’t have the strength to do this on his own. He grunted and groaned as he pushed harder still on the boat in an attempt to get it floating back out to sea, but the contraction of his abdominal muscles made his chest feel like it would surely pop and blow his ribcage outward in a spray of blood and bone and gore.

He had the time to wonder despairingly what he was supposed to do now before the emaciated man with the long, scraggly beard and the red, diseased skin stepped out from behind a large rock jutting out of the sand a mere two body-lengths away.

“I’s prepared to torture the where’bouts of the babbie outta ya, but ye seem to be doin’ fine work o’ that yer own self.”
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The Stranger started and had a short-lived urge to attempt another escape. He turned and stumbled as he struggled to dash in the opposite direction, but Slougher stepped easily forward and seized the back of his loose, tattered shirt.

He pushed The Stranger forcefully to his knees in the shallow water and firmly planted the tip of his curved blade under the man’s dirty, blood-stained chin. This couldn’t be the end. After all the running and hiding, to be so effortlessly captured, to fall so easily into this deranged man’s trap, to be so sickeningly predictable … It was insulting.

“What’s yer name?” Slougher asked, not so demanding now that The Stranger’s life was almost literally in his hands.

The Stranger opened his mouth and, for the first time this day, tried to speak. “I don’t …” His voice was dry and barely audible. He didn’t know what to say anyway.

“Where’s yer babbie?”

So it was his son these men were after. Could they possibly be working against Baron Bernard’s crew? If that were the case, why was his life so clearly in danger now? “I … I don’t …” The Stranger tried again.

“All righ’,” Slougher said reasonably as he looked up and glanced toward the tree-line casually. Red sores on his dry, cracked face were practically pulsating in the intense heat. The Stranger noticed, before Slougher forced him face-down in the salty sea, that the man’s beard from this angle appeared to be mangy and patchy. It matched his diseased skin rather well.

When his torso submerged, a white-hot supernova of pain appeared in the center of his chest. While the scrapes and bruises on his face stung, they were completely muted by the screaming agony inside his chest. The sand had been bad enough, but the water allowed salt to penetrate the wound far more deeply than dry sand could have done from the surface with blood steadily flowing out.

He screamed and writhed under Slougher’s firm grip for a moment before the man allowed him to come back up, sputtering and choking and sobbing, to a seated position. “I don’t know!” he finally managed to croak.

Slougher seized his hair and whipped his head to the side; he leaned in close to inspect The Stranger’s temple before prodding the corner of his eye with the sword’s tip. “That a scar thar?” he asked gruffly.

The Stranger was squeezing his eyes closed tightly, bracing himself for the end, but only the strange question came. “Y-yes,” he managed.

“From when ye’s a boy?”

Another confused pause. “Yes. How―”

“A man come to me ’n’ says, ‘Sluff, how’d ye like to earn a hones’ buck ’n’ per’aps a piece of yer soul back fer doin’ a vurry special task fer the powers-that-be over in Reprise?’ Now when ’at same man, a courier o’ The Baron hisself, describes to me a traitor’t done stole a slave ship, property o’ Reprise leaders, ’n’ runned away ’n the dead o’ night wit’ ’is agin’ parents an’ a kidnapped boy, he takes pains to point out ’at man in question’s got a fair-sized scar off t’ side his left eye. A scar give to ’im by The Baron hisself when they’s younguns.”

The Stranger’s agonizing chest heaved as he struggled to stay conscious enough to understand at least every third word of Sluff’s thick accent. He tried to interject. “B―but … you have the wrong―”

Slougher cupped his free hand in the water around his ankles and slapped it painfully against The Stranger’s bleeding chest wound. The Stranger’s words were cut off as a short, tortured wail escaped his throat.

“Now ’fore ye go tellin’ me I got the wrong anythin’, mind ye I lit out wit’ me crew to practice me ol’ trade, one o’ the few thin’s I’s ever been any good et. Now I waked up this morn’ wit’ a feelin’ I sh’d like to sail aroun’ side o’ dis deserted rock t’ see what I see. Low ’n’ ’hold, I find me a stranger looks as though he been to the edges of the Great Sea ’n’ back ’n’ slayed e’ry Punisher Beastie o’ the Ol’ Stories in one night. I found me a stranger ’at matches my description to the letter, and I got a purty good idear ’at iffin we strolled on down dis coast we’d come up on that same stole craft o’ the Barony.”

His cracked lips spread apart in a malicious grin revealing a handful of blackened-yellow, decaying teeth. “So I’ll ask ye once more: Where’s yer boy?”

The Stranger’s breath came more raspy and irregularly with each passing moment. “The Baron already got my son,” he said quietly, a painfully dense cloud of rage and desire and misery passing through his mind for the first time since he awoke on the beach.

“Yer lyin’,” Slougher said plainly, but he had taken a moment’s pause at this game-changer.

“It’s why I’m so hurt,” The Stranger pleaded. “It’s why I’m shot,” he choked.

As the scimitar’s tip began to draw fresh blood from The Stranger’s soft throat with its steadily increasing pressure, he realized he was doing nothing for this villain besides taking away his vain fantasies of wealth and prosperity.

“Yer lyin’, I said,” Slougher growled as he leaned down, his reeking, steaming face mere inches from The Stranger’s own, “an’ even in yer current state, ye look ’n’ smell a might sight better ’n the men ’n’ women I been travelin’ wit’. If ye stay my curiosity in the matter, I may have half a mind t’ flip ye face-down ’n’ thump yer rump ’til yer bleedin’ lung fills wit’ seawater ’n’ blood ’n’ come.”

Any hope of convincing this man collapsed at the seriousness of his claim. The Stranger believed every word. But if now was his time to die, he damn sure wouldn’t let it be under the blade or dick of this filthy criminal.

He tentatively opened his eyes and glanced at the tall rocky cliffs not far down the beach behind Slougher. When he began to cry, the tears weren’t faked, but his profession was sheer deceit: “Okay. Okay, I’ll take you to my son.”

10

Slougher turned to follow The Stranger’s gaze toward the cliffs, and his face lit up with a wicked, joyful grin. Good, he was blinded by his greed.

“Up ye go! Daylight’s a wastin’.” He pulled The Stranger up by the neck of his ripped shirt and began marching briskly over toward the cliffs.

“You have―” The Stranger tried to speak, but Slougher was obviously very eager to get to their destination, for he was dragging the former along behind him, stumbling and sputtering all the way.

He finally fell to his hands and knees, breaking Slougher’s iron grip on a wad of his shirt. “You have to help me,” he pleaded, not looking up from the ground. “I’m dying.”

Slougher spat and grumbled, but he still didn’t seem too put-off. “All righ’, ye big babbie.” He gruffly seized The Stranger’s arm and hoisted him back to his feet, throwing the arm around his disgusting, bony shoulders. “Mind ye, step lively. I got a schedule t’ keep!”

They started off at a marginally slower pace, but The Stranger could lean on the pirate and all but drag his limp feet behind them. Being so close to this marauder, smelling his stench and feeling his unnatural frame against his body, made The Stranger cringe, and if he’d had the energy or sustenance, he may have come close to vomiting.

As they approached the lowest edge of the cliff, which rose sharply to dizzying heights above the sea, The Stranger nodded in the direction of a slow-sloping incline in the grass just above the beach. “Up there.”

“He ain’t in the cliffs?” Slougher asked, appearing surprised.

“No, no.” The Stranger’s lies were thankfully flowing more effortlessly than his actual voice. “He’s on the top, where no one would dare search on their own.” Slougher dropped the man to the ground and stared stolidly at his face, obviously not believing. “He’s in a hidden alcove that can be accessed only from the top. If you want to find him, we’d better hurry before I bleed out right here on the beach.” He laid his head back and closed his eyes dramatically.

“Oh, spare me!” Slougher growled as he yanked the bleeding man unceremoniously upright from the sandy beach and started off again furiously, obviously aware that The Stranger had him over a barrel but too desperate to find this living honeypot to do anything about it.

He half-dragged, half-marched The Stranger up the grassy hill on the backside of the rising cliffs. Before they were halfway to the top, Slougher was panting and wheezing more than his prisoner himself.

From the distance in the jungle came a faint but clear bellow that echoed across what was likely the entire small island.

The Stranger looked in the direction of the disturbance, but Slougher only kept marching laboriously uphill and said, “Don’t ye worry ’bout them. I’s told ’em not to return wi’out ye. Jus’ get me to yer babbie, ’n’ we’ll sail off outta here, them none the wiser!” He laughed reflectively at the brilliance of his plan to single-handedly steal the reward out from under the noses of his entire crew.

He seemed to think the call was directed at him or another crewmate, but The Stranger thought it had sounded decidedly like a scream of agony.
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When they finally reached the top of the hill, Slougher marched him over to the edge of the cliff and looked uneasily over the ledge.

“All righ’, where is ’e?” he asked briskly.

The Stranger looked along the long edge of the cliff and pointed at a random point not far away. “That way,” he rasped.

Slougher grabbed the back of his shirt and dragged him along on his hands and knees to where he had pointed. “Thar ain’t nothin’ here!” he exclaimed after glancing agitatedly over the ledge again.

“I told you it was hidden,” The Stranger said. Whatever happened here, it wouldn’t be favorable. He braced himself for anything that may come as Slougher stared at him expectantly. But he’d run out of lies.

“I wasn’t lying,” he said plainly, but no comprehension dawned on the pirate’s face. The Stranger’s voice dropped to something barely above a whisper. “The Baron really did take my son, and he left me for dead.”

He had made a conscious effort to steel himself for any outburst, but Slougher’s was so sudden and violent that it still caught him completely off guard. The pirate’s heavy boot, garnished with scores of metal trinkets and add-ons likely stolen from blacksmiths all over Fordar, slammed into The Stranger’s face as he sat on his knees explaining and pleading.

“LIAR!” he screamed as his captive’s body slammed limply into the ground. “YE FILTHY FUCKING COZENING LIAR!”

The Stranger’s head was once again buzzing. His vision was obscured by dirt and blades of grass that were practically poking his open eyes. He numbly turned his head to the other side to avoid another head-on collision with the plunderer’s boot, but Slougher was pacing in distracted fury, still shrieking his curses and ill wishes at the ground.

“Ye’ll wish ye were fucking dead ’fore I’m done with ye! Ye think a bullet wound is suff’rable, just wait ’til yer bleedin’ from e’ry or’fice where I done fucked ye wit’ my blade!”

The Stranger took this opportunity to crawl slowly away from the outraged killer and closer to the edge of the cliff. He could simply crawl over the edge and fall to a quick death, sparing himself a miserable, torturous few last moments of life.

“Then I’ll call me whole bloody crew back t’ join in on the fun! They’ll keep thrustin’ their tools into ye long after yer screamin’ and breathin’ stop!”

Over Slougher’s enraged outbursts, The Stranger could vaguely make out more yelling in the distant jungle. As he dangled his limp head over the side of the rock wall, he saw something that snapped him back to reality and gave him a moment of hope.

There was a large crack emanating throughout a jutting outcrop at the top of the cliff. He lifted his head to see Slougher still pacing and shouting and then glanced at the top surface of the large rock. The crack was here too, and the whole ledge looked as though it were being held intact only by the thin threads of a miracle.

“We’ll drag yer tattered carcass back to the Barony ’n’ show ’em how earnestly we tried to get the infermation outta ye. Then they can come search these bloody cliffs t’ find yer bloomin’ babbie … Ay! Where d’ye think yer goin’?”

The Stranger forced himself back into a sitting position and raised his hands pleadingly at the encroaching assailant. “Okay, please don’t hurt me anymore. My son is here. He’s right down here. I swear it!” If only he could get the man to pass over this crumbling boulder.

“Ye’ll be lucky ’f I don’t make ye watch me skewer the little shitbag right then ’n’ there outta sheer joy ’f he truly is where ye say,” Slougher grumbled as he stamped moodily over to where The Stranger now sat.

He was coming in the right direction, but he didn’t dare get close enough to the edge to step on the failing rock. The Stranger schemed quickly. He slowly closed his eyes and feigned a believable swoon toward the edge of the cliff as though he were close to passing out and falling over the side. Sure enough, Slougher, not too eager to lose his bounty or to lose his chance at torturing the man who’d stolen his bounty from him, lunged forward and closer to the edge of the cliff to grab the only man who could lead him to the child that would be the boon he so greedily sought. The moment his foot stamped down on the cracked rock, an audible crumbling and shifting passed between the two men. Slougher came down on his hands and knees at the same instant he grabbed the swaying man’s shoulder, but the ground beneath his knees and feet disappeared, and he dropped like the rock he was standing on down the side of the cliff.

At the instant the rocks and boulder splashed into the water far below, Slougher was holding painfully onto The Stranger’s upper arm, his entire body dangling below and bouncing off the jagged rocks of the cliff.

“Don’t do it!” he begged instantly. “I’s the only one can stop me crew flayin’ ye alive!”

The Stranger saw the man’s curved sword fall from his other hand as he let go and struggled to reach up to gain a better grip. He looked into the villain’s panicked eyes and noted how dramatically the difference altered his entire face. The sores and scabs and dried patches no longer looked sinister in this light. Without the greed and complacence and malevolence clouding the man’s features, Slougher only looked terrible and sad and suffering. The Stranger, nonetheless, had not forgotten what was promised to him could he not lead the pirate to his son, and he lay his body flat in the grass and effortlessly writhed his way out of the dangling Slougher’s death grip.

He felt the bony claws relinquish his arm and heard the man’s final screams of outrage decrease in pitch as he fell farther and farther to his death. The Stranger stared at the sky and did not crawl back over to watch as Slougher’s limp body bounced off a lower rocky outcrop and was sent sprawling and tumbling unbelievably far outward into the turbulent waves, where it was then slammed relentlessly again and again into the lowest rocks of the cliff.
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The Stranger wasted no time in getting up and attempting to hurry back down the hill toward the small boat that still rested on the shore. The tide had started to come in, and he hoped that setting the vessel afloat would be somewhat easier at this point, despite the fact that his condition was steadily worsening.

At the thought of his condition, his legs gave out and he stumbled to his knees on the downward slope of the hill, but his forward momentum carried him heels over head, and he rolled to a stop just over halfway back to the beach. All the jostling and tumbling did nothing for his pain but worsen it exponentially, and as his ungainly forward momentum ceased, groaning and sobbing, he reached up and dug his fingertips as deeply as he could into the wound.

The pain was immediate and immense. He cried out and withdrew his fingers, but he no longer heard shrieking in the jungle, and he couldn’t help but wonder if Slougher’s men weren’t currently on their way back to investigate their captain’s outraged bellows from moments before.

He plunged his fingers in again and gritted his teeth so hard they might have chipped and cracked as the muscles in his jaws threatened to snap. Holding his breath, he dug the first two fingertips deeper and deeper until he could feel the round piece of metal within, but no matter how he tried, he couldn’t cock his wrist at an angle that would allow him to pinch it and pull it out. He withdrew his bloody fingers and panted painfully through his sobs of agony.

Before he could catch his breath and try again, he heard the crashing sounds of approaching footsteps. His heart raced even more painfully in his chest, and he sat bolt upright to look for the source. It was too concentrated to be more than a couple men traveling close together, but if even one of the harriers found him, he was as good as dead.

Moments drew out agonizingly slow as the footfalls drew closer still, and The Stranger couldn’t bring himself to fight through the pain and run any more. He didn’t have the energy to even stand. His only option was to roll the rest of the way down the hill, but he knew that every revolution would be torture.

Just as he had resigned himself to rolling anyway, a blood-soaked man leapt out of the tree line and froze on the spot, panting and glaring crazily at The Stranger, who looked back terrified.

While the man’s beard was tamer than those of the other pirates and his skin looked quite a bit less diseased, he carried a curved scimitar that was already covered in blood, and his eyes danced dementedly. They were the eyes of a man who cared not whether he lived or died.


Chapter 2:

Protector Souls

1

Maria Vilsen observed the events through her sight-extending scope with a keen watchfulness. Her craft rocked peacefully above the calm waves as they passed beneath her on their path to the small island on the horizon. The glass in her scope allowed her to see much more than her aging eyes alone, but it offered little detail at this distance. She could, however, make out a small, unattractive vessel nearing the shore of the island. It certainly wasn’t one of the large, lavish ships of the rich or of the remaining rulers of Fordar who may be out searching for her, but its implications remained far from comforting. A wave-worn skiff like that could belong to any number of individuals in the area, but her recent paranoia, coupled with the fact that she could clearly discern as many as six heads aboard it, suggested that it more than likely belonged to bounty hunters hired by the remaining rulers.

“Whattaya see now, love?” asked a drawling voice from behind her.

Maria started and turned to face her new lover. “A skiff, Robert,” she said with hurried concern as she stepped into his open arms. “What do you make of it?”

He took the scope from her and looked in the direction of the island. Maria laid her head upon his shoulder and looked behind him, distractedly running her hand along his beard, which had begun to look untamed. She was a woman with a lot of character and a strong personality, but ever since the Monarch in Reprise fell at the hand of The Baron and Fordar collapsed and she and Robert had fled, her mind hadn’t been at ease. Her thoughts had remained scrambled and distracted.

Yes, there was the small boat, and on it Robert, whose eyesight was not quite as degenerated as Maria’s, could make out more than eight men. That was a lot of men out for a leisurely sail in such a small, personal schooner. And they were packed mighty tight and mighty light for a band of refugees just looking for a new home.

“Uh-huh,” he grunted. “Skiff, all righ’.”

Maria looked at him with mounting concern. He’d set her mind at ease if he could. If he suspected trouble, he’d more likely be short and vague. “What is it?” she pressed.

“The sails’re in. I’d doubt if they c’n see us this far without a scope.” He paused, squinting at the island on the horizon. “But seem t’ me they’re headed right fer us.”
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John Tompkins was standing atop a towering cliff staring placidly at the frothing sea waves pounding the stony foundation far below. The waves were crashing violently against the rocky ledge, and their report was buzzing in John’s ears. Similarly creating quite a din was the strong wind coming in off the open ocean. His long, unkempt hair was whipping unnoticed around his face.

Such things as grooming and eating well had hardly mattered since he’d become stranded on this cursed island. He’d spent the last portion of his life living in an abandoned old shanty at the old man’s request; all that time spent just waiting for a sign, an escape, a redemption. He’d spent a portion of his life barely living, wandering aimlessly from day to day, searching but not seeing, pleading to any protector souls he may have left but not meaning it. Sure, he wanted to get off this island. He wanted a chance to go back to his home and his old life, but he’d traded all of that, as well as his soul, just to keep his breath.

The old man who lived on the island had known as sure as John himself had that he was damned. No doubt a black aura of evil surrounded the husk of a human that had hurtled up to his cabin on that day so long ago and begged for his help. But the man was no more a protector than he was a punisher. He was a man who would pass into the afterlife silently and unnoticed, his soul slumbering as peacefully as it had his entire life.

He had known the boy was damned, but all that he could offer was his counsel. “What’s ya name, soh?” he’d asked calmly.

“John,” the boy had stammered. “It’s John. You have to help me. Please help me!”

The man had put his hand on John’s shoulder. “Slow yerself,” he rasped gruffly and in a tone with which John could not argue. “M’ name’s Eugene, ’n’ I’ve lived here on me own fer’s long’s I c’n r’call.” Eugene stood from his rocker and leaned upon his cane, nearly as gnarly as the bony arm and hand that held it. “I’d know not where yer from ’r what ye’ve done. I c’n see ’s plain ’s day yer a good man’s lost his way, ’n’ I’m not t’ man t’ help ye find it. But I offer ye any resource ye c’n utilize to he’p ye’self.”

John, not eager to admit that he’d escaped the captivity of a stopping slave ship on its way from Reprise to Fordar and watched in panicked indecision as it sailed away with his wife and son still aboard, merely bowed his head and wept.

“One t’ing y’ ought not f’rget: Findin’ yer way home won’ do ye no good ’til ye’ve found yer salvation.”

John had left the decrepit old man’s company willingly enough and traveled slowly and laboriously through the jungle with his head down and his eyes wet until his feet bled and his legs gave out and he collapsed in the dirt only to look up and find an empty shack waiting for him in the dusk’s fading light.

And there he had lived, quietly gathering provisions and silently punishing himself day in and day out, waiting for a sign that he was saved, a sign that his soul was saved.

Now he stood, alone and silent, as he had stood for much of his time here, staring out at the expansive sea below him, all hope of redemption and salvation finally gone, merely dwindled slowly but surely into non-existence and twinkled out like a dying star. He closed his eyes and thought fixedly of the faces of his family—his wife and son who were likely long-since dead because he saw an escape and frantically took it before stopping to decide what to do about them—prisoners or worse, and due almost exclusively to his selfishness, his betrayal. This damnation would come full circle as his lifeless body floated to the icy bottom of the sea, the images of his loved ones still flickering in his dying brain.

He opened his eyes and distractedly noticed a large crack in the gray rock beneath his feet. He bounced on his feet and watched as the fracture elongated and expanded along the surface. Tiny rocks and dust particles tumbled into the strong breeze as they came loose from the cliff face.

Thus was the essence of John’s selfishness. He’d abandoned his whole family for absolutely nothing, and here he was, too selfish to even take his own life after all, engaging any detail that could distract him from his loathsome, deserved end.

But the rock upon which he stood would surely slip, and as it neared the point of no return, John glanced back below at his likely path to eternity. The waves continued to crash persistently, and a flock of gulls flew by far below him, another detail to prolong his miserable existence. His neck followed their flight mechanically, far to one side, until he noticed that the water below them was no longer a clear blue, but a murky green with a bright red cloud spreading throughout.

Suddenly, John’s pervasive apathy slipped away and the world regained a clarity he may never have known; he shifted his gaze and saw the sign that would change everything once and for all.
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When the peaceful monarchy of Reprise was overthrown and dismantled from within, it took mere days for news to travel to Fordar. The rapidity of this hearsay suggested to those individuals willing to ponder it that Baron Bernard had preemptively sent men on a journey across the Great Sea weeks before enacting his actual attack plan.

Nevertheless, the small coup involving no more than fifty rebels appeared to have been massively successful. Their success was most likely due to the fact that they took orders from a set of demoralizing leaders and instigators whose principal aim was to destroy the untroubled way of life and seize control of every individual, at least in Fordar and Reprise, if not the minor outlying nations as well as the uncivilized nation of Sodar. This rebellion had gone relentlessly and heartlessly for the head of Reprise and, in most regards, Fordar also. After The Baron gained control of the central government in Reprise, the rest would theoretically be simple.

Bernard’s contingent of men arrived at Fordar in lavish ships just a step below those belonging to the king himself and rapidly set out to gather the lowest and most dangerous of the criminals and outsiders that could be found, and in nearly no time at all, the crew had grown to an enormous number. This clan travelled from town to town in all directions of the compass and set forth extirpating all sense of community that had existed for generations upon generations among the people of Fordar. Entire townships were burned to the ground, dissenters and peacekeepers and individuals who resisted the shift in power were publically executed, and the mentally handicapped and children who couldn’t think or fend for themselves were imprisoned and enslaved.

Slowly but surely, the dynamic of the world had begun to shift from white to black. Maria could feel it in her own home as surely as she could feel it in the streets of Lexen, her home district which was located just a ways south of Mitten, the largest district and center of Fordar’s government and commerce activities.

It became evident very rapidly that any opposition to the new movement was far from unwelcome, and her husband took to the new ways of life with a rapidity that made Maria fairly uncomfortable with her marriage as a whole. After weeks of discomfort and growing unease at the changes she was observing, she turned to look out the window of a small market shop one day to witness her husband with a small group of peacekeepers—who now carried weapons at all times. The men brought out a gagged and bound young woman and forced her to her knees, where Maria’s own husband, with whom she had shared a bed and home for most of her adulthood, slit the poor girl’s throat in front of a small crowd of frightened onlookers.

Maria immediately dropped her goods and fled through the back of the shop. She ran furiously for as long and as far as she could until she reached the shipyard at the mouth of a small river opening into the Great Sea. There she hid and wept, staring out at the open ocean and mourning, wishing desperately for a return to simpler times when death and chaos didn’t roam the streets and invade her peaceful home.

Just before sunset a brawny man with a wet face and a single pack of foods and clothing came hustling into the boathouse where Maria was hiding. He froze at the sight of her and finally asked gruffly if she owned the ship that was tied there. When she denied owning any ships, he asked if she would cause him any problems were he to take the boat unlawfully. She proclaimed that nearly every walk of life appeared to be unlawful as of late, and the large man dropped his pack, sat huskily on the ground, and put his head between his knees.

Robert’s wife had been murdered in the streets after she had been overheard making a comment about the tranquility of times of yore. When Maria discovered that she was hiding in a boathouse commiserating and crying with a man whom her very husband had recently widowed, she burst into tears and voiced her unwarranted shame with herself and her much more appropriate shame for her husband.

Robert and Maria spent the night making love aboard the docked boat and consoling each other with equal efforts incited by their own feelings of loss and misery. When morning came, Maria pleaded with Robert not to leave Lexen and Fordar right away. She insisted that a better plan could be enacted between the two of them, but her words possessed little conviction even in her own ears. Nonetheless, her vulnerability and longing had forced her head-over-heels off the cliff of love or something as close to love as she was ever likely to come again. In a matter of minutes after meeting Robert, a man who seemed large and powerful enough to single-handedly execute every man present in the market at the time of his wife’s murder, Maria needed him as strongly as she’d ever needed her own husband. The man had the body of a fighter but the heart of a lover, and that represented the principles upon which the world had grown so strong and healthy. Maria was still not convinced that a world of that strength could be overwhelmed so rapidly by what had started as a small band of miscreants.

But even a world that had existed for generations in blinding Whiteness held a profound vulnerability to abundant Blackness just waiting to spill forth from any small cracks in the surface.

Maria convinced Robert not to flee, to stay in Fordar and remain her reminder of and naïve hope for a world that was. The two spent the next several weeks living under the radar of the patrolling officers and becoming closer and closer and falling more in love. Maria began thinking of herself with her maiden name and sneaking off during the day to be with Robert and avoid her husband, who was becoming increasingly alienated from her and bringing home increasing amounts of wealth each day, wealth that was, no doubt, seized from those he had executed and imprisoned himself.

Before long it became apparent that Maria’s life and freedom was coming close to an end. She could survive in absolute opposition to the man under her roof for only a matter of time before she herself became an enemy of the state subject to termination.

She went to Robert at last and agreed that the two of them should steal a vessel and flee the country.

They had sailed for a short time in peace before they heard the gunfire just after dusk.
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The cloud of bloody seawater surrounded a mortally wounded man who seemed to be getting tortured by a ghastly looking pirate. John couldn’t have decided which of the two looked more haggard if he’d wanted to. The weight that he’d borne throughout his time on this island vanished in an instant, and he held no doubts that this was the sign he had sought for so long. Should the crumbling precipice upon which he stood give way and, in an unfeeling act of cosmic irony, plummet to the frothy seas below, John felt so light and free that he could have spread his arms and glided to the man’s rescue below.

But the crag didn’t collapse—this one would hold a few more moments yet—and John swiftly stepped backward as the reality of what he was seconds away from doing caught up with him. He stared wide-eyed at the rock face with the bold crack running along the fragile façade in a perfect arch, but this was no time for catharsis. That could come later should his protector souls pull through for him and grant him life after the events that would soon follow.

He plummeted headlong toward the trees behind him. Stumbling at first, then picking up impossible momentum down the steep slope leading down from the cliffs, John careened toward the trees with only one coherent thought: I need a weapon.

When he reached the tree line and began searching frantically for a stick or rock long and sharp enough to serve as a usable weapon, John’s towering vantage point lent a sight that gave him pause. Three similarly garbed pirates were yelling curses and pushing each other through the thicket below, making their way down the hill and away from a larger group of men heading in the other direction and from John himself. Spending time enslaved and tortured in Reprise and then transported to the even more lawless land of Fordar, John had seen plenty of men like these. Men with long, curving blades in their hands and scores of smaller blades decorating their waistbands. Men who plundered and punished without heed or direction. Men who may very well have lashed and barked orders at innocent slaves like his own wife and son he’d abandoned so long ago.

John found their weapons far more tempting than a mere stick or rock, and with so many of these men suddenly on the island, he’d need something more reliable with which to strike swift, deadly blows anyway. He barreled into the thickets toward the two men who had broken away from their group to comb the island. Whether these men were after the old man or just here to torture stranded inhabitants like himself, this was his chance to right his wrongs. Or to make a start of it, at the very least.

Unmindful of the branches and vines slapping off his face, arms, and legs, caring not whether he lived or died, John raced down the hill, through the trees, over fallen logs, and around patches of thicket. The two men upon whom he was rapidly encroaching remained oblivious to the last second of his approaching stampede of footfalls. They were tearing and swearing just as loudly as he, and they didn’t see him coming until he hurtled headfirst into one pirate’s lower back. The ruffian’s head whipped back with the impact of John’s tackle, and his companion immediately began shrieking and blindly swinging his blade.

“He’s here! He’s here!” the lout screamed, but his entire posse had already been screaming mindlessly in every direction, and his echoes were lost amongst the trees.
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Maria and Robert had struggled to remain just out of sight of the shorelines of Fordar (a task which the rare scope they had found aboard the stolen ship greatly aided), but when they reached the southernmost tip of the nation and entered open sea, keeping track of where they were became a much more difficult task.

With nowhere to go and nothing left to lose except their lives, the couple sailed south until Fordar was no longer in sight. Worry and concern gradually faded to peace of mind and a serenity that nothing but being alone on the open sea can create. After many days of scrupulously scanning the rear horizon through their scope for any sign of pursuers, the pair finally stopped sleeping in shifts and began to enjoy the company of one another.

Maria was lying in their small cot, entangled in Robert’s sleeping body, when the first panic had occurred. She was stroking his hair and enjoying the gentle rise and fall of the waves upon which their directionless vessel floated. The dark, silent sea held endless opportunities for their future together, and so long as they sailed southward during the days, they both agreed that they would let the nights choose the subtle variations in their course that would ultimately determine their final destination.

When the deafening gunshot pierced the silent night, Maria snapped out of her devoted daze and sat bolt upright, unmindfully squeezing Robert’s wrist and hyperventilating.

“They’ve found us!” she called despairingly.
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John remained upright and continued running for a full seven steps with the hooligan riding his momentum. At last the two fell, face-first, with John landing on top of the man’s back. Sword long-since tossed away and nowhere to be found, the pirate writhed and scrambled beneath John’s scant weight. He clawed at the dirt and cawed loudly until John seized the back of his head and slammed his face forcefully into the ground, stilling the man’s resistance.

The other pirate finally regained his senses and was swiftly approaching John from behind, but John had been bottling up his rage and heartache and shame, and the pressure inside was finally ready to escape, not in a slow leak, but in a powerful explosion. John stood and turned, using his momentum to swing one leg out to strike the approaching pirate. He hardly felt it when the blade sliced his thigh and his shin and foot connected with the ruffian’s arms and face. The pirate’s curved scimitar left his talentless hand and landed point-first in the earth. John, heart pounding and rage building, fell upon the shocked pirate with relentless, fatal force. He shoved his fist almost entirely in the man’s open mouth, breaking what few rotted teeth remained in his head and silencing his panicked bellows once and for all.

Fists covered in the pirate’s blood and his own, John continued pounding the man’s head until his moving stopped completely. All the while John imagined all the things he’d have liked to have done to his only slightly more presentable slave-driver. At last his wrath was slaked, and he was overcome yet again with warm, comforting clarity. He stood and calmly plucked the blade from the dirt and drove it unflinchingly into the pirate’s chest. The battered man didn’t move, but a river of blood pulsed and poured forth from the wound like a poorly designed fountain. John turned and plunged the sword into the other man’s back. This man did writhe and give a coarse grunt, but John twisted the already curved blade like a lever, and the pirate stilled at last.

With sunlight filtering down through the dense canopy of trees above, John walked with his bright red glistening blade until he found the second sword that had flown out of the pirate’s grasp as he was tackled. A clean, shining blade in his left hand and a gory, blood-soaked blade in his right, John set off toward the larger group of remaining men.
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When the gunshot awakened him in the dead of night, Robert had squeezed Maria close, and the two sat in silence for several minutes. One more gunshot rang out, and it became clear that the source was a great distance away. The two swiftly went to the small ship’s deck and scanned the dark horizon for any indication of the disruption. What he saw had instilled a dread so grave in Robert that he nigh sank to his knees in desperation. The only thing keeping him upright was the frightened, fragile Maria clinging to his arm. He’d stilled himself for her sake if nothing else—in that moment every hope of escape he’d ever held had withered.

A large ship—one whose intricate, elegant sails indicated could very likely be a vessel of the crown himself—had intercepted a smaller slave ship in the dark, moonless night. The craft was far off on the horizon, but Robert could clearly make out the sails all alight without using his scope. Through the device, however, he could see governmental men pacing about on board, taking captives of their own and setting fire to everything that would burn.

“Come on,” he whispered to Maria, “we must make off.”

He seized the wheel and steered their boat swiftly in the opposite direction. If those men were as highly ranked in Reprise as their attires suggested, they surely possessed much more powerful sight-extending devices than the one he’d found on this stolen ship. An urge had arisen to order Maria below the decks until he felt sure they were safe again, but what good would that do? The odds of such seemed fairly low at that point. Besides, Maria was his lover and his equal. She had been through as much as he, and they’d come out together, like-minded, and embarked on this endless journey through the rest of their—what was likely now to be—short-lived lives.

He could make out something else in the distance ahead of the direction they had begun travelling. He tried looking through the scope but could make out no form in the encompassing darkness. When the sun finally began to rise behind them, they had learned that the thing they were approaching was a small island—an island that very likely helped spare their lives for the time being.

Now, after having sailed all the way around to the west side of the island, they looked back to find the small skiff of several pirates headed directly for them.
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“This is bloomin’ fuckery. The gimpy arsehole c’d be anywheres! I say ’e’s dead ’n a ’ole four steps into the bush, more likely ’n not!”

“Stay yer grousin’, Bludger. Yer makin’ it ’otter ’n’ stickier out ’ere ’n it already be!”

“We been hustlin’ ’til we cain’t husle n’more! Alls I’m sayin’ is we be less likely t’ find the fuge ’n t’ find our own crew ag’in! ’n the chances o’ that’re pretty bloomin’—GLURG!”

Bludger’s speech was stalled as his head was unsuccessfully severed to the spine from behind. The result was effective nonetheless. His own sword dropped from his hand as his body was flung to the ground, jets of blood flowing forth from the wound made by one of John’s dull blades.

Bludger’s two companions stopped and turned to see John standing with a bloody sword in each hand and a maddening look in his eyes. They each raised their own cutlass in just enough time to block John’s double-bladed downward swings. Wordlessly, the pirates fought side-by-side as this deranged jungle man swung their own crewmen’s blades against them. John swung faster and more erratically with each attack these rogues blocked. The pirates backed slowly away and attempted to each gain any semblance of an upper-hand, but John swung with such brute force and surprising determination that they were forced to remain on the defense.

At last the man on John’s left retreated and dove backward out of his range. Because this was John’s non-dominant hand, the powerful swing that connected with nothingness caused him to stumble to his knee. The man on his right was still too shocked to act upon this momentary vulnerability, but the first pirate dove back in and kicked John squarely in the chest, driving him backward onto his back in the dirt.

“Where’s the boy?” he said, approaching and pointing his cutlass at John’s exposed throat.

“He’s killed Bludger!” the other pirate, still shell-shocked, chimed in.

“More fer us,” John’s assailant said unflinchingly. “Take us to ’im.”

But John knew nothing about what these men were saying, and he cared even less. He’d done his time on this forsaken island, and he would either die right here and now or slay these men where they stood. There was no time for talk.

He curled his legs in and thrust them together at the knees of the man who stood above him before the second man could regain his senses. One leg popped backwards at the knee, and the other buckled and twisted to the side, bringing him screaming to the ground at an obscenely awkward angle. The pirate dropped the sword and fell upon John, who slid one blade into the soft skin beneath the man’s chin and pushed the body off of himself.

“A’righ’, now wait!” the other pirate said, raising his sword and backing away slowly. “I’ll leave ye’ be. I’ms only ’ere on orders. Sure’s a nice place ya gots here. I’ll just be on me own way now.”

John swung his left arm at the pirate’s raised sword, striking the blade and sending it effortlessly to the ground.

The pirate raised both hands in front of his face, still pleading. “I won’t fight ye. I got no guff wiv ye!”

John swung his right arm and almost removed the pirate’s hand at the wrist. He shrieked and turned to run, hollering incomprehensibly for his fellow crewmembers. John finally ended the man’s suffering and babbling as he plunged the sword into his side, below the ribs. He fell into a heap, sobbing and pleading for mercy, and John granted it, flicking the blade almost carelessly across the pirate’s throat.

At last John turned in the direction the final four crewmembers had gone, and he steeled himself for pursuit when he heard a frenzied, deranged outburst echoing down from the cliffs.
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Maria clung to Robert, his body slick with sweat due to anxiety from the previous night or to the beaming sun that seemed to be drawing closer by the minute. “Why would The Baron’s men have switched skiff like that?” she asked.

“Y’ got me,” Robert replied distractedly, still watching the boat instead of taking to the sails.

“Should we flee?”

“Won’t be ’ard to outrun ’em in ’at thing,” he said in his thick southern Fordar accent.

She took the scope from Robert and looked through it again. “They don’t appear to be of rank.”

“Certainly not,” he said and paused, appearing to be thinking, “but there’s pirates on the ship last night. Sure the new Baron’s employed the likes o’ such to ’elp find renegades like us.”

“Oh dear.” Maria dropped her arms and bowed her head, swaying on her feet and holding the edge of the boat for balance. “Robert, we should keep on.”

He took the scope one last time and looked through it. “Something i’nt righ’,” he said. The skiff appeared to be docking in the sand. “I don’t think these scoundrels be with The Baron.” He watched as several men dove into the water and pulled the small craft toward the shore as others raced through the waves toward something on land that Robert couldn’t make out.

Once all the men were off the boat and had disappeared into the jungle, he lowered the scope and turned all his attention back to Maria. “I’m sorry, love. We come so far.”

Maria stepped into his arms and buried her face in his exposed chest. “They’re going to shoot us and stab us and burn us right here in the sea.”

“If we’re lucky,” he muttered. While he hadn’t seen the large Barony vessel since they’d heard the gunshots last night, smaller bands of pirates and headhunters did not bode well for their safety.

Just as he resigned to taking the wheel and carrying on eastward, Robert again saw movement on the shore of the island. He lifted the scope and watched as one of the pirates led a bleeding man into the water and began to drown him. With newfound inspiration to retreat, he let go of Maria and turned toward the wheel. “Come. We’ll away now.”

But Maria picked up the scope to see what had incited this haste in her lover, and she saw the man not being drowned but being beaten and bullied and thrown again and again beneath the water.

“Robert,” she said timidly, but she did not turn to face him. She could only stare in horror at the tiny, blurry sight in the distance. Who knew what crimes that stranger had committed to deserve this demise. Likely he didn’t deserve it at all. Likely this was a man who had, as had she and Robert, stood up for what was right, stood up against the greed and corruption that had spawned and swelled in Fordar and had thusly seized the throne in Reprise. Likely this was a man who had lit out in search of a better life away from the injustices occurring under the rule of the new monarch, a man who spent every day fearing for his life, fearing the capture and torture by men of The Baron or pirates such as these who were likely hired by The Baron himself. And if such refugees didn’t band together and stand against The Baron, how could any of them expect to succeed on their own? If no one could help this renegade in his time of need, on whom could Maria count to help her?

“We must help him.”
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John’s fury faltered momentarily, just enough for him to recall the sight that had drawn him down from the cliffs in the first place: the wounded man being tortured in the sea. Outraged shrieking and swearing echoed through the trees from the direction of that small beach at the bottom of the cliffs. John glanced back in the direction he knew the other pirates to be headed, but they weren’t in sight, and they could wait. He’d acquired his weapons and was plenty riled up to rescue the man he’d seen being bullied.

He set off anew in the direction of the cliffs, not knowing or caring or even wondering whether these harriers were in the wrong or at all justified in their actions. He knew only that the old man had shown him kindness and mercy, and these men looked to be a threat to his island and his safety. The wounded stranger may very well be any sort of villain or knave, but he was mortally wounded and dramatically outnumbered. These facts alone made him an underdog and the fortunate recipient of John’s attention this day.

He let go of the gory blade in his left hand, bent, and began sprinting full speed through the thick jungle leaves and underbrush toward the screams that had recently subsided. Spatters of blood from five men ran and dripped unnoticed from his skin and clothes. His sense of urgency and bloodlust left him unmindful of the drops of fresh, warm blood that mixed with his own sweat and ran precariously down the bridge of his nose and the curves of his orbits. Rays of blistering sunlight shone intensely through the trees above, and as John approached the point where thick, lush woodland turned abruptly to a steeply sloping grassy hill leading up to the cliffs, the world gradually became hotter and hotter.

At last the tree line broke, and John found himself a mere body-length away from a wounded stranger staring wide-eyed at him from the ground. He instinctively began to raise his remaining sword to stay the pirate’s suffering and continue up to the cliffs, but he noticed the striking difference in the man’s appearance. The Stranger had a subtle look of familiar royalty to him. John was struck by a painful memory of Reprise. Back before the monarch had collapsed and things started going bad, back when he was living happily with his wife and son, before he had abandoned them and sent them to their likely deaths.

The Stranger had clearly been on his own for some time; his hair and face were haggard and unkempt, his clothes were filthy and tattered, his skin was burned and scratched, and he was apparently mortally wounded, but still he possessed features that set him apart from the oily bearded pirates who had recently met such unfortunate fates.

“Where is the man who hurt you?” John asked, chest heaving and eyes darting around suspiciously.

The Stranger eyeballed John with diminishing concern, dry-swallowed painfully hard, and finally managed to choke: “Dead.” A bubble of blood rose from The Stranger’s throat and burst inside his open mouth with the word. He fell flat upon his back and exhaled one last time as the blood trickled out of the side of his mouth and ran down his cheek.


Chapter 3:

The Boy
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The hot midday sun shone down upon the small district of Onton in northern Fordar, warming the day and eliciting a sticky coat of sweat all over Patrick Oliphant’s thin body. Patrick lay concealed in the tall grass of a field behind a cluster of nearly identical cottages. His satchel containing only a pair of long-bladed, badly worn garden shears lay rolled up beneath his chest. The tall, dry grass remained as immobile as the adolescent’s mop of blond hair. The air was dry, still, and silent. The boy’s breathing was so slow and deliberate that not even the blades of grass touching his lips would sway. His eyes alone peered unnoticed from his hiding place into the dirt streets that intersected near the center of his home town. The streets of the market center were surprisingly vacant on this clear day—vacant save for one soul that caused Patrick to pause on his way to the outlying cornfields and stealthily take cover in this lush field outside the market.

Elena Mavery, a girl only slightly older than Patrick himself, roamed the empty streets with the general lack of enthusiasm that everyone seemed to possess these days. Patrick watched as she stared blankly at the stands of slightly decaying imported fruit and vegetables as though she had only the faintest memory of what the items were used for. She meandered slowly and deliberately in and out of the cool, dark huts and buildings. Patrick watched her disappear into the shade of each market building and then waited a few moments for her to reappear and meander on to the next, empty handed.

Elena still held the queer attractiveness that had drawn him as a young child. By no means beautiful, she had something about her—a quirk of the lips, or a certain coyness in her eyes—that had hastened Patrick’s pulse with every encounter. While formal education and trade training came at home, most districts in Fordar and Reprise still valued play rather highly. While professional skills were passed from father to son and mother to daughter, regular playtime served to strengthen social connections, to relieve stress and make life more enjoyable, and even to, in rare instances, help develop a sense of inspiration upon which novel professional skills were built. In a town as small as Onton, the children were generally allowed to roam and run as free as they desired when the time came for their daily capers, and the district’s children typically banded together in one location. As is always the case with children, smaller groups and teams were formed that played more intimately with one another, but these groups all gathered near the market area—either in the fields where Patrick now lay or around the cluster of cottages closer to the cornfields. Often the groups would stick to their own devices and leave the others to theirs, but Patrick preferred when his group of close friends served as a team to play with or against the kids in another group. Games like Scout—where one or two would seek the hiding kids on the other team before his opponent could find the members of his own team—and Raiders—where duos from opposing teams were forced to work together to hide or find various items of arbitrary interest—allowed Patrick to get a little time with Elena, who had always been in a different group of friends.

She had always seemed a tease if there ever was one, the best and most friendly teammate or opponent a playing kid could ask for, but she must have fancied herself more physically attractive than she truly was, for she always sought the company of much older, stronger boys than Patrick, boys who would never be able to look past the fact that more physically attractive girls existed, but few existed who were more all-around wholesome and good. She’d been a friend to Patrick from the first time he’d mustered the courage to speak to her. She’d always been a great friend, but nothing more, much to his discontent.

Patrick’s throat clicked as he finally swallowed. Nostalgic longing was causing a rubbery sensation to spread out from his chest to his every limb, and his mouth and throat were dryer than the dying grass in which he lay. In his own head, the click of his throat was the loudest thing he’d heard in days, and it seemed to echo across the still plains infinitely, unimpeded by wind or weather or other sources of sound. But Elena didn’t turn to look.

He thought momentarily that he could take her right now. With the way things were changing at the White Kingdom in Reprise, the land—that land as well as this one, and likely all others—were backwards and lawless and unreal. A hint of darkness had settled over the earth, a haziness that gave everything an illusory, nightmare-like quality, and Patrick knew that he could walk to her in the middle of the market and be inside her before he could even profess his love. He could drag her into the tall grass and sell his soul to fulfill his inborn, animalistic desires, and he’d never hear a word against it. Yet still there would be consequences. This much he knew. There would be consequences, and while they likely would mean nothing in the grand scheme of this new world in which he was living, he was still young enough to push those desires out of his mind for the time being, despite how much doing so may hurt.

Pain was a concept to which Patrick had recently grown numb, and while he could have completed his rushed, premature transition from boy to man by dragging the girl of his dreams into the grass and fucking her into oblivion, he merely tightened the grip on his knife and decided to slit her throat instead.
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Patrick walked warily out of the market square with his knife, which he’d just wiped clean on the clothing of the recently deceased Elena, tucked into its rawhide sheath on his trousers and his satchel slung over his shoulder. He encountered no one else during his walk to the cornfields. At the first group of cottages he passed, he heard a rustling and a crash from inside one of the dwellings. His hand shot to his waistband when the clatter broke the day’s silence, but he saw no one outside, and no one seemed to notice him and come out. The day was simply too hot to welcome many people at this hour.

He thought again of Elena and felt the tiniest twinge of remorse, but he easily pushed that out of his mind. With darkness ruling the nation, feeling nothing was the easiest way to make it through each day. To not even think would be ideal, but Patrick remotely thought that he was inching closer and closer to such a life with each sunset.

The second cluster of houses was as still and silent as the windless skies. This was the second area around which the kids sometimes played. Those days seemed so far behind him at this point, ages behind him, but when he thought about it, it had been only a matter of days since he ran and played with the other children, as happy and carefree as kids think they’ll always be. It had been roughly ten days if he hadn’t lost too much track of time during his transition. Much had happened in those ten days, and he felt that he’d aged considerably in that short time. But that was just the way things were to be now.

On the final stretch of road to the cornfield, Patrick caught a quick movement out of the corner of his eye, and he quickly snapped around to see what was there, but it was only a thin, sickly cat bounding out of the field to disappear behind one of the cottages. He wondered how such creatures were faring in this new world. Did anyone remain who would take the time to care for a pet? Did anyone exist who would feed the thin cat? Or was it simply fending for itself out in the wild where resources were dwindling in the drought? Cats didn’t have barter systems that included transportation and trading of foreign goods that could help sustain life when the weather was unfavorable … At last the cornfields were in sight, and the spark of hope broke Patrick’s muse.

Corn was Onton’s major commodity; it was grown in abundance in the vast plains surrounding the town, and it could be used to make a wide variety of food items or traded in large quantities for other handy goods and foods that weren’t made or grown this far north of Mitten. Viable products were dwindling of late, and he had been coming home with fewer and fewer ears of edible corn, but Patrick was scavenging the fields on his own, and there was only so much ground that he could cover in one day. These were the sorts of chores that a great many would take part in at the same time, pooling their efforts for the good of the nation, but the dynamic of national relations had changed dramatically since The Baron seized power, and Patrick had begun getting used to doing things on his own during the past several days. Numbed to the physical pains of tiring labor as he was to the emotional pains the likes of which he’d suffered moments ago in the market, he’d gotten by quite well on his own until the fields started blackening and the food started dwindling.

Such stoic adaptations had been a necessity in the past ten days since he’d killed his own parents.
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The sun had reached its position halfway between midday and sunset before Patrick gave up and headed back toward the town. The sustained high heat was finally breaking and diminishing into the early evening, but Patrick wanted to be close to his own cottage before night fell.

He was returning home empty handed for the third day in a row. The fields that once had spawned such lush vegetation and tall stalks of thick, bloated ears of corn were dry and shriveled and blackened in the heat. It seemed the plants were as sick and decadent as the rest of the inhabitants of Onton and likely all of Fordar and Reprise as well. Even the very air in this place seemed sick since the monarch fell.

His spark of hope had faded. The fire of ambition that had once burned inside him was long since extinguished, and he felt that, like a pair of dull, mossy stones, he’d never feel that spark again. He’d solitarily patrolled a large enough portion of the expansive fields to be convinced that not a single viable ear of corn still existed in the entire district, maybe the entire world. This dark curtain that had fallen upon the earth now fell upon his mind.

Patrick came upon the outermost group of cottages to find that it remained as uneventful as he had left it. While the afternoon was still stiflingly hot, something about seeing not one individual outside at this hour felt odd. He had been prepared to crouch and slink from the backside of building to building and remain unseen, but now he didn’t even sense anyone looking out of any of the windows. Though impossible to tell, something in the still air told him that every house in this sector was vacant. He paused in the middle of the dirt street and held his breath, not daring to move even an eyeball as he waited to detect any sign of movement or any sound at all. But nothing happened. By the time his head swam and he was forced to slowly exhale and resume breathing normally, he still had a queer sense of utter isolation and quietude, as though the entire town of Onton had been frozen in time and only he remained able to move and interact with the environment. Of course, this wasn’t far from the truth.

He resigned himself to continuing along the street rather than sneaking behind the houses. The short walk through the outer quarter was unsettling even in light of the things Patrick had been though in the past several days. He glanced from side to side during this short walk, scanning the area for the skinny cat he’d encountered on his way to the fields, but it seemed that even that creature had sought shade to escape the heat.

At the second group of buildings, Patrick was less surprised to find not a sole person out in the open. He drew his knife, however, and steeled himself to go into one of the quiet cottages. Even with the profound silence of the area, he steered clear of the buildings on his left, where he had heard the clatter on his way through the first time. He approached a house on his right and peered through one of the windows. No one appeared to be inside, but he tightened his grip on the knife in any case. He had no plans to starve to death in this forsaken wasteland, and, while he hoped he didn’t encounter anyone while pillaging this house, he had no qualms about killing them if such were to occur.
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Once inside the small house that considerably resembled his own and every other in the district, Patrick scanned the dark den as his eyes adjusted from the white-hot brightness of the day outside. Nothing seemed particularly threatening. Decorative sculptures and carvings littered the floor, knocked off of their respective tables and stands, forgotten and abandoned. A wicker chair lay on its side near the far wall. A few ceramic plates and bowls were scattered about the middle of the room. Patrick was sure the kitchen area would be an even greater mess, and he wasn’t disappointed.

He held his knife ready to strike as he crept around the dark corner and peered into the kitchen. He glanced down the hallway toward the two dark sleeping quarters, but no one appeared to be in any of these rooms. The house was vacant.

In the kitchen, cabinets and drawers were open, some even torn off their hinges and sliders. The contents of nearly every one was spilled upon the floor and scattered from wall to wall. Not all the valuable goods had been taken or destroyed, though. Patrick felt delighted and hopeful anew to find jars of cornmeal and even a variety of preserved fruits and vegetables from far south of Mitten and Central Fordar. He opened his sack and carefully began hoarding the glass jars, taking care not to damage them with his large garden shears he was saving for a rainy day. The sack was almost a quarter full when he noticed a jar of what looked to be pure water lying beneath an overturned drawer. He held the jar up to the sunlight that shone through the window and marveled at its clarity. He hadn’t even thought to check his own supply of water since the incident, but he certainly wasn’t prepared to trust the groundwater or well water after everything that had happened.

While Onton and many of the other smaller districts peppered throughout the large nation of Fordar utilized wells and rudimentary forms of running water, the greatest supply came from the skies. Even the aristocratic districts in Reprise had the good sense not to waste such a simple and precious commodity. Rainwater was collected in pots and buckets and cheap, thin jars, and the containers were stocked and stored by every family who wished to live through a single working day. These jars of water were often used as small, basic trade items. Even the poorest of families had enough drinking water to last through the longest droughts, and even when the weather outlasted them, they could resort to the communal wells. Lately, though, things had changed, and not for the better.

Patrick found three jars of what appeared to be usable water and stowed them in his growing pouch. At this point he began sweeping and sifting through the clutter and broken glass and wasted, rotted foodstuffs on the floor. He was creating a confined clamor and heard not when the cottage’s front door—which he had unwittingly left cracked—was pushed open and squeaked quietly on its hinges. The sound, minute though it was, should have alerted Patrick’s heightened senses, but in his current excitement, he heard nothing until the intruder had come too close.
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By the time he gave up and stopped sifting through the litter, Patrick stilled for just long enough to consider the possibility that he might not still be alone in this cottage. He’d left his guard down just long enough for someone to creep out of the shadows and blindside him while he was here in a stranger’s house on his hands and knees.

Before the thought fully entered his brain, he heard the click directly behind him as something stepped upon a lid from one of the broken jars. He immediately wheeled around fast enough to sprain something in his neck, reached unsuccessfully for the knife in his waistband, and landed flat upon his back on top of his satchel, crushing several of the jars he’d just placed inside and sending flares of pain into his back as shards of broken glass pierced his skin. Excited by Patrick’s sudden movement, the thin cat he’d encountered earlier that day dropped the piece of blackened banana peel it had picked up from the floor and screeched its sincere disapproval. The cat backpedaled and slid the broken jar’s lid across the dirt floor. Its paws wind-milled comically as it struggled to regain footing with its back paws before rolling over onto its back, twisting its upper body impossibly around to face the doorway, and tearing its way back out the front door, mewling and howling all the way.

“You bastard!” Patrick yelled, seizing a jar of brown fruits that appeared to have captured some air inside and throwing it after the cat, who was long since out the door and on its way across the street.

He stood up and gingerly rubbed his back, trying to brush off as much of the broken glass as he could without doing any more damage. Upon surveying his flattened, wet satchel, his frustration flared again, and he picked up the pack and threw it angrily at the wall, an act which he later came to sorely regret.

Frightened at being caught so off guard, angry at being frightened, and even angrier at losing more than half of the food and water he’d just salvaged, Patrick picked up his sack, slung it over his shoulder, and set off grumpily out the door. In his ire, he didn’t even think to look out the windows.

Outside he immediately knew that he had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and no way to escape. In the streets that had been utterly deserted only moments before, what seemed to be the entire district of Onton stood in a vast crowd that expanded nearly all the way to the market center. Many—if not all of them—were already staring directly at him.

What flashed through Patrick’s mind in that moment was not what one may call “his life,” but a single, coherent memory of the last day that he had felt genuinely alive.

6

News from Reprise travelled swiftly, even with the considerable Great Sea separating the land from Fordar. The old king was slain, and a much younger man had usurped the throne. A man who not only failed to share the direct bloodline of The White—The Vita—but who had challenged and somehow overcome the white magic upon which Reprise and the surrounding nations had functioned so prosperously and harmoniously for hundreds of generations. A man driven by greed and corruption who defied every basic principle by which the citizens of the world lived and had always lived.

In some places deserters were instantly slain. In others they were imprisoned and enslaved. In others still they were tortured and brainwashed. The Baron had roots and trustees deep in the heart of Fordar at the time that he stole the throne in Reprise, so patrolling and controlling both great nations came with ease. Children were to be indoctrinated from birth, thereby instilling the tenebrous values of what became known as The Barony of Reprise—the kingdom that was. Many of the young were instantly taken by The Baron’s deputies and enslaved and imprisoned for future use or experimentation. Most precious goods and resources were ordered directly to Krake, the former king’s city in Reprise, where The Baron would likely hoard them and generously reward his loyalists while the rest of the world fell to shambles around his mighty kingdom. The magic that once presided over the lands had faded, and in its place descended a dark and foreboding curtain.

The elders felt it as much as the children, who were exposed only to bits and pieces of conversation and rumor and hearsay. The parents worried, as parents are wont to do, but they generally hid this concern from the imaginative minds of their children. But the children worried, too. Playtime in Onton became more often than not a time to sit and morosely lament all that would be lost when The Baron’s men decided to give their small town a visit and take many of them into captivity. The severity of this new reality weighed on the minds of Patrick Oliphant and his young peers in a way that often wouldn’t begin until long after puberty has finished. This was the first of many causes for Patrick’s expedited maturation.

Time alone with his thoughts during the nights—which seemed much darker than they had before—was bad enough; Patrick soon grew weary of the doleful discussions in the fields behind the outlying sectors of Onton. When playtime came—at the hottest hours of the day when work in the cornfields was most often put on hold—he found himself thoughtlessly ambling around the outskirts of the district, picking blades of grass and throwing small clumps of dirt by himself.

On the day of the incident, Patrick had ventured deep into the cornfields, much farther than he was used to travelling when he and the rest of Onton were out picking crops. He lay in the tall grass and stared at the blue sky, trying to remember how much bluer it had looked before everything had modestly darkened. To keep his mind off thoughts like these, he closed his eyes and began to softly sing the songs with which his mother would once send him to sleep. His gentle, prepubescent voice escaped with a mellifluous clarity that may have been startlingly impressive to anyone, had they been around to hear him.

“Soft, darling, as the wind,

The time has come for slumber, then

You’ll wake to find a bright new day

Where all your woes have whisked away.

The Night shall take you in her arms

To shield you from unrest or harm;

You’ll wake to find a bright new day

Where all your woes have whisked away.”

Patrick repeated the refrain until his voice trailed off and his mind stopped racing and, while night had yet to come, his rest shielded him from worry, unrest, and harm. He awoke to find the day bright still and his woes as whisked as ever. But only for a few more precious moments.

He swiftly made his way back through the cornfields toward the outlying quarters. The sun had not quite reached the horizon, but he had dozed long enough to likely lead his family to wonder where he had gotten off to. When he reached the outermost group of cottages, his heart skipped wildly and a wave of unreality washed over him. Every human he’d ever known appeared to be pacing mindlessly and wordlessly throughout the streets like reanimated corpses. But these weren’t corpses. These people weren’t dead and never had been. They were dreadfully, undeniably sick, though. Dismay nearly brought Patrick to his knees as he observed two unwed individuals fucking beside one of the small houses. “Fucking” was the only way to describe it, for these two were not making love. This was an animalistic, instinct-driven act whose function could be only to spill seed and fulfill base desires. When the man on top finished and bit the woman below, Patrick had to stifle a cry. But when he took a chunk out of her arm, she reached up and did the same to him. The two stood and walked away without a single word, still chewing on each other’s flesh.

Patrick allowed the tears of horror to stream freely down his face as he ducked and crawled and dodged his way back toward his own home, observing the atrocities before him on the way. These were no longer his friends and neighbors. These were doltish carcasses who appeared to exist only to bite and fuck, forever spreading disease and diseased offspring. The thought of being noticed and captured by one of them was worse than any fear of captivity or enslavement Patrick had felt. To be bitten or, worse, raped by one of these monsters…The notion was enough to send the boy into insanity. But the worst was yet to come.

When he finally arrived home with the naive hope that his family would be different despite the fact that everyone he had encountered was gone, he found the door standing open and the house empty. Empty save for a broken window and a tough glass vial lying in the kitchen floor. The vial was thick and cylindrical like an hourglass, but the ends of the tube were flat, so it may stand upright. These ends seemed almost squared, as four hard black prongs emanated outward and curved toward the center of the vial. These four spiraling prongs looked to serve as a type of stand, and between each set of four sinister projections were a series of small holes through which a gas or liquid likely escaped and infected Patrick’s family, friends, and neighbors. An odd insignia on the base of the vial caught Patrick’s eye. The tiny holes formed a circle around the outer edge of the base, and inside this circle was a painted logo:
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Patrick dropped the vial in shock as a figure stumbled through the door and bumped clumsily into the wall. The thing was utterly, eerily silent save for its inelegance. It did not speak or mumble or even grunt. Patrick’s father stood before him, but he could only be described as a shell of his father that once was. His eyes were black and sightless, and dark circles of sickness radiated out around them. The skin of his face was gray and drooping on his skull like that of a decaying corpse. His smocks were in tatters; with only one dirty shoe and his pants completely removed, a large erection protruded from his exposed waist. The organ looked to be the healthiest part of his body. When he reached forward and sauntered toward his young son, the boy did not hesitate to seize the large knife from the kitchen tabletop and drive it into the monster’s chest, but he didn’t even attempt to stay the tortured scream that escaped his burning throat nor the agonized tears that teemed and cascaded down his youthful face.

The final bitter tears of his innocence.


The Cave:

Part 2

The Stranger stood and swayed on his feet in the dark cave as the miserable wave of torment finally washed over him and faded. The screams of the dead and betrayed began to fade, the pangs of longing and regret in his chest and gut began to wane, and the insurmountable feelings of helpless damnation escaped him in one long, slow, shaky breath. And suddenly the world was silent.

With the ruckus in his brain subsided, The Stranger observed a quiet so unsettlingly ubiquitous that he feared to even move. He struggled to speak an interrogative to the clearly empty space around him but could manage only a strained grunt that nonetheless echoed and clanged around the cave. He winced at the out-of-place sound. It hurt his head and seemed loud enough to damage his ears. So he continued to stand in silence, waiting for something to happen.

Was this the afterlife? Was this the act of dying? This looked like no afterlife about which The Stranger had ever learned. His memories were fading rapidly, even the vivid images from mere moments ago of fingers of the undead reaching up from the earth to grip his ankles. Even the memories of fighting through a dark cloud of sorcery and unrest while explosions and lightning lit the world around him. Even the memories of holding a blood-soaked blade and fighting ferociously for his own life but mostly for the life of his son. He held up the hand that had wielded the sword but could scarcely even make it out right in front of his face. In any case he had no doubt the blade was gone.

He had come so close. So close after so long and so much. He had travelled so far and fought so valiantly, and for what? To be plucked effortlessly from his world and imprisoned in dark nothingness? Memories of his quest had vanished, washed away with the wave of damnation that had just anguished and rinsed his fraying mind. Memories of the violent battle moments before were now mere sparks of distant recognition, like a flickering, dying star, lost from sight among countless others in the night sky. Even the numerous cuts and abrasions on his skin seemed to fade and disappear.

For all intents and purposes, his quest appeared to be at an end. Memories of it were gone. His sense of purpose and determination were gone. His weapons and worldly possessions were gone. All that remained was a pulsing, habituated single-mindedness that screamed at him, I have to find my son! But he was stuck. Stranded sightless, defenseless, and vulnerable in this dark tomb. He could see and hear nothing with such clarity that he was easily convinced it would stay that way forever …

And then, miraculously, he thought that he could see. He glanced again at his hand and found that it was slightly—noticeably, but slightly—more visible in the gloom. He looked up and thought that he could faintly make out a wide, dank tunnel leading away from him in the darkness.


Chapter 4:

Calm Before the Storm

1

Long before darkness took over the land, when the man who would become a wounded stranger on an island was still just a young adult, the city of Krake was the most wealthy, bustling, carefree city in all of Reprise. A castle on the sea, the White Kingdom towered above the cobblestone streets in the market square, the lush, green, rolling hillsides, and the expansive vegetable gardens where men, women, and children alike roamed and merrily plucked ripe, healthy tomatoes, ears of corn, carrots, and peas. Men awoke each morning and made the decision to spend the day working or to spend the day relaxing with family depending on how he felt upon rising. The incentive to work and take part in the community was not based on a compensatory system of pay, but on a unique niche for every individual in society. Each man, woman, and child had his or her own specific set of skills that would benefit everyone. Some awoke each day and tended the gardens, others wandered the streets and repaired damages to said streets or to houses, others still travelled deep into the forests surrounding the city to hunt for meat to bring back to the butchers. Meat from hunters could be traded for a basket of fruits from southern cities, a line of fish from the anglers on the docks, or even a house visit from a healer or potioner. A wide variety of services was required by every family, and to master every art oneself would be nigh impossible.

The young man was busy checking nets and lines on the docks with Robert Vaga, his father, the most crafty and skillful fisherman in all of Reprise. At last he tugged a line that held the fifth fish, a remarkably large catch that would likely be sufficient on its own to trade for enough venison to feed their whole family and neighbors this night. He planted one foot on the creature’s writhing body and dug the hook out of its gills, replacing the bait on the end and tossing it back into the calm sea.

“Father! Come look at this one I’ve got!”

Robert lumbered over nodding his approval and handed the line—already equipped with four moderately smaller fish—to his son. “That should get us a nice thick cut tonight. Perchance even an assortment of veggies to go along.”

The man winked and replied, “I’ll work some of my charm and get us a few pastries for dessert.”

Robert clapped his son on the neck and smiled. “Off with ya, then. I’ll check the rest of these lines and see you at home before dinner.” The young man hooked the now dead fish to the line and hoisted the bunch over his shoulder, setting off toward the market.

When he reached the cobblestone streets of the market he saw an only slightly older man carrying a basket of rich, brightly colored fruits. “Bernard!” he called, beaming and waving his free hand. “G’morn’ to ya!”

Bernard smiled back and walked over. “G’morn’ yerself. Y’ get enou—great skies of glory! Would ya look at that’n on the bottom! That’s enough for twenty bouquets!”

His companion laughed and brought his finger to Bernard’s lips. “Stay your shouting, Bernard! These are for our dinner this eve. Mayhap I’ll have some left over after I work my magic. And mayhap I’ll use it for a fancy bouquet for Laura, but I’m thinking of something a little more extravagant now.”

“What’ve you got in mind?” Bernard asked with a quirky smug grin.

“Time will tell,” the young romantic replied, “but I’d really like to sweep her off her feet this time. So I’m open to suggestions.”

The pair entered the butcher’s shaded hut and hushed as the older Phyllis Wright approached them with a pouch of sliced ham. She flashed her flawless white teeth at the pair of younger boys, nodded, and said, “Greetings. How’s the dynamic duo this fine day?”

“How-do, Phyllis? We two are well received by the day. How fares the handsome Arthur Carraway?”

She rolled her eyes, subtly displaying a hint of unconscious impatience at the man who was taking his precious time in courting her. “Same as he ever was. As bullheaded as dashing.”

Bernard tipped Phyllis a polite smile and walked past her to resume his conversation. “Well, I’m sure a nice bouquet would suffice.”

“Yes, Laura is a simple girl. I’m sure you’re right. But I’m feeling good today.”

He paused to greet the heavyset butcher, who smiled animatedly with slick, puffy cheeks and called, “Ho, boys! If it isn’t the humble fisherman extraordinaire and king-to-be!”

“Soft, good sir! We’re only here to make a trade, not to disrupt the masses.” He smiled and slapped the line of fish on the counter. “I know you’ll do me right. Just let me leave with enough fresh venison to feed my family and a fish or two to trade for vegetables.”

“Ye’ll get more’n enough vegetables wi’ ’alf a fish,” the large man replied dismissively.

The boy winked at him slyly and replied, “I know.” He turned back to Bernard and continued. “I’ve come across this stroke of good luck at the docks today,” he motioned toward the ample supply of fish, “and I intend to put it to good use. Better safe than sorry when it comes to a maid as fair as Laura.”

“Well the butcher’s correct.” Bernard seemed to have grown sullen and tired of the conversation. “The son of fisherman extraordinaire and king-to-be should have no trouble securing a dame.”

He put his hand on Bernard’s shoulder. “Soft now. I’ll not be rightful king for two more generations, after my father and his father before him have both grown too frail to ascend the throne. By then I’ll have the proper experience and modesty in my character to rule these lands as prosperously as those before me whose blood I share.” He turned Bernard to face him directly. “But in the meantime, I am only the meek son of a lowly fisherman, albeit a masterful one!”

He laughed, and Bernard returned his smile, but for a moment it did not seem genuine. Not until the butcher chimed in, “Toss in a bushel o’ bananas from that basket, ’n’ ye’ve got yerself a meal!”
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In the more recent days just before The Vita fell and the ruler lay slain, a subtle change had permeated the lands in Reprise. Some sensed this ominous quality, but many did not. Although The Stranger and his royal family sensed that something was off, the precise nature of what it was could not be determined. Bernard had grown increasingly sullen and brooding. He was refusing to accompany his lifelong friends and family as they went about their daily activities or sat down together in the evenings to share a meal. He’d begun finding new friends in the sort of folks who skimp on their communal obligations. The kind of men and women who wander into various shops day in and day out and falsely proclaim, “I’ve been on the hunt all day, but I just can’t make a proper kill lately,” or, “The soil I’ve spent all day hoeing is dry and infertile!” The kind of men and women who exploit the kindness and generosity of the hardworking people who kept the nation thriving.

The Stranger sensed this change as they aged together, and even his mother and father, Diana and Robert Vaga, queen-and king-to-be, sensed the change, but the great nation of Reprise had flourished under the watchful eye of The White for hundreds of generations, and the city of Krake had blossomed and rewarded her inhabitants since the day she was founded, regardless of the few who took advantage of the collective efforts of many.

Besides, Bernard was a sovereign adult now, and he was free to make his own decisions, a luxury of which he took full and ambitious advantage.
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The Stranger sat at his table with his mother, father, and lovely wife, Laura. The sun was setting on the expansive nautical horizon, and he gazed contentedly out of the large window in his manor high up in the hillsides of Krake, the White Kingdom. The golden-orange sky gradually adopted a breathtaking purple haze as the red sun appeared to sink slowly into the sea. High above his luxurious manor, the ancient castle towered over the city, its facade an intricate combination of stone and lavish white marble. This structure was the most sacred in all of Reprise, and neither The Stranger nor his father Robert, the immediate heir to the throne, had ever ventured inside. The empire was protected by an ancient, hallowed magic, and until the current king chose to bequeath his throne to his firstborn son, the secrets of the realm remained just that—secrets.

“My father sends his sincerest thanks for the invitation to tonight’s fine feast you’ve prepared, sir,” Laura remarked after all the food had been laid out. “Mother is lending him her assistance while he works through the night with the Laslows. The entire family has grown gravely ill.”

“Think not of it,” Robert replied, settling in at last beside Diana. “The fine residents of this land overindulge our family with their goods and services for little else than the royal blood we share. Men like your father are the reason we can partake in feasts as exquisite as this. It’s the least we can do to give a little back to our sterling in-laws.”

“Well, we all know your family gives back much more than you let on,” Laura finished with a smile. Robert flapped his hand good-naturedly at this and reached forward to seize an entire leg from the roast turkey in the middle of the large table. The Stranger put his hand on hers and smiled.

“Help yourself,” he said.

The family ate until each member could scarcely move, and still over half the food remained. Meats of three different varieties, vegetables that may have been picked that very morning, and bright fruits likely imported from across the Great Sea lined the table.

“Don’t even bother with the desserts, dear, I’ll rupture my innards if I even look at one of Mayberry’s prime pastries!”

“You won’t catch me trying to stand and retrieve them in this state,” Diana Vaga told her husband.

“What do you say you pack some of these leftovers up and take them to your mother and father? Perhaps the Laslow’s are fit enough to enjoy a proper meal.”

“I’m sure they’d be ever so grateful of the gesture,” Laura beamed.

“Son, fetch your old friends Arthur and Phyllis. If they can’t finish what’s left, we’ll steal away to visit some of those whose crops have been paltry of late.”

“Much obliged,” The Stranger replied. “I’ll just remain a moment lest my britches burst.” He’d leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes when someone knocked upon his heavy wood door. “Come, come,” he called, struggling to stand comfortably to his feet.

The door opened and one of Bernard’s new friends stood in the twilight. He entered without a word and closed the door behind him.

“Antonio!” The Stranger feigned his enthusiasm at the arrival of the shady man. “Come, please, sit and help us work on this meal.” He gestured toward the brimming table.

Antonio Staig was a heavyset, surly, dark-skinned man with long, black, greasy hair. He grinned bitterly with crooked, often pointed, yellow teeth and spoke in a strong, petulant accent most commonly associated with uneducated eastern outlaws. “Eve’n’, yer majesties. I’d not trouble ya t’ share yer grub wi’ the lowly likes o’ commoners like I.”

The Stranger glanced at his father, ever unimpressed with Bernard’s choice of mates, and chuckled, “He jests! You jest. You know we’ll give a meal to any man, woman, or child who’d have it! Come and sit. We’ve had our fill and were just discussing where to go from here.”

“Mighty ’umble of ye t’ share yer table scraps wiv a dog like I, chancellors,” Antonio replied sardonically, “but I must decline. Got bidness t’ tend to.”

“Have care how you’d speak to the king-to-be,” Robert Vaga growled unpleasantly. “It’s our family that keeps these nations intact, our family that keeps leeches like yourself from dying off or committing a crime from which you can’t recover!”

Laura and Diana locked eyes uncomfortably, but The Stranger chimed in before Antonio could retort. “Nonsense! You know well not to address us as anything but equals until His present Majesty steps down or reaches the end of his life. We are but friends here.” He approached and reached out to clap Antonio good-naturedly on the shoulder, but the short, stout man grimaced and pulled away.

“Never you mind, friend, I’ve not come t’ eat. I’ve come t’ say Bernard does wish t’ see you.”

“Ah, Bernard! We invited him to dine with us, but he wouldn’t commit one way or another. He couldn’t make it out with you this night?”

“He wish t’ see you in ’is own lowly abode, if ’t suits ye.”

“Bernard has known since we were infants that he could share equally in our wealth and good fortune. He’s made his own decisions. Nonetheless, I’ll accompany you! I should like to catch up with Bernard.” He turned back to the table. “So long as my lovely wife does not object.”

“Not at all,” Laura replied, as valiantly charming as she could be under the uncomfortable circumstances.

Antonio stepped forward from the door at last and tipped his head in a sarcastic bow. “An’ where be my manners?” He dropped his own accent and adopted a phony, aristocratic one: “How do ya do, future queen of Reprise?” He seized her hand in his own without waiting for her to offer it and placed it roughly against his lips.

The Stranger looked on wearily. He’d struggled honestly to keep the peace here, but Bernard’s friends had a way of pushing their luck.

“Come, Antonio. Let us away before I am unable to keep up with your bitter tongue.”
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The Stranger and Antonio stepped out into the dark and began to descend the expansive stone steps leading to his father’s manor, his own manor, and, beyond the two, the castle on the hilltop. Torches and lamps blazed throughout the city below. Some were still out wandering the streets, partaking in song and dance and drink and other festivities, but most of the citizens of Krake were in their homes at this time in the evening.

“You’d have care how you speak in the presence of my family, Antonio,” he said as they neared the bottom of the stairs and approached the street below. “Not for the sake of our heritage, but for the sake of my wife. I’d not have you coming off as mocking or threatening to her. Especially not in my own home.”

Antonio walked ahead of him in silence, stout and sullen, surely yearning for a reason to put his strong arms to use and pound the future king into a pulp.

“I admonish you not for your sake—I’ve no love for the likes of you—but for the sake of Bernard. As his friend I wish to keep our interactions as peaceful as you can manage, at least in the presence of my family.”

Antonio stopped abruptly and turned to face The Stranger. His dark, stubbly mouth widened in a malicious grin. A grin that seemed to suggest this foul man knew more than The Stranger himself.

The pair continued in silence until they reached Bernard’s dwelling. A modest home near the market that resembled most houses in Krake. While by no means an inexpensive cottage or slum, it certainly wasn’t the type of luxurious manor in which The Stranger could have ensured that his lifelong friend would spend out his days.

Antonio tapped twice on the door and entered without being bid. Bernard stopped pacing around his den and looked at the pair in the dim candlelight. “Welcome back,” he said in a neutral voice that was not necessarily welcoming. “And hello to you, old friend!”

Old friend. Was that the best he could force himself to feign amiability after all the two had been through together?

“Good eve’, Bernard. I tried to bring you a spot of food for supper, but your mate here would have nothing of it.” Antonio crossed his thick arms ill-temperedly and stood beside the door like a bodyguard.

“Always the charitable one were you, friend,” Bernard replied. “It’s why I’ve asked you here, in fact. I’ve found myself in a bit of a spot.”

“Of course,” The Stranger said neutrally.

“I was wondering if I could trouble you for a bit of meat,” Bernard carried on. “Perhaps a real prime cut. Something fanciful. I know old Pingrio the butcher will give you the entire shop for next to nothing if you ask.”

“And you could share the same fortune had you not alienated yourself from me, Bernard.”

“Ah, but alas,” Bernard spread his arms, “here I am in this commoner’s cabin with my own set of commoner friends and my own set of commoner’s woes.”

The Stranger had grown used to this inflexible stubbornness from Bernard, and he had a feeling this request wasn’t the meat—so to speak—of what Bernard wanted from him. “Of course, Bernard. I will give to you any cuts you desire.”

Bernard clearly had expected more interrogation or resistance from his friend, or he would have come to the house himself. He would have at the very least sent Antonio over with just the request.

“What’s the real reason you’ve called me here?”

“Well,” Bernard continued in a bit of obvious discomfort, “I may need quite a supply of fine goods. A prime cut of meat may not be just enough.”

“In what sort of trouble have you found yourself?” asked The Stranger.

“I owe something of a debt,” Bernard admitted at last, “and I’ll need to be sure I can placate my pursuers once and for all.”

This was just the sort of trouble Bernard could have avoided all along if he would simply have put in his fair share of effort and earned an honest man’s portion of possessions.

“What have you gotten yourself into? Be straight with me, Bernard. You know I can help you out of it.”

“Well, it’s a bit more complicated than what you yourself may want to be directly involved in,” Bernard stalled, the conversation clearly headed more and more in the direction he had hoped.

“Tell me straight!”

“It’s the ogras,” he said at last.

The Stranger seized Bernard by the shoulders and mustered every bit of will he possessed to refrain from shaking the foolish man and screaming in his face. “The ogras! Bernard, you fool! You know those plants are the first place the dark spirits go when they leave this realm!” Antonio scoffed behind him, and The Stranger turned to the burly man, pointing a finger in his face. “Don’t you blaspheme to me!” he shouted. “You’ve more than pushed your luck with me this night! You’re the reason Bernard is in this mess.” He turned back to face Bernard. “The leaves of the ogras will house the evil spirits for an eternity! You don’t smoke the stuff, do you? Tell me you don’t use it, Bernard!”

Bernard stared into The Stranger’s worrisome face and spoke levelly. “You’re overreacting.”

“Oh, great lands! No wonder you’ve changed so dramatically in recent days! There’s no telling what effects the ogras has had on your mind. There are likely black spirits inhabiting your very skull!” He thumped the side of his own head for emphasis.

“There are no black spirits inhabiting my mind!” Bernard snapped back. “If you would think such of me after all we’ve been through, then I retract my request for your assistance.”

“You will have my assistance, Bernard! I just cannot believe that you would be so foolish! Would you enter a house inhabited by the dead, my friend? Would you live there and eat there and allow the evil spirits who reside there to taint your foods and enter your body? The evil dead roam these lands searching for ways to once again impact our realm. By smoking the ogras and distributing it to our people, you are providing those dead a channel. You are bringing their evil back into our plane of existence.”

“Spare us the lectures please,” Bernard replied, unmoved. “Will you help me, or won’t you, old friend?”

There was that title again. Did Bernard know how much it stung?

“I will help you, but you must stop what you are doing. I cannot allow you to taint our White Kingdom with the darkness of the dead.”

“As you wish, your highness.”

“Do not mock me, Bernard. I extend to you my assistance, but I won’t swindle the good people of our city for your debt. I will help you, but we’ll do it my way.”
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Bernard led The Stranger farther and farther away from the torch-lit center of Krake. The streets grew darker as the houses grew smaller and more sparse. Eventually the pair was navigating wholly by moonlight and occasionally by the dim candlelight emanating from the windows of the cottages they passed.

The Stranger’s frustration continued to stew as Bernard led him deeper and deeper into the dark, lawless recesses of the city, the parts of Krake where peacekeepers often had to patrol and accept meals from kind strangers as repayment for the sense of security they brought with them. Bernard had lately been headed down a dark path, but The Stranger would never have guessed him this careless.

When the bodies of the living expire, their souls must find closure before finding peace for eternity. Lost souls roam the lands and search ineffectually for ways to impact the realm of the living once more. Good souls—protector souls—seek ways to indirectly aid their friends and loved ones and even strangers. They may do so by inhabiting plants and herbs used for medicinal purposes or by inhabiting homes targeted by the dark souls. The dark souls inhabit abandoned homes or the homes of those they wish to frighten and torment. They also inhabit poisonous plants and berries, enticing the naive to sample the bright, deadly fruits. Most often, however, these dark souls inhabit the ogras and subsequently the minds of men and women who grind up the ogras leaves and smoke them. Bernard would have never found himself in this predicament if he had chosen better friends.

“Why do you insist on associating with dregs like Antonio?”

“Likely for the same reasons you insist on associating with dregs like Arthur,” Bernard replied levelly.

“Arthur Carraway is an honest educator. He’s devoted his entire life to teaching basic skills to children and, more importantly, to being a model citizen and upholding the values of the king!”

Bernard stopped walking and spun on the man. “And what exactly does he do for you, pray tell? What is your reason for associating with men like Arthur?”

The Stranger stopped and considered. “I suppose there is no specific reason,” he replied. “Arthur is a good man, and his company brings me pleasure, Bernard, as once did yours.”

“As does the company of my associates,” Bernard snarled. He turned back and continued walking furiously.

The Stranger seized Bernard’s shoulder and spun him back around. “Look where your associates have got you! Look where we are, Bernard! See reason, and acknowledge this mess I’m here to get you out of!”

“Well I’m sorry I didn’t have an entire kingdom to rule in my future. I’m sorry I don’t have the blood of the king coursing through my body. I’m sorry,” Bernard snapped, spittle flying crazily from his lips, “that I don’t possess the white magic that will open the castle door at my mere touch!”

The Stranger allowed his hand to drop from Bernard’s shoulder. He knew not how to reply to Bernard’s jealousy. “Bernard, I was born with this destiny. This isn’t some play for power that I’ve strived to achieve. I’ve sworn to rule over and protect these lands during the final portion of my life. It is my duty. That doesn’t mean it is the fate I most desire.”

At this proclamation, Bernard’s upper lip pulled back in a sneer. “Well just remember, oh modest king, that not everyone has such a righteous and fortuitous birthright.”

The Stranger reached out to touch his friend again, but Bernard pulled away and began to turn. “You could have shared in all my fortune. But you’ve become a stranger.”

Bernard snapped around one final time, his eyes bulging dangerously in their sockets. “I’ve become a stranger?” he demanded. “It is you who spends each night in your luxurious manor on the hills with your lovely wife and your adoring parents. I am Bernard as I ever was. It is you who has become The Stranger!”
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The pair finished their walk in silence. They finally reached a building much larger than all the other outlying cottages, larger even than many of the homes in the center of Krake. The craftsmanship, however, left quite a bit to be desired. The shoddy abode looked to be four or more of the smaller slum cottages simply connected during construction. No light shone from the outer windows.

Bernard knocked thrice upon the wide front door and stepped backward uncomfortably, almost slinking behind The Stranger himself. Within a few moments, a dim glow grew in intensity in the windows beside the door. As the entire front room became illuminated by candlelight, someone began rattling what sounded like several manual locks on the front door. At last the door eased inward slightly and a louder clang issued from just inside. The Stranger looked at Bernard in the ensuing silence, and the uneasy man who had gotten them both into this silly mess nodded his head toward the door. The Stranger approached and slowly pushed it inward.

Inside the building was a strong steel cage surrounding the door. On the other side stood a gaunt man with crooked, yellow teeth and an under-bite so severe it had to be painful; his upper and lower lips never seemed to touch, and his mouth was drawn back in what The Stranger couldn’t decide to be a grin or a grimace. One eye stared sightlessly off to the right of the man’s emaciated face, while the other danced skittishly over the two visitors.

Now the man was certainly grinning, as he barked a single shrill laugh and hollered in a reedy, nearly unintelligible cackle, “’t’s ’im!”

Another man stepped instantly around the corner carrying something small in his hand. This man was obviously affected far less by the ogras than he who opened the door. His dark hair was pushed back on his head, and his frame was much fuller than the former man’s. Round face covered in stubble, he was dressed in a sharp, tight garb that was neither of commoners nor royalty, but of something in between. His calm eyes locked instantly on Bernard’s, and The Stranger thought he looked particularly unsurprised to see the two men at his door at this hour. Something unspoken seemed to pass between Bernard and his tormentor, and the man turned his gaze upon The Stranger and stood stock still on the other side of the steel cage, a contemptuous sneer on his face.

“I’m here—” The Stranger began, but the man interrupted him brusquely, a curved, black bit of metal in his hand pointed at the floor.

“I know why you’re here,” his voice was as slick as a table of ice on a cabbage patch, and equally deadly, “and I know who you are.”

“Magnificent,” The Stranger proclaimed as genially as he could pretend to be, “but I’m not here on behalf of the royalty.”

The drug dealer turned back to Bernard and advanced one calculated step, seeming to ignore The Stranger altogether. “You would bring him here?” he demanded. “You would involve royalty in your heinous affairs?”

Bernard’s mouth hung slack in a display of stupid speechlessness. He simply stared at the furious man on the other side of the cage.

“I say, I’m not here on behalf of my heritage. I come only as a friend to Bernard here to request a reconciliation.”

The man’s sneer intensified, and his haggard companion with one good eye took a step backwards and tittered excitedly. “You imbecile!” he screamed at Bernard, who winced and backed away despite the distance and the steel cage between them. The man continued to ignore The Stranger and intimidate Bernard. What exactly had he gotten himself into?

The Stranger’s concerns that Bernard had not been completely honest with him heightened. “Let us all relax and discourse like men.”

“You would bring the king-to-be to my step and mix me up in your toxic attempts to actualize your surreptitious aspirations?” His voice rose with every word until he was nearly shouting through the bars of his cage. His cadaverous companion continued to chew his black fingernails and shake with glee.

The Stranger spread his arms calmingly. “Perhaps we should take a step back and lay everything out on the table once and for—”

“Perhaps you should take a step back from my property!” the man roared. A lock of his slick, black hair fell out of place and dangled in front of his face, which had transformed from deliberate and composed to deranged. He raised his arm and pointed the small black object at The Stranger’s face.

“What is that? A fire-starter?”

His ignorance served only to taunt and infuriate the man further. His arm began to shake, and his hand trembled as he simultaneously struggled to squeeze and to not squeeze the tiny trigger on the object. At last he seemed to force himself to swing his arm away, but only by a few inches. The small device, no larger than a fresh banana, exploded deafeningly and sent a white-hot bullet screaming into the dirt floor on the outside of the cage.

The Stranger winced and ducked in surprise as Bernard screamed and stumbled backwards onto his rump. The Stranger seized his companion by the shoulder and hoisted him upright to run off into the darkness.

The infuriated drug dealer fired two more shots and banged on his locked cage, screaming his frustration into the night.
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The two men continued their flight back toward Krake through the darkness. A few more explosions resounded behind them in the distance, but in the end it seemed their pursuer was no longer on their trail. He never appeared to be too committed to killing them, as he’d willfully turned his arm away from The Stranger before pulling the trigger. The Stranger thought this was likely due to his status in Reprise, but something about the situation felt wrong.

He slowed and placed a hand on Bernard’s shoulder. The two came to a halt and doubled over, panting heavily.

“What is really going on here, Bernard?” The Stranger asked between breaths.

“It’s just as I’ve told you,” he replied stubbornly. “He just didn’t seem happy to find you there.” He glanced backward into the night, as if expecting to see the assailant walking calmly behind them. Was that expectation? Or hope?

“Well, it seems my status may have saved us from being killed, much as it may have infuriated him.”

“Yes. Seems so,” Bernard replied offhand. He continued glancing around, on edge.

“And what was that musket he held? I’ve never even heard of such!”

“Hmm …”

The Stranger watched Bernard fidget and fuss for a few moments before resigning to the fact that he likely may never get a straight answer from the man he once knew so well. “Do you reckon you’ve seen the last of him, at the least?”

“You know,” Bernard acknowledged him at last, “I truly doubt that I have.” The Stranger wasn’t sure whether it was contempt or resignation behind that tone.

In any case, Bernard straightened up and carried on along the road back to Krake without another word.

As the pair neared the city, The Stranger broke the silence by chuckling softly. Bernard glanced at him but remained sourly silent.

“I asked him if it was a fire-starter,” The Stranger laughed. At this, a hint of a smile lit Bernard’s face, but he struggled to remain sullen. “It certainly lit a fire under our asses.”

Bernard failed to maintain his dark persona and chortled at last. The snigger broke the dam to allow a flood of unadulterated laughter to flow forth, the likes of which Bernard had likely not experienced in the last half of his life. Soon the two were doubled over in gales of childlike laughter, and The Stranger was amiably clapping Bernard on his back as he had when they were younger.

“Walk home with me, Bernard,” he said. “I yearn to converse with you like old times.”

Bernard wiped a tear from his cheek and agreed, still smiling at their shared adventure that seemed so foolish in the light of the city.

On the short walk to the manor, The Stranger strayed from any talk of royalty or of what friends Bernard kept. They exchanged neutral memories and observations in a carefree manner that the two had not shared in ages. When they reached the stairs to The Stranger’s manor, however, Bernard glanced toward the door with some concern.

“I’d rather not come in right now,” he said plainly.

“Fair enough,” The Stranger replied. But at that moment, the door swung open and Laura stepped out. In the dim light, The Stranger could faintly make out tears streaming down her cheeks. “What’s wrong?” he asked, hastily stepping forward.

Laura threw her arms around his neck just as he was close enough to note a smile lighting up her lovely face. They were tears of joy.

“Darling,” she said, “I think I’m pregnant.”

The Stranger’s heart fluttered at the news. He embraced his wife and awaited a congratulatory clap on the back from Bernard. When he felt none, however, he kissed Laura on the cheek and turned back to look at his companion.

Bernard stood back away from the pair, alone in the darkness as he’d ever been, and though the news was joyous indeed, Bernard’s usually gloomy face was aglow with a smile that The Stranger found to be just a slight sight too genuine.


Chapter 5:

Rebirth
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I have to find my son.

The Stranger awoke in an oddly comfortable nest made in the cool sand. The searing pain in his chest had subsided. He could still feel a dull ache, but nothing nearly so unbearable as before he’d lost consciousness. He remembered the man who’d watched him fall. The man who’d run out of the trees as if to attack.

“I have to find my son,” he muttered, struggling to lift his head and open his eyes. It was night, and a small fire burned beside him. He started and turned toward the sudden sound of someone approaching.

“Whoa, now,” the man said, “you have to get rest. Ye almost died back there.”

It was the man from before. He hurried out of the jungle with a handful of dry twigs and sticks to feed the fire. The blood-dripping blade he’d carried before was no longer in his hands. If he wanted to kill The Stranger, he would have done it already. Or merely let him die.

The Stranger lay his head back down on the makeshift pillow of grass and thick leaves. “How bad is it?” he asked.

“Right bad,” the man replied, settling himself down on the ground beside the fire. “Some wonder yer not bleedin’ in yer lung. Slug went right between ’em. Prob’ly nicked the lung tree, though.”

The Stranger pulled in a slow, deep breath. Sure enough, the rales in his chest were audible. He coughed and found that a tiny bit of liquid came up into his mouth with each hack. He lifted one hand to gingerly inspect his chest.

“Don’t touch it!” the man said sharply. “I got some cloth folded up on it and tied a bit around ye to keep the pressure on.”

The Stranger winced and put his hand back by his side. “I need to find my son,” he repeated.

The man eyed The Stranger across the fire in uncertain silence. “Where is yer son?” he cautiously asked at last.

“They took him,” The Stranger whispered, tears of pain and helpless frustration stinging his throat and eyes.

“Who took him? The pirates?”

“No,” The Stranger said gruffly. He closed his eyes, resigned to his vulnerability and impotence. He could scarcely stand upright. To pursue his son at this stage would be an impossibility. He dismissed the careless notion and turned his head to the side to sleep.

“I’m John, sir,” the man announced abruptly. He stood, walked over to The Stranger, and crouched, extending his hand to be shaken. “John Tompkins.”

The Stranger opened his eyes wearily and took John’s hand dismissively, his irritation mounting. “I’m …” He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting to offset the rise in blood pressure that would undoubtedly be detrimental to his current condition. He shook his head, eyes still closed. What sort of time was this for petty introductions? This man’s name didn’t make a day’s difference to The Stranger. His very own name didn’t mean anything anymore. His son was gone. Taken. That’s all that mattered. That’s the only thing that would ever matter.

“I know who you are,” John said.

The Stranger opened his eyes and looked upon his protector with weary surprise.

“I thought I recognized ye at first. Then when I was taking that musket ball out of yer chest, I realized why. Near about everyone from Reprise knows that face.”

“You’re from Reprise?” The Stranger asked, shocked that he should come across a fellow native such a great distance away from the mainland.

“Born ’n’ bred,” John replied. “I was shipped out on a slave ship not long after t’ Baron killed yer da’.”

“’Twas my grandfather who’s the slain king.”

“Apologies, sir,” John said sincerely.

“Stay the sir nonsense, will you? Those days are far behind us. And it’s no matter. The king is dead, as am I.”

John nodded obligingly. “But yer not dead, sir. Forgive me my habit, if ye would. It’s my faithfulness to the throne ’t put me ’ere on this island. In any case, ye live. I saw to that. It’s the least I could do seeing as ye saved my own life in a sense. I lost my wife and child, too. Damned meself here on this island, ’n’ I was fit to hurl myself over yonder cliffs when I saw ye below, gettin’ strong-armed.”

The Stranger listened passively nodding his acknowledgment.

“In a way, yer my protector soul, ’n’ ’at made me yers.”

“Charming,” The Stranger replied dryly, “but my life is over. I was shot and left for dead upon a burning ship, and I may as well have never woken up.”

“I’ve thought that way too, sir. Been alone on this island fer a long time.”

“And you’ve found nothing to live for before this? You’ve not sought to reclaim your lost kin?”

John seemed to ponder this inquiry for a moment before replying matter-of-factly, “I don’t deserve to see my loved ones again.”

The Stranger scoffed and turned away. His wife and son were gone, and if he lived, he would live to see them again. Anything less would be unacceptable.

“Thank you for saving me, John,” he said unappreciatively. “Please let me rest now.”

“This island gave me a new life,” John claimed softly into the silence. “It took a while, but it happened. Perhaps ye’ll find yerself a new life as well, king-to-be.”
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When the low flames of the fire died out and the soft crackling hushed, the only light was the slender moon overhead and the dim glow of the embers. Gentle waves crashed in the distance against the cliffs that had become Slougher’s tomb instead of John Tompkins’.

An indistinct clicking noise began rising from deep in the jungle, pulling The Stranger from his deep, fever-induced sleep. The clicking rose in pitch and volume to become a low, distant growl so hollow that it may very well have been coming from the earth ’stead of some gargantuan beast. The Stranger listened to the heart-stopping sound until his throat constricted and his breathing stopped. Chills ran down his spine, causing him to shiver painfully in his tourniquet. The sleeping man beside him stirred.

“What is that sound?” The Stranger asked with hushed urgency.

John groaned groggily and rolled over to his stomach, propping his head up on his hands. “I don’t know,” he said breathlessly. The Stranger thought he looked decidedly at-ease. “Punishers.”

The Stranger grunted acknowledgment. That was precisely the guess he did not want to hear.

“According to legend they leave ye be s’long as ye don’t stray into darkness.”

The Stranger thought of his time in the Daskan Desert and reflected that he should never again be so foolish as to base his beliefs on the content of legends. “I wouldn’t be so certain,” he claimed before rolling back over and drifting in and out of unsound sleep until sunrise.
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When the hot sun rose above the horizon and dissipated the cool night air, The Stranger awoke with beads of sweat streaming down his face and arms. His light garb and heavy bandages were plastered to his slick, hot skin, and his mouth was painfully dry and stiff.

He tried to sit up, but his chest screamed in protest, and his head swam dangerously until he lay back down. Glancing around, he noted that his protector soul had ventured off already. Probably for the better. The Stranger regretted his sharpness with the kind man on the previous night, but the fool didn’t seem to understand his situation. He longed to get up and steal away during this prime opportunity and begin his quest to find his lost wife and son, but he could scarcely sit upright without feeling faint. It seemed he would be at the mercy of this island for yet a while longer.

At last John Tompkins came meandering out of the woods. He had moved The Stranger into a small sandy clearing somewhere in the jungle. The sun beamed down on them unobstructed by a dense canopy, and waves crashed upon the shore not far in the distance, so The Stranger thought they hadn’t moved too deep into the jungle. He counted that a small blessing after hearing the conversations of what must roam these thickets in the night.

“Water,” The Stranger gasped at John, who had reappeared with a full load of goods.

John dropped his belongings merrily and greeted The Stranger. “G’morn’, yer up! Feelin’ any better?”

The Stranger swallowed dryly and repeated, “Water, please.”

John walked over with a large canteen and lowered it into the sick man’s grasp. “Have care, now. Ye’ll make yerself sick!” The Stranger seized the container and all but inhaled its contents greedily. “I’s up before the gulls this morn’ ’n’ thought I’d head over to my old shack ’n’ grab a few victuals fer us. Don’t think it wise to move ye any time soon.”

“Yes,” The Stranger agreed woefully. Then he added, “John, I’m sorry for my previous harshness.”

John grunted acknowledgment and looked toward the sky, as would a man who’s uncomfortable sharing sincerity with another. “It’s only natural. Ye been through a great trauma. What with yer fam’ly ’n’ bein’ shot ’n’ all,” he said gruffly.

The Stranger watched as John removed the clean, shiny sword from his waistband and placed it beside his makeshift bed in the sand, where he had slept with it the previous night. He seemed prepared to say more, but he just looked back to the sky and observed it in momentary silence.

“Gonna be a storm comin’,” he mused at last.

The Stranger looked to the sky but remained unconvinced. It was a scorching, cloudless day with bright blue skies. “Perhaps the chill will soothe my aches,” he rasped conversationally, despite his doubts in John’s meteorological knowledge.

“No, no,” John intoned, finally reestablishing eye-contact with The Stranger. “If ye’ve got a fever, y’ need to sweat it out.”

“Is that why you’ve left me out here in the sun to roast?” The Stranger asked after taking another healthy swig of water.

John smiled in spite of The Stranger’s grousing and nodded his head.

But The Stranger’s temper and impatience were rising yet again. He was stuck here in physical and mental anguish while his wife and son were being whisked away across the Great Sea to unimaginable tortures, and all this man could do was grin and humor him. “And I suppose your healing abilities are as formidable as your capacity to predict the weather!”

John looked taken aback, not by The Stranger’s outburst, it seemed, but by his denial of the imminent storm. He looked back to the sky for a moment and glanced at The Stranger, who was staring moodily at the sand. “Ye don’t feel it comin’? The calm before the storm?”

“I’ve been through storms,” The Stranger snapped as brusquely as he could manage. His chest was now a low, persistent ache that gnawed at his mind incessantly, and his entire body was subject to minute convulsions and chills of a feverish variety. “And I’ve felt their calms.” He looked up at John’s oblivious face before rolling over to moodily face in the other direction. “Today, I feel nothing.”

John attempted to pull half of his mouth up in a sympathetic smile, but The Stranger rolled over and refused to look at him any longer, so he dropped his gaze and stared at his tattered old boots that he’d just kicked off in the sand. His compulsion to persist with conversation did not falter. “’Tis not a violent storm, mind. Mos’ likely one ’at does more cleansin’ than destroyin’.”

“Right. Allowing me to start fresh in my new life,” The Stranger muttered sardonically.

“I’ll allow ye to start fresh in yer afterlife,” a third voice chimed in from the woods where John had recently emerged.

John twirled and reached instinctively for his freshly cleaned sword, but all he got was a handful of sand. The sword was gone.
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The three remaining men from Slougher’s party emerged from the forest, grinning victoriously. One of the rag-tag pirates was holding his own blade up in a defensive position while waving John’s stolen sword tauntingly. John sat dumbly in the sand with his mouth agape, and The Stranger rolled onto his back and attempted to prop himself up on his elbows.

“How ’bout ye jus’ give us the babbie, ’n’ we’ll be on our way,” the leading pirate growled.

“Now just ye wait,” John started, but the scrawny, snaggletoothed pirate holding two swords stepped forward and slapped him across the cheek with the broad side of his blade.

“Shut yer gob, ye ol’ urchin. ’Tweren’t nobody talkin’ at ye!” he demanded.

The pirate who seemed to be in charge watched this exchange passively before looking back to The Stranger and continuing. “If ye jus’ take us to the boy, we won’ gut ye where ye lie, which we could manage righ’ easily in yer current blight’d state.”

The Stranger wracked his fevered brain. He’d managed to trick their captain into falling over the cliffs to his death, and Slougher was thrice as crafty as any one of his crew, but how would he manage all three at once? Especially when his aching body forbade his getting up and even walking across their campsite. Attempts to reason or merely tell the truth would fail with these men. And the hopes that John would succeed in blindsiding and strong-arming the men were slim to none. He was outnumbered three to one, as The Stranger himself would be able to offer no physical assistance. He glanced at John, who was propped up on his arms, looking at the sand, defeated, as droplets of blood flowed from the thin cut on his cheek.

“We promise t’ take extra special care of ’im,” the pirate sneered.

“Your captain is dead,” The Stranger finally said in little more than a whisper. Hoping that this and only this could lead the man to call off their crusade.

He thought he saw a momentary flicker of shocked despair in the eyes of the third pirate, who had yet to submit anything to the exchange, but the leader’s ugly grin never faltered, in fact it may have widened slightly. “More bounty fer us,” he said contentedly.

The Stranger considered appealing to his royal heritage and offering the pirates something to keep them at bay and buy a little more time, but something told him they knew more about the current state of the kingdom than he himself. He closed his eyes and swallowed painfully, steeling himself for whatever may come of his only remaining option. “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said slowly and deliberately. “I’ve been mortally wounded by the men who took my son. The very same men who hired you, I think.”

For the first time, the pirate’s grin drooped and faded, turning into the stony blank face of a man who’s eaten bad shellfish and is determined not to get sick.

“I can scarcely move to show you anything about this island anyhow.”

The pirate’s grip tightened on the handle of his brand, and he visibly clenched his teeth. “Then we ought to stay yer sufferin’ right here ’n’ torture yer healer here ’til he tells us somethin’ ’sides this spurious claptrap.”

At this John perked back up and risked another input. “He speaks the truth. His son is gone, ’n’ I’m nursin’ the poor man back t’ health so’s he c’n set out t’ find ’im!”

The Stranger had not previously considered John’s intentions to assist or even to acknowledge his inevitable quest, and to hear the man say it—despite the pleading desperation behind his tones—brought an ill-timed warmness and shame for how snappy he’d been with his protector.

The pirate who had struck John before started forward again, raising his blade, but the leading pirate snapped first. The Stranger watched helplessly as he whipped around and brought the handle of his blade down upon John’s skull hard enough to drive him face first into the hot sand. “Ye’ll ’ave yer chance to blather all ye fancy soon ’s we’ve finished with yer friend here!” he screamed, dementedly furious. He put a heavy boot on the back of John’s head and pushed his face farther into the sand before turning back and closing in on The Stranger. “Last chance, chum,” he growled, bringing his mangy red face just in front of The Stranger’s. His chest heaved as he angrily puffed reeking breath into The Stranger’s working mouth.

“I—please,” he stammered.

The pirate touched the tip of his blade under The Stranger’s chin and stood back upright. “Ye clearly are of no use t’ me.”

The Stranger felt the man’s hand twitch and push the sword into his soft, slick skin at the same time that he closed his eyes and heard the wet click of blade entering flesh. But his thoughts did not cease there.

He opened his eyes and looked up at the pirate who held the tip of the sword in his neck. The man stood stock still, staring in wide-eyed, open-mouthed surprise into the forest behind The Stranger. A knife protruded shank-deep from his chest.
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The pirate’s lifeless body went limp at last, and he dropped his sword from The Stranger’s neck and collapsed painfully on top of him. His two companions spun and fled back into the shady jungle without a second glance back.

The Stranger rolled the corpse off of himself and looked at John, who was still on his side with his face in the sand, breathing heavily and staring in the direction from whence the knife had been thrown.

Standing at the edge of the tree line were a strong looking woman and stout man with a full dark beard speckled with gray hairs. The couple looked old enough to be parents of a child on the verge of becoming an adult. With John and The Stranger looking on in stunned silence, the woman walked forward and plucked her knife effortlessly from the dead pirate’s chest. The burly man, after stowing a curved sword of his own, picked up the sword that had moments before been under The Stranger’s skin, which was now dripping blood steadily.

The man tossed the sword down beside John. “Fer the one they nicked,” he grumbled.

The woman wiped the blood off her knife and said, “Well, should we pursue the others, Robert?”

“Nah,” he grunted, plopping himself down heavily in the sand, “think we got enough to manage righ’ ’ere.”

The Stranger looked at Robert with a naive twinge of despair upon hearing his name. “You share my father’s name,” he whispered.

Robert, having seen last night’s carnage upon the seas, could only speculate as to the source of The Stranger’s visible sorrow. He gently offered, “’Tis an hon’rable name, sir.”

The Stranger closed his eyes and swallowed hard, fighting against the lump that was rising in his throat. John Tompkins, on the other hand, was sitting up and rubbing the dark bruise at the peak of his forehead. He grinned despite his injuries and offered, like a child who can no longer contain his petty excitement, “His father was an honorable man, too. Do ye know who he is?”

“’Fraid not,” Robert said cautiously.

“He was to be the king,” John said ecstatically, “before The Baron seized control.”

Robert and his female companion both looked at The Stranger in awe, but The Stranger’s frustration with John was mounting yet again. He squeezed his eyes shut in irritation and said bluntly, “It is no matter. Those days are long behind us.”

Robert, however, stood and offered a bow, helping push The Stranger’s annoyance to a crescendo. “Forgive me, sir,” he started.

“I’ve told John, and I’ll tell you,” The Stranger interrupted as forcefully as he could, “I’d not be addressed as anything but an equal. The men who would become king are dead, and the thrice-removed heir to the throne has been snatched from my dying grasp and carried off to a life filled with woe at the very best! If I live through this night, it will be as the man who will save my son from the dismal fate that’s befallen him, not as the son of the king, and certainly not as the king-to-be!” With that, he closed his eyes and helplessly struggled to roll over and face the other direction.

The two guests looked uncomfortably at John, who was already accustomed and immune to The Stranger’s prickliness. He merely wiped the blood from his cheek, rose, extended his hand, and said, “I’m John Tompkins. Still John in my new life.”

The Stranger thought darkly that John certainly seemed to be making the most of his new life.

The woman shook John’s hand and joined his joviality. “I’m Maria Vilsen,” she said, “and this is Robert Forlo.”

“Well we’re lucky ye both decided to vacation on this rock!”

The Stranger rolled back to face the group, torn maddeningly between these vexing conversations and his noble upbringing. “Thank you,” he said softly. “Thank you both for saving us.” The couple smiled at him, and he did not turn away again.

“We actually didn’t come here for pleasure,” Maria said, settling down in the sand. “We left Fordar together when things were at their worst, and we happened upon your ship last night, as it floated ablaze onto the shore of this island.”

John and The Stranger stared at the couple in silence, neither knowing what else to say.

“Perhaps we’ll share more stories later,” Maria continued, “but luckily for you two, my father was a healer before he passed, and I’m pretty handy with my herbs.”

Robert was nodding in agreement.
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Maria disappeared into the jungle for a few moments. “I won’t go far,” she assured Robert, kissing him on the forehead as he struggled to stand up and accompany her, “it’s only a fever.”

The three men sat in forced silence in her absence, and only John appeared to be completely at ease and content. He dabbed at his water and swabbed the drying cut on his cheek while humming to himself, but he didn’t attempt to strike up any more conversations.

When Maria returned with her pouch filled with a variety of leaves, she produced a small porringer, filled it with fresh water, and placed it atop a makeshift stand. “Could you get a small fire going underneath that, dear?” she asked Robert, who swiftly obliged. Rummaging through her various herbs, she asked John, “I don’t suppose your injuries are too severe? Would you object if I tend to your friend first?”

“Not at all,” John replied cheerfully. “He was nigh bleedin’ into his lung. I bandaged him up, but he don’t seem t’ be doin’ too well.”

“I have some herbs that will help heal his wounds,” Maria said, pulling a single leaf from her pouch and placing it in the small bowl of water above the fire, “but I believe he has an infection. It’s best to handle that before it gets any worse.” She glanced over and smiled at The Stranger, who was watching passively. “You should go right to sleep and feel much better the next time you awake.”

The Stranger attempted a wan smile. “I thank you, Maria,” he said softly.

“While this heats up, why don’t you tell us your story,” she suggested, easing herself down beside Robert. “We could only make out very little from our vantage point.”

The Stranger waved a hand dismissively and rolled over onto his back to close his eyes. “Maybe another time,” he said unconvincingly. He was under enough strain and distress. The last thing he wanted to do was relive the horrific events of last night. “Suffice it to say that I need to begin my search for my family, so a rapid recovery would be greatly appreciated.”

“Well, I can’t say for certain how soon you’ll be back on your feet, but I’m fairly confident you’ll be right as rain after my care.”

Robert grunted in agreement. In another life The Stranger may have found Robert Forlo to be distant and difficult to engage, but given his current state of affairs, he appreciated having at least one companion who was comfortable with a little silence.

“I can tell ye stories,” John chimed in. “This time yesterday I’s right set upon endin’ my own life.”

The Stranger closed his eyes and tuned out John’s ramblings. He simply couldn’t bring himself to care about how extraordinary the man thought his own tales. Let him babble and revel proudly in his rebirth, so long as their new friends were there to nod and ask questions and leave The Stranger to his own thoughts.

A need to begin his quest burned inside The Stranger, nearly as intensely as his fever. Every moment wasted lying in this hot sand introduced his wife and son to greater unthinkable peril. He writhed uncomfortably in the sun, trapped immobile with his own tortuous thoughts and concerns, unable to act upon every paternal instinct and inclination. If his wounds didn’t heal soon, the mental torture would become too much to bear.

At last John had brought his heroic tale back to present, and Maria rose to stir her medical concoction and present it to The Stranger. He rolled on his side and gingerly took the steaming saucer in his hands.

“Have care, now,” Maria warned. “Sip slowly.”

He took a small sip and found the brew far less satisfying than fresh, cool water. Maria nodded to him, urging him to continue, and he choked down the hot preparation as well as he could.

“May the sacred spirits of our passed guardians who inhabit these leaves soothe your ailments and find peace in the afterlife, so that we may find peace in our own lives,” she seemed to recite.

The Stranger slowly finished the drink as Maria sat back in the sand with her lover and began to share her own tale. He found some interest in spite of himself in hearing about the state of civilization in Fordar, from whence Maria and Robert had fled their old lives. As frightening and frantic as life in Reprise had become, The Stranger couldn’t help but imagine that life in Fordar, where the influence and protection of the White Kingdom had ever been less ubiquitous, was far more uncertain during the transition. Based upon Maria’s accounts, news of The Baron’s seizure of power had traveled fast—impossibly fast—as though Bernard already had followers in the distant nation who believed without doubt in his success.

Much of Maria and Robert’s story after they fled Fordar in the stolen ship was lost on The Stranger, however. Once Maria’s herb took effect, he slipped into a deep, invigorating sleep.
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The Stranger awoke long after the sun had disappeared behind the trees, taking the day’s intense heat with it. The fire crackled softly in its attempts to burn itself out. John was snoring erratically, and Maria was sleeping silently upon Robert’s chest. No one seemed to think it prudent to maintain a watch through the night, likely correctly enough. The Stranger doubted if those two bumbling pirates would chance a confrontation against three armed individuals and one useless cripple.

He inhaled slowly and found that his chest was able to expand with much less resistance than before. He was even able to sit upright without getting light-headed and passing out. He felt so fine, in fact, as he sat beneath the cloudy night sky, that he considered standing up and stealing away in the night. It would mean a clean, easy break from his rescuers. It would also mean that his quest would begin far sooner than he’d resigned himself to believing previously possible. His wounds would continue to heal while he travelled, provided that he didn’t get himself into any danger. And he did his family no good by lying around sleeping off his injuries and illnesses. All he needed to do was find a ship to escape this island, and he would be able to rest while he sailed.

Lightning flashed in the distance, and a low rumble of thunder slowly rolled its way to The Stranger’s ears. He glanced at John, deeply asleep with his mouth agape beneath his unkempt beard. It seemed his predictions had been correct after all. The man deserved more credit than The Stranger had given him, all things considered. Perhaps in another life The Stranger could have seen him for the noble man he was.

The sky was momentarily lit by lightning again, and Maria nestled herself closer to Robert in her sleep. The large man may very well have been holding his breath. He didn’t appear to move at all.

If The Stranger were to seize this opportunity, he would have to make haste, before the storms rolled in and woke his party. He stood slowly to his feet for the first time in over a day and found that, though stiff, he had little trouble moving around. Maria was clearly more proficient in potion making than he had expected. Either that or there were more souls on his side than he cared to think about at this moment.

He’d had no belongings with him when his burning vessel had washed upon the shores and he’d been forced to flee empty-handed and alone into the jungle, so he picked up John’s canteen of fresh water. Surely the man had another in whatever cottage he’d been living in on this island. He tipped the canteen in silent thanks and bent to pick up the pirate’s sword John kept beside him. Given that this was the second occasion it would be stolen from him, The Stranger thought it time the man found another spot for it. He slid the blade in his waistband and wondered briefly what would happen if the two pirates did come back to finish the job. Could this one blade be the difference between life and death for the man who had gone to such lengths to save him? Surely not. With Maria and Robert in his company, the three of them had enough courage and steel to triumph over two bilge rats.

The Stranger sighed. He needed the sword, in any case. His quest would be long and dangerous, and from this point on he would have no one by his side to protect him.

Without another thought to his three sleeping protectors, and without a backward glance over his shoulder, The Stranger slinked off into the darkness.
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Before long, The Stranger was running through the dark forest with a seemingly endless store of energy. The farther he ran, the more powerful grew his need to reunite with his family. To kiss his beautiful wife, Laura. To hold his laughing son, William. When his chest began to pulse painfully beneath his tourniquet, he ran through the pain.

Determined to put enough distance between himself and the campsite to ensure no one would find him if they set out searching, his jog turned into a full-fledged sprint through the forest toward the island’s distant shore. But would his protectors come searching for him when they realized he’d fled? Or was he merely flattering himself? The question was of no consequence. If they searched, they’d find nothing. If they didn’t, he’d be unhindered in his flight back to Reprise.

At last The Stranger stopped to catch his breath and take a large draught from his canteen. Already he could feel the ghostly fingertips of his fever struggling to re-establish their grip on him. He looked to the sky and observed the distant storm-head that still hadn’t quite made it above the island. Surely he was far enough away to be able to slow his pace a bit. The storm had not yet arrived to wake anyone up, and they had no idea in which direction he’d fled anyway. Better to take it easy now than to have his infection come back full-force with the sunrise.

He continued walking through the night as the thick clouds drew ever closer and eventually blocked out what little moonlight there had been. Soon The Stranger was bumping painfully into trees and limbs, and he wished sorely that he’d thought to bring a makeshift torch of sorts. Frequent flashes of lightning simultaneously helped to guide his way and to hinder his vision. Each flash left an imprint of what was before him, but once he’d travelled a few steps by memory, he was functionally blind yet again, forced to await the next lightning strike. This sightlessness, coupled with the rolling thunder that was no longer distant but directly overhead, rendered The Stranger uneasy, as he would be unable to identify anything that may approach, neither by sight nor by sound.

When the lightning flashed again, the image that burned and persisted in The Stranger’s eyes left him frozen in shocked terror. A small girl dressed in loose, white sleeping robes stood amidst the trees perhaps three body-lengths away. The Stranger’s vision slowly faded, but the image of the girl remained—long dark hair hanging from a pale, melancholy face. She appeared to be completely drenched, despite the current lack of rain falling from the clouds. Gooseflesh broke out all over his body, standing his hair on end and sending a painful chill down his spine. He held his breath and listened, but only crackling thunder could be heard.

“H—hello?” he asked, holding onto a tree to keep him from sinking completely to his knees. He slowly brought his free hand forward and held it in front of him in a gesture that was half a display that he was harmless and half defensive.

The girl didn’t respond.

“Are you all right?” he asked, not daring to move until he could see again, or at least until he heard something that made her presence less inexplicable.

Finally another flash of lightning lit the dark forest. The girl was gone.

The Stranger frantically darted his sightless eyes from side to side, searching desperately for anything, but seeing only the image that had just been burned into his retinas.

When the shock subsided and several more lightning strikes confirmed that he was indeed alone, The Stranger decided he’d simply spooked himself by considering his blind and deaf helplessness. After standing stock-still with his heart pounding painfully against his tattered lung, he began to breathe slowly and deeply in an effort to calm himself as he began moving forward again.

The first drops of rain finally began falling as The Stranger stumbled upon a small cottage in the woods. The facade was in shambles. Every window appeared to be shattered, great plants and vines grew up and snaked their way all over the building, and large patches of the roof were collapsed in. But it would still serve as a practical shelter from the rain.

The Stranger approached the door, which was hanging askew on its hinges, and thought it may be best to call out. Given that there were at least two rogue pirates and perhaps a small child also on the island, there was no telling who he may encounter inside even a building as decrepit as this.

“I’m coming in!” he called, pulling the crooked door open.

Standing in the doorway, he tried to make out what was inside, but the building was even darker than the jungle, so he waited for the lightning to flash again. When it did, he could see that the former foyer was in ruin. Overturned pieces of rotted wooden furniture littered the den area, and there were plants growing up the walls even on the inside.

Beyond the den was a small room that may have once served either as a dining area or a kitchen. Now the only remnant of its existence was either a low wall or an expansive stone table. When lightning flashed again, it illuminated nearly everything in the foyer and den, but the small room behind the half-wall was left in shadow, as the window was higher than the wall separating the rooms. The Stranger was paralyzed yet again by a certainty that he had made out two glowing eyes near to the floor in that shadow. His body trembled at the eerie sight, and his imagination carried him places that made it impossible to turn and run away from the cabin.

He waited in silence as the rain came down harder and harder on the patchy roof. It began pouring down from the holes above the den. Moments dragged on impossibly as he waited for the next lightning flash. When it finally came, it was accompanied by an immediate crack of deafening thunder. The bolt may very well have struck the roof of the house directly. The suddenness of it made The Stranger jump painfully, but the image he saw before him made him stumble backwards against the wall.

The girl in white robes sat curled in the dark corner across the cabin. Her knees were pulled up to her chest, and her wet hair was draped over them. The nearby lightning strike seemed to have no discernible effect on her whatsoever. In the momentary light, her eyes were locked upon The Stranger’s, probably were still locked upon The Stranger’s, despite the chasm of crippling darkness separating them.

“Are—are you hurt?” he stammered over the sound of the rain, which was thundering steadily down into the cabin now. The girl was beyond hurt. Her eyes were listless and dead. Her skin looked gray and decaying. If she were an apparition, she was unlike any of which The Stranger had ever heard. Lost souls roamed the living realm unseen, unheard, and unable to directly impact the environment. This was something else entirely.

“Help us.”

The Stranger heard her small voice just barely over the roar of the rain. “Wh—what?” He struggled to wheeze, but no sound would come out.

“Please help us.”

Louder now.

The Stranger stood back upright in spite of every sensation that was ripping through his body. “I can’t,” he sobbed, stumbling forward into the flooding den nonetheless. Not even a full night in, and already distractions from his quest were appearing. But to not help a small child in peril …

Lightning flashed once more, and the girl was gone.
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The Stranger stumbled back out the door of the cottage and into the rain. Before his terror could even sink in or subside, a thundering crash erupted from behind the ruined building. He wheeled around in the rain but could see nothing beyond the front of the building, which was somewhat visible now that the moon had peeked around the thicker of the clouds overhead. The crash did not seem to be a tree falling, but a tree being uprooted and thrown to the ground. Even in the rain and thunder, the sound was out of place and startling, as there were no strong winds.

His fear doubled and then trebled as the clicking growl he’d observed on the previous night grew into a mammoth roar from deep in the jungle. He turned and stumbled away from the building and away from the source of noise. Infrequent flashes of lightning provided glimpses of his route as he tripped and bumbled painfully through the dense trees. His heart throbbed miserably in his wounded chest, and the feverish stiffness had worked its way back into his core yet again. He found more and more difficulty in each breath, and his face and ears burned in intense agony.

At last The Stranger stumbled out of the trees and onto a clearing at the top of a rocky cliff. He buckled unceremoniously onto his hands and knees, and the combination of every negative emotion he’d ever felt finally collapsed in upon him. The unadulterated terror from the girl in the woods, the physical tortures of his chest wounds and infection, the mental anguish of not knowing where his wife and son were or whether they were doing okay, the emotional agony of having witnessed the murder of his parents and the abduction of his loved ones.

For the first time since his departure from Reprise, The Stranger let these emotions in. After countless days on the run, never knowing what peril would threaten his life and the lives of his family members next, never knowing who was searching for him or how many men or when they would finally find him, The Stranger begrudgingly succumbed to the stress of it all. After keeping his emotions and concerns at bay for the sake of his family for so long, The Stranger let down his guard, and the stoic wall he had built came crumbling down in an instant. The wall would be rebuilt. After sunrise, he would have the wall built back and stronger than ever—he would have to, for his family needed him now more than ever—but for now, he finally let the caustic tears come.
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His tears flowed freely from his eyes and mixed with the rain that coursed down his cheeks. He had fought against them long enough, and his energy to do so was completely drained. He didn’t even attempt to stay the choking bray of a sob that erupted and finally relieved the tension in the lump in his throat, which he’d held since nearly the day his son was born.

The Stranger wept until the thunderclouds were far off in the distance over the open sea and the red-orange dome of the sun began emerging over the horizon to the east. The rain had become a drizzle that beaded and dripped under his eyes, concealing and washing away the last of his bitter, childlike tears.

The new day’s sun turned the hazy skies above it into a vast rainbow of subtle colorations. Purple to green to yellow to red on the horizon, blending seamlessly with the dark, colorless skies above it. The Stranger found himself unable to look away from high atop his coastal cliff. The crown grew into a bright orange semi-circle on the horizon, surrounded by an orb of the day’s heat that was effortlessly pushing the darkness of night away to the opposite horizon. The Stranger felt that orb simultaneously pushing away the night’s woes. With the darkness that faded slowly out of existence, so too did his fears and pains and concerns. The only thing that remained as he slid dripping wet out of last night’s womb and into a fresh new life was his conviction.

His conviction and his new life’s mantra: I have to find my son.
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Once the sun came to full view and became too blinding to behold, The Stranger breathed a determined sigh that brought his composure back into focus. He turned back toward the jungle he’d hurried out of last night and braced himself to face it yet again. He would walk the coast of this entire island if he had to, searching every beach for a docked vessel or a pier.

He placed his sword and canteen on the ground and wandered over toward shade to tend to his wound and tourniquet before setting off. Utterly composed, refreshed, and determined, he didn’t even notice the small patch of out-of-place sand just before the tree line. Had he noticed it, he would never have thought twice about plodding right through it on his way to the shade.

When The Stranger stepped onto the sand, however, a nearby tree cracked and whipped, setting into motion a series of hidden ropes and pulleys that launched a large mesh upward from underneath the sand, effortlessly hoisting the man into the air and tangling him uncomfortably in a net that bounced and swayed beneath the trees.


Chapter 6:

Stora
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The sun beat down on the dusty streets of Onton. The still, dry air was silent, save for the soft rustling of many feet at once. The brain-dead inhabitants of the town shuffled mindlessly about the streets, their shirts loose and tattered and their trousers either completely gone or dragging along unheeded behind one foot. Their skin had grown ashen and cracked from prolonged exposure to the hot sun. All but the basest of instincts had been wiped out by whatever was in that vial Patrick Oliphant had found. The townspeople were slowly dying of their collective illness, existing only to eat—sometimes each other—and spread their seed to reproduce. Patrick had observed from afar the remarkably swift gestation of many of the females, who spent the majority of their time wandering from man to man and lying silently beneath the writing bodies of each partner. Their bellies grew impossibly fast until they collapsed in the streets, from exhaustion, malnutrition, and whatever other diseases were coursing through their bodies. Patrick had watched one botched birth with revolted fascination until the partly-formed child had slid out from between the unconscious mother’s legs and screamed itself to death in a pool of blood and birth fluids while the rest of the townsfolk shuffled about apathetically. He’d lost what little lunch he’d managed to scrounge and decided to never again bear witness to the abomination of birth.

Several were already looking when Patrick stormed thoughtlessly out of the dwelling he’d just ransacked, but when he stumbled to a halt and dropped his dripping satchel, the silence of the day was broken, and nearly one-hundred pairs of listless eyes flocked to his position. For a moment, nothing moved—not even his heart, it seemed. He froze, staring wide-eyed at the horde of half-dressed, half-dead predators, who were frozen and staring right back. When one finally broke the lull by beginning to shuffle forward, a wave of motion swept across the silent crowd. Patrick’s paralysis broke, and he turned back into the cottage and slammed the door. It was only after he’d slid a heavy table in front of the door and heard the legion of sick people begin pushing against its weight that he realized he’d left his bag on the ground outside. He’d left his only weapons far beyond his reach.

He frantically searched the den and kitchen areas for anything that could be used for defense, but the table against the door was no match for over a hundred hungry, horny, determined individuals. He had mere moments to make an escape.

Patrick ran down the short hall to the bedrooms in the back of the cottage. He felt a twinge of relief when the first room he entered had a window and that no one seemed to be wandering directly outside it. As he kicked the window out and leapt through, slicing his arms on jagged glass, he heard the table in the den finally tip over and the door slam inward.

Once outside and on the back side of the row of houses lining the crowded streets, Patrick noted as many as five lurkers meandering in the small grassy area behind the houses. He easily slipped past them and outran them as they slowly began trundling toward him. Something about his not being sick must have made his flesh more appetizing to the infected—or more sexually appealing.

He made it past several houses along the long street and to the point where the road met the large central square of Onton. Walking out from behind the last cottage, Patrick was greeted with a district that looked somehow thrice as crowded as the street he’d walked into before. The poison must have been distributed not only to Onton, but to every smaller, outlying district in northern Fordar. His mind flittered for the thousandth time to wondering what type of person would do such a thing and what could possibly be gained by turning the world into … this.

His face nearly bounced off of an older woman’s exposed bosom before he was able to bring himself to a halt. The woman, covered in dirt and sores and bite marks, looked down at him briefly before reaching out her bony arms hungrily and seizing his shoulders. If her body wasn’t so emaciated and diseased, her fingernails may have torn through his shirt and skin as he writhed from her grip, likely infecting him on the spot, but as it was, her brittle nails cracked and peeled off of her fingertips. She gave no sign that she had even felt most of her fingernails flaking entirely off her body, but merely stumbled forward in an attempt to seize the boy anew.

Patrick spun and found himself face-to-face with another small pack of lurkers that he’d just run past, and he was forced to run between the cottage and the adjacent one. When he reached the street, however, he found there was nowhere to go. Scores of the things were still pouring into the house he’d just escaped far along the street to his left, larger hordes swarmed in the market square to his right, a small group was following him around the buildings from behind, and the street before him was peppered with individuals already interested in his business. He rammed the door of the cottage beside him, and it gave way easily.

Inside, the boy barricaded the door as best he could with what he could find and made his way toward the back of the house. Soon the things would be swarming all four walls and coming in the front door. He would have no way of escaping and getting back to his own home, which he had fortified well over many days using strong bits of wood and heavy furniture. He’d have to find a weapon and jump out the back window again. Better to face a few of these things out in the open than get trapped in here with nowhere to run.

He glanced around for anything sharp or long and blunt, but the door popped open sooner than he’d hoped, and he was forced to flee down the dark hall. It wasn’t until he’d bolted into the small bedroom that he realized why the area was so uncharacteristically dark.

There was no window.
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Patrick frantically looked over his shoulder and saw the approaching shadow in the den. He had nowhere to go. He was trapped without a weapon for the first time since this whole incident began. The room was empty save for an old bed that had been flipped haphazardly against the corner. How many had seen him come in here? How many were actively pursuing him through the front door? Did he stand any chance at all of plowing back down the hall and out the front door without getting scratched or bitten or raped?

He heard a thump behind him and bolted into action. If the things hadn’t seen him come in this room, maybe they would get confused. He ran and wedged himself in the corner, between the wall and the bed on its side. Trying futilely to quiet his breathing, he cursed himself for ending up like this—trapped in a dark room behind a bed, his life depending on a group of lurkers getting confused by his disappearance and walking back out the front door.

The woman from the street entered the room silently. Patrick could smell the death on her. Her grey, dying, sagging flesh. The foul, rotted meat she’d been consuming. He imagined what it would be like to feel his mind shut down, how long it would take after she pinned him and bit into his neck like a piece of juicy fruit. He would probably be the freshest meal she’d had since turning. He wondered how long it would take for him to fade out completely, to become a willing participant in this sick apocalypse and let her push his limp boyhood into her and ride it until he squirted his tainted seed that would never spawn.

The woman stopped and stood silently in the center of the room, and Patrick resisted a suicidal urge to peer around from behind the bed to see if she was leaving. The moment dragged torturously as he sat upon his hands and knees, one hand over his mouth, listening to the silence and smelling the woman’s stench. When the arm holding him upright began to tremble and he thought he could take it no longer, he heard a rustle and a thump as something hit the bed. The bed continued to jostle, as though the woman was attempting to pull it away from the wall with her frail arms. After a while with no change, Patrick accepted that the bed was going nowhere, and he couldn’t resist peeking around to see what was causing the ruckus.

He slowly looked around the bed and observed that a man had followed the woman into the room. He had pinned her on her stomach against the bed and was engaging unabashedly in an act that not so many days ago had been secret and personal and mysterious in this community.

Patrick quickly looked away and noticed that no one was immediately following down the hall. If he would be given a chance today, this was it. He glanced again at the occupied couple and stood up, observing their newfound complete lack of interest in him. He debated saying something, asking if they could understand him, but he knew it was of no use. He’d tried it innumerable times already. He made a stealthy retreat to the bedroom door and looked down the hall to ensure no one else would impede his escape. When he made it back to the den with the door standing wide open to the street, he saw that no others had pursued him inside. They’d already forgotten. Out of sight, out of mind.

As he prepared himself to bolt out the door and flee straight through the crowd in the square, Patrick noticed a large oil lamp and book of matches on a table in the kitchen. He imagined a quiet, hardworking family sitting down to a candlelit dinner, huddling around the oil lamp to keep warm in the night’s chill. That same family had likely lain around that same lamp less than half a day later, choking on a thick black cloud of poison that had momentarily engulfed the town. Now they were likely wandering around, naked and raw and dying, with nary a memory of civilized dinners by lamplight, nary a memory that they’d ever even had a family at all …

The lamp was still mostly full of oil, and the book of matches had several remaining. Patrick looked into the street and observed his undignified neighbors and peers, wandering about naked and, for all intents and purposes, dead. They may look like they had direction or were enjoying themselves during acts like the one going on in the back bedroom, but he knew they were suffering. These people were sick, so sick that they no longer even realized it. They no longer realized anything. Patrick didn’t just have an imperative to kill to survive, he had an obligation to put these things out of their misery if he was able. No one in the street seemed to be interested in this cottage any longer, which meant that he had time to spare, and he was able.

He took the lamp and matches and walked cautiously back toward the bedroom, where he found the couple still going at it against the bed.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered, unnoticed. “I’m sorry this happened to you.”

A lump rose in his throat as he poured some oil out onto the ground and splashed a little onto the couple.

“And I’m sorry I can’t get this over with quicker,” he said a little louder.

He tossed another splash onto the man’s back, and the thing didn’t even groan, despite how much the oil must have stung in his lacerated flesh.

Tears finally spilled from Patrick’s eyes as his frustration mounted. These two couldn’t even notice his presence now, and if they did, they’d either want to eat him or fuck him too. Would he ever be able to just talk to someone again? Would he ever love or be loved again? His own father had come at him dick-first in an attempt to have his way with him. Patrick vowed to avenge everyone he’d ever known and everyone he’d have to kill, should he be given the opportunity to meet the man responsible for this mess.

“Look at me!” Patrick screamed.

He threw the glass lamp at the man’s back, where it shattered and sprayed the remaining oil all over the couple connected together in an unnatural act of mating. The man shook his shoulders, but otherwise gave no sign that he’d even noticed.

Patrick flicked a match alight and tossed it at the puddle of oil on the floor. It immediately erupted and engulfed the pair in yellow flame. The two continued writhing like animals even as the flames caused their thin, grey flesh to bubble and melt from their very bones. They at last began groaning in indication that they could still feel pain, but they didn’t even possess the instincts to escape that pain. Patrick watched mesmerized as the two died slowly and painfully and almost silently in completely uninterrupted coitus.
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Patrick stared in horror as the couple slowly burned to death. The slow-burning flames licked their way up the wall, where a lot of the oil had sprayed when the lamp shattered. The cheap clay wall slowly crumbled and melted, and eventually a large portion of the dry roof caved in and fed the growing flames.

When he finally turned to leave, Patrick saw a flock of lurkers behind him, just over an arm’s length away. Now he was trapped in a burning room with far more than one or two on his trail. He could see at least eight coming down the hall. He turned on his heel and faced the flames. There was nowhere to hide now, but at least he had an option for escape.

He leapt onto the overturned bed without a moment’s hesitation and placed his hands atop the fiery, crumbling wall. His hands immediately recoiled in painful protest, but he forced them back down as his momentum bounced him off the bed and carried him up and over the wall through the growing hole in the roof. As he came down on the other side, the wall crumbled in half, and Patrick swiftly rolled out of the way of the collapsing chunk of burning clay.

A few lurkers were scattered behind the house and staring uncomprehendingly at the commotion inside the cottage, but Patrick had enough time to get to his feet and watch as the growing crowd inside walked hungrily into the flames and began struggling to pull themselves up and over the burning wall. They flocked like moths into the fire, never taking their listless eyes from Patrick. Not even as their skin bubbled and dripped from their bones did they look away to pat out the flames. The few who were still wearing bits of clothes never even tried to rip them off as they went up and mixed the searing fabric with the melting flesh beneath. An unearthly stench began drifting out of the cottage, and that, combined with the image of these brain-dead people walking unwittingly into their own torturous death, brought Patrick to his knees retching and dry heaving, his empty stomach convulsing and quivering inside his abdomen.

Before the scattered individuals nearby made their way closer to Patrick, he pulled himself together, got to his feet, and ran headlong through the market square, which had thinned out considerably as the lurkers travelled in hordes toward the burning house.

Patrick skirted around the groups still in the market and raced frantically behind the cottages lining his own street until he found his house. He trekked quietly around the perimeter to ensure that no one would notice him enter. When he felt sure enough that he was relatively alone, he pulled down the heavy table he’d used to block the cottage’s only entrance while he was away, walked inside and set the table back upright against the doorframe, and closed and barricaded the door.

He slumped against the wall and rested his head on his knees. Letting out a shaky sigh of relief and revulsion, he began to cry silently, and his tears didn’t slow until nightfall began.
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That night it seemed that the weather’s sickness had finally broken. Strong wind whipped the tall grasses to and fro, laying entire sections perfectly flat for several moments before ripping them back upright and slamming them back to the ground. In the market, unattended stands of decaying foods were flipped unceremoniously, voiding them of their contents and lightening them enough for the violent wind to hoist them and hurl them into the sides of vacant buildings, creating clangs and crashes that echoed throughout the town of Onton. Stalks of the dead corn were ripped from the earth and propelled through the sky like withered spears. Blackened ears with shriveled kernels rained down upon roofs to create hollow knocks and smashed through thin windows to create sharp crashes of shattering glass. The unwell inhabitants strolled thoughtlessly through the streets, unmindful of the rising calamity around them. Their darkened, decaying flesh sagged from their faces and thinning arms and legs as the skies above them darkened to match. At last the rain began, and it started with such ferocity that Patrick heard not the sounds of increasingly powerful raindrops but a sole deafening crash that could have been a single sheet of water descending upon the town or—just as likely—the entire sky collapsing down upon him. The rain fell with a fierce weight that pounded on every roof in the district, and the wind drove the pounding water sideways as it fell, slamming it into windows and doors. The receding day had darkened to a pseudo-nightfall with the heavy cloud cover, and thunder crashed directly overhead, vibrating everything in the town, right down to Patrick’s very teeth, which had already begun to chatter. Lightning lit the town with a stark brightness that rapidly faded and left him with half-recalled visions of moving shadows and silhouettes outside the windows. The tin outdoor ovens and furnaces rattled and echoed ominously in the powerful wind and rain.

Since the animated shells of Patrick’s friends and neighbors were silent and unwise, the only way he had learned to identify their presence was by detecting movement and the ruckus of their disturbance of various items in the environment, and while his own cottage was heavily fortified to keep the dying mutants from getting in while he slept at night, he had grown accustomed to the silence of the previous days; this abundance of stimulation granted him great woe. His throat clenched painfully with every slam against the walls and windows, every thud upon the roof, every flash of lightning and crash of thunder. His heart raced through the night, and his hand grew tired as it ceaselessly clenched and unclenched the small knife he held for protection. His sense of profound loneliness doubled and then doubled again with the sounds of the storm. For the third time that day, Patrick felt the sting of hot, bitter tears in his eyes.

The storm stayed strong through the night and into the next morning.
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Patrick waited most of the day for the storm to end. When it finally did, he was so exhausted from the previous day—as well as from not sleeping that night—that he promptly collapsed in the silence that followed the storm.

The next day he took the sharpest knife he had, which was a small kitchen knife, and prepared to set out to reclaim his lost satchel that held his preferred weapons, as well as to check the corn fields for any sign of new growth after the rain.

His walk toward the fields was eerily quiet. He passed through the market, which had been flooded with lurkers the last time he was there. Patrick wasn’t sure where the crowds travelled on days when no one was around, and he wasn’t sure how they had managed to regroup so suddenly and silently two days ago, but he was determined not to let it happen again. Or to, at the very least, be better prepared if and when it did.

He walked slowly toward the street where he’d been ambushed while pillaging the vacant cottage for food. He hadn’t yet figured out their behaviors flawlessly, but he was somewhat surprised to find everything so vacant. Patrick was used to noting at least one or two lurking somewhere inside a house or building in the distance. Today he could see no movement. An ominous weight settled in his gut as he held his small knife at the ready, wondering whether this was a fluke or if the storm had had some strange effect on their behavior.

The cottage he’d lit on fire lay in a ruined pile of soggy ash and rubble. The entire roof had managed to catch before the storm had blown in to put it out. Every wall was crumbled and blackened. The windows and door were gone. All that remained was a low wall of blackened clay that represented the perimeter of the building. How many corpses were in there? How many had blindly followed the crowd into the burning building and died trying to pursue their prey? Patrick wondered if somehow the lurkers had known what they were doing, had walked willingly into the flames to end their suffering and misery. The idea was preposterous. He’d observed them and interacted with them enough to know without doubt that they were mindless predators, and even their basic survival instincts vanished when their eyes were on prey.

Patrick approached the house where he’d lost his sack. He’d feel much more secure with the larger knife back in his possession. Vaguely hoping that no one had tampered with his knife or shears, he advanced slowly toward his bag, keeping a watchful eye on the cottage door nearby. The door was pushed to, but it was still slightly open. He could see nothing beyond the dark crack.

As he stooped to retrieve his satchel, there was a thump at the door directly in front of his face, and it swung open minutely. Patrick struggled to stifle a shriek and fell back upon his rump, his heart pounding painfully in his chest and making it difficult to fully catch his breath. He managed to grab his bag and fling the smaller kitchen knife at the door as he fell. He looked up just in time to see the mangy cat ducking back inside as the knife bounced off the door.

Patrick jumped to his feet, furious at the stray for scaring him yet again. He consciously struggled to keep from kicking in the door and smashing the thing into a bloody pulp and screaming obscenities at the top of his lungs. He pushed open the door somewhat forcefully and made a point to look around the room before engaging the feline. No one appeared to be inside.

He looked down and saw the mangy black cat sitting in the middle of the den staring at him. Its bright eyes were astonishing in their awareness, but Patrick was unwilling to accept their beauty. “You fucker!” he called through gritted teeth as quietly as he could manage. He slung his pack down at the cat, who vanished between Patrick’s legs and out the door in an instant. He snatched up his bag and stormed back out the front door, but the cat was already fleeing behind the houses across the dusty street.
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Patrick made it to the cornfields just as the sun reached its zenith. He trundled through the stalks and felt his hope gradually blackening and withering—just like the fields—into dismay. The ground was as dry as ever before. It was as though the torrential rain slipped straight through the soil and left nary a drop to be absorbed. Patrick combed the fields extensively, searching for any sign of growth or repair, but the corn seemed to be blacker and dryer than ever before. He felt his hope wink out at last. He’d been through so much recently; he’d had to witness and perform unspeakable acts just to stay alive, and now he was forced to sit by and watch as the cursed earth refused to give him any sustenance. Was this the end? Would life be permitted to limp on into the future anywhere? Would he have more luck travelling out of Onton? Or would he merely be wasting more energy and rations only to find a whole new batch of horrors in the next town south?

He grew faint and sat down hard, closing his eyes. So much he’d endured and accomplished, only to be punished by starvation. How much longer could he last on his current supplies? He could raid more houses for jarred foods, but most families didn’t store food long-term. And everything that wasn’t thusly stored had long since spoiled and rotted. He wasn’t even sure how much water he had left. He generally kept buckets and jars outside to collect rainwater, but the last storm had been so violent that nearly every container had been blown over or whisked away. And there was no telling when the next rain would come!

A small stream that opened into a larger river flowed southward past the opposite end of Onton. Patrick had painstakingly avoided bathing in or drinking from that stream since the incident. He had no clue how the disease was transmitted, but he wasn’t prepared to risk it while he still had a drop of water left in his possession. For all he knew, the poison could have seeped into the earth and grown into the crops, had there been any. Most likely it was that very poison in the sinister black vial that had killed off every seed in the city. If his luck maintained its current course, he thought he may be forced to take those risks he’d hoped he’d never have to. When things reached the worst, he would have to choose to sit back and slowly die or to take the necessary risks to live by drinking the groundwater and moving on to another city.
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Patrick made it back home without incident and without stopping to loot any houses along the way. He was still a little squeamish about going back into unfamiliar cottages, especially when the lurkers were behaving so out of the ordinary.

He sat in his kitchen and morosely took inventory of his dwindling food supplies. There was still enough edible food and water to last him a couple days, but what then? Could he steel himself enough to take his own life? Anything would be better than wandering aimlessly until his body literally decomposed around his semi-functional brain. Even now, even after all he’d been through in the recent days, Patrick’s will to live remained strong. He was desperate, terrified, alone, and at the end of his rope, but how could he prepare himself to die by his own hand? He wasn’t so sure he could bring himself to do it, despite the far less favorable alternative options. Maybe he could throw together a raft and float down the stream until he found some place less barren …

A scratching upon the outside of his cottage snapped Patrick out of his muse. How had they seen him come in? He was always so careful about entering undetected. Surely these things weren’t crafty enough to track their prey, to merely hide out in the shadows and watch the one remaining living person moving about. He crawled on his hands and knees to his bag that he’d placed in the corner. Drawing his knife (the garden shears had proven near useless in combat), he steeled himself to stand up and look out the window. What would he do if there were hordes of them surrounding the house? He’d barricaded it so that there was only one way in or out, and if enough of those things piled and pushed hard enough…well, at least he wouldn’t have to worry about food any longer.

He sighed and closed his eyes, allowing the monumental stress he’d endured to flow into his mind. His heart rate quickened as adrenaline began pounding through his bloodstream. Simultaneously exhausted and floored, Patrick used his woe to his advantage. He allowed it to flood his mind and prepare it for the fight that would likely end his life.

But when he peered through the small crack he’d left in the wood blocking the kitchen window, there was no one there. He listened for the scratching and heard it closer to the door, on the wall beside the large table he’d stood against the doorway. He ran to the den window, which had a larger peephole left in it, and looked out. All he could see was a single person walking toward him from across the street. His panic settled painfully into dread. At least before he’d been sure he knew what was happening, but now he was at a total loss. Changing his angle, he tried to see what was at the door. Were they waiting around the corner, just out of sight, preparing to blindside him if he came out? Surely they couldn’t learn or plan with such complexity. The scratching continued, but Patrick could see no one. He could make out the broken legs of the table standing against the wall, but there was no one there.

Slowly he approached the blockade against his door. The scratching intensified, and he registered that it was coming from very low to the ground. That’s why he couldn’t see the source. What could they possibly—?

It dawned on him just before he heard the panicked meow from outside. The cat!

That bastard cat …

Patrick slouched back against the wall and breathed a sigh of short-lived relief. All that internal fuss over a stupid cat. But then he remembered the man walking toward him from across the street. He grit his teeth in frustration and kicked the wall where the cat was scratching on the other side.

“You’re going to give away my hideout, you stupid cat!” The mewling and scratching only amplified.

He stood back up and looked out the window again. The man was nearing the house now. How many more were in his wake? Patrick backed away and squeezed his knife, trying to decide what to do.

“Go away, you mangy bastard!” The cat began screeching loudly and thumping the wall, as if it were jumping up and down against it. “Why would you come here?” Patrick sighed. “You’ve fared just fine on your own.”

The cat’s screeching turned to hissing, and the scratching stopped. Patrick looked out the window, but it didn’t seem to have run away. The man was still closing in hungrily on the door.

Patrick hurried over and flung the furniture away from his door. He unbolted the makeshift locks, opened the door inward, and deftly kicked the table down to the ground. Wielding his large knife, he stepped out into the fading day, and the cat was through his legs and inside before the table even hit the ground. Patrick stepped forward and drove the blade upward under the man’s chin without hesitation. There was a popping sound like a hot waterskin on a dry day, and thick, hot blood poured down the boy’s hand and arm. He pulled back on the knife just in time for the man to fall forward and land face-first against the side of his house, bending his neck and back awkwardly inward.

Patrick looked around momentarily to ensure that no one else was coming. Satisfied, he grabbed the man’s feet and rolled the corpse over. He then seized two handfuls of brittle hair and lifted the body upright so as not to leave a trail of blood. He hauled the body as quickly as he could across the street, between the houses to the back side, and then four houses down for good measure. There, he left it in the open to rot in the sun like the rest of the bodies that were scattered around the town.

He stormed back across the street and into his door, which he’d ill-advisedly left standing open. The cat was sitting in the middle of the den, staring calmly and blankly with its head cocked to one side.

“You shit!” Patrick said as he hurried into the kitchen. He thought about kicking the animal into the wall, but perhaps it was the amount of pain surrounding him recently that gave him pause and caused him to lean toward peace. “You could have gotten me killed. And now I have to waste this!” He picked up a jar of water and displayed it to the cat, who was still sitting in docile observation.

Patrick unscrewed the lid and began pouring the contents liberally over his bloody hands. Not sure if he had any small cuts that would allow the tainted blood into his own system, he scrubbed his hands spotless with an old cloth. Afterward, he stormed moodily back outside and rinsed the blood off the side of his house. He used enough water to help the pool spread out and seep into the thirsty earth. He wasn’t sure whether they were drawn to the blood of the infected, but it paid to be cautious all the same. He glanced around one last time and assured himself that no one else was watching, then he turned back inside to face the problematic feline.

“Well,” he said, spreading one arm toward the door in a gesture the creature surely wouldn’t understand. “I wasn’t saving you. I was saving my own ass,” he assured the cat grumpily.

The cat meowed softly. The sound was nothing like its previous screeches of woe. It came out squeaky and nearly silent. If Patrick didn’t know better, he’d have described it as humbled.

“I can’t feed you,” he remarked. “I can scarcely feed myself.”

The cat let out a longer, stronger meow that pushed Patrick into a state of delusion that felt almost as though he were having a real conversation for the first time in what seemed like a lifetime.

He swallowed hard and softened his tone. “What do you want? Honestly, just go.”

The cat stood and slowly walked toward the door. For the briefest of moments, Patrick felt a twinge of regret at making the animal leave. It had been a monumental pain in the ass, but already it was better company than none. In the end, though, the cat didn’t leave. When it reached Patrick’s feet, it stretched out its neck, rubbed it against the boy’s ankle, and sat down beside him, gazing out the door as though without a care in the world.

Patrick sighed and stepped back outside for one final look around. He pulled the table back up against the doorframe and closed the door against it.
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Patrick settled down against the wall across the room from the door. He began wiping his bloody knife off on the damp cloth. He kept stealing glances at the cat, who was lying by the door and watching him keenly. Who was he to deny the poor creature a safe place to stay? Certainly the cat meant him no harm, despite nearly getting him killed twice, ruining his small loot of food, and scaring him half to death on multiple occasions. In any case, the cat was thin enough that it may be dead by morning.

As if reading Patrick’s mind, the cat stood up and walked into the kitchen. It sat back down and glanced at the boy before staring intently at the jars on the countertop.

“I can’t feed you,” Patrick repeated sullenly. “Why don’t you go out and bring me some food that isn’t poisoned!”

The cat looked on uncomprehendingly as Patrick continued to polish his blade. Though it made no sound, its persistence began to irk him. “I have nothing left but old cornmeal!” he yelled, exasperated. “You don’t want that stuff anyway.”

The cat stood and walked over to where he was sitting. It rubbed its head against his outstretched leg and rolled over onto its back to fall asleep. Patrick smiled in spite of himself as he finished his chore.

When he was satisfied, he got up and walked into the kitchen. “Come on then,” he told the cat. He took a jar of bland cornmeal and spooned a few scoops onto the floor in front of the cat, who sniffed it and looked back up at Patrick expectantly. Patrick chuckled at the animal’s predictability. “I told you you wouldn’t like it.”

He reached down to scratch the cat’s head, and it thrust its body upward against the boy’s touch. Patrick frowned. The cat was as eager for love and attention as he himself was. Who knew what kind of trauma it caused a dependent, domesticated creature like this to have its owners suddenly try to kill it. He hoped they wouldn’t have tried anything else …

“But now I’ve wasted about half a meal on you.” He sighed and walked back to the den to sit down. The cat followed him without investigating the food further. It sat beside him and observed as he spoke. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I know there’s enough chaos going on out there.”

The cat gave no response.

“This is the first time I’ve talked to anyone in a long time. I can’t even remember the last real conversation I had before all this.” He reached out his palm, which the cat sniffed briefly before extending its chin to be scratched. “I had to kill my own parents,” he admitted for the first time, a silent tear rolling down his cheek. “It was them or me.”

The cat stopped reveling in his touch for a moment to lock eyes with him. Patrick found the silent look reassuring, and immediately after, the cat crawled into his lap and began to purr and knead his stomach. Patrick smiled and pushed his body away from the wall so he could lie down flat. The cat made its way to the boy’s chest and continued to knead and purr loudly as Patrick told his stories.

“I found a vial in my house the day this happened,” he said, spilling the first of every story he’d wanted to tell since everyone he’d ever known moved on. “It had these strange black spikes coming off each end, like some evil-looking stand…”

The cat eventually curled up and fell asleep on Patrick’s chest. He continued to talk softly to his new companion, who purred eagerly, reassuring the boy that his stories were well received.

The two lay that way until night fell, and they both slipped into a shared and much needed sound sleep.
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The next morning Patrick awoke stiffly curled into a ball on the hard floor of his den. The cat was nowhere to be found, and when he stood up to investigate, he noticed the cornmeal on the floor had been eaten in the night. He smiled and called, “Where have you gone?”

The cat trotted gaily around the corner out of the back rooms and meowed in greeting. It extended its head to be scratched before hurrying to the door and standing expectantly.

“Oh,” Patrick said, more crestfallen than he would have dared to imagine he could have been yesterday, “you want to go?”

The cat stared patiently, waiting for Patrick to move the furniture blocking the door and let it on its way.

Resigned, Patrick walked to the window to check the street, secretly hoping there would be someone out there so he could justify trapping his new friend inside with him for the day. There was no one in sight, so the boy bent and offered his palm to the cat. “You won’t stay? I promise not to talk so much…”

The cat twirled and pushed every inch of its spine against the boy’s hand then looked back at the door and meowed.

“So it’s eat and retreat, I see.” He waited a moment longer in hopes that the creature would change its mind and walk over to lie down in the corner, but when no such thing happened, he stood and reluctantly removed the barricade, opened the door, and pushed aside the table. The thin black cat squeezed through and trotted off behind the house without a backward glance.

Patrick spent the remainder of the day brooding and worrying over his lack of food. Twice he sat in silence and ate small portions of the bland cornmeal that had lost all its flavor after repeated ingestion. Part of him was angry at the selfish feline for using him so blatantly and uncaringly, but another part was glad to have spent at least one night in the company of another creature that wasn’t badly tainted. He longed greedily for more company, but he was glad he’d opened his door to the cat all the same.

When he heard the sound he’d subconsciously been waiting on all day, Patrick leapt to his feet and flung open his door without even looking through the window. The cat had returned just before sunset and scratched at the wall to be let in. Patrick opened the door with desperate glee and laughed until tears of relief and gratitude rolled down his cheeks when he looked down to find the animal sitting and presenting a freshly killed woodchuck.
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Patrick pushed the woodchuck inside with his foot and motioned for the cat to follow. “So this is okay?” he asked. “It’s not infected or anything?”

In response, the cat licked its lips once.

Patrick laughed and snatched the weightless creature up to give it a hug. It protested only by extending one paw to keep the boy’s face directly out of its own.

He took the woodchuck into the kitchen and, for the first time since the incident, lit a fire in the brick oven. Placing the catch on a manually rotating spit, he looked back at the cat and said, “Okay, we’re even now.”

The cat waited patiently for the meal to cook, and, when it was finished, Patrick sliced bits of the meat off onto a plate. He then portioned it almost exactly in half. “You deserve more than half of this,” he told the cat, “but I need to eat more. Let’s be honest.”

The pair sat in busy silence and savored the low-quality meat as if it were the dinner of the kings in Reprise. After countless days of corn meal and fouling fruits, the meal tasted better than anything Patrick could ever remember having. He poured some water into a saucer for the cat and sat back contentedly to watch the little huntress enjoy her kill. He’d almost forgotten how it felt to be completely full and satisfied after a meal. For once his stomach didn’t continue to writhe and grumble, eagerly demanding that more be consumed.

“I think I’ll call you Stora,” he said, stroking the cat’s bony back as it ate its fill. “Or Storin, if you’re a boy.”

Stora finished eating long before her portion of the meat was gone, but Patrick left it on the floor next to her water in case she grew hungry in the night. He got up and walked back to his bedroom to avoid falling asleep on the hard floor again. Stora followed and crawled into his bed to curl up beside him. For once the boy was able to fall asleep feeling completely at ease. His stomach was full and content, and it didn’t keep him awake with sharp pains through the night. He wasn’t cowering in lonesome fear and listening for any sound too near his house. For the first time since this started, he fell asleep not with a knife in his hand, but with his friend.
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Stora left each morning for the next ten days, and on only two of those days did she return without a kill. Patrick reveled in his new ability to remain safely and securely inside day in and day out. He cooked squirrels, birds, and prairie dogs for himself and Stora. Each day he paced the house and wondered and worried that Stora wouldn’t come back this time, that something had happened to her, but each time she came back. The two fell into a peaceful, symbiotic routine that led Patrick to feel a sense of normalcy he had thought he’d never again experience. The routine functioned without flaw until Patrick found that he had only three jars of water remaining.

The skies remained relentlessly blue and cloudless. Each day felt hotter and dryer than the last, and Patrick finally had to accept that it likely wouldn’t rain again soon enough to save his life. He sat up and stroked Stora’s rumbling chin contemplatively until he decided that they would have to make a trip out together to the stream the next day.

When the sun rose, Patrick looked through his peepholes to ensure that no lurkers were around. He filled his satchel with empty jars and a bucket, slid his knife into his waistband, and bent down to face the cat.

“You have to stay with me today, all right? We have enough meat left over to forfeit one hunt. But I need you today.”

Stora stared at him in either neutral acceptance or blank incomprehension.

He sighed and removed the furniture from his doorway. “Come on,” he motioned as he stepped around the table.

Stora never tried to flee his side or even wander curiously away into open cottages along the street. She walked by him loyally until they reached the stream. Patrick darkly scoffed at his previous idea to build a raft. The stream had dried almost completely out. What once was a small, flowing river was now little more than a stagnant, ankle-deep puddle.

The cat looked up at him expectantly. “Well,” he said, “is it any good?”

She only stared.

“You’re supposed to know this stuff without tasting it, right? Drink some, so I know it’s okay.”

Stora sat down stubbornly and looked off into the distance. Patrick bent and picked her up to begin lowering her into the stream. She gave a low whine and started kicking her feet and writhing in his grip.

“Come on,” Patrick pleaded, “just give me a sign if it’s all right to drink.” He dropped her on her feet, and she retreated several steps out of his reach. “So no?” he asked.

After much deliberation, Patrick decided to fill several jars anyway and take them back home for further inspection.

When they reached the house, it was still early in the day, so Patrick said, “Go on. You can still go hunt if you like.”

Stora looked down the street toward the market and glanced back up at Patrick uneasily.

“What is it?” Patrick looked down the street but could make out nothing out of the ordinary. He stood for a moment and listened, but he heard only silence. “Fine, come back in.”

They walked inside, and Patrick re-blocked the door and went to the kitchen to pour some of the new water into a separate saucer for Stora. He contemplated removing her source of fresh water, but what if this water really was tainted? It would be cruel to deprive her of clean water altogether. And if she broke down and drank it and something happened to her, Patrick would never be able to live with himself. He placed it instead beside the saucer with clean water and decided that he would monitor her drinking habits to see if she would ever choose to drink from the new bowl. After all, he still had enough good water to last a couple more days.

Stora eventually did drink from the new water, and nothing bad happened to her as a result, but Patrick woke the next morning to find himself unable to act upon that revelation.
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Patrick awoke and went to the window to check the streets before letting Stora out for her daily hunt. What he saw took his breath away and stunned him to his knees.

The street was flooded in every direction with lurkers. He’d previously seen no more than five or six passing by his house at any given time, but now it seemed that the entire city had migrated to this street.

He closed his eyes and composed himself before whispering to Stora, who was waiting by the door as she did every morning, “I’m sorry. You can’t go out today. They’re everywhere.”

Patrick checked the windows more than twenty times that day, but each time he paced nervously through the den with his knife in his hand and stopped at the window to peer out, it seemed there were somehow even more of the things outside. None of them seemed particularly interested in his house, but the sheer volume of people made an exit impossible.

When he woke up the following day and the day after that and even the day after that to find the situation the same, his hope faded swiftly. His nights again became sleepless. His days dragged out, spent pacing through the dark house and jumping at every nearby scratch or scuffle. Even the company of Stora ceased to set his mind at ease after a while. Stora herself grew restless and out-of-sorts. Because she was forced to go the bathroom in the corner of the house, the entire place soon reeked. Patrick considered just quietly opening the door so she could squeeze through and escape. She was small and spry and would be able to outrun any of the lurkers, but her absence would make his life unthinkably more insufferable. So he selfishly kept her inside and under his watchful eye. The food and water supplies lasted five more days before running out simultaneously.

Patrick lay in the floor with his face buried in Stora’s growing belly as the setting sun vanished beyond the horizon outside. The lurkers would continue wandering around this area through the night. He’d found that there was no time of day or night that there weren’t enough of them directly outside to ensure he’d never get out alive. He lifted his face to the kitchen counter where there stood rows of spare lamp oil containers he’d salvaged from the abandoned houses long ago. His stomach growled once sharply. It became clear that there was only one thing left to do.

“I’m so sorry, girl,” he whispered into the purring Stora’s fur. Hot tears burned his eyes, and he made no effort to hold them in. “We came so close to making this work …”


The Cave:

Part 3

The Stranger blinked repeatedly. Despite the absence of any discernable light source, his vision was improving. He lifted his leg gingerly, expecting it to be stiff and sore, but it moved just fine. His body, as blank a slate as his mind at this moment, felt fresher than it had at any time in his adult life. He took one step, his hands outstretched like a blind man. Then a second. And before long, The Stranger was walking confidently through the cave without any heed to his visual impairment. He seemed to create his own path in front of him, to illuminate his way from within. Could this be a sign? Could this effortless path that seemed to flow forth from his mind be the final stretch in an ageless quest?

“Yesssss,” whispered a sinister, serpentine voice in his ear.

The Stranger wheeled around, but no one was behind him. Only the stony cave path along which he’d just travelled.

“This is the end for you, friend,” the voice whispered.

“Who’s there?” The Stranger croaked. His voice echoed throughout the cave startlingly loudly. Was the voice inside his own mind?

“You will never find your son.”

The Stranger swiveled in a slow circle, inspecting every shadow behind every rocky outcropping he could find, but they all seemed to dance and sway in the darkness.

“You cannot kill Bernard and avenge your family.”

Anger flared inside The Stranger. “Like hell I can’t.” His voice could have travelled for days. “I will find him. And I will kill him, just as he killed my mother and father. Just as he killed the king. Show yourself!”

As soon as he made the demand, a vague shadow clouded his minimal vision. Then it was gone.

“Your soul is as black and damned as his, Stranger.”

A fleeting wisp of darkness in the corner of his eye. He turned his head, but nothing was there. “I’ve made my choices. My soul is my own to bear. I now have but one purpose, and I will suffer my consequences when my time is done.”

“The time is nigh,” the voice hissed, dragging the final word into a quiet chuckle.

The Stranger’s eyes darted back and forth. His head turned spasmodically as he struggled to follow the puffing shadows that moved and disappeared around him.

“Your quessst is dessstined to fail,“ the hissing whisper cooed. “You must swear off your quest. And accept your imminent defeat.”

The Stranger nearly made out a small troll or demon standing behind a rock no taller than his knees. Baleful green-yellow eyes stared dimly at him from the shadows. Then they were gone.

“Forget your son. Forget your wife. Forget your kingdom that was.”

The Stranger closed his eyes hard. He found that he was forgetting all of those things. He could scarcely recall the image of his lost son’s face. His quest had lasted longer than the time he’d spent with his son since his birth. Even the image of his wife, Laura, was slipping from his mind. Images of his family. His friends. His enemies. Those he’d met since the start of his quest.

“Please, let me remember my son as he was,” The Stranger whispered.

“Your memories serve you not in this place.”

“What is this place?” he demanded at once. “How do I get out of here?”

“You cannot escape your dessstiny,” the voice tittered.

A wisp of darkness. A flash of green eyes. A twinkle from a slick white fang protruding from a mouth as black as death.

“Just as you cannot kill The Baron …”

“Enough!” The Stranger roared. At once, the shadowy dance ceased, and the cave pulsed with non-existent light, as though an imaginary flame were flickering in the wind. A squat green troll was frozen in place a short distance away. His black, greasy hair sat lamely atop a round face with glowing green eyes like a demonic cat’s. His teeth were thin and spaced and dreadfully long.

“I’m only telling what you yearn to hear,” the thing grumbled squeakily. The ominous, teasing whisper had vanished.

“I’d hear none of it!” The Stranger countered, but the creature disintegrated in the dim light. A puff of black smoke remained for a moment before dissipating and blending into the darkness of the cave.

He heard a thin, toneless whisper. The sound could have been the soft sough of the smoke as it spread throughout the cave. Or it could have come completely from within his own head.

“You will never escape …”


Chapter 7:

Eugene’s Elixir
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The Stranger stood atop a small sandy hill, not quite—but almost—a dune. The winter sun shone down to battle the cold winds that whisked around him. His tattered, dirty clothes whipped in the chilly breeze, as did his gray-flecked beard, which had remained un-groomed since that fateful night that Bernard finally caught up to him and his family. Then, it had been only stubble.

“Give us the boy!” a man called gruffly from the base of the loping hill. “We want but the boy, and ye c’n be on yer way!” The man stood at the front of a large crowd of belligerent soldiers, all armed with those impossible, sleek, black flintlocks that The Stranger hadn’t seen since he was confronted with one in his attempt to assist Bernard with the ogras peddlers.

The Stranger turned to look behind him at the horde of people standing with him. Many were also armed with those strange black firearms, some with short muzzles, and others with long, thin barrels that were held with two hands. Beyond the crowd, a prison silently burned on the horizon, belching up great gobs of thick gray smoke into the cloudless sky. A prison that signified his new life of captivity. He had been reborn on that island, only to walk from one cage to another and another and yet another. He was born into captivity, and his quest had suffered sorely.

Turning back to face his accosters, the boy stepped up to his side and looked up at him.

“William,” he gasped, unable to breathe. The boy, considerably aged, gazed at him sadly, his adolescent mop of blond hair blown to one side by the wind. Tears burned The Stranger’s eyes. “How did you get here?” he struggled to stammer.

A shot rang out and echoed across the dry land. The boy’s eyes closed as a small hole appeared in one side of his head, then the other. Jets of bright red blood followed the high-caliber bullet as it exited his skull. The Stranger choked on his words, his bray of dismay. “How did you get here?” he tried to repeat.

“How did I get here?”

He closed his eyes as the boy collapsed at his feet. A wave of unreality washed over him, and he swayed, repeating, “How did I get here?” in a monotone whisper.

His eyes opened in a dark room, his mind was lost in the act of lovemaking. The memory he’d chosen must have been that of his wedding night with Laura. The night that William was conceived. He’d transported his mind back to that night to retrace his steps and answer his question. But to relieve this whole nightmare …

He opened his eyes in the dark and moaned as he climaxed, “Oh, Laura …” His mind was lost in the ecstasy. When his eyes met hers, he started and rolled off her. She glanced at him uncomfortably.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Who are you?” The Stranger asked. “You’re not Laura.” He closed his eyes and rubbed them, exhausted.

He opened his eyes to a dark night sky. His beard was now three times what it previously was. He stared into the sky, sparkling with bright lights and explosions and flashes of lightning all around him. Suddenly a cold, dead hand reached up out of the mud beneath him. Its fingers weaved their way into the beard and pulled his face to the side, pulling and dragging him headfirst into the ground. He screamed and clambered to stand upright and escape the creature’s grip, but nothing was working. His face submerged under the wet dirt, and he held his breath.

He landed hard upon his hands and knees and gasped a single time to catch his breath. He heaved in choking, sobbing breaths as his mind raced with these miseries.

“What have you done to me?” he demanded.

He looked up to see the old man sitting in a rickety rocking chair on the other side of the bars. The man rocked in silence, merely observing The Stranger’s torment with a soft smile touching the corners of his thin lips.

The Stranger attempted to stand but collapsed against the bars. He reached through to seize the old man, but he was well out of reach. The man chuckled sadistically.

“I have to find my son!” The Stranger roared. The ghostly image of the dying boy resurfaced, and frustrated tears sprang from his eyes.

The Stranger felt his mind tearing from within.

“Why are you torturing me?” he sobbed. “Why are you doing this?”
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The Stranger rocked slowly among the trees inside his net. His neck was cocked painfully to one side, pressed against the thick meshing, and his entire body rested uncomfortably on top. Both arms were pinned in the net, so he couldn’t have freed himself even if he still had his sword.

You cursed fool! Why would you put it on the ground?

He struggled to glance around as the blood began rushing to his head. What fiendish barbarian had laid this trap for him? Given his angle, his range of motion and sight was dramatically limited. The net slowly turned as it hung, and he waited impatiently to see who or what would approach him.

When no one came, however, The Stranger began to writhe in his snare. His frustration, combined with the increased blood flow to his head, made his face and ears burn, and he could feel his fever returning with rabid intensity. The wound in his chest was now twisted and pressed against his bandages, and it too was burning and pulsing fiercely. He could feel his consciousness waning, and the more he struggled, the more pain he brought upon himself.

He groaned and attempted one last time to maneuver himself into a new position, but nothing would give. As his claustrophobia and frustration reached a peak, he closed his eyes and forced himself to relax, so his pounding heart wouldn’t explode inside his chest.

After such a cathartic experience tearfully watching the sunrise, how could he have been so foolish as to get himself trapped here? He’d literally felt himself slide from the womb of his grief and into this fresh, new life of determination only moments ago. And now he was dangling upside down in a net, unable to move so much as a finger to free himself. Left at the mercy of his already questionable blood pressure and whatever man or beast may come bumbling along to spot him first.

At last, The Stranger heard a rustling in the brush. He strained his eyes to look to his left, but no one was there.

“Knew I’d get ye ’fore any’ne else’d,” rasped a voice out of his line of sight.

As the net turned slowly, The Stranger observed a small, feeble old man hobbling out of the jungle with a thin cane for support. The cane looked to be nearly as old and knotted as its owner. Surely this man could mean him no harm.

“Please let me down, sir. I’m injured and in terrible discomfort up here.”

“Ye gon’ take flight ag’in ’f I cut ye loose?” the old man cackled.

The Stranger recognized the man’s voice from the beach, when he’d first regained consciousness and fled the scene of his wrecked ship. “I was disoriented,” he explained. “I didn’t know who was after me.”

“Ye di’n’t answer me question, sonny.”

“I …” The Stranger didn’t know how to respond. “Yes, I need to be on my way.” He writhed in his net again, frustration building. “Let me down, I say. I have no bother with you.”

“’Fraid I can’t let ye go just yet,” the man replied with an insincere apologetic tone.

“All right! I’ll stay and chat with you. Just get me down!”

The old man stopped hobbling nearly directly under the net and bent forward on his cane. “Not sure I b’lieve ye, me boy. Sad t’ say I c’d see ye runnin’ off on yer own soon’s I set ye loose.”

The Stranger closed his eyes in disbelief. He had, in fact, every intention of doing just that given the first opportunity, but the neurotic old man clearly just wanted to toy with him. “Sir,” he groaned and writhed one last time in the net, “what do you want from me? Please, I beg of you, just let me down so we may talk like men.”

“Yer a plague on me island,” the man replied. “Since ye wrecked on me shore in yer flamin’ vessel ’n’ scurried off into me jungle, ’s been nothin’ but death ’n’ chaos all across these peaceful shores.” He reached into the large pocket of his loose smock and pulled out a small tube of some sort of exotic wood. “That said, I don’ see ye sittin’ fit t’ talk like men at present.” He placed one end of the tube into his mouth and blew.

The Stranger started as the sharp dart stuck painfully into his pinned arm. He worked his lips and let out a strangled groan as his vision faded to black.

3

The Stranger awoke in a dark cell feeling more miserable than ever. A small lamp flickered in the far corner of the room, of which his cell occupied only a quarter. A wooden staircase led down to the dank, windowless room, where there was a wooden table, a rocking chair, the steel-barred cell in one corner, and some sort of cauldron for potion-mixing. The Stranger’s cage had a small cot and an empty bucket, presumably for waste.

He lay his head back on his bed and closed his eyes. No sooner had his new life begun than he’d found himself locked away in some ancient madman’s dungeon. If the elder were working alone, he should have no trouble strong-arming the man and freeing himself, but his infection was back full-force, and his chest was searing anew with white-hot pain. And then he remembered the man’s blowgun. The old man could knock him out cold from across the entire room if he had mind to. The Stranger would likely never get close enough to touch the man if he were careful.

He struggled to sit up and felt lightheaded. His face and ears were burning fiercely with his fever.

Is this where I die? he wondered. Will my new lease on life come to a close so promptly? With that The Stranger fell back asleep.

He awoke some time later to a series of heavy thumps and creaking on the stairs. The old man was lurching his way down with a pouch slung over his shoulder. The man slowly made his way to the floor and shuffled over to place his bag on the table.

“Name’s Eugene,” he croaked amiably enough as he procured a bowl from the bag. He began pulling out various items and placing them in the bowl. Several leaves, some type of rock, what looked to be a hair. Eventually he raised his eyes to The Stranger’s and stared at him expectantly.

“I don’t care,” The Stranger replied. He refused to play along with the man’s sadistic mind-games.

Eugene smiled a nearly toothless grin as he limped over to the cauldron and lit a fire underneath with a match. He walked back to the table and pulled a pear out of his pouch. After cutting it in pieces and placing two small portions into the bowl, he plopped heavily down in his rocking chair and began eating the remaining pieces.

“I’d offer ye some,” he said, “but ye’ll want ’n empty stomach fer wot’s comin’.”

“If you’re going to kill me, just kill me,” The Stranger replied, struggling to keep his tone from sounding too pleading. “I’ve been through enough already.”

“I ’tain no satisfaction from killin’ a man,” Eugene said darkly.

The Stranger finally managed to sit up on his cot. “Then from just what do you attain satisfaction?”

Eugene popped a slice of pear into his mouth as he eyed The Stranger in silence before struggling to stand himself upright. He shuffled over to the bars of the cage and cocked his head slightly. “How’s yer,” he stuck his cane through the bars and held it lightly and shakily against The Stranger’s chest, “injury?”

The Stranger didn’t hesitate to muster all his energy and snatch the cane and pull it towards himself. Eugene offered no resistance against which The Stranger could pull himself upright. The cane pulled effortlessly from the man’s grasp, and he slowly backed away from the cage in silence.

The Stranger squeezed the wooden stick as tightly as he could, his face contorting in his rage. “Come and get it!” he sneered.

Eugene’s face lit up in a cruel grin as he reached into his smock pocket and pulled out his blowgun. He held it between two fingers and wiggled it tauntingly as he chuckled to himself.

The Stranger closed his eyes and trembled furiously as he awaited the prick of the dart. Just before it came, though, he used both hands to slam the stick down painfully across his knee, effectively breaking the old man’s cane in half.
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When The Stranger finally awoke again, the pieces of the broken cane were gone, and the old man was sitting in his rocker with an entirely new cane at his side. A steaming cup of dark purple liquid was at The Stranger’s bedside.

“So you’d poison me, then?” The Stranger gibed. “Practice some of your black magic potions?”

Eugene’s eyes narrowed minutely, as though he were momentarily offended by The Stranger’s remarks. “On the contr’y,” he croaked.

The Stranger bent and lifted the cup to smell it.

“I know ’ow ’t smells,” Eugene said impatiently. “Drink it. All.”

“You will heal me, then? Cure my ailments to torture me back to this state anew?”

Eugene only stared in response.

The Stranger lifted the cup to his mouth. If it truly wasn’t poison, surely it held healing qualities. The Stranger hadn’t seen how the man had made it, and he wouldn’t have fully understood even if he had seen, but if there was even a chance that his wounds would heal and he would regain his strength, wouldn’t he be a fool to pass that up? He looked at Eugene again. The snookering old man merely watched with a satisfied grin on his face. Suddenly, destroying that satisfaction felt like the only important thing left in life. If it was to be his dying act to thwart this impossible old badger, so be it.

The Stranger flung the cup at the bars that held him captive. It shattered and sprayed hot potion across the cellar. Eugene never budged. He merely watched the outburst with a knowing amusement. The Stranger rolled over on his side and faced the wall in sullen silence.

The next time he rolled over, a new cup had been pushed between the bars. He used what little energy he had left and put himself in more discomfort simply to stand up, walk to the cup, and kick it brusquely back through the bars.

“I’ll keep pushin’ ’em through,” Eugene said.

“And I shall continue to toss them back.”

“I c’n wait ’til yer on yer last leg o’ life, dyin’ o’ hunger ’n’ thirst ’n’ fever,” the old man replied contentedly. “I won’ give ye food ’r water ’r naught ’til ye’ve broke down ’n’ drunk e’ry las’ drop.”

The Stranger stumbled back into his bed and closed his eyes, desperately wishing for an end, wishing for his pain to finally cease.
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Each time he fell asleep and awoke again, a fresh batch had been made, and a new cup had been placed in his cage. Each time, The Stranger promptly tossed the cup away in protest.

Soon his hunger pangs became indistinguishable from the throbbing in his chest that waxed and waned with every beat of his dying heart. Despite the lack of natural light, The Stranger was sure that more than a day—perhaps more than two—had passed before his parched tongue became unbearable. He had embraced the end of his life, accepted that he would surely die at any moment, but he still found himself unable to simply sit back and let himself go. The process was more than just a conscious decision to give up; it involved writhing in endless torment, wondering which shallow, quaky breath would be his last. Pains coming from nearly every part of his body, he finally found himself lacking the energy required to continue acting out against the old man. Should the liquid be poison, so be it. At least his pain would stop. Should it actually heal him, he would find a way to take his own life before allowing this old man to torture him back to this state. And his mind was unable to consider the possibility of it being something else …

He lay in silent agony as he watched the old man stubbornly stir his pot for what must have been the fifteenth time. Did he actually get off just sitting in his rocker and watching his victim’s will break over so much time? The mental anguish was nearly as insufferable as his physical pains.

Eugene slid the final cup through the cell’s bars, and The Stranger crawled across the dusty floor to seize it. He took one mouthful and would have spit the foul substance all over the floor had his tissues not been so dry. He gagged on the drink and lay on his side as his empty stomach convulsed. The physical relief that it brought far outweighed the revolting taste. The Stranger took another large mouthful and struggled to swallow. The third gulp went down easier, and soon he was guzzling the thick liquid greedily as though it were fresh, cold water.

The old man hobbled over and slid another cup through the bars. “’Bout time,” he said plainly.

The Stranger looked within the second cup and found that it was only water. He downed the entire cup, every gulp tasting fresher and more invigorating than any he had any memory of ever imbibing. When the water was gone, he lay his head in the dirt and promptly fell asleep.
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The torturous dreams or memories or premonitions that followed left The Stranger’s head feeling blank and confused when the potion wore off and he finally awoke for good. Eugene was still in his chair, and The Stranger had no idea how long he’d been out, but he had somehow made his way back to his bed. His body felt immensely refreshed, and his mind felt blank and new to match. A plate of warm meat was sitting on the floor next to a full cup of water, and The Stranger rolled out of bed and crawled on his hands and knees as rapidly as he could.

He shoved the meat into his mouth and struggled to choke it down after chewing as little as possible. “How did you get me all the way down here?” he asked abruptly. “From the jungle.”

“When ’ere’s a will …” Eugene replied.

A tear suddenly rolled down The Stranger’s cheek. He was ravenously hungry and confused, and he wasn’t entirely sure whether his fever had vanished or whether it was still addling his tired brain. “There were terrible dreams,” he said with no recollection of waking multiple times throughout and screaming at the watchful Eugene.

“Sad t’ say those mayn’t’ve been mere dreams,” the old man replied.
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The Stranger slept a great deal over the next several days. Waking solely to shovel food into his mouth and to do his business in the bucket, he slept off the lingering effects of his infection and the foul potion. When his body was finally healed and the fever completely gone, he began pacing his cage and fully considering the old man’s plans with him. He didn’t see the man again for what felt like several days. It seemed the man came down and magically cleaned his bucket and dropped off food each time The Stranger slept. With no windows and a badly ruined internal clock, he had completely lost track of the time he’d spent in captivity after only the first day. He exercised in his cell to rebuild his strength and bide his time, all the while considering ways to make his escape. On more than one occasion he crawled along the perimeter of the cage and searched for weaknesses in its structure. The steel bars were all completely immovable, and the dirt underneath was impossibly firm. He tried digging in one spot until his hands completely dried out and began to bleed. He even tried urinating in the corner on several occasions, but the puddle always ran, and the dirt never absorbed enough of it to soften up.

“What are your plans with me?” The Stranger demanded, slamming his fists against the bars when Eugene finally hobbled downstairs while he was awake.

“Wot’s yer name, stranger?” Eugene asked, ignoring The Stranger’s demands in his frustrating way.

“I have no name.”

“Why d’ye bring yer flamin’ craft ’n’ yer filthy soul t’ me untroubled isle?” the old man tried instead.

“I had no hand in landing here,” The Stranger said.

Eugene sat in his chair and eyeballed The Stranger. “Where’s yer crew? Yer captives?”

“I’ve no crew. Nor any captives. ’Twas only I on that ship.”

“Now ’at’s a petty lie, ’s I seen more bodies ’s worse off ’n’ yers on board.”

“That was my family,” The Stranger sneered. “We were intercepted and attacked in the dead of night on open seas.”

Eugene narrowed his eyes and studied The Stranger’s stony face. “An’ if ye claim to carry no slaves, I reck’n ’twas the rightful owners o’ that craft who done it?”

“I suppose you could say that,” The Stranger said after a pause. The old man clearly either thought him a slave driver or a thief. “We stole the slave ship to escape Reprise when the king fell.”

“I’ve ’ad word o’ such affairs,” Eugene said without tone.

“’Twas Bernard himself who intercepted our craft. He sought to kill me and to take my son.”

Eugene’s face remained unreadable if not disbelieving. “D’ye speak truly?”

The Stranger nodded somberly. If he could convince him of his tragic tale, perhaps he could get the old man on his side. “I have been looking to go after my son since I awoke on that beach. This island gave me new life.”

“A life o’ captivity,” Eugene replied.

The Stranger’s hope collapsed around him. “Your captive!” he yelled, slamming his fists again upon the bars.

Eugene struggled to stand up from his chair. “Ye’s reborn, but born into captivity.”

“Why are you keeping me prisoner?” The Stranger roared.

The man hobbled forward and glared sternly into The Stranger’s eyes. “Swear off your quest.”

“I will die before I do such.”

“Then die ye will,” Eugene said. “Ye cain’t kill The Baron, Stranger.”

His chest heaved. Furious that he was trapped helplessly in this cage, he shouted, “I will! I’d kill you too, old man, just for saying such!”

“Ye cain’t kill Bernard and avenge yer fam’ly!” Eugene demanded angrily.

“I vow to live this life to destroy Bernard. I will destroy everything he stands for. I will destroy everyone who stands with him.”

“Ye’ll fight his darkness with yer own?”

“I will fight him with everything I possess.”

Eugene eyed The Stranger contemptuously before turning around and shuffling his way back up the stairs. “Yer quest is destined t’ fail,” he said as he exited. “Yer soul is as black and damned as his.”
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Time drew out agonizingly slowly and mysteriously. The Stranger spent days just sitting on his bed and mourning his losses, weeping for his helplessness. For a time he stood at his cell door and screamed up the stairs in fury and slammed his fists until they turned purple and useless. The old man made his way down while The Stranger was awake on rare occasions, but he never stayed again, and The Stranger made no attempts to speak to him. He grudgingly took his food and drink each day and whiled the endless time away as his stubble grew into a full beard and that began growing into short but maneuverable strands of hair. He tried yet again to simply let himself die, but the agony that mortal thirst and hunger brought with it again proved insurmountable. He searched for ways to kill himself, but the room was barren, and short of beating his own head against the bars, nothing would work.

“What do you want from me?” he sobbed when Eugene showed up after a while. “Why are you keeping me here this way?” He’d tried every imaginable way to escape, but the cell was impenetrable, and the old man was always careful to keep his distance on the rare occasions that he showed up.

Eugene only placed the plate of food on the floor and slid it to The Stranger with the bottom of his cane. He shuffled back up the stairs as his prisoner collapsed on the floor in furious, miserable, impotent tears.
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At last the old man nestled himself into his rocking chair after bringing down a plate of food. The Stranger, who wouldn’t venture to guess how many days he’d actually passed in captivity, was lying on his cot, trapped with his tortured thoughts and depraved fantasies about his family’s fate.

“Please,” he begged in a hoarse whisper, “just kill me.”

“I’ve no intentions t’ kill ye,” Eugene said.

“Then what do you want from me? Why do you keep me here, locked away like a criminal?”

“’Tis for yer own good.”

“What good?” The Stranger demanded. He stood up from his bed and lunged himself at his cage door. “What good comes of this?” He seized the bars and shook himself violently against them. “Kill me, you sick old man!” he screamed. “Fucking kill me now!”

“Swear off yer quest,” Eugene said again.

“I have to find my son!” The Stranger roared.

“Ye have t’ find yerself!” Eugene said with a fierceness The Stranger would not have thought possible.

The Stranger closed his eyes and allowed his head to fall against the bars. “I have no quest,” he admitted. “What quest have I to swear off? I have been stuck in this dungeon, and I don’t even know what time of day it is!”

“It’s midday.”

The Stranger looked at Eugene, who wore a snarky grin, and scoffed. He closed his eyes again and let the laughter come.

Soon the old man was cackling, too. “I mean ’t when I say I mean ye no ill.”

The Stranger sat back down on his bed. “Then please, Eugene, I beg of you, let me go try and save my son.”

“I will,” Eugene said, “but only when I know yer not s’reckless.”

“What difference does it make to you whether I let my emotions get the best of me? What difference does any of my story make to you?”

“No diff’r’nce. But I live m’ life t’ see’t I ’liminate ’s much darkness ’s I can from this world.”

The Stranger stared in silence, completely unable to believe that he had become mixed up in this crazy old man’s glorified holy mission.

“Ye cain’t destroy evil with more evil,” the old man continued.

“I can damn well try,” The Stranger said stubbornly. Would the man truly let him go if he just pretended to give in?

Eugene sighed and began his struggle back to his feet. “Y’ want anythin’ special t’ eat?” he asked.

“No,” The Stranger said somberly, “just the usual.”
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Afterward, Eugene made his way slowly and painstakingly down the stairs more often than he had been. He talked with The Stranger and assured him that he’d never meant the man any harm.

“I truly want t’ help ye,” he said, rocking back and forth in his chair and looking completely at ease. “If I’d offered ye me ’elp, ye’d’ve been righ’ off on yer way, bleedin’ straight from yer ’eart ’til ye keeled over.”

Perhaps it was true. The Stranger couldn’t deny that he may have left the company of his previous protectors a trifle prematurely.

“Even when I thought ye’s a slaver, I only aim t’ talk t’ ye. Talk some sense, I’d ’ope.”

“Then why did you so often refuse to talk?”

“’Twas clear t’ me ye wer’n’t ’n the righ’ state t’ talk yet, me sonny.”

The Stranger considered his well-meaning urgency and conceded that he may have come off as a bit frenzied at times. “Do you have any children?” he asked.

Eugene looked at him severely but said nothing.

“My son had scarcely come into this realm before Bernard took everything from us. He was only an infant when we lived on the run until The Baron ripped him from my bleeding arms.” He had to fight the familiar burning of tears at the backs of his eyes. “You must forgive my hastiness and brashness. I only ever aimed to save my son.”

Eugene nodded and rocked slowly for a while in silence. At last he stood and walked back up the stairs. For several moments The Stranger sat in suspense, wondering if he’d finally convinced the old man to set him free. He squeezed the bars impatiently and listened intently for the thump of the cane at the top of the stairs. For the first time since this harrowing, extended imprisonment began, he could feel the possibility of freedom lightening his feet, which were restless and eager to begin their journey. But Eugene didn’t return that night, not even with a plate of food.
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The Stranger often considered what he would do if Eugene actually did let him out. Could he simply shake the man’s hand and set off on his way? Or would his pent-up desperation get the best of him? The man must know how severely he’d tortured his captive by so selfishly and stubbornly delaying his mission. The man had stood in his way for far too long. He’d kept The Stranger from pursuing the only thing left that he’d ever again care about. Given the chance, The Stranger would not hesitate to kill the well-meaning old kook for no other reason than being a meddlesome nuisance.

That chance, however, had yet to come. He sat in bed and planned all the things he would say during their next encounter. Clearly he had struck a nerve when he brought up Eugene’s family and how young and vulnerable and innocent his son was during this whole ordeal. If he could only coax the old man into arm’s-length of his cage.

At last Eugene came downstairs with The Stranger’s daily meal. He sat upon his bed and pretended to weep silently in his hands as the old man approached. Hoping Eugene would initiate a conversation so he wouldn’t appear desperate, The Stranger refrained from saying anything. Eugene, however, placed the food and water by the bars and turned back to the stairs stubbornly. The Stranger cursed the man silently and quickly formulated a new plan. He stood and walked to his food but intentionally knocked over the cup of water.

“Eugene?” he called just as the man mounted the steps. “Would you please get me more water? Mine has spilled.”

Eugene blinked and nodded and slowly made his way up the stairs. When he finally returned and made it back to the bottom of the stairs, The Stranger was still sitting in the floor, morosely leaning against the bars and picking distractedly at his food. Eugene shuffled across the basement and stopped a safe distance from the bars. He placed the cup on the ground and proceeded to slide it forward with the tip of his cane, as he always had.

The Stranger bolted upright with desperate speed and managed to just barely seize the old man’s bony fingers at the top of his cane. He redoubled his grip and pulled the man closer by his bony arm, which felt fit to snap like a twig under The Stranger’s determined grip. Eugene stumbled forward, dropped his cane, and fell painfully against the cell bars.

“Get me out,” The Stranger commanded through gritted teeth. “Now!”

Eugene gasped and wheezed and struggled to stand up straight. “Stranger, I’m sorry I’ve drived ye to this state.”

“Damn your sorries,” The Stranger growled. “Just let me out!”

“Ye cain’t harm me, boy,” Eugene wheezed painfully. “The cellar keys are atop the stairs.”

The Stranger’s grimace slowly faded back to blank hopelessness. He stared into the old man’s face, desperately hoping that he was lying, but the graveness in his eyes told him all he needed to know. He didn’t even bother checking Eugene’s smock pocket before pushing him angrily backward onto the ground and screaming himself hoarse.
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The next time Eugene limped his way slowly down the stairs, he held the keys in his hand. He was also accompanied by four men wearing not the garb of rag-tag pirates but of high-ranking maritime government officials. One of the men struck The Stranger as frighteningly familiar and out-of-place …

“All right, lads,” the man in front said merrily, his expensive purple cloak bunched up in his fists so as not to drag across the dirty ground, “let’s load ’im onto the ship ’n’ be off.”


Chapter 8:

The Desert of Dask

1

The Stranger looked out over the expansive sea, a gentle, limitless promise of a new beginning. The sun was beginning to set on the western horizon, and he was lost in his troubling thoughts about how to handle his family’s dwindling food supply.

Robert Vaga climbed the stairs from his cabin and leaned against the edge of the ship with him. “What pains you, son?”

The Stranger looked solemnly at his father and sighed. “You’ve seen the state of our provisions. We left in such a hurry, not one of us stopped to ponder the best course of action when we finally run out.”

Robert clapped his son fondly on the shoulder. “There is no best course of action now, I’m afraid.”

The Stranger eyed him disconsolately.

“We’re on our own now. We must take things day by day. As long as we possess the will to live, we shall find the means to do so.”

The Stranger lowered his head and dropped his gaze back to the slowly rolling waves beneath the ship. “Is this any sort of life for young William? For Laura? I can’t help thinking that we should have tried harder—”

Robert turned his son gruffly around to face him. “Listen to me, son! We did everything in our power to prevent this outcome. Our family represents the ancient White, and we have never faltered in our struggles to keep the darkness from descending upon these lands and devouring all that is good and just. What has happened is far beyond our control, and the life that we’ve chosen—this life—is and will forever be far greater than any such that would be awaiting William back in Reprise.”

The Stranger bowed his head obligingly to his father before turning back to examine the waves. “I know you speak truly, father. It just seems so unfair to me. To have lived such a privileged life, and now to watch my son come to age knowing only flight and fear and uncertainty.”

“When your son is old enough to learn of the true nature of our situation, I am sure he will honor you for your noble decisions. Until that time, he will grow knowing love and family and friendship. We will find a way of our own out here. You’ll see.”

The Stranger never told his father of his last interaction with Bernard before fleeing Reprise, and in the end he might have felt a great deal of guilt for not properly preparing his family for the dangers that could befall them, had his mind not been so otherwise occupied.

“Set the course back eastward,” Robert told his son as he turned to head back below deck. “We’ll find a safe place to dock before our food is all gone.”
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His father was partially correct.

Before sunset the following day, The Stranger spotted a large, old pier along the desolate coast he’d been approaching since that morning. They docked the ship on the abandoned pier without encountering a single other person or vessel.

“I believe it will be best if everyone stays aboard while I go investigate yonder village. It seems a bit queer that there should be no one around with the amount of daylight still remaining,” The Stranger said.

“Darling, we’ll come with you,” Laura said. She walked closer to him with William in her arms and leaned into his embrace.

“Nonsense,” he said, “we haven’t the slightest idea of what or who resides in this town. I won’t put you or William in any more danger than we’re already in.”

“Oh, bunkum!” Robert shouted. “We’re refugees in need of supplies. What dangers could any kind townsfolk present to us?”

“You know as well as I,” The Stranger reasoned, “that the dynamic of the world is changing. Grant me this peace of mind and stay aboard the ship. Watch over Laura and mother for me.” He wrapped one arm gruffly around his father in a brief hug and turned to kiss his wife on the cheek.

“Oh, I don’t want you to leave us,” she pleaded. “I can’t bear to lose you.” It was at that very moment that William began to squirm and whine in his mother’s grasp.

The Stranger took the boy in his arms and kissed his nearly bald head. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he cooed, allowing the boy to squeeze his index finger lightly. He gave his son back to Laura and kissed her again on the cheek. “I’ll be back before sundown,” he said. “I promise.”

Robert stepped forward and produced the large sword of the White King of yore, the only relic of his fallen kingdom that had been salvaged in their escape. The Stranger reached out and grazed his fingertips across the mighty blade’s hilt. Its priceless scabbard was adorned with ancient markings and patching that signified a virtuousness so pure that even the likes of he would never come to feel it.

“Take this,” his father said, suddenly grave and reserved. “If you insist upon going alone, at least know that you are protected by the White.”

The Stranger didn’t know how to respond. The blade had sat upon the castle wall since long before he was born. Never in his life had he imagined that the time would come that the blade should be used to battle darkness, but alas, here he was about to do just that.

“Thank you,” he managed lamely.

After fastening the scabbard to his waist, he climbed down from the moderately sized slave ship and set out along the pier toward the town. Small, rundown clay homes lined the streets ahead. The Stranger first walked through a tiny market that wasn’t a tenth as large as the one in his home city of Krake. His own lodgings within the kingdom had even been larger than this town’s market. A small, straw-roofed pavilion stood long forgotten in the center of the dusty square. Overturned tables and empty baskets lay scattered about, all covered in dust and cobwebs.

The houses were equally deserted. Windows were broken; doors were kicked in or entirely missing from their frames. The Stranger passed slowly through the streets of the ghost town, his hand massaging the hilt of his sword, his eyes wandering cautiously back and forth.

When he reached the end of the street and the last of the houses, he had seen no movement, nor anything resembling food or human life. The sandy street became a sandy expanse of desert that went on as far as his eyes could see. In the distance he could make out a sole hut standing alone amidst the sun-scorched nothingness.

The Stranger turned and observed how far he’d travelled from the ship and from his family. He hadn’t walked too far, and there would still be some daylight yet by the time he reached the hut. With still nothing to show, he figured he’d investigate at least the one last building before heading back.
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As he approached the hut, The Stranger’s spirits steadily sank. The building was as decrepit and forgotten as the rest of this town. How had he ever thought there may be something here worth seeing?

But just as he prepared to turn and make his way back to the ship, The Stranger spied yet another building on the distant horizon. This one appeared to be much larger than the ones he’d seen thus far, and the indistinct backdrop looked as though it may even be another village. He stepped slowly around the hut to get a better view of the distance, but he was startled out of his observance by a body slumped over in a wooden porch chair.

A hoarse cry escaped him before he steeled himself and looked closer at the body. The elderly man was dressed in dirty overalls and nothing else. His skin was dry and discolored and smelling decisively foul. Long gray hairs dangled in moist clumps from the sides of his mostly bald head. As The Stranger looked on in disgust to determine what had happened to the man, he heard a coarse grunt and nearly fell to his knees in surprise.

The man wasn’t dead at all; he had merely been sleeping. Now he raised his frightening head and blinked blearily. One eye was milky and sightless while the other danced ceaselessly side to side. He opened his mouth in a toothless grimace and smacked his wet jowls discontentedly.

“Why are ye here?” he demanded, strings of thick spittle blowing from his swamp of a mouth.

“I mean you no harm,” The Stranger said, extending a hand in a gesture he hoped would be calming.

The old man struggled to both hoist himself out of his chair and shake his fist at the same time. “Be gone, interloper!” he squealed incomprehensibly.

“All right,” The Stranger said, backing away. “I’d not disturb your peace. I only seek food and supplies for my family.”

The man blew a derisive, wet raspberry, his sagging lips and cheeks fluttering like those of an aging hound. Mucousy saliva dangled from his gums. “Ain’t naught here!”

“So I’ve discerned,” replied The Stranger as politely as he could manage. “But have you any knowledge of yon villa?” He pointed to the distant community on the horizon.

The man’s eyes rolled and his mouth sagged open, making him look more deranged than ever. The Stranger had an inclination to write him off as insane, as his babblings were clearly the products of a sun-addled brain. “Dare ye enter the Desert of Dask?” he called rhetorically. “Be gone!” he roared, his tone and voice changing dramatically. “If ye’d live to see another day, be gone!”

The Stranger had seen and heard enough. He made his hasty apologies and backtracked as swiftly as he could manage without fully running.
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“Rubbish,” his father proclaimed when The Stranger announced that they would have to set sail empty handed.

“The place is a ghost town,” he explained.

“And you saw nothing of value? No person of interest?”

“There looked to be a city far off on the horizon. And an unhinged old man in a cabin on the outskirts of the town, but he very clearly stated his desires for our involvement in his affairs.”

“Rubbish,” repeated Robert.

“Father, I won’t bring Laura and William around that deranged old fool. We’ll sail to the next village and hope for better luck tomorrow.”

“Not when there’s a perfectly good city not half a day’s walk from here! We could sail for forty nights before finding the next dock. It is only wise to cover our bases while we’re here.”

“You are letting your life of royalty get the better of your judgment,” The Stranger replied sternly. “You are behaving naively, not rationally. The dynamic of our world is changing around us, and we already live each day in more danger than you’ve experienced your whole life!”

“What danger are we in here, son?” Robert’s voice rose to an incredulous falsetto that caused his wife to look on anxiously. “The Baron seized control days ago! We set out from Krake long before messengers would be able to spread the word overseas. What are the sheer odds that the inhabitants out here in these tall timbers dust bowls are sympathetic to his villainous cause?”

“It is not that I think them supporters of Bernard, father, I simply worry that we are out of our jurisdiction here, and there may exist dangers from which you and I are not prepared to defend our loved ones.”

“Rubbish,” Robert said levelly. “We’ll set out together at dawn.”

The next morning, the five set out with just enough food to keep them comfortable for a full day. The Stranger attempted to give his father the White Sword, but Robert insisted that he keep it. “You’re much younger and fitter than I, son. If you think we’ll meet trouble, it’s best you keep it. I’ll do just fine with my own.” He wielded a much smaller, much less adorned blade that he’d found upon the stolen ship.

Laura approached wearing a smile and holding their sleeping infant. “You look thrice as pleased as you should right now, my lady,” The Stranger said, kissing the side of her mouth.

“I’m just trying to make the most of things,” she said somberly, “as should you. We’re breaking the routine and going off on an adventure. We get to meet new people.”

The Stranger nodded but didn’t return her smile. “That’s what I’m afraid of …”

The town was as vacant and desolate as the previous evening.

“Boy, you weren’t lying, son,” Robert mused as he bobbed his head side to side among the derelict houses.

He kept expecting Laura to become frightened or uneasy by their ominous surroundings, but her contented smile persisted. He couldn’t comprehend how she could be so at-ease after all she’d been through. In truth, he himself was more than a little uneasy being in this unfamiliar, unsettling town, especially after his encounter with the foul old man last night.

As the group neared the small cabin outside the main costal village, The Stranger put himself between his family and the building. He subtly tried to push the group a safer distance away, in the hopes that the old man wouldn’t spot them and come out rambling again and wake William and scare everyone.

“This is where I spoke with the old man yesterday evening,” he announced quietly.

“Should we go see what he knows about yon settlement?” Robert asked.

The Stranger forced a laugh. “Trust me, the man is beyond reason, and he’s doubly painful on the eyes and nose.”

As they rounded the small hut, The Stranger found the rocking chair to be empty. He thanked their fate and carried on as smoothly as he could manage, casting a number of uneasy glances over his shoulder to make sure they weren’t being followed.

After a modest walk across the hot desert, Diana asked with some concern, “What is that ahead?”

Robert strained his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t see anything but the town.”

“Dask,” The Stranger said darkly.

“No, it’s nearer than that,” his mother insisted. She pointed ahead unhelpfully. “In the sand.”

The Stranger squinted and indeed saw some vast, dark, wavering line across the sand. “Must be a mirage,” he conceded. “It stretches right across the horizon.”

His father grunted and stopped walking. He turned to look behind them and observe the dark clouds coming off the sea. “Shame t’ be stuck out here in the middle of the desert when the tempest rolls in.”

“Perhaps we should turn back,” The Stranger tried.

“Nonsense!” Robert countered. “That’s not what I meant at all.” But Laura met his gaze and for once looked a trifle apprehensive.

“Come, now. Let us take William back inside before he’s awake and screaming in the rain,” he insisted.

His father threw his arms up impatiently. “If we head back now, we’ll hit the storm squarely head on. Let’s just get to the city and find an inn for the evening with a nice warm meal and a soft bed!”

“And if there is no inn, father? What then?”

“We’ll post up in an abandoned building for the night to stay dry! We’re on our own out here, son! We have to get used to living like this.”

The Stranger sighed. He looked at Laura, who still seemed a little restless but shrugged nonetheless. “He has a point.”

His mother too stood quietly and obediently by her husband, as she always had.

“Fine,” he allowed. “On we go.”
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After a short walk, however, a new debate commenced. What The Stranger had mistaken for a mirage was in fact a vast chasm in the earth. It stretched as far as the eye could see in either direction, and it spanned at least twenty body lengths across. The group approached it despite The Stranger’s fervent pleas to give it up and turn around. A single rope bridge stretched across the pit. Though the bridge was intact, the ropes were frayed in many locations, and countless boards were missing from the walkway. The pit itself descended into a rocky, cavernous abyss with boulders and outcroppings pointing in every direction. The two walls opposite each other converged gradually in their descent until they met in jagged darkness, from which thumps and thuds and dreadful whispers softly emanated.

“Absolutely not,” The Stranger said.

Laura looked backward at the approaching thunderhead apprehensively and caressed William’s back. The boy was beginning to squirm and whine in earnest in her arms.

“Come. We’ll hurry back and endure the rain for but a few moments.”

Robert Vaga flapped an arm toward the expansive town on the other side of the bridge. “We can find shelter right there if we just cross this bridge, which, by the way, was built for just that—crossing!”

The Stranger turned on his father impatiently for the first time in life. “I will not risk my son’s life for an inn and a meal that may not exist!”

“Fine!” Robert countered. “You and I will hurry across and ensure there really are kind people here who are willing to help us.”

“And leave my wife and son in the rain? See reason! I implore you.”

“So it’s settled, we’ll all go across together.” He spread his arms and prodded Laura and Diana forward. “Come now, one at a time.”

The Stranger seized him by the shoulder to stop him. “Father,” he lowered his voice, “did you never think that this village behind us is deserted because that bridge is impassible?”

Robert paused, seeking a suitable retort. “The bridge is still intact,” he said, slightly defeated.

“But just barely. Those villagers may have watched their own fall from its infirm structure before deciding to remain on their own side.”

“Or perhaps they’ve always remained.”

The Stranger sighed and dropped his arms to his side.

“Come, I will test the strength first. If I make it, any of you can.”

“Robert.” Diana, ever the quiet soul, finally stepped forward to voice her concern.

He took her in his arms in a firm embrace. “I will be fine, love. I’ll go slowly. Just watch!”

Without another look back, Robert stepped cheerfully onto the first plank. He made his way carefully forward, squeezing the ropes on either side of him for balance and support.

“It’s really quite firmer than it looks,” he called back when he was about a quarter of the way across.

Here he was forced to step across a gap where two planks had long since cracked and fallen. He braced himself using the ropes and stretched a leg across the gap. After gingerly increasing the pressure on his leading foot, he proclaimed the next plank strong enough to support his weight.

The Stranger watched the grueling trek with ever-increasing anxiety.
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By the time his father was halfway across the bridge, The Stranger had nearly talked himself out of the whole affair.

“Father, come back,” he called, “I won’t subject my son to this unnecessary risk!”

“It’s fine!” Robert called back. He hopped lightly up and down to emphasize his next point. “Its condition is not nearly as poor as it appears!”

“All it takes is one misstep, and we’ll be forced to watch as you plummet! Be reasonable, father! Even if we make it, we’ll eventually have to come back!”

Laura touched him on the shoulder. “We can do this,” she assured him. “’Tis only a bridge.”

“Will you look over the edge?” he challenged her. “Below is certain death. I cannot watch as you take such heedless risks knowing not what we’ve to gain on the other side!”

“Would you watch as we all starve to death above the stormy sea, then?” his wife countered.

And so The Stranger watched as his mother, wife, and son trundled slowly across the rickety, swaying bridge. The sky turned to black in the mere moments it took them to cross, and The Stranger crouched on the near side of the bridge struggling not to get sick. His heart raced, and his stomach churned as he imagined how swiftly his wife and son could be ripped from this realm and hurled to the bottom of the jagged chasm.

Just as Laura neared the far side, William stirring softly in her arms, the first heavy drops of rain began to fall upon The Stranger’s head. He looked down into the abyss below and noted movement amidst the jagged rocks. Sand and rocks crumbled from the walls as thin, frail bodies began climbing their way from the cracks and caves below. He could not discern whether the creatures were human or animal or something in between, but he certainly did not want to find out tonight.

The Stranger stood and hurried across the decrepit bridge. The journey itself was far less torturous than watching his loved ones make it.

“Come,” he said as he hurriedly reached the other side, “before we drench ourselves.” He ushered his family toward the cluster of buildings not far ahead. He made no mention of the things he saw ascending from below the bridge and had no intention to until they were to venture back across toward the pier. Whether the things posed a threat or could even reach the top, he knew not, but he saw no reason to frighten his family any more for the time being.
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Skuttler’s finely tuned desert eyes watched expressionlessly through his dirty window as the small group made their way through the abandoned villa across the expansive desert. He gnawed on his scarred, calloused thumb compulsively, shoving it deep into his mouth to reach the few sparse gnashers that still remained near the back. He found a gap where one had recently rotted out and wedged his dirty fingernail into the socket, scraping the healing gums to satisfy a deep, odd itch and produce a not altogether unpleasant pain.

When the group reached the nearby bridge, Skuttler made his way to the door. He plucked his thumb from his mouth with a hearty smack and galloped deftly on his hands and knees toward the door. He cracked the door and peered around the frame with one eye, unmoving.

One man was halfway across the bridge while the others waited on the far side. Sure that no one would notice his movement, he wedged his thumb back into the side of his mouth and continued chewing. His sharp ears detected the soft groan of the sand people far below the bridge. He heard disturbances in the sand as they began coming out of their caves to investigate the passersby. Would they dine? Likely not. The bridge could withstand a few more passes yet, despite its infirm appearance.

The older man had reached the other side, and an older woman followed, a bit more swiftly. Next came a very pretty young woman carrying an infant. Skuttler took pause in chewing his thumb to watch her properly as she crossed. At last, the final man hurried across just as the rain began to fall overhead. He greeted his party and began to rush them out of the desert and into the small city.

Skuttler removed his thumb once more from his gob and slinked back into the darkness, allowing the door to close softly behind him.
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The rain had just begun to fall heavily upon the travellers as they reached the first few buildings in the city. The Stranger was crestfallen to find no more signs of life than had the previous town. Nothing moved for as far as he could see, and everything looked run-down and unused.

“This way!” he called over the increasingly heavy rain. “Try the doors and see if we can get inside out of this storm!”

William had just begun to squall, perturbed by the abrupt change in weather. The group turned toward a house on the side of the dusty street before Robert called out, “Ho!”

The Stranger stopped and glanced behind him, where his father was pointing at a building on the opposite side of the street where a lamp had just flickered on inside. The door swung open and a man waved to them. He shrilly called, “Come on in out o’ this! Ye’ll find naught ova’ yon!” The words all blended together in a strange dialect The Stranger had never heard.

They turned without a second thought and rushed into the man’s home and out of the rain. He closed the door behind them and glanced around blinkingly. “Feroo!” he called in a greeting The Stranger had also never heard. “Name’s Miles Cutler.”

The Stranger found that the man’s dialect wasn’t so strange as was the speed at which the words left his mouth. Each word blended into the last, and his voice was shrill and breathy and peppered with nervous laughter. The man was quite tall, but stood slightly hunched, working his hands together incessantly in front of his chest. His garb, tattered and dirty, looked to be on its last few threads.

The Stranger stepped forward as politely as he could to shake Miles’ hand. “Very well, sir, we’re—”

But Miles stumbled backward as The Stranger approached. He remained just out of reach and blew a single nervous chortle through his nostrils. He brought his hands up to his neck’s height but continued kneading and working them restlessly. The Stranger noted the man’s thumbs were distinctly crooked and raw. His face, which may once have been handsome, was covered in small sores and lacerations, and his lips had chunks of dried skin hanging off them. His long, thin hair hung in clumpy tatters. Chunks of it appeared to be missing.

Miles tittered nervously and addressed them all in a short, rapid speech wrought with stutters and unintelligible words. “Yer t—tired’s what ye are. I c’n see it. T—tired ’n’ hungry! But ain’t no f—food to sp—spare ’round ’ere. C—c—city’s moved on, ’n’ it’s p—purty much just me whil—w—w—whilin’ away the days!” While he spoke, the man twitched and blinked, struggling to make eye contact with anyone in the room. An unabashed smile sporadically lit his thin face, and he repeatedly flicked his tongue across his dirty front teeth.

“Dear, boy,” Robert spoke up kindly, appearing unfazed by his oddities, “how do you make a living? What do you eat?”

Miles let out another titter and continued working his hands. “This ’n’ that!” he exclaimed. “Yer m—more ’n welcome t’ sleep in the g—g—g—guest quarters through t’ storm. Ain’t been used i—in a while.”

Robert stepped forward and extended an arm to pat the man on the shoulder. Miles winced and looked away, but he allowed the expression of gratitude. “Thank you, my boy. We all thank you very kindly.” He seized a lamp from the entry room table, turned back to his family, and ushered them back toward where their host had indicated the guest quarters were located. “’Twill be quite fine to sleep in a real bed again!”

Miles’ restless eyes finally locked on Laura’s, and he flicked his tongue swiftly across a smile that was both charming and hideous. Laura returned the smile as warmly as she could, and her husband took her gently by the shoulder and ushered her to their quarters.
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“I told you we’d find nothing across that damned bridge, father!” The Stranger whispered brusquely once the door was closed.

“Have care how you’d speak to me!” Robert replied. “We’d be fools not to try, and now we can at the very least dry off and get a good night’s rest!”

“We are bunking in the home of a deranged man.”

“There is no telling how long it’s been since that man has seen another human. He didn’t ask to be stuck in this decrepit city in a desert!” As Robert spoke, he took the lamp to the small table in one corner of the room and lit another lamp that was resting upon it.

Laura stepped forward and touched her husband’s arm. “Come, we will get a good night’s rest and figure out our food tomorrow.” William had stilled and was blinking at his father sleepily, begging to be put to bed with his tiny, expressive eyes.

The Stranger opened his mouth to remind his family of the obvious fact that they needed food just to stay alive, but at that moment Miles tapped on the door. “There’s anotha’ bed c—cross the hall!” he practically squealed at them.

“Thank you, kind host!” Robert called, opening the bedroom door. He seemed eager to be off to bed before his son could argue their way right back out into the storm. “We will see you lot when the sun returns!” With that, he took Diana by the arm and marched gaily to his quarters for the night.

The Stranger accepted defeat and decided to embrace the man’s kindness. “We do appreciate your most gracious hospitality, sir.”

Miles licked a small sore at the corner of his dry, cracked mouth and nodded in response, though he never looked at The Stranger. He simply stood in the hallway, rubbed his hands together, and gazed intently at Laura until The Stranger closed the door.

“Odd man,” his wife muttered as she turned toward the bed in the corner and went to place little William upon the soft sheets.

“Indeed,” The Stranger agreed. He felt supremely uncomfortable around the man, and the thought of sleeping in this derelict city did nothing to allay this feeling.

The small room they’d been afforded had little in the way of decorations. Of course, that which The Stranger and his royal family had been used to would unsurprisingly surpass anything that ever could have existed in this part of the world, but he still couldn’t shake how bland everything appeared. The bed, while it seemed clean and tidy, looked stale, as though no one had touched it in a generation or two. A small, plain bedside table stood in the opposite corner. It was covered with a fine layer of dust and the sole lamp his father had lit. No other objects or possessions seemed to exist in the room at all.

The Stranger extinguished the small flame that lit the room and approached the bed to begin undressing while his wife did the same. William squirmed impatiently in the firm bed, waiting for the comfort of his mother’s warmth next to him before he could fall asleep. The Stranger took the large, ancient sword and its scabbard from his waist and placed them on the floor beside the bed. Once he’d removed the rest of his heavy smocks, he crawled into his bed with Laura and William.

The wind and rain grew steadier as the evening grew darker, and The Stranger lay in the unfamiliar bed watching the distant lightning. Falling asleep without the soothing waves beneath a ship proved difficult after so many nights on the run at sea, but once sleep came for him, The Stranger could not escape its grasp. Even without the waves, and even with the uneasy knot that had settled in his gut like a stone in a swamp, he did not stir through the night. He slept heavily until the dawn had nearly reached the Desert of Dask, and it was only little William who took notice of the intruder as he entered their room on his hands and knees like some grotesque animal.

It was not until after the intruder, with his enlarged pupils, had taken the old King’s Sword in one hand and his mother’s ankle in the other that William began to stir and whine in discomfort.
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The Stranger first heard his son’s whines through the thick veil of sleep. When Laura shrieked in surprise, however, The Stranger’s grogginess evaporated, and he again became mindful of the strange city in which they had stopped for the night. He opened his eyes and sat bolt upright until he felt the weight of a blade against his chest. He knew of only one blade that offered that kind of weight.

“Stay back!” a gruff voice hissed in his face.

The Stranger could vaguely make out a thin, hunched shadow at the foot of their bed. The figure had seized his wife by the ankle and was dragging her off the bed with one arm.

“Stop it! Get off me!” she screamed.

William whined louder as his mother let go of him and began thrashing against her assailant.

The Stranger moved to push the blade away from his chest, but the intruder only doubled his pressure. The point of the blade forced The Stranger back onto his back and began to draw blood through his thin nightgown.

The attacker dropped Laura’s foot and scrambled onto the bed to hunch directly over The Stranger. “Stay back, I said!” His voice was a commanding whisper, a combination of an animalistic growl and a hiss. “I don’ want any quarrel with ye! Leave me be ’n’ ye may keep yer life!”

As the man hunched over his father threateningly, William began to squeal properly.

“You’ll not get away with this,” The Stranger rasped.

“Please,” Laura begged, “don’t do this.”

The man snorted and leapt off the bed, seizing Laura’s ankle as he passed and dragging her into the floor. She continued screaming and pleading incoherently.

“Hey!” The Stranger roared after the hunched figure had turned the sword from his chest. He leapt upright and bumbled through the darkness toward the man leaving through the door.

The dark figure spun back impossibly fast and leveled the heavy blade at The Stranger’s throat. How such thin arms possessed such strength, The Stranger would never know. “I warned ye to stay back! I leave ye with yer life ’n’ yer simperin’ shit of a son, ’n’ that’s more ’n I’m inclined to do, so fuggoff!”

The Stranger raised his hands and began to plead more with the deranged man. Even with his life in jeopardy and his wife writhing and shrieking in the floor with her ankle in the man’s grasp, he would attempt to seek reason, but at that moment a dim light appeared behind him in the hallway.

Before anyone could say anything, Robert Vaga turned the corner, seized the man by his mangy hair, and pulled his head back to expose his long, thin neck, against which he placed his small fishing knife.

The man immediately dropped both the White Sword and Laura’s ankle. She scrambled back onto the bed, and The Stranger helped her, still panting and whimpering, back to their crying son.

Diana came around the corner behind her husband carrying a lit lamp. The Stranger approached and took the lamp from her. “Stand back, mother.” He turned back into the bedroom to light the second lamp and help everyone to better see. As he passed the intruder, he paused to inspect the panicked expression on his face. “Miles?” he asked, shocked.

The assailant’s voice was nothing like the tittering, stuttering falsetto of the man who had greeted them the previous evening. Had The Stranger sat and thought on it for ten moon cycles, he would never have linked the two sounds.

“N—n—now let’s not b—be rash!” he squeaked, his abundant stutter returning and a shameful grin appearing on his face as though he had been caught stealing sweets before dinner.

The Stranger snatched up the White Sword from Miles’ feet and placed it under his chin. “Just what do you think you’re doing here?” he demanded loudly. William squalled louder than ever, and Robert shot his son a concerned glance. “Step back, father,” he continued, rage mounting.

Robert did as he was bid. “Be easy,” he said cautiously.

The Stranger reached forward and seized Miles by the back of the neck. The man had his arms raised by his face, and he visibly struggled to keep his hands apart. He clenched and squeezed his thumbs in each hand compulsively. His tongue flicked restlessly across his dry lips, and it paused every so often at the corner of his mouth, seeming to sample the exudate that resided upon the sores there.

“What laws do you people live by?” The Stranger called as he took the man’s neck. “What values do you possess?”

Miles shrieked and cowered from The Stranger’s touch. He fell to his knees and began shaking convulsively, finally bringing his raised hands back together and kneading them rapidly. “P—please d—d—don’t kill m—me!” he begged. “I’s b—but a lonely man out ’ere ’n the desert!”

The Stranger glanced at his father, who stared back somberly and shrugged. He looked to his wife, who had her face buried in their son and was attempting to calm them both down. He lowered his voice. “You have threatened my family. Shamed my wife.” His temper continued to rise although his voice remained calm. He lashed out and kicked the cowering man in the ribs. “Tell me, lowly sir, what should we do with you?”

“Seek the forgiveness I know r—r—resides in yer hearts.” The Stranger couldn’t tell if Miles was giggling or weeping as he shook violently with his face in the floor. “L—let my poor soul live to f—f—find s—sal—”

“Why should I let you breathe?” he demanded, his voice rising. He kicked the cowering Miles again. “Why should I let your kind corrupt this tainted earth further?”

“P—please, good s—sir!” Miles squealed. “I c—can … I can get you back across yonder b—bridge. I can k—keep the sand people a—a—away.”

The Stranger glanced at his parents. He hadn’t mentioned the creatures he’d seen beneath the bridge the previous day. In truth, he’d completely forgotten about them until this moment. Laura had looked up from her son, who was still screaming into her bosom. “Sand people?” she asked, directing the question more to her husband than to Miles.

“Yes!” Miles shrieked. He lifted his face from the floor and began to crawl his way onto the bed in an attempt to gain salvation from Laura.

The Stranger prepared himself to kick the simpering man yet again, but a thundering crash not far away broke the attention of everyone in the house. All heads turned toward the sound, and Miles, who had pulled himself halfway atop the bed, let his body go limp and fell back to the floor, wide eyes peering in the direction of the disturbance. The ground beneath them began to quake minutely. The Stranger, Robert, and Diana all reached out for the wall to maintain their balance.

“What was that?” The Stranger asked no one in particular.

The ground shook harder, and a louder crash resounded somewhere closer by. Shattering glass and crumbling stone echoed across the quiet desert outside.

“Kryp,” Miles croaked, a wild grin spreading across his gaunt face.

“Kryp?” The Stranger repeated, a faint memory of ancient tales from his childhood resurfacing.

“Punisher of the deserts …”
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The earth beneath them shook more violently than ever, and the glass windows throughout the abode rattled in their clay frames. Miles Cutler rose to his hands and feet and scuttled sideways out the door and out of sight before anyone could register his movement.

The Stranger turned to his wife and son upon the bed. “Come, now!” he called over the rattling of the building. “Before this crashes down upon us!”

Laura scooped up the still screaming William and hustled out the door as The Stranger grabbed what little belongings they had deposited on the floor. Robert and Diana led the way to the door, which was still standing open after Skuttler’s hasty escape. The family made their way outside and wasted no time heading back toward the crumbling rope bridge that led back to their craft.

“This way!” The Stranger called as he took the lead. “I’ve no intention of finding out what’s causing this ruckus!”

As they approached the stretch of desert nearing the bridge, however, the sun began peeking over the distant horizon. The path that was illuminated before them was peppered with hunkered figures crawling like crabs through the sand. The Stranger stopped in his tracks and watched as scores of the creatures crawled over the wall of the distant chasm and joined the encroaching packs.

“What is that?” Laura called.

The Stranger ignored her question and turned to Robert. “Father, be prepared for anything! I’d wager these things aren’t here to help us back across.”

Robert stepped in front of Laura and Diana and put an arm out. “Stay back,” he urged. “Stay safe.”

As The Stranger looked behind him, an entire building crumbled to the ground, which appeared to rise up in a growing mound beneath it. As the building collapsed, the mound shrank back into the sand, leaving a gaping crater where the home once stood.

He turned back to the hordes of sand people crab-walking toward them. Those who had just climbed out of the chasm moved slowly, while those closest had begun to gallop on their hands and feet.

“Step aside!” The Stranger called. “We are noblemen from Reprise, and you shall let us pass unharmed!” This last-ditch attempt to cling to the customs they’d held for generations registered not with the entrenching sand people. It likely would not have registered even before The Baron Bernard had slain the king.

He could hear the panting and wheezing of the creatures closest by, even over the clamor and chaos that was unfolding behind him in the town.

“I command you, by the power of The White!” The Stranger tried one last time, his voice rising to a fierce roar.

But the reserve that voice conveyed did naught to deter the grotesque beings that were galloping toward them. So The Stranger, a cast-out king-to-be, a man raised by a fisherman in a castle by the sea, a man who’d ever known only love and kindness and forgiveness, lifted the sword that weighed roughly one quarter of his body weight. His identity had cracked on the day The Baron had slain the king. It would continue to crumble until he’d wash up on the shore of a nearly deserted island, shattered, lost, alone.

Some white magic must still have existed, for The Stranger felt a hum deep within his bones as he lifted the heavy sword. He felt its weight diminish until it felt as though his entire arm were floating, weightless, scarcely under the control of his own mind. Despite the deep purple glow of the dawning day, the blade glinted a blinding white light that pulsed, almost electric. The earth rose beneath The Stranger’s feet, and the creature before him all but impaled itself on the enormous blade, body splitting in half and collapsing in a hoarse, gurgling howl of agony.

The nearest creatures took no heed as they too bumbled into the blade as The Stranger swung it effortlessly side to side. He felt nothing as he took his first life, then his second, then his third. The creatures were clearly sub-human. Perhaps in another life, under far different circumstances, he would have felt compassion and pity, but for now he felt only determination, bred from fear and a desperation to keep his family safe. Five, perhaps six, others trundled to their instant deaths upon the White Sword before the rest of the horde came to a hobbling halt and began to retreat. The Stranger had been so consumed by his savagery that he’d hardly noticed the ground beneath him rise and fall as the gargantuan Kryp passed below him in the sand. The beast rose from within the earth with a deafening roar and collapsed atop at least four of the assailing sand people. It was this disruption—rather than The Stranger and his sword—that seemed to give the others pause and lead them to withdraw.

The giant punisher beast had a fat, elongated body like a mutated earthworm. Its body was covered in a thin, mucous pelt of fine hairs. The creature opened its mouth, a vertical slit lined with dripping, clicking teeth, and released another whirring roar. The sand people scurried faster than ever, still hunkered over on their hands and feet, their vertebra protruding hideously from their thin backs. Kryp slithered forward impossibly fast before diving back into the sand like a whale into water. Moments later it rose straight into the sky, taking into its clicking jowls one of the cave dwellers and sending another spiraling through the air. The beast spun in the air and landed headfirst like a dolphin before disappearing beneath the sand. The sand people hissed and screeched as they scattered and scrambled back toward their caves at the bottom of the cliff.

The Stranger turned to his shocked family and took them in his arms. “It’s all right,” he called over the chaos around them, “the beast will protect us from darkness.”

“That’s a punisher we’ve heard about in fables?” his stunned father asked with wide eyes.

“The reality is often not as glamorous as the tales, father,” The Stranger replied. “Come. Let’s get far from this destruction.”

As the path to the bridge was blocked by a savage massacre, The Stranger led his family back toward the town that now lay in ruin. If punisher beasts served to protect the world from darkness, why would the White Magic that compelled them allow them to be so heedless and destructive?

The family hadn’t even made it back to the building where they had slept before every last sand creature was eaten, crushed, impaled, torn to shreds, or tossed back down into the caverns below. They stopped, and The Stranger turned to look back at the mayhem behind them. Ground that was flat the day before now lay in small, disrupted hills and dunes. Blood, guts, and dismembered limbs littered the desert floor. An eerie silence settled around them as the hisses and croaks of the sand people died off in the distant caves.

The silence lasted only moments before a mound rose in the distance and began racing toward the travellers.

“What’s happening?” Diana whispered.

“Relax,” The Stranger assured her, “the punishers will do you no harm unless you harbor darkness.”

The mound continued closing in on the family.

“That thing’s not stopping,” Robert chimed in.

The Stranger had to admit his father was right. Despite the legends with which he’d grown up, the beast was encroaching at a deadly pace.

“We mean no harm. Please let us pass,” The Stranger muttered as he looked on helplessly.

“Get down!” Robert screamed as the hideous monster rose from the sand before their eyes. He pushed his wife and Laura aside and out of the way of danger. Laura landed on her side, and William was well protected in her arms, but the baby screamed louder than ever. The Stranger fell in on top of his wife and pinned her beneath his body, as though that alone would stop the creature thirty times his size.

“Let’s go!” he yelled, standing back up as Kryp hurtled past them and dove back into the sand. He ushered his family quickly around the back of the nearest building, but the façade did nothing to protect them from the beast that patrolled beneath the sands. Kryp was back upon them in a flash. The building collapsed in an instant as the creature tunneled below. It leapt from the sands and flew through the air yet again as the family all lunged forward and landed in the hard sand.

“Stop that thing!” Robert yelled over the roaring and gnashing of the beast’s mouth. “Use the sword!”

The Stranger stood and faced Kryp as it buried itself once more in the sand. He watched as the mound moved away before turning back to race toward his family once more. He felt the vibration within the heavy weapon grow as the punisher neared. His arms slowly drifted upward, seemingly of their own accord. The blade grew impossibly bright in the dim glow of the distant rising sun. As Kryp erupted forth from the sand, a white-hot beam gleamed forth from the tip of the White Sword. The monster released an ear-piercing shriek before veering off to the left and burrowing underground again.

“Did you see that?” Robert called. “Its skin was burned!”

Sure enough, the beast’s pelt had sizzled and sent a puff of smoke into the air. It burrowed underneath what remained of one of the homes at the edge of the city and turned around to race back toward The Stranger. He held out his weapon with increased confidence. The tip of the blade seemed to follow the swerving giant even without The Stranger’s control. As Kryp leapt from the earth again, another vague beam of white light shone from the sword’s tip. It struck the punisher and sent it reeling away in the other direction with another whirring, guttural howl of pain.

Yet the beast did not seem deterred. As it scrambled beneath the sand and circled back to return toward the travellers, The Stranger decided he was tired of relying on some feeble ancient magic to protect his family. He stepped forward and readied himself. When Kryp launched from the earth one last time, The Stranger drove the heavy sword upward into the thing’s belly. The thrust lifted the beast effortlessly over his head. As it came down behind him with a blood-curdling roar of agony, a brilliant light shone from the blade within. The abundant meat within the monster sizzled and crackled against the heat.

The Stranger spun beneath the soaring creature, sword hoisted high above his head. Kryp collapsed in a monstrous heap upon the sand. The whirring and gnashing of its teeth ceased, as did its unearthly bellows.

“What sort of damnation have we brought upon ourselves?” Robert asked as he slowly approached the sizzling abomination. “Slaying a protector against dark magic?”

“I know not,” The Stranger replied, “but the world is changing, father. This punisher was not set to vanquish only darkness. I can assure you of that.”

“Well, at least we’ve resolved the issue of our food shortage!” Robert called, grinning back to his wife and Laura.

Though raised in a community that strived to waste no form of meat, The Stranger still held reservations. “You think that fit to eat?” he asked his father.

“’Tis a relic of the ancient kings,” Robert shrugged, “a memory of the magic that once ruled this land. It will be fine.”

The Stranger took his father by the arm and kept his voice low enough so the women couldn’t hear. “And would this not be the perfect creature to harbor the dark spirits of the evil amongst us who have passed away?”

Robert met his son’s eyes. “What else do you propose we eat?”
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Despite the loss of white magic that once controlled it, the punisher beast’s meat did not contain any dark spirits. The Stranger wandered around the rubble of the small city on the edge of the Daskan Desert and gathered up bits of wood and straw to make a small fire. In the hot sand at midday, he and his family ate a meal very far removed from that to which they were accustomed, surrounded by gore and rubble and destruction. The meat was surprisingly savory to have come from a ground-dwelling creature.

“How much do you think we can carry back with us?” Laura asked her husband after they’d had their fill.

“We shall see,” he responded. “’Twill be nice to have our stores no longer looking so scant. Who knows when we’ll find good food again.”

She smiled in agreement. “Perhaps we’ll find ourselves washed ashore on some deserted island soon…”

The Stranger looked at her. William grinned at him from her arms.

“Where we may spend the rest of our days in peace.”

“Perhaps we will,” The Stranger said, wrapping an arm around her.

William laughed merrily as his father leaned in and gave him a kiss on the head.
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Skuttler sat hunkered in the darkness, his unblinking eyes wide and his tongue flicking across his crusty mouth. He’d been thwarted by an uppity stranger in his own home, and now the visitors had brought the wrath of Kryp down upon that very home. He’d be exiled again. Forced to roam these desolate wastelands of Sodar alone in search of a new home.

He crawled, hunched over on his hands and feet, to the beam of light that shone in the entrance to the cave. He winced as the light touched his face.

That stranger would pay dearly for slighting Skuttler. Perhaps he had already paid. The mighty Kryp was not a creature to be trifled with. That stranger likely lay dead in the dessert amidst the limbs of all the fallen sand people …

… and if he hadn’t paid, he would. Of that, Skuttler was certain.


Chapter 9:

From Cell to Shackles
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Now Skuttler looked upon that very stranger through a steel cage in the old man’s cellar. He had travelled far, and he had found company. Company that accepted who he truly was, embraced the monster within him, in fact. Skuttler now had a home and a family and a crew, and he’d been allowed to truly grow into himself. He’d finally lost a few of the nervous quirks he’d possessed, and he’d picked up a few new talents along the way. With the dynamic of the new world, the men he’d found himself travelling with were no longer just pirates and bounty hunters; they were ranking officials, carrying out the biddings of The Baron himself.

“’Ello again, Stranger,” he said through the bars with a menacing sneer.
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“Miles?” The Stranger asked, conjuring the memory from what seemed several lifetimes ago.

“Skuttler,” the rogue interjected. “Ye c’n jus’ call me Skuttler now.”

Skuttler’s appearance had greatly improved. Many of the sores on his face had vanished. His mouth was markedly less crusted, but as The Stranger made the observation, the man’s tongue darted across his lips to a small patch of chapped skin at the corner of his mouth. He seemed much less twitchy and nervous, and even his voice had altered. It was now a combination of the shaky, whistling falsetto of Miles Cutler and the hoarse whisper of the hunkering Skuttler who had attempted to take Laura away with him into the night. The man’s previously overwhelming stutter appeared to have vanished completely.

Rage flared inside The Stranger. He and his family had been accosted and cast into death and suffering while this bumbling monster had prospered. “Looks like you’ve really come into your own,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Many a moon have come to pass, since I set me sights on yer lady’s fine ass!” Skuttler sang back jovially through the steel bars. The accompanying crewmen laughed uproariously.

“Y’ know this rascal?” one asked, clapping Skuttler on the back.

“Not formally,” he replied, flicking his tongue across his filthy grin. “Let ’im ’n’ his lot bunk up fer a storm, ’n’ they run me off in the night.”

“Oh, he looks too pretty t’ be a ruffian, don’t he?” another chimed in.

“Aye!” Skuttler cackled. “Ye shoulda seen ’im ’fore that scraggly beard!”

The Stranger was too broken, beaten, and frankly outnumbered to muster a retort. He glanced at the old man, Eugene, who stood silently at the back of the small crowd. “This is why you kept me alive?” he asked. “To send me away with these imbeciles?”

The crew laughed at this insult. “What’s yer name, matey?” the apparent leader asked him.

The Stranger stared in silent insolence.

“Hey, ain’t he the son of the king?” another chimed in.

The leader’s eyes lit up. “I knew I reco’nized ye!” He whistled joyfully and turned to Eugene. “Yer lucky ye didn’t kill ’im ’fore we got here! The Baron woulda had quite a time with ye.”

“I don’ kill,” Eugene said plainly, “’n’ I certainly don’ carry ou’ the biddings o’ the likes o’ Bernard.”

“Ye’ll watch yer tongue, lest ye’d see it cut out o’ yer traitor’s mouth!” one of the crewmembers barked.

“Ye took yer merry ol’ time gettin’ here,” Eugene grumbled. “Jus’ take ’im off me hands ’n’ get off me island. Seen nothin’ but death ’n’ destruction since the lot o’ ye showed up.”

“Death ’n’ destruction is all ye’ll see ’f ye keep goin’ against The Baron’s will! And we woulda turnt up sooner if ye’d warned us ’twas the son of the king ye’s keepin’! Coulda brought ye a bounty too, but alas …”

“You must not keep too closely with Bernard,” The Stranger chimed in. “’Twas he who found me and left me on this isle in the first place!” He doubted these men would willingly let him go, but he had to try.

“Noice try, Stranga. We’ll let ’im sort ye out when we return.”

Eugene lifted his cane shakily and pointed it at the leader of the small crew. “I don’ go fer or agains’ any will but me own! I mind me own time alone ’ere ’til this ’n’ washed ashore! There’s forces ’igher ’n Bernard ’at see to that, ’n’ unless I’m mistaken, ’e knows as much! I’d ’ave ye take it up wiv ’im if ye don’ like me tone.”

The crew glared at Eugene in sullen silence.

“Now get ’im off me ’ands ’n’ be on yer way!”
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“Very well, then,” the crew’s leader said, turning back to The Stranger. “Y’ gon’ try any silly business while we shackle ye, Stranga’?”

The Stranger stared, refusing to respond, hoping beyond hope that Eugene wouldn’t introduce the men to his handy little blow darts.

“Oh, ’e’s a slipp’ry ’un!” Skuttler proclaimed. “Ye’ll wanna watch yer back wiv ’at one!”

Please let him be the one, The Stranger thought. Let that scuttling bastard try and get me out of here.

“Ye wanna do the honors?” the leader asked him, handing a pair of shackles over.

Skuttler looked back to The Stranger as a wide grin spread across his face. He flicked his tongue across his teeth and left it momentarily at the corner of his mouth. “It would be me genuine pleasure.”

“Keys, old man,” the leader said, extending a hand to Eugene, who relieved himself of the keys to the cell.

Reborn, but born into captivity. The old man had been right about that. From the cell to the shackles. The Stranger sat and waited. All that flashed through his mind was a frantic need to escape. He would thrash and fight his way out until he were either free or dead. Each of the four men carried long swords upon their waists, but not a single one of them had the sense to draw his weapon. The Stranger could practically taste his freedom.

As Skuttler fumbled excitedly with the keys in the cell door, he winked at The Stranger. “Gonna get ye home t’ see that fine wifey!”

Yes, you keep on gobbing, The Stranger thought. He imagined his face must be as red as the setting sun.

The cell door finally opened, and The Stranger had to resist an urge to leap upright and seize the buffoon on the spot.

“Stand up ’n’ gimme yer arms,” Skuttler commanded. Was there a hint of a stutter in that demand?

The Stranger stood slowly, grunting as though he were stiff and painful. He approached Skuttler and extended his hands toward the shackles. At the last moment he paused and grasped the chain linking the two cuffs rather than putting his hands through them. His eyes locked on Skuttler’s, and the wormy man opened his mouth to say something. The Stranger could easily see how much he was feared. Despite Skuttler’s weapons, despite his posse and his perceived power, the twit still feared him. He feared the steel he saw in The Stranger’s eyes. The mincy would-be king he’d met in Dask had died. The Stranger that stood before Skuttler in this moment had been shot, beaten, and locked away for far too many nights, and, now completely healed, the man moved with far too much energy to be stopped.

The shackles were ripped from his hands and slammed into Skuttler’s unguarded face before he could produce so much as a whimper. The Stranger seized the sword from Skuttler’s waist and attempted to remove it from the scabbard, but the dolt hadn’t put it on properly, so the entire piece fell to the floor.

In the heat of the moment, The Stranger improvised. He grabbed Skuttler by the back of the head, fingers weaving through greasy hair that had grown considerably less mangy since their last encounter. He slammed the back of the man’s head against the steel cage and allowed his body to fall on top of the now unconscious Skuttler. The three crewmen had begun shouting and rushing forward, but The Stranger was now on a careening rampage. He lunged forward and grabbed the fallen sword. It slid effortlessly from its scabbard, and he pointed it straight at the approaching men.

His foot upon the softly groaning figure of Skuttler, he bellowed, “You will let me pass, and not a one of you will follow, or I will skewer each and every one of you! Especially you, you meddling old man!”

“How many of us d’ye reckon’s up them stairs?” the leader asked with a grin.

“Test me,” The Stranger replied flatly. He stepped forward, taking no measures to tread lightly on Skuttler. “I see few reasons to let any of you live.”

The men laughed merrily and took a step backward, as if to let him pass, but the leader retrieved from his smock a small wooden tube that The Stranger recognized immediately. For a fleeting moment he thought to assail the man in front before he could bring the tube to his lips, but there wasn’t enough time.

The Stranger closed his eyes and accepted the tiny poisoned dart.
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The Stranger awoke in a seated position against the wall in Eugene’s cellar.

“’Bout time ye got up!” the leader of the small crew hollered immediately. “Y’ got berries fer brains if ye think we’re draggin’ yer sleepin’ arse through the jungle!”

“Aye ’n’ ye nigh slaughtered poor Skuttly. Woulda made ye carry his ’n’ through’t if ’e hadn’t come to!”

“I’ll die before I’d do such,” The Stranger whispered.

“Nay, ye ain’t gettin’ off that easy,” the leader responded.

The leader yanked The Stranger up onto his feet. He glared at Skuttler, who was rubbing his head sullenly at the back of the crew. “You’re lucky,” he murmured.

“C’mon, Cap’n Jules, jus’ gimme another shot at ’im,” he whined to the leader.

“Ye’ll address me as Julian when ’ere’s comp’ny present,” he responded sternly, as though this weren’t the first time he’d had to correct his inferior, “and I think this ’n’ might clobber ye even in his shackles, me boy.” The other two crewmen laughed jovially.

One man clapped Skuttler on the shoulder and flashed a haggard, toothless grin. “In time, mate. Ye’ll earn yer place soon enough.”

Skuttler glowered and looked at The Stranger once more before fixing his gaze back on the ground. “Yer the lucky ’n’,” he grumbled.

“Won’t be s’lucky soon’s Bernard sees ’im so,” Captain Julian said. “C’mon, up ye go!” He swatted The Stranger across the backside with the broad edge of his sword, corralling him up the rickety wooden staircase.

Once atop the stairs, The Stranger saw the old man’s cottage for the first time. The tiny hut looked startlingly similar to the abandoned one he’d wandered into during the storm. This one wasn’t nearly as rundown, it had no weeds and vines growing along the crumbling walls, and there was no childlike apparition beckoning him, yet a shudder ran down his spine nonetheless. In the low light of the fading day, this homely little cabin struck him as a taunting reminder of that stormy night so long ago, when he had shed his former skin and emerged into a new life and then right into Eugene’s net. The old man had been living comfortably here for no telling how long, and even while he’d been keeping The Stranger down in the cold cellar sleeping on the hard floor, he’d been able to hobble upstairs and enjoy his nice bed and watch the sun rise from his dining table. The Stranger looked back and caught the man’s eye. Eugene looked away, as though he were ashamed.

Good, The Stranger thought, you should feel ashamed. You kept me locked away against my will until much stronger men could take me and kill me for you. You claim to have a cause, but you’re just a meddling, self-righteous old bastard.

“Quit yer dallyin’ ’n’ let’s go! Daylight’s a wastin’!” Julian nudged his captive forward. “We thank ye on behalf o’ the barony,” he told Eugene. “If ye’d said who he were, we’d’ve brought ye a bounty! This ’n’ll be worth quite a bit o’ booty!”

“I don’ need no bounty,” Eugene wheezed. “Jus’ get t’ yer skiff afore nightfall ’n’ be off me island!”

The crewmen laughed maliciously at this as they meandered out the door. Even Skuttler laughed, appearing to have recovered from his earlier slights.

“Crusty ol’ quim, innee?” one of the men cackled.
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Once the party had walked through the jungle a ways, Skuttler had grown bold yet again. “Not lookin’ so tough now in yer cuffs,” he murmured into The Stranger’s ear from behind.

“Try me.”

“Ooh, ye c’n blindside me once, jus’ like yer pappy blindsided me back in Dask, but I’ll see ye comin’ here on out.”

The Stranger closed his eyes in mute frustration. If all hope of saving his family were lost and he were going to die anyway, he might just settle for taking this yelping swine out with him.

The other three crewmen were trailing behind The Stranger and whispering uncomfortably. “What’s wrong with your leaders?” he asked Skuttler. “Have they forgotten where their craft is docked?”

“We ain’t lost!” he barked back, driving the tip of his drawn sword into The Stranger’s sweat-slicked back. “An’ they ain’t me leaders! Ye jus’ min’ yer own ’n’ don’ worry ’bout what we chew over.”

“Sure seems as though you’re being intentionally left out of the discussion.”

The tall, thin, hunching man looked back at his crew with a scowl and poked The Stranger again with the tip of his blade. “Blow me, pretty boy. Ye ain’t curryin’ no favor wiv me ’n’ turnin’ me agains’ me own mates. Mind yer step ’n’ carry on straight through the trail,” he said before falling back to join the others.

The Stranger continued marching steadily forward, fighting every instant an urge to make a frantic dash into the thicket on either side of the trail. He listened silently as the hushed conversation returned to normal.

“Keep yer eye on the pris’ner, Skuttly! Look at ’im way up there!”

“I jus’ wanted to join the chinwag,” Skuttler replied quietly.

“Ain’t nothin’ goin’ on back ’ere. Only waggin’ y’ need to do is waggin’ yer sword in ’is face, lest he start thinkin’ he can get the drop on ye again.”

“Oh, that’ll be the day!” Skuttler exclaimed as if it were a challenge. “Hang me off the crow’s nest by me toesies ’f I let that happen!”

“Oof!” another of the men exclaimed. He fell to his knees and began wailing, clawing at the back of his own head. “Ow! Ow! Oww!”

“What fuckery is this?” Julian yelled at him. He turned to The Stranger and drew his sword, pointing it directly at the man’s face. “You stay righ’ where ye are, pris’ner!” He turned back to the hollering crewman on the ground. “What the ruddy fuck’s this? What’s happened?”

“I been stung!” the man wailed. “Ooh, blimey, be I dyin’?”

Julian seized the pirate’s shaggy locks of hair gruffly and pushed them aside. “Yer fine! Get off yer arse ’n’ quit embarrasin’ me!”

The Stranger glanced into the jungle on either side of him. With the shackles on his wrists, there wasn’t much that he could accomplish, but if he could get away from his captives, he would be one step closer to surviving and finding his family.

But Skuttler glanced at his weeping comrade with momentary apathy before turning to The Stranger and glaring at him menacingly. If he took one step in any direction, Skuttler would be upon him in an instant. Sure, he could likely slay the buffoon even with his shackles, but not before the other men fell in upon them both.

He stood and watched quietly as the gruff former pirate wiped a piteous tear from his eye and stood back to his feet.

“Somethin’ stung me ’ead,” he complained. “No tellin’ what kinda pois’nous critters be flyin’ about this dicking rock.”

“Grow some balls, ye bilge rat,” Julian growled, tucking his sword back into its scabbard. “’Twas likely only a wee bumbly bee!”

“Bumbly bees don’ live in jungles,” the third man chimed in.

Julian turned on him. “Keep gabbin’, sonny boy, ’n’ I’ll slather yer sack wiv honey ’n’ see what creepies come crawlin’! An’ what’re ye lookin’ at, Stranga’? Let’s be on ye way now, if’n me matey here be still fit fer walkin’.”

“Bite me bag, Cap’n,” the stung man grumbled, still rubbing the back of his head.

“I’ll lick yer bag with me blade, you two don’ mind yer tongues aroun’ me. I’m yer cap’n now, ’n’ ye damn well better get used to it!”

Through this exchange, Skuttler never took his eyes off The Stranger. Certainly daring his captive to make a move and give him an excuse to let violence ensue, Skuttler kept his sword at the ready by his side.

“Well on with ye, then!” Julian yelled at The Stranger. “How many times I gotta say it? Come now, Skuttly, don’ look so sullen!”

Before The Stranger could turn and face the other direction, a low rumble shook the earth.

The man who’d been stung cowered behind his crewmate. “Is this bloomin’ rock sinkin’? Is that possible?”

“The isle’s not sinkin’, you imbecile!” Captain Julian began, but before he could continue, the thundering crash of multiple full-grown trees being ripped from their roots echoed across the island.

“What ’n the water-logged fuck was ’at?” a crewman asked slowly, his eyes wide and his mouth agape in awe.

The five men listened to the ensuing silence with growing tension. A low, heavy growl began to whisper through the trees. The Stranger thought again of escape, but his heart was pounding distractingly in his chest. Skuttler, who had turned away to look toward the threatening growls that were growing in the distance, glanced back at The Stranger. He still wore a scowl, but The Stranger could discern undeniable terror in the man’s eyes. Though the response was warranted, The Stranger couldn’t afford to stand here frozen in fear any longer.

“On with it, then,” Skuttler said to him. “Let’s get off this rock afore we be eaten by whatever the fuck be yonder thar.”

“Hold it!” Julian snapped without turning his head away from the sounds in the distance.

After a few moments of no change, The Stranger spoke. “It’s a punisher.”

Skuttler narrowed his eyes at him, and the other three men slowly turned and looked on questioningly. They still seemed too stunned to muster any words.

“And it sounds as if it would make your Kryp look like a grub worm,” he continued to Skuttler directly.

“Aye, he do,” Skuttler croaked dryly. “I don’ suppose ye have yer magical sword to help slay the beastie, eh?”

“Shut yer gobs,” Julian grumbled, turning to begin marching again.

The Stranger carried on nevertheless. “I don’t believe that magic works for your side, you wretched soul,” he said as he turned and walked along the trail.

“An’ I don’ b’lieve the punishers work fer yer side anymore, neither,” Julian said. “Now let’s get off this rock afore we’re all urchin shite.”
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“We’re fuckin’ lost, I’m tellin’ ye,” a crewman grumbled not for the first time. Night had fallen completely, and it seemed all sense of direction had faded out with the daylight. The Stranger could not have cared less if he’d tried.

“We wouldn’ be lost if ye hadna’ insisted we turn left back yonder!” Julian said. His temper had been steadily rising as the evening progressed.

“How big can this ruddy rock be?” the other crewman asked their captain. “How come ye can’t find yer own boat?”

Julian whirled around and swung the makeshift torch he’d lit in his subordinates’ faces. “Antonio made me your superior! You will learn to respect me, or yer gonna be wishin’ ye had while ye sink to the bottom o’ the sea with yer hands tied behind yer backs!”

“Sorry, Cap’n, we’s jus’ fidgety on account o’ we don’ wanna be eated by the island giant.”

“Oy, is that so?” Julian asked sardonically. “Ye don’ wanna be eated by the giant? An’ here I was thinkin’ that’s just what ye wanted t’ do!” He rushed the crewman and thumped him in the head with his torch. “The way ye keep givin’ me cheek, it seems precisely what ye wanna do is be fed to the cunting giant!”

The unlucky crewman yelped as his long hair sizzled and burned.

“We’re sorry, Cap’n!” the other chimed in. “We trust ye t’ get us back home safe! ’Tis why Sir Staig made you the cap’n, after all!”

Julian turned to the man dangerously. “Ye best not be tonguin’ me arse now, matey.”

“Wouldn’ dream of it, Cap’n!” the man replied, tipping his head toward Skuttler, who’d been sullenly staring at The Stranger since interrupting their gabfest.

“Skuttly, what say ye?” Julian said, his demeanor changing in an instant. “Ye been scowlin’ at our poor pris’ner since the sun set!”

“Don’ trust ’im,” Skuttler replied in a hoarse whisper.

Julian cleared his throat. “Why don’ ye take a break,” he started, but Skuttler was already shaking his head. He clapped the man on the shoulder and continued, louder. “Aye, aye, tension’s high, we be lost in a cursed jungle, we got some sort o’ unholy beast chasin’ after us—why don’ we split up. Fin’ the shore ’n’ call fer the others.”

“I’m takin’ the captive,” Skuttler said at once.

“The captive stays with me,” Julian replied soberly.

“Then I opt t’ stay with ye as well.”

“Ye don’ make the orders ’ere, Skuttly,” Julian cuffed him on the back of the head. “What’s gotten into ye?”

“What were ye whisperin’ abou’ afore I fell back to ye earlier?”

“Oh, don’ be a twat, Skuttly, ye’ll embarrass me whole crew.”

The Stranger was amused in spite of himself. “Don’t hold back on account of me,” he chimed in.

“You shut yer fuckin’ gob!” Skuttler yelled at him. “Yer the one testin’ me!”

Julian seized the unruly man by the back of his smock. “Hush yer droolin’ maw, ye bumblin’ bonehead!” He spoke in a gruff whisper, and spittle flew from his furious lips. “Ye’ll ’ave the beast down on us all afore ye’ve turned two shades redder! Ain’t ye listen when I say I be the cap’n fer a reason? Ye’ll do as I say, or we’ll leave yer carcass righ’ ’ere to rot!”

Skuttler slouched his shoulders petulantly and said, “Yer tryin’ t’ get rid o’ me.”

“Bollocks! If I wan’ rid o’ ye, I’ll be rid o’ ye! Now, I’m tryin t’ do ye a favor ’n’ let ye find shore ’n’ prove yerself to the crew!”

Skuttler looked skeptically at the other two men, who both squirmed and struggled not to make eye contact. “Why d’ye hate me?” he asked pitifully.

“’Tisn’t I!” Julian exclaimed. “Antonio Staig ordered me t’ put ye on a skiff ’n’ sail ye to Fordar first chance we got! Now help us find shore, or sit and die in silence!”

“Antonio? That wily old git? Ye’ll cast off yer matey fer that greasy bastard?”

Julian closed in on Skuttler. “I be a ranking cap’n ’cause I follow orders! If me men won’ do the same, I got no qualm sinkin’ ’em to the bottom o’ the sea! Quit yer squabble ’n’ get out o’ me sights. Yer a loyal one, Skuttly, ’n’ ’tis fer that reason alone I’ll let ye live through this night.”

Skuttler’s chest began to heave. He looked from Captain Julian to his crewmates to The Stranger, who said, “I hope to get another shot at you one day.”

“Ye’ll get yer shot, ye prissy would-be king!” Skuttler spat back.

Julian grabbed him by the nape of the neck and intoned, “Now that sounds like a splendid idear.”

Skuttler looked back at his captain, the contempt in his eyes melting away into fear.

“Let me have him,” The Stranger said. “I’ll even leave the shackles on.”

Julian slowly grasped Skuttler’s sword hilt in his hand. “Now, now, a fair fight may be a good bit o’ fun.”

“N—n—now wait a second,” Skuttler said, his voice transforming as he spoke, becoming higher pitched and whiny, much like that of the Miles Cutler that The Stranger had met in Dask. “The B—B—Baron will want ’im a—alive!”

“Then don’ kill ’im,” Julian said plainly. He laughed, and the other men joined in. They knew there was little risk of such happening.

“I don’t suppose you’ll let me go if I kill him for you,” The Stranger said, making the rugged crew laugh even harder.

“I b—been loyal,” Skuttler begged.

“I know it, Skuttly,” Julian assured him, “that’s why I’m givin’ ye the chance to prove yerself now ’stead o’ guttin’ ye and hangin’ ye from a tree.”

At that moment, the crewman who had been stung before began to scream anew. “Ow! Ow! Ow! The bees be back!” he hollered as he lunged forward and fell flat on his face. He writhed and moaned in the dirt, attempting to swat at his back.

“What in the furry fuck did I say ’bout yer hollerin’?” Julian screamed at his mate, wheeling around to face him.

Skuttler wasted not a moment. As soon as his captain turned his back, the man devolved into a four-legged cave dweller and rushed silently into the trees on his hands and feet. Despite their differences, The Stranger too thought this a good plan. He went crashing in the opposite direction into the night, his bound wrists positioned awkwardly in front of his chest.

“Skuttler!” Julian bellowed before realizing that his prisoner had vanished, too. He shrieked in fury and barked orders at his two remaining men. “Paulie, go get that tittering twit now! Bee-sting, yer comin’ wiv me. Get up!”
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The Stranger tore gracelessly through the thick underbrush and darkness. The last time he’d fled through this jungle from a band of murderous pirates, he’d had a musket ball in his chest. If he could escape them then, this should be a breeze.

He heard even over his own bumbling the footfalls of his pursuers. They crashed and yelled just as heedlessly as the last crew that had sought him out. He doubted if Captain Julian had grown as roguish and sea-smart as the late Slougher, however, and he felt confident in his abilities to outsmart the men.

After being locked in Eugene’s cellar for as long as he could remember, as well as recovering from his fatal wounds, The Stranger felt invigorated and free, despite the shackles on his wrists. His heart beat wildly in his healthy chest, and his legs pumped ever faster through the thicket. Vines and limbs struck and stung his face, and he could have laughed if he weren’t running for his life. In that moment he felt like a child, and he couldn’t take the pirates seriously if he’d wanted to. The only thing he thought was that one familiar phrase, that mantra of his new life: I have to find my son.

He ran and dodged all of the largest obstacles until he completely lost track of the men chasing him from behind. At last he broke out of the tree line onto a dark beach. The bright moon shone down upon the waves, which sloshed reassuringly against the shore. How long had it been since he’d seen this shore? How many days had he passed in captivity? His billowing beard told him that it had been many.

The coast looked nearly as majestic as it had on the morning before he’d stumbled into Eugene’s trap. What he wouldn’t give to set out right into that great sea and begin his quest to find his son.

But, alas, his pursuers could find him at any moment, and before he could revel a moment more in the peaceful scenery, he spotted their grand ship a short distance down the coast. While Julian had bluffed once about a larger party of crewmen waiting upstairs, The Stranger decided not to take the chance at running aboard the ship and finding twenty men lying in wait. He would find another ship in which to flee the island.

He turned in the opposite direction and ran along the beach.
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The Stranger rushed far along the beach, until the barony ship was long since out of sight, before stopping to allow himself to rest. Free as he’d previously felt, his chest now burned and heaved as his lungs struggled to pull in enough air to keep up with his pounding heart. He glanced around to ensure that no one was nearby and approached the shore. He slipped off his soft leather moccasins and sat down upon the wet sand, allowing the cool water to flow over his feet and legs. Before long, he stripped as well as he could while still wearing the shackles and dove into the refreshing waves. He had aged accustomed to a lavish lifestyle, and he’d always been a clean, well-groomed man. While life on the run from Reprise had certainly changed that, he had never in life felt so grimy and disgusting as he did now. With no freshwater sources nearby, he was glad to settle on the salty sea.

For the second and last time in life, The Stranger watched the night turn to day on the mysterious island south of Fordar. The black sky slowly faded to purple and pink before he realized that he must be far from the cliff where he had previously watched the sunrise. The sun was rising just out of sight from the direction he’d seen the barony ship.

When the sky was mostly bright blue and the beach was well lit, The Stranger decided he had rested long enough. He couldn’t accomplish anything with the shackles on, but getting them off would be no easy feat. He struggled for a moment to pull his hand through the cuff, but the pirates had taken pains to make such an easy escape impossible.

He wandered into the trees at the edge of the beach and began to search for thin sticks to attempt to pick the lock. After trying and snapping two or three thin branches in the keyhole, he found a more substantial piece of wood and began rubbing it against a tree in an attempt to whittle it to a point. Even if it wouldn’t open the cuffs, it would likely make a handy weapon if he ran into any modest danger.

The moment he thought it, he heard the low murmur of voices through the trees.

“Damn,” he muttered under his breath. Had they found their ship and rounded up the rest of their crew, or was he merely running from two or three men still? If he stood any chance of getting off this island on his own, he would have to skirt the perimeter on the beaches in search of a vessel that he could use, but if he left the cover of the jungle, he would be at much greater risk of being spotted, so The Stranger quietly made his way deeper into the trees.

He made an effort to move away from where he thought the voices were travelling, and before long he found himself drudging his way up a steep hill. Already on his way and not eager to backtrack into the open arms of Captain Julian, The Stranger decided to climb his way to the top and hope for a decent vantage point to scope out the rest of the island.

Before long, the hill turned into cliffs and the dirt beneath his feet turned into stone. The Stranger found himself more often than not forced to use his bound hands to pull himself upward on the nearly vertical climb. As he neared the top, he began to hear the sound of running water. Was it possible that fresh water existed so close to the shore? It certainly wouldn’t be the strangest thing he’d seen since arriving on this island.

When he reached a plateau in the climb, The Stranger stopped to catch his breath and listen for his followers. As he sat, he began rubbing the stick against the stone beneath him. It proved far more effective than the tree trunk. After some time, he’d gotten it pared to a rounded point that fit snugly inside the keyhole of his shackles. He struggled to achieve any result and failed. Desperate, he cracked the tip of the point and bent it sideways to give the stick a more key-like appearance, but when he inserted this into the hole and turned it, the broken tip became dislodged and stuck within the keyhole. Cursing, The Stranger contorted his arms and wrists impossibly to get the chip of wood to fall out, but to no avail. He slammed the cuffs against the hard stony cliffs and used every ounce of will that he possessed to not scream in frustration. How would he accomplish anything in this state? How could he captain a craft with these cursed chunks of metal on his wrists? How could he protect himself should he be put again in harm’s way?

Just then a low rumble emanated from the stone beneath him.
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The Stranger turned and looked up toward the peak of the cliff. Beyond that lay the colossal source of the clicking growl that was continually growing in pitch.

He froze for a short time, unsure whether the monster knew he was here or not. Listening for any sign that the beast was moving toward him, he slowly made his way to the top of the rock face. The sight before him was doubly awe-inspiring. Atop this vast plateau lay a freshwater oasis with running streams that cascaded and coalesced as they made their way down the steep rocky chasm. Unless viewed from far out at sea, the substantial knoll must be hidden from view by the towering trees along the beach.

The Stranger would have taken pause even in his urgent quest to enjoy such a remarkable scene, but the second thing he saw guaranteed that such would not occur. Far below, in the rocky chasm beneath the cascading falls roamed a behemoth creature that dwarfed any he’d ever beheld. Enormous, scaly tentacles waved to and fro, sampling the sides of the rocky cliffs. It roamed on either four or six short, inept legs in the shallows below. The Stranger couldn’t see the beast’s face, but it let out a drumming roar that could have conveyed any of twenty human emotions.

He wasted no time beating his hasty retreat. He set off as quickly and quietly as he could back down the hill and to the beach.

Once he reached the beach again, he felt confident that the creature wasn’t following him, but he again felt vulnerable to the men who were hunting him. Hugging the tree line, The Stranger made his way along the beach farther and farther away from the barony ship he’d seen the night before.

He walked for most of the day, still squirming and struggling with his shackles. He kept a watchful eye for any signs of life, which most certainly would pose a threat to his mission.

Late in the afternoon, as the sun was just beginning to set, The Stranger saw something on the shore that broke the monotony of the waves and sand. Taking in one last survey of his surroundings, he broke out in an eager dash toward the object.

As he got nearer, it became clear that the object was indeed a boat. A boat large enough to brave the seas surrounding the isle but small enough to be captained by one man alone.

His heart rate quickened as he approached. For the first time, he could actually feel his freedom before him. He could see himself pushing off from the small dock and sailing straight to Reprise to find his wife and son. Shackles on his wrist or not, he would make this work.

He ran along the pier and leapt onboard the boat. Everything appeared to be in working order. The sails were all intact, the masts still stood, and the hull remained afloat.

Sorely wishing he’d had the time and means necessary to have collected some fresh water when he had the chance, The Stranger began untying the ropes binding the ship to the pier. He would find food and water the first chance he got, as soon as he was far from this forsaken island.

He’d nearly finished untying the first tether when a gruff voice spoke from behind him.

“Well, well, looky who it be.”
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The Stranger turned to see Skuttler hunched grotesquely behind him. The man appeared to be struggling to stand upright from his hands and feet, the crewman whom he so longed to become at battle with the four-legged monster he truly was within. Skuttler held the sword with which he’d managed to escape at arm’s length.

“I c’d gut ye here ’n’ now, Stranga,” he said.

The Stranger said nothing. How could he let himself get so close only to be blindsided yet again.

“Why ye on me boat, chummy?”

“I did not know you had your own boat,” The Stranger replied.

“Well I’s gonna use ’er to get off this fuckin’ rock, but now I got somethin’ better in mind.”

“Dare I ask what deranged thoughts you’ve conjured?”

“Don’ talk down to ol’ Skuttly, ye prissy prince! We ain’t in yer precious kingdom anymore. An’ what would ye have done to I, were ye on the other side o’ the blade?”

The Stranger never looked away from Skuttler’s lunatic eyes, which darted ceaselessly in their sockets. “You are as toxic as a parasite and as slimy as a grub worm, and I would revel in the crunch of your skull beneath my heel.”

Skuttler smiled and flicked his tongue to lick the corner of his mouth. “Aye, I thought as much, but lucky fer ye, I’m a kinder spirit than ye.” At this The Stranger scoffed. “I got ’alf a min’ t’ let ye live another day.”

“Lower your blade,” The Stranger said. “We’ll see who emerges victorious.”

“I’ll lower me blade into yer babbie stick ’n’ see who emerges then! Aye, but I think I’ll let ye live awhile longer yet.” Skuttler looked up and down the nearby beach.

“You think you can just march me back to your captain and he’ll welcome you back to the crew with open arms?” The Stranger asked.

“That’s exactly what I think! I’d make ye sail me ’n’ this ship far ’n’ away if I thought fer a moment ye wouldn’ sabotage me ever’ chance ye got!” Skuttler spat back. “Even a good slave knows obedience, some’n’ I doubt ye’d ever have.”

“Obey you?” The Stranger asked. “Sir, I’m afraid you’re correct. That is something I would never do.”

“Ye’ll obey whatever I say ye’ll obey wiv me cutlass at yer throat!” he shrieked with mounting petulance, digging the point of the blade uncomfortably deep into The Stranger’s soft chin.

The Stranger resisted an urge to swat the weapon from Skuttler’s stupid hands. Instead, he merely pulled away from the painful tip of the sword. “You’re a plaguing rat, and you’ll die a coward’s death,” he warned emptily.

“Aye, we’ll see—” Skuttler began, but he hushed as the sounds of voices began coming from the trees. He grabbed The Stranger’s smock and forced him to his knees. “Get down!” he whispered.

“How many men do you think you can fight off with that fancy cutlass?” The Stranger asked.

“Keep yer voice down!” Skuttler ordered, not altogether quietly. “I’ll be sure to gut ye like a wild hog ’fore I get in any guff wiv anybody else!”

Three familiar men emerged from the tree line.

“Shit!” Skuttler muttered. His tongue was working at his lower lip frantically, and The Stranger could tell he was struggling to keep the sword out and not bring his hands together and worry them.

“Looks like your men don’t need you after all,” The Stranger said, his amusement at Skuttler’s dismay not quite outweighing his fury at how close he’d come to freedom.

“Shut yer fuckin’ face!” Skuttler spat. “I swear I’ll kill ye on the spot.”

“You may only kill me once,” The Stranger replied.

“Mateys!” Skuttler called, standing up straight at last. His hoarse caveman rasp had transformed yet again. “Fellers, I’m over here! I got ’im!”

Julian stopped in his tracks and looked toward Skuttler’s voice. He led his two men toward the skiff at a brisk walk and leapt deftly onboard from the pier.

“I—I found ’im tryin’ t’ flee the isle, Cap’n,” Skuttler said, his resolve fading at the sight of his fun-loving captain’s murderous eyes.

“Ya two limey bastards think I come to this fuckin’ rock fer a furlough?” he screamed in Skuttler’s face. He pushed the man aside and advanced on The Stranger, still shouting. “Ye think I wanted to spend me day chasin’ yer arses all over the fuckin’ island?” He brought the hilt of his sword—curled within his fist—down upon The Stranger’s unprotected nose. The Stranger fell to his hands with a river of thick blood billowing from both nostrils.

Skuttler briefly attempted to interject. “Cap’n I never meant to—”

Julian wheeled on him and rushed him as well, slamming his fist again and again on top of the man’s head as he fell to the ground in a whimpering heap. “An’ jus’ what the everlovin’ fuck do ye expect me t’ do wiv ye now? Take ye back to Reprise?” He ceased punching Skuttler and proceeded to kick the long, thin man in a shrieking ball at his feet. “I warned ye t’ get yer arse outta me sight! It ain’t me own wishes, it’s me orders!”

“I’m sorry!” Skuttler screamed. “I’m sorry, jus’ let me leave. I only wanted t’ help ye. I only meant t’ help me mates!”

“Silence yerself fer once in yer useless life. Ye meant t’ help yerself, ’n’ that’s all ye’ve ever done.” He turned and looked at The Stranger. “You. Get the fuck off this boat ’fore I do som’n’ I’ll regret.”

The Stranger stayed on his knees and stared at Julian in silence. The white-hot bolt of pain in his nose had subsided to a dull throb. He could taste the blood on his lips and in the back of his throat, but none of it sorrowed him more than his defeat. He cursed himself for getting caught yet again, and he fought an urge to rush Captain Julian and impale himself upon the pirate’s sword, putting an end to this misery once and for all.

But that sole thought clouded his mind and prevailed: I have to find my son.

Nonetheless, The Stranger did not intend to obey the orders of Captain Julian. He sat stone-faced and silent until Julian swung the back of his hand across the side of The Stranger’s face, slinging watery blood across the boat’s deck.

“Get up ’n’ get off, I said!”

The Stranger remained silent.

“Ruddy useless fucking swine!” Julian spat, seizing the shackles on The Stranger’s wrists and yanking him painfully upright by his arms. “An’ ye’s t’ be the fuckin’ king? Rulin’ all the lands with yer sullen insolence? I don’ blame Bernard at all fer doin’ what he do ’n’ settin’ the tides right!” He pushed The Stranger forward and harrumphed as he stumbled over the deck of the boat and back onto the pier.

Bee-sting and Paulie stopped struggling not to snicker aloud at their ranting captain and drew their swords to hold The Stranger at point.

“Get me back t’ the ship. I’m sick o’ skipperin’ ’round this fuckin’ rock. Ye two lead me way.”

“What abou’ Skuttler?” Paulie asked, clearly hoping for a bit more of a show before the long trek back to their ship.

“What abou’ ’im?” Julian barked back.

“We jus’ gonna leave ’im here?”

“Aye! Leave ’im here, ye bumblin’ fool! He ain’t worth the ’eadache, ’n’ I ain’t gonna kill ’im jus’ ’cause Staig don’ like ’im! He always done righ’ by me. Leave ’im fer the island monsters.”

The crewmen reluctantly turned and marched The Stranger back toward the beach.

“Now get me back to me boat,” Julian concluded. “If ye lose the pris’ner or get me lost again, I won’ be so kind’earted.”
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Captain Julian grumbled and complained for most of the walk back to his ship. The sun disappeared completely not long after the four set off from the small pier where Skuttler likely still lay wallowing in his self-pity.

“Ye better not be schemin’ any more getaway tricks, Stranga,” Bee-sting said, prodding him pointedly in the back with his cutlass.

“I’d need not scheme if any more insects come out to terrorize you,” The Stranger replied.

“Aye, yuk it up, pretty boy,” he grumbled. “I’d love me a reason t’ stick ye right ’n the neckaroo!”

“You can’t kill me, and you and I both know it.”

“Test me.”

“And let Bernard’s wrath come down upon you personally?” The Stranger asked. “Frankly, I’d leap at the possibility were I able to stick around to watch the fallout.”

“The Baron don’ even know yer alive! He think we out here chasin’ runaways ’n’ thieves!”

Captain Julian chimed in moodily, “Oy, quit yer fuckin’ bullyin’ my pris’ner! If one more thing go wrong, I’m takin’ it out on yer fleshy arse!” He turned his sword sideways and slapped Bee-sting across the bottom with the broad side. Beesting jumped but said no more.

“See? Your dutiful captain wouldn’t forfeit the glory he’s sure to receive from bringing me back to Reprise,” The Stranger jibed.

“What did I say?” Julian yelled. He rushed The Stranger from behind and seized the back of his hair. “Ain’t nobody said I gotta take ye home in one piece!” he growled into The Stranger’s ear before pushing him face down into the sand.

“Cap’n, there be our shippy!” Paulie exclaimed.

The Stranger lifted his head from the sand to see a glow of torchlights in the distance. His beard was caked with dried blood, and the sand stuck to it uncomfortably.

“Aye, so it be!” Julian agreed. He pulled The Stranger back upright by his hair and marched him swiftly forward. “Come on now, don’ be gettin’ any idears so close to the finish line!”
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Julian didn’t let go of The Stranger’s hair until they had marched up the ramp and boarded the ship to the apparent delight of his full crew. As many as twenty men threw their drinks in the air and hollered their welcome.

“Lads, we got us a royal guest!” he called to his crew.

The men cheered and laughed uproariously, though no doubt not understanding the extent of their captain’s statement.

“We thought ye’d been eated by that beastie we’s been hearin’!” one man said as he leapt from the mast and hurried toward Julian.

“Don’ even get me started,” Julian replied. “I be mighty pleased ye didn’ turn tail an’ sail off wivout me, boys!”

The crew applauded again. “Never in life!” one man yelled.

“Well, set the sails ’n’ round me up enough ale t’ kill a lumberjack!” Julian continued. “We be fuckin’ off tonight!”

The men all cheered once more and began scurrying about to complete their preparations.

“Paulie, take the pris’ner to his quarters, me boy. I’m goin’ to me chamber t’ have a fuckin’ nap!”

“Aye, aye, Cap’n!” Paulie put his sword away and took The Stranger by the arm to lead him toward a dark staircase to the lower deck of the ship.

The Stranger thought minutely that he could best the mangy pirate in officer’s dress, but ultimately that would get him nowhere. He would sit and bide his time on the voyage back to Reprise. The circumstances were nowhere near ideal, but the ship was sailing him home again. If the pirates left him alone for long enough, perhaps he could find a way to escape the shackles so that he may actually stand a chance against Bernard when the time came.

“Here we are, yer highness! Special lodgings, just fer ye!” Paulie said as he used a large key to unlock a heavy wooden door. “Who the fuck is this?” he said, kicking a man who was slumped against the wall in the room.

The man’s hands were bound behind his back, and his neck was craned impossibly as he slept. A black hole atop his long beard, the man’s mouth let out a loud snore as his body was jostled.

“Another drunken runaway on this forsaken isle?” Paulie asked The Stranger, who merely stared at the wall. “Well, guess ye’ll ’ave some comp’ny ’til we figger out what to do wiv ’im.” He pushed The Stranger gruffly toward the wall and backed out of the room cautiously.

The Stranger stood and listened to the heavy door slam shut and the lock click into place behind him. He sighed and sat against the wall across from the other occupant. He started when he looked up to find the man not sleeping at all, but beaming a familiar grin at him from across the room with his unbound hands in his lap.

“Long time, no see, Stranger!” John Tompkins exclaimed merrily. “Ya ready to get outta here?”


The Cave:

Part 4

The Stranger continued for a time in silence, struggling to forget the face of the squat troll who whispered dark secrets throughout the soundless cave.

He wandered aimlessly along the cave’s endless corridor, taking note of little in the dark, monotonous environment. He continued forward, deeper and deeper into the cave, with no sense of purpose or direction.

At last a voice broke him from his apathetic trance. “Where are you going, son?”

The Stranger turned to find his mother, Diana Vaga, standing directly behind him. “Mother?” he began.

Her hands were clasped over her belly, and she stared at her son in tearful woe. “How have you gotten yourself here?” she asked.

“Mother,” The Stranger repeated, a dreadful lump rising in his throat, “I know not how I came to be here. What is this place?” He fell to his knees at her feet and leaned forward into her like a small child seeking solace.

His body continued forward until he reached out and caught his fall at the last moment. When he looked up, his mother was gone.

“No!” he cried, his voice echoing throughout the cave. He turned back around to find her morose figure standing behind him anew. Now he noticed her transparency. In the dim, sourceless light, The Stranger thought he could nearly see through his mother’s body.

A single tear spilled from her eye. “Look what you’ve done to yourself, my son,” she whispered.

“I miss you, mother,” The Stranger wept. He bothered not suppressing his sorrow, and instead let his grief flow forth. “I’m so sorry.”

“You let him kill me,” she spoke. She removed her hands from her midriff and revealed a gaping, bloody hole in her gut.

“No …” The Stranger sobbed in a choked whisper.

“You let him kill me and take your—”

“No!” he yelled.

His mother vanished. In her place stood his father Robert. The man’s neck was sliced fully through. Fresh blood still poured from the wound, but it did not hinder his voice.

“You let Bernard do this to us,” Robert said sternly, in a tone which The Stranger had never heard from his father’s mouth.

“Father, I’m so sorry,” he wept on his knees.

“Your wife and son are gone. They remain that wicked man’s prize for what you let him do to us.”

The Stranger reached out a shaky hand and placed it upon his father’s boot. It fell through the apparition and landed lamely on the cold stone below.

“You failed your family then, and you have failed them now,” Robert continued.

“Please, stop,” The Stranger begged.

“You will suffer an eternity in this blackness.”

“No!” he pleaded. “I will find my son. I will find Laura.”

“You will never see your son again.”

A resounding crash shook the cave. Dense fog rose from the ground as an expansive rift appeared between The Stranger and his father’s ghost.

“Do not speak so,” The Stranger implored, ignoring the clamor within the earth.

“That life is over. Your son is gone, and it is all your fault!”

“No!” The Stranger repeated, thick fog continually rising from the fissure between his legs.

The fog continued to rise until it clouded the entire chamber and The Stranger wondered remotely if he may suffocate. At last the mist dissipated and revealed a jagged, stony wall where Robert Vaga’s visage had stood a moment before.

The Stranger turned to look back in the direction from whence he’d come. The cave’s passageway behind him had changed. While no identifiable features existed within the monotony of the cavern, it had obviously morphed before The Stranger’s very eyes. He turned back to the dead-end wall that had just appeared, placed a hand on it to ensure himself of its reality, and turned around to continue plodding back towards where he’d started.


Chapter 10:

The Throne Room
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Antonio Staig awoke in his luxurious chambers where he had once frequented to deliver messages to the king’s grandson on behalf of his friend Bernard. He alone had been given the right to live within the grounds of the White Kingdom, whose colloquial name had remained the same despite the complete reversal of power.

He approached the window overlooking the sea, smiled to himself, and poured a cup of morning tea. Mounds of food from the evening before littered the once spotless dining hall table. Most of the meats and vegetables had spoiled overnight, but much of the fruit was still viable. He took a banana and bit into it without peeling. Antonio led a largely solitary life, but he enjoyed the company of the stray female every now and again. Women loved men in power, and now that he was exactly that, he could all but take his pick. If someone refused his company, a little coercion and a few threats of starvation would certainly turn the tide. The previous evening he had laid out a feast for twenty men. He shared his table with four women, who later shared his bed. His only instructions were to be gone by morning and to abstain from stealing anything of value from his new home. If he found anything to be missing or out of place, he would easily find and kill each and every one of them.

His greasy hair fell into his face as he sat down at the cluttered table. He pushed it back and dipped his fingers in the hot beverage to run over his head and keep the hairs in place.

Someone knocked on his door and interrupted his breakfast solitude. His eyes shot toward the sound. “Who the fuck’s rappin’ at me door so early in the morn’?” he demanded, standing up and rushing angrily to the door.

“G’day, sir,” the man said as Antonio opened the door.

“Jules! What in the sweet fuck’re ya doin’ ’ere this time o’ day?”

“Err,” Julian stammered, “’tis nearly midday, me boss!”

“Bollocks!” Antonio replied.

“Nay, sir! Sun’s been peekin’ fer quite a time now.”

Antonio grumbled and rolled his eyes. “Ne’ermin’,” he growled. “I needed t’ speak wiv ya anyhow, Julian, come on inside. An’ shut that ruddy door behind ye.”

Julian did as he was bid. Closing the door and following Antonio back to the table—from which a mildly unpleasant odor was emanating—he said, “Word be they got a coupla more ’eretics over in Mitten. I figgered me ’n’ me boys’d sail over ’n’ round a few up fer the docks. Ain’t seen much fish these days.”

“Nay, Julian, we ’ave some good men on that already. I need ye t’ take yer crew out t’ the elder’s isle.”

“The old man’s island?” Julian exclaimed.

“Aye, boy, as I said it!”

“Apologies, sir, no disrespec’. I jus’ don’ see what could be of use out there.”

“’T ain’t much!” Antonio agreed. “But we got word of a runaway, done showed up in a stole slaver ship. Damn near wrecked ’er t’ bits.”

“Ooh, I sees,” Julian grinned. “Ye wanna bring yer retr’bution down on ’im, make ’im a proper example.”

“Very ’stute ye are, Jules, very ’stute indeed. ’Tis why I fancy ye one o’ me best mates. Now do this little necess’ry fer us, ’n’ do me one more solid fer a personal favor, would ya?”

“Anythin’, sir.”

“Take that simperin’ fool ye rub elbows wit’, ’n’ sail ’im off on a skiff to Fordar.”

Julian looked momentarily taken aback. “Y’ mean Skuttler? He don’ mean nobody no harm, sir!”

“Aye, I know he don’, but he’s a nuisance ’n’ a problem waitin’ to ’appen!”

“Sir,” Julian laughed, “he means well, ’n’ he be loyal as they come!”

“Loyal to the winnin’ horse!” Antonio exclaimed. “Now who’s the superior ’ere?”

“You be, sir.”

“Right, ’n’ y’ gonna do as I ask of ye, or should I find some’n’ else I c’n trust?” Antonio asked.

“As y’ wish, Sir! I always do righ’ by ye.” Julian saluted.

“Indeed ye do,” Antonio agreed, clapping Captain Julian on the shoulder, “now get yer crew ready t’ leave as soon’s ye can.”
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Bernard paced the halls of the King’s Castle—now contemptuously referred to by dissenters as the “Baron’s Building”—in his usual foul temper. He’d been nigh impossible to be around since returning from his pursuit of the royal family. His heavy footsteps echoed throughout the vacant manor, distracting him from his current endeavor.

“It’s too fucking quiet in here to even think!” he muttered to the empty castle. To anyone else—aside from his right-hand man Antonio Staig—the solitude would have been unsettling.

He stopped in front of the giant double door to the Throne Room and stared at it menacingly, as if it would bend beneath his very will, as would the citizens of Reprise and now the rest of the nations.

“Why won’t you open?” he pleaded quietly.

Bernard approached the massive marble structure. He ran his finger over the hardly visible crack in the fortification where the two great doors came together. There was no handle, no knob, no object to grab and tug on and attempt to force the door open until he fell to his knees panting and sobbing in frustration, so Bernard was forced to slap the smooth marble and pound his fists impotently until they turned purple. The ancient symbols all over the door mocked his powerlessness.

“Why?” he repeated.

He personally had sailed for days and days, had crossed entire nations in the pursuit of the royal family. He had killed them all and put up with the screaming little shitbag and its mother on the long journey home, only to find that the door still wouldn’t open. He’d taken the crying child straight from the ship up to the castle and placed his hand upon the enchanted marble.

“Open it,” he had said to the infant, speaking over the child’s wails. “Do it now! Open the door!” He’d smacked the baby’s palm sharply against the door and elicited even louder wails of trepidation.

“Leave my William alone!” Laura had screamed. Three men had stood behind her, weapons drawn, holding her bound hands behind her back.

“How do you open it?” he’d asked her. “Make your boy open it, and I will leave you both be!”

“I don’t know!” Laura had shouted. “I swear!”

Bernard had given up that day and taken his new Baroness and her son to their living quarters. He’d since deliberated long and hard as to the meaning of this hiccup. Could the white magic know of his aims and keep him out? Surely the ancient spells weren’t so strong …

He turned and closed his eyes, taking long, slow, deep breaths in an attempt to steady himself and prevent an outburst, but he could feel another one coming on. A vein in his forehead throbbed and pulsated. He could feel the back of his head beginning to ache dangerously. He knew it would do no good, but how else to vent his frustration?

“I am your king now! You will open to me!” he screamed at the unmoving door.

He slammed his fists upon the marble and called out in the pain it caused.

“Open! Open! Open! Open yourself and let me have what is rightfully mine!” he screamed, storming down the empty hall.

He grabbed a wooden chair from the nearby council room and rushed back to the door, chair raised high above his head.

Slamming the chair against the marble, shattering it into a hundred pieces, Bernard screamed once more: “Open, you cursed fucking door! Just tell me how to open you, please!”

He fell to his knees and began to weep at the base of the door to the Throne Room, not for the first time.

“What do I do?” he begged. “I’ve come all this way …”

His thick, once handsome hair stuck out in clumps all over. Unrestrained tears flowed from his dark eyes and ran into his kempt beard. He sobbed like a madman at the foot of the door, nursing his swollen, painful fists.

Suddenly Bernard had an epiphany.
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The Royal Sword.

It had been stolen when the family made their escape after the king lay slain. Bernard had retrieved it from his stolen slave ship before setting fire to the sails, and now it stood disdainfully against the wall in his sleeping quarters.

Bernard rushed to his chambers and picked up the sword. As he lifted it in his hands, he imagined that the blade illuminated with a quick, white flash of light, but as he held it, he felt nothing. No hum, no thrumming of magic within, no indication that this blade more than any other would help in his attempts to penetrate the Throne Room. Nevertheless, his resolve did not falter.

He marched back down the great halls to the towering marble doors and held up the sword. To his dismay, nothing happened. There was no flash of light from the tip of the sword, no changes in the ancient symbols engraved upon the door, still no vibrating deep within the thick blade.

He moved the sword a bit closer. Still nothing.

At last he touched the ancient metal to the marble façade and held his breath.

Nothing at all.

Bernard began to shriek. If his screams before were ear-piercing, these were deafening. They rose in pitch until his throat was fit to rupture. He slammed the hefty sword furiously against the doors. It rebounded with impossible weight.

“Why the fuck won’t you open for me?”

He wedged the tip of the sword into the crack between the double doors and leaned into it with every ounce of his weight, bellowing his rage and frustration. He tried bending the sword left and right, attempting to wedge it deeper into the crack and use it as a lever to force the gargantuan doors apart. Where a normal blade would have bent or chipped, the White Sword only stood solidly. Finally it slipped out of the crack beneath Bernard’s weight and sent him stumbling headfirst into the wall. He wailed in pain as his forehead hit the marble and sent a new dull throb throughout his skull.

“Fucking filthy useless cunt of a king! What have you done to my Throne Room! What have you done to this fucking door!”

Bernard screamed once more and threw the heavy sword as hard as he could against the door. The power he was able to put into it was decidedly unsatisfying, and the blade merely fell to the ground with a final loud, mocking clang.
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Shortly thereafter, Bernard walked the long hall and descended a set of stairs to the more humble but still luxurious guest’s quarters, which he had fortified and locked off to keep in Laura and William. He’d provided her with everything she needed to stay alive and healthy, and yet she seemed entirely ungrateful. Most prisoners had no washroom, no comfy beds to choose from, no fresh clothes to change into each day, no barred windows overlooking the sea, and no smorgasbord of fresh vittles delivered to them each night. And yet still she complained.

Laura was sitting upon the bed rocking her son to sleep when Bernard unlocked the door and stormed inside.

The insufferable infant began whimpering at once.

“Bernard,” Laura began.

“Spare me, wench!” Bernard interrupted. “If I’m dangerous on a good day, I’m positively murderous today!”

“You’re scaring William. Please stop shouting.”

“Bollocks to his fears! They’ll do him better than that pandering, prissy life of royalty he was promised by you and yours!” Bernard reached out to take the baby from Laura’s arms. She instinctively pulled away.

“Please,” she begged.

He raised a hand as if to slap her across the face but somehow managed to hold back. “What did I just say?” he asked, chest heaving angrily. “Give him to me.”

“Please don’t hurt my son.”

“Why would you think such?” he demanded. “I only want him to open the door for me, and I will leave you be! What good are either of you to me if you refuse to love me and he refuses to open my door?”

Laura stared in silent response.

“Were you faithful to your husband?” Bernard asked.

Her face quivered as she attempted to hold back the tears. Somehow the sight of it settled Bernard’s nerves.

“Did you lie with another?” he asked, lowering his voice and leaning in closer.

“Bernard,” Laura wept, “I won’t—”

“You will as I damn well say!” he snapped. “And that is not what I am asking.”

“What do you want from me?”

“I want you to stop fighting this. You are the wife of The Baron now. My Baroness. I want to know if you were unfaithful to your would-be king. I want your fucking son to open my door for me. Why won’t it work if the blood of the kings truly courses through his veins?” Bernard seized the back of her head by the hair and pulled it taut, lifting her glistening face to his own. As he leaned in for a kiss, she worked her mouth closed and sobbed, her breathing heavy through her nose. He kissed the corner of her closed mouth and left his lips upon hers for a moment for added comfort. As he stood, Bernard let go of Laura’s hair and snatched William from her shaking arms. The child immediately began to holler.

“William!” she screamed.

“You’ll make me want you more if you pant so every time I kiss your lips.”

Laura shuddered visibly and repeated, “Please don’t hurt my son. Take me with you.”

“No!” Bernard wheeled on her and pointed a finger, commanding her to stay seated on her bed. “You sit right here and think of ways to make yourself love me. This will all be much easier when you’ve embraced it. In the meantime, I don’t need you whispering secrets to your son. I don’t need you telling him not to open my door. In fact,” Bernard continued, holding William in outstretched arms toward his mother, “tell him to open it now. Tell him.”

“Bernard,” Laura begged, tears streaming from her lovely eyes now.

“Tell him to open the door!” he shrieked, shaking William in the air and making him cry even louder.

“Please! I don’t know what you want from me. I don’t know how to get the door open!” she sobbed.

“If you won’t cooperate, I have no use for either of you. I will throw the child against the marble door until it breaks or he does.” Bernard spoke slowly and threateningly through gritted teeth. “Tell him to open the door.”

“William,” she obliged immediately in her most reassuring weepy tones, “please open the door for mommy. If you can do it, just open the door, baby.”

William only screamed in incomprehension, but Bernard felt as satisfied as he would get this day. He turned, baby in arms, and walked out of Laura’s quarters.
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Bernard marched William back to the Throne Room door. His desperation mounting, he thought one more try with the petulant little shit wouldn’t hurt. He approached the marble engravings and gently took the baby’s hand in his own.

“Come now,” he spoke as reassuringly as he could, “I mean you no harm. Can’t you just quiet for a moment and listen?”

William’s only response was continued squealing.

Bernard placed the boy’s palm against the door. When nothing happened, he ignored the screaming and squirming and moved his hand to another place on the door. Still nothing happened. Bernard moved the baby’s hand to directly over the crack between the two doors, he placed it upon one of the strange markings, he tried as high up as he could reach and as low down as he could hunker. Nothing would elicit a response.

“Won’t you just open the door for Bernard?” he pleaded. “Can you understand me? Please stop crying if you can understand.”

William never stopped crying.

Bernard held the baby up in front of his face. “Will you stop?” he asked.

No response.

“Please, stop crying and work with me here. Why can’t we just work together?”

More squalling.

Bernard was trying his very best, but his reservoir of patience was running thin with the brat. “Just shut the fuck up for a moment and help me!”

William only cried harder.

Bernard’s arms were shaking with fury and exhaustion. He took William’s hand once more and slapped it to the door. “Open!” he shouted, startling the baby even more.

When nothing happened, he plopped the child unceremoniously down on the ground and began pacing again in an attempt to calm himself. “The very heir to the throne cannot open his own door. The fucking magic of the King’s Sword won’t open the door. Nothing will open the door! What use are you?” he yelled.

William cried and cried.

Bernard dropped to his hands and knees in front of the baby. “I will slaughter your mother and bathe you in her blood if you don’t obey me!” he growled. “Now open my fucking door!”

Of course the child didn’t understand and didn’t respond if he did.

Bernard stood again, furious tears stinging his eyes, and slammed his sore fists again and again into the marble stone. He had begged and cursed and pleaded himself hoarse, and nothing was working. Was it possible that this room existed but could never be entered? For eternity would the marble doors stand solid?

After a moment of silence, Bernard was able to lower his voice. “I understand you hate me and you do not wish to aid me, but can’t you realize that you have no other option?” he pleaded.

At once the child stopped screaming and looked at Bernard’s face with glistening, curious eyes.

“Do you understand?” Bernard asked, rushing to his knees in front of William. “Will you open the door so that we may stop this silly game?”

William let out a soft moan that slowly grew into an all-out shriek. This impudent trick sent Bernard into another crazed tantrum. It took every bit of his will not to throw the cretinous wretch out the window and into the sea.
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Later in the day, after Bernard had moodily returned the little brat to his wretched mother, The Baron wandered out of his spacious castle and descended the towering stone steps to the slightly less extravagant manor below.

Antonio Staig answered the door after a few moments and gave a grunt of surprise to see Bernard outside.

“Surprised to see me, my good man?” Bernard asked.

“A wee bit, mayhap,” Antonio replied in his thick, twangy accent. “Well, ’t ain’t s’ much a bad s’prise!”

“Of course not,” Bernard agreed. “I’ve had a hell of a time these past few days, and I thought an evening stroll with my number one may do me some good.”

“Well o’ course it’ll do ye good,” Antonio grinned. “Lemme grab me clothes fit fer the masses.”

Bernard remotely resented having the door pushed to in his face and waiting on the stoop like some commoner, but when he heard Antonio inside talking to someone, he leaned forward to try and listen to the conversation. It had been quite some time since he and Antonio worked together as they had in the old days, and all Bernard needed now was a conniving right-hand.

He could make out murmurs of a female voice and Antonio’s responses, but no real snippets of conversation. Nonetheless, he relaxed a bit. Antonio had always enjoyed his fair share of strange company. This was surely one such instance.

“Shut yer fuckin’ whingin’, ye trollop! Ain’t got time fer grouse from yer sort. Take this spoilin’ meat to yer whore friends, and b’ gone ’fore I come back. If I find anythin’ else missin’, it’ll be yer arse ’n’ theirs, ’n’ I won’ be so gentle as I was last night!” Antonio yelled from inside the door.

Bernard smirked as his friend came back out and slammed the door behind him. “Exercising your newfound power with great finesse, I see,” he remarked.

“Oy, these trollops think they c’n speak as they please soon’s they’ve stroked yer dick once or twice,” Antonio replied. “I’m sure y’ know o’ such wiv yer new shrew,” he said with a lascivious grin.

“Fuck you, fine fellow. Fuck you very much.”

Antonio laughed as they walked slowly down the steps toward the market in the center of Reprise. “Still no luck wiv the lovely Baroness?”

“None at all,” Bernard sighed. “The bitch is useless. The moment her shit of a son opens that door for me, I’ll sink the pair of them into the shallow bay.”

“That’s where the most of ’em belong,” Antonio grumbled. “I’m ’bout keen t’ drag a half dozen out there m’self.”

The duo finally reached the central market, a once bustling, vibrant square, now quiet, deserted, and in disarray. There was still a little time left in the day before the sun set, and a few of Antonio’s most loyal men were hard at work keeping the slaves in line. A few milled about, chains around their ankles, while tired, angry men in officials’ garb barked orders and prodded them with sword points. One nearby man with a black eye and a long, deep gash on the side of his face looked fit to collapse as he struggled to drag a wild hog’s carcass along the street. The man behind him carried a longbow on his back and was talking animatedly with a fellow hunter while their slave carried their hefty kill.

“Y’ see that scabby git?” Antonio asked Bernard, pointing to the worn-down slave man dressed in dirty, tattered garb.

Bernard grunted in acknowledgment.

Antonio chuckled. “Over’eard ’im t’ other day foul-mouthin’ ye.”

Bernard grunted again. “You think they’d learn from the mistakes of their peers,” he muttered moodily. The subject of dissention always set him on edge, perhaps due to the utter success and destruction that came from his own dissention.

“Oy,” Antonio said, “’im said ye’s a buffoon ’n’ it’s ironic ye walked all over ever’one else t’ be the king, yet y’ still call yerself The Baron.”

Bernard turned toward the man and moved as if to accost him in the streets himself, and Antonio grinned with glee, but Bernard seemed to think better of it and turned back to his friend. “What is it with these fools who think they know better than I why I do the things I do?”

“I know, I know, ’t’s what I says to ’im,” Antonio replied. “Ain’t no reasonin’ wiv some folks.”

“It’s not about the power,” Bernard snapped. “It’s never been about the power.”

“Oy, ’n’ I guess he didn’ know who I am, ’cause he says to me, ‘He’s but a baron, yet he taxes our goods ’n’ locks us up at will.’”

Bernard scoffed. “Oh, the times I’ve heard such as that! I’ve shown these people that anyone can be a leader, that anyone can help the populace! I’ve done them a favor, and yet these lazy scum want to bitch and moan they can’t walk into a shop and take some cutlets as a handout just ’cause they’re feeling ill today? I’ve removed the power from their lives, those rich snobs who ruled over them all, looking down their pointed noses at them all the while. I am no king; I am The Baron, and it is little price to pay your savior a bit of food to feed his own and some cloth to cover his back!”

Antonio laughed at his friend. “Oh, I do loves it when y’ rant so!”

“This is no power play!” Bernard repeated. “I have removed the rule and left them all to fend for themselves. No one deserves to have his hard-earned meal taken away and shared with his neighbors because they themselves could grow no crops. Every man for himself, I say, and if you’re too lazy to live your own life, you die. If you’re too bullheaded to alter your way of life, if you decide to resort to thievery or blaspheming, you’ll be imprisoned and enslaved for the good men and women who know how a nation should be!”
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“Where we headed?” Antonio finally asked after he and Bernard had walked to the outskirts of the market center of Krake.

“I must stop by to speak with an associate for a moment.”

“What’s the business?”

“What business is that of yours?” Bernard asked defensively.

Antonio was momentarily taken aback. His friend had been moody and aloof since returning from retrieving the baby and his mother, but he’d never snapped at his right-hand man so. Antonio had been his number one since the beginning, carrying out all of Bernard’s most unsavory affairs, dealing with the most disreputable characters, and always being the first to hear the news of things to come or of things going awry. “None, sir, apologies,” he replied briskly, clearly conveying his offense to Bernard, whom he had never before called sir.

“Now don’t get all huffy,” Bernard said, amicably enough, clapping Antonio on the back. “I need to speak with someone, and you wouldn’t know the man, nor would you need to.”

“Ain’t no problem,” Antonio replied. After a moment’s pause, he asked, “Got more word o’ the catastrophe in Onton?”

“You’re my ears and eyes, Antonio, the only words I care about are yours, so why do you ask me that to which you already know the answer?”

Antonio shrugged, clearly just trying to change the subject. “The, uh,” he paused, searching for a word that wouldn’t set Bernard off, “preparation seems to ’ave backfired a bit.”

“How do you figure?” Bernard asked curtly.

“Well all they doin’ over there is buggerin’ ’n’ bitin’.”

Bernard scoffed. “I fail to see how that’s a backfire.”

“They’s jus’ monsters, mate! Ain’t no reasonin’ wiv ’em. May’s well be dead!”

“Do you know what the aim of the concoction was?” Bernard snapped.

“O’ course,” Antonio began.

“Tell me,” Bernard demanded. “What was the aim, to the best of your limited knowledge, of that operation?”

“Well,” Antonio stammered, “Ye infect ’em so’s they learn servility in such a way as they can pass it to their kin.”

“Precisely,” Bernard said. “Infect the masses such that they lose a portion of their free will. They live only to serve the barony and to generate offspring to serve the barony. It was a test operation, chum, and if the reports say they’re only buggerin’ and bitin’ over there, it sounds like a bloody well good one!”

Antonio nodded, resigned, and the two walked in silence through the outskirts of the city until they reached a remote road winding through the woodlands. The sun had fully set, and neither of them had brought a torch. A full moon was in the sky, but it was partially covered by the thick, incoming storm clouds.

“Little outta the way, innit?” Antonio asked.

“My associate likes his privacy,” Bernard said plainly.

“I’ll say. Y’ ain’t gonna gut me ’n’ dump me body out here, is ya?”

Bernard laughed but said nothing.

At last they reached a plain, tiny hut encircled in a dense copse. The small yard was unkempt and untouched, and the thatch roof was degraded and hardly intact. Each of the small windows was meticulously boarded so that not a sliver of light shone out into the night. Bernard ascended the small, decrepit porch and ordered that Antonio wait outside without turning to face him. He then knocked once upon the door, paused, and knocked twice more in quick succession. Without hesitation, he entered the hut and closed the door behind him.

“You brought another to my cabin?” a strange voice hissed instantly.

Antonio heard no response from Bernard and no more voices at all from inside. He sneered at the impudent bastard who would question his attendance with The Baron, and for a moment, he considered storming in the door and sticking his sword in the fool’s face. In the end, though, Antonio was overcome by an eerie notion of unease and decided to simply stay put. Not ever a man to be compelled by his nerves, the mere fact that he felt this way put him even more on edge. He glanced up at the glowing moon as it reemerged from behind one of the thick clouds. As he stared at the dark patterns on the massive circle in the sky, his strange, out-of-place feeling redoubled itself in his gut. For the first time in his life, Antonio felt tiny, insignificant. He stared up at the moon and wondered what else was out there. What exactly was that moon, how far away was it, and how was it simply suspended in the sky? He shook his head in an attempt to clear it from these inconsequential questions that most of the world bothered not to ask.

He looked back at the dark, silent cabin and felt petty in his curiosity about what was going on in there. He felt uneasy and improper by Bernard’s side for the first time since he’d known the man. Nevertheless, he looked back up at the moon and continued to wait in silence.
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When Bernard emerged from the cabin some time later, his face was as blank and brooding as ever before. He closed the door behind him and hurried down the stairs toward Antonio.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Anythin’ t’ report?” Antonio asked suspiciously.

Bernard only shook his head.

The two walked in an uncomfortable silence down the long, winding path back to the outskirts of Krake. Something inside that hut had changed Bernard’s mood completely and for the worse. Antonio tried several times to make conversation, but nothing worked.

“M’ boy’s jus’ returned from Fordar,” he said. His thick eastern accent pronounced it “For-dah.”

Bernard grunted in absent acknowledgment.

“Said they got ’em a nice big crew o’ workers. Apparently since you ain’t there person’ly, them fellas think they c’n spout off ’s much nonsense ’s they please. Lucky we’s got so many loyals ova there as is,” Antonio said with a laugh.

Bernard merely nodded his head and looked straight ahead.

“They got ’em a nice big prison. Jus’ set the whiners t’ work ’n’ throw the rest behind bars wiv the crazies ’n’ retards.”

“That’s what we need over here in Reprise,” Bernard said with about as much conviction as a newborn calf.

Antonio finally gave up and grew sullen, too. The pair walked through the market square and back up the never-ending steps toward Antonio’s manor and Bernard’s castle in silence. When Antonio turned away to enter his manor, he moodily said, “Good even’, sir,” to which Bernard made no reply.
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Bernard sat alone in the empty council room. The expansive window lent an extraordinary view of the distant thunderheads raining down blue, jagged bolts of lightning onto the sea, but Bernard remained unfazed. He sat alone brooding until the sun began to peek over the horizon and light the sky above and behind the incoming clouds. Before the dark sky could turn to blue, those clouds had moved directly overhead and turned everything grey. Booming thunder shook the heavy glass in each window, and rain poured down from the clouds in crashing sheets, driving into the windows with every gust of wind.

A new day, Bernard thought, a new attempt.

The fact that this new day was besmirched by a violent storm was about as apt a symbol as Bernard could have predicted. He hadn’t slept a wink all through the night, and he couldn’t afford to do so now.

After a while, he approached the door to the Throne Room and closed his eyes, focusing on what he’d learned in the cabin. If he didn’t get this door open, all of this will have been for naught. If he couldn’t get inside this room, he may as well send himself sailing out the window and into the frothy, stormy sea below.

Eyes closed, Bernard placed a palm against the cool marble. Quietly he began to mutter an unintelligible incantation. When he finished, he repeated the recitation.

Then he repeated it again.

And again.

And again.
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Antonio lay awake through the night until the storm rolled in and he could hear the violent thunderclaps out over the sea. He agonized over Bernard’s affair in that cabin in the woods until he could no longer keep his thoughts straight. At last he closed his eyes and allowed an uneasy sleep to overtake him.

The next day Antonio paced his empty manor. He felt deeply uncomfortable in his solitude, a sensation he’d never once experienced. He spent a time watching the storm from his windows and glancing up at the castle, wondering what Bernard was up to.

Before his thoughts could drive him mad, he decided he would return to that cabin himself and set his mind at ease one way or another. He fastened his blade to his waistband and set off out the door. Most of the storm clouds had passed by now, and only a light, grey drizzle remained.

As he passed through the city, a few men greeted him politely, more likely because they feared him than to be friendly. Antonio wasn’t a man who was well known to embrace friendliness. He passed through the outskirts of the city and hit the winding trail leading to the cabin. This far from the market center and in this area of Krake, there was no one nearby, even in the middle of the day.

He reached the cabin some time later and drew his blade from its sheath. After looking around to ensure no one was watching him, Antonio marched up onto the small, ramshackle porch and rapped once upon the door, then twice more in quick succession, just as Bernard had done the night before. Steeling himself, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.

The hut was so dark that Antonio had to leave the front door standing open just to be able to see his surroundings. He held his sword out in front of him and listened to the silence, waiting for any sign of life whatsoever. With the windows all boarded, no light at all could enter, and the light shining through the door seemed stark and out of place. A table was overturned in the middle of the main room. Small pieces of furniture and knickknacks and dishes lay forgotten, strewn about the cabin in disarray. A layer of dust overlaid everything therein, making it appear as though no one had inhabited this abode in quite some time.

“Oy!” Antonio called into the silence.

He listened, but heard nothing.

“If anyone’s ’ome, come out now. I got me blade, ’n’ I’m comin’ in!”

No response.

Antonio propped the door open to provide enough light to see by and wandered into the small cabin. A kitchen as rancid as Antonio’s dining table at home was adjoined to the main room, but otherwise, only one small sleeping chamber existed in the hut. Antonio checked it out, but it was as vacant and forgotten as the rest of the building.

Antonio sheathed his blade and stood for a few moments more, deliberating on what he’d heard and experienced last night. What was Bernard hiding?

As he walked back out the front door, Antonio noticed a small inscription carved into the wooden frame. He ran a finger over the strange insignia and stifled an odd notion of déjà vu.

[image: ]

He made the trek back home just as the afternoon sun was becoming visible beyond the thinning clouds, and he was greeted at his front door by a surprise.

A man he vaguely recognized as meeting once or twice stood impatiently and uncomfortably outside the door to Antonio’s manor. When Antonio approached up the stairs, the man turned to face him, and his eyes widened in surprise, surprise perhaps at how intimidating Antonio was up close and alone.

“What’re ya doin’ at me door?”

“A—apologies, sir,” the man stammered. “Me name be P—Paulie.”

“Oy,” Antonio nodded, finally remembering from where he recognized the man. “Of Julian’s crew.”

“The very one,” Paulie said grimly.
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Bernard stood, eyes closed and arms outstretched, leaning against the marble door to the Throne Room. He’d recited his incantations until his throat grew parched and speech grew raspy, but nothing had happened. He contemplated going to get the boy again, but what good had that ever done? If he had to listen to that incessant screaming right now, his head might implode. Part of him thought that perhaps he should get some rest and try again afterward, but there was no time for such!

What could be wrong? The door must recognize William’s touch. The ancient magicians had made it so. Was it even possible for the child to will the door open? Would Bernard be forced to wait until the child was old enough to comprehend what he was doing?

A knock upon the castle door interrupted his musing.

He closed his eyes and ignored it. The problem must lie in that little brat. The door should open at his mere touch. The magic that controlled this kingdom dictated that the door open at the touch of the next heir to the throne. When the king grew too old to perform his duties or actually died, the throne was bequeathed to the next living man who possessed the blood of the king.

The king was slain. His son was slain. His son was slain. All that remained in the bloodline was William. If he truly were the son of Bernard’s oldest friend …

Another knock.

Bernard ignored it again until he heard his friend Antonio calling his name from the outside. The man sounded urgent enough to catch Bernard’s curiosity.

He gave one last backward glance at the door, hoping remotely for it to give him some sort of sign before the course of his day took a turn.

“This had better be good to interrupt my affairs!” he called, walking through the vast entryway to the castle.

He opened the heavy wooden front door and observed an uncertain look on Antonio’s face. The man clearly did not want to be here delivering whatever news he’d come to bestow, but something was compelling him to do so. His loyalty, perhaps.

“Bernard,” the man started.

“What is it? Go on!” Bernard urged.

“It’s about the boy,” Antonio said, “William.”

A shiver of comprehension worked its way up Bernard’s spine and sent his neck into an uncomfortable tic to one side. “What about the boy?” he asked through gritted teeth, his eyes both closed tightly.

“About his daddy, actually.”

Dark realization came crashing down upon Bernard with such force that it took every bit of composure within him to keep from falling to his knees. His eyes opened, and the wrath within them was enough to give his hearty thug of a friend reason to step backward a few paces. A shadow had come over Bernard, and the eyes within his skull had changed, darkened, deepened.

“He’s alive,” Antonio concluded.

Hearing the words spoken aloud did in fact bring Bernard to his knees. His previous tantrums outside the marble doors to the Throne Room paled in comparison to that which followed.


Chapter 11:

Liberation Palaver
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John Tompkins lay on his back in the sand watching the white, fluffy clouds drift by overhead. His life had changed on the day he’d met that surly stranger—changed for the better, he’d thought. He was moments away from taking his own life when the man stumbled into it, and he’d felt reborn, rejuvenated, and refocused.

But that stranger had marched off into the night and vanished altogether. Since then, John had wondered if any of it had meant anything at all. He’d chosen to save that stranger’s life and to save his own in the process. He’d wanted to help the man in health and then aid him in his quest, but the man had spurned him and vanished. Now John knew not if the man was dead or gone or whether he’d even truly existed at all.

He watched the clouds for days after saying farewell to his new friends Maria Vilsen and Robert Forlo, hoping for another sign. That, after all, is where he had found the previous sign, high atop the cliffs, far above the water below him. He wondered what he should do next. There were days when he felt he’d been reborn, given a new life to redeem the old one he’d ruined, but now he felt listless and knew not how to proceed. Should he leave the island in search of his old family? Or were they merely a remnant of the old life he’d abandoned? Were they even still alive? And, if so, where on this limitless earth might they now be?

A rustling in the brush broke John’s rambling thoughts. He pulled himself upright and leaned on his elbows, looking around for the source of the noise. He didn’t see or hear anything else until another stirring just behind him. He snapped his head around to see the old man standing an arm’s length away from him in silence. For such a decrepit, knotty old man who hobbled on a cane, he sure could be silent on the move.

“Eugene?” John asked. “Are ye all well?” He hadn’t seen much of the man since the day he’d escaped his own captivity and left his wife and son on board the slave ship to sail away to a life of pain and torment. The old man generally kept to his own, and this island was quite a bit bigger than it appeared at first glance.

“No, soh, I cain’t say I be quite all well these days,” Eugene grumbled morosely. He just stood and stared at John as though he didn’t know quite what to say.

“Anythin’ I c’n help ye with?” John asked.

Eugene swallowed hard and appeared to be at great internal struggle. “Mayhap y’ can, sonny, mayhap y’ can, but firs’ lemme rest up a bit.”

“Of course,” John agreed, sitting up and moving over. “Feel free to have a seat.”

“Naw, boy, ’f I tumble down ’n ’at sand, I’m li’ble never t’ stand uprigh’ ag’in!” the old man wheezed, simply leaning forward and resting on his cane as he gazed contemplatively around at the scenery.

After a few moments of silence, John asked, “Do ye need anythin’, sir?”

Eugene flapped a hand at him. “Have patience, me boy, few moments o’ silence ne’er killed any’n’. Come now, I c’n make it back t’ me cabin.”

“Oh,” John said, “ye want me t’ come with ye to yer cabin?” The old man hadn’t even invited the broken and battered John inside long ago when they’d first met.

“Aye, boy, ’s what I said. Keep yer questions fer later. They wearin’ me out,” Eugene grumbled.
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John followed Eugene back to his quaint hut and stepped inside for the first time. It was quite a bit better maintained than his own small shanty he’d spent most of his time on the island living in. The man had somehow done very well for himself, despite how difficult it appeared for him to get around and do absolutely anything.

The man pulled a chair from the table at sat down, waving an arm at John, motioning that he follow suit. John did, and stared expectantly at the heavily breathing Eugene at the other end of the table. Though more curious than he remembered being in his life, John did not ask any more questions, lest he agitate the grumpy elder again.

“Gimme a few more, ’n’ I’ll lay us out some breakfas’,” Eugene said breathlessly.

“’Tis quite all right,” John said. “Ye’ve no need t’ feed me.”

“Aye, yer a gues’ in me ’ome, ’n’ I got me a bit o’ unsav’ry bus’ness t’ palaver ’bout with ye.”

John nearly blurted out the obvious question, but he held his tongue, allowing the old man more time to settle in.

“I c’n see in yer eyes ye’ve found yer way,” Eugene said at last.

“What do ye mean?” John couldn’t help but ask.

“Since ’at day we met,” Eugene said. “Yer eyes was black ’n’ lost, but now I see ye’ve fin’ly reclaimed yer soul.”

John nodded slowly. “Aye, I s’ppose I have.”

“I know y’ helped ’at stranger’t showed up ’ere not t’ long ago,” Eugene said, his tone flattening and becoming unreadable.

John was taken aback. He couldn’t tell whether the man was simply making a statement or admonishing him. “Erm, well, yes, in fact, I did,” he said.

“Mighty fine o’ ye.”

“I suppose ye could say that,” John said modestly. “I seen he was in trouble, ’n’ it only felt right t’ help the poor man.”

“What kind o’ trouble y’ mean?” Eugene asked.

John wondered just how much the old man actually knew. “He was bein’ chased ’n’ bullied by a band o’ pirates.”

Eugene stared in silent expectation.

“I b’lieve they meant t’ take his son away,” John said somberly, “but The Baron’d already done so.”

Eugene nodded slowly. “That’s as I thought,” he said. After a short pause, he continued, “I made a bit o’ a mistake.”

John waited for him to go on, but when Eugene never did, he asked, “What kind o’ mistake?”

The old man hesitated to continue still. He looked out his window at the bright day and finally decided to stand up to gather some food. He retrieved some fruits and melons from a basket in his kitchen, a long, sharp knife, and a jug of water. Over three painstakingly slow trips to and from the kitchen, Eugene brought these items back to the table and laid them out in front of John. Once John moved to get up and help the old man, but Eugene flapped his arms at his guest in stubborn determination.

As he gathered their breakfast, he began to speak again. “I been ’ere a long time,” he began, “’n’ I know quite a good deal o’ things ’at take place ’ere. I reckon since ’at Stranger showed up ’n’ started wreakin’ ’avoc all over my islan’, me judgemen’ got a bit fuzzy.”

John listened respectfully as Eugene spoke. The old man took up the knife and cut a melon in half and then again into quarters, giving three of the slices to John. “Oh, I don’ need s’ much,” John whispered, as though speaking quietly would not interrupt the old man’s recounting.

Eugene flapped his arm at John again and continued speaking. “Could be ’at the way o’ the world ou’ there’s changin’ ’n’ changin’ fas’, but I jus’ don’ see as clearly’s I use’ to.”

John nodded in obliging agreement, wondering just what point exactly the man was trying to make and whether he was headed toward making one at all.

“I got The Stranger in me cellar,” Eugene blurted plainly.

John nearly choked on the bite of melon he was in the process of swallowing. His eyes widened at Eugene, and he still didn’t quite comprehend the old man’s intent.

“I ’ave t’ ask ye t’ ’elp me.”

John nodded slowly, cautiously.

“It may put yer life in a great deal o’ danger,” Eugene continued.

John stopped nodding and put his food down, no longer able to keep his silence. “Why d’ ye have ’im in yer cellar?”

“That stranger is filled with darkness,” the old man replied. “I put ’im down ’ere fer his own good after ’e brought a band o’ murderers ’n’ thieves to me island.”

“I don’t believe that was his intent,” John said.

Eugene flapped his hand at John again. “Aye, but ’e still crashed ’ere on a stole slaver ship, ’n’ ’e still ran when I’s only tryin’ t’ help ’im.”

“Did ye know he was to be king?” John asked. “Before The Baron seized power in Reprise.”

Eugene’s face contorted as though he were trying to hide his surprise. At last he swallowed hard and muttered, “I should ’ave, aye.”

John continued, “I think the only thing he was fleeing was the corrupt nation he once called home.”

“As I said,” Eugene sighed, “I made a mistake, ’n’ I need ye t’ ’elp me outta it if ye’re willin’.”

“What sort of mistake?” John asked again.

“I see now ’at stranger’s purpose is much bigger ’n you ’n’ me, but I re’lized it a little too late. I sent fer Barony off’cers t’ come take ’im off me ’ands when I thought he’s but a thief ’n’ a runaway.”

“What do ye need me to do?”

“Make sure those men don’t take ’im when they arrive.”

“Can’t ye just let him go?” John asked.

Eugene rolled his eyes impatiently. “The Stranger is filled wit’ darkness as we speak. His quest is of greater importance ’n I firs’ thought, but righ’ now ’e’s more harm than ’e’s willing to see. Not t’ mention,” Eugene continued, “I mind me own ’ere on this isle, ’n’ none from Reprise bully or bother me. I aim t’ keep it ’at way. I won’ volunteer t’ see what those imps’d do t’ me if they show up t’ find me empty handed.”

John took this in warily. “How can I help? What am I supposed to do?”

“That’s why I said it’s dang’rous. Once I turn ’im over t’ those men, I need ye t’ ensure they don’ take ’im off this island. I need ye t’ talk some sense into ’im ’fore it’s too late ’n’ he bumbles outta ’ere wit’ a dark shadow o’er his ’ead.”

“Can’t we just go talk to him now?” John asked.

“The man won’t see reason.”

“Aye, but perhaps if he sees me—if we both go down there ’n’ just explain to him the situation.”

Eugene interrupted by waving an arm at John and shaking his head. “I wronged ’im already, ’n’ while ’e’s as pigheaded as a mule, I do regret it. I b’lieve this is the best course o’ action.”

John thought The Stranger wasn’t the only pigheaded individual on this island, but he didn’t argue further. “If ye think it’s best, I’ll do what I can to help.”

Eugene nodded serenely and thanked John. “It’ll be nigh five or ten days ’fore they land ’ere. Don’ take ’em lightly jus’ ’cause they a bunch o’ ruffians. Y’ need a plan, ’n’ I know y’ had help wit’ ’im before.”

“You mean Maria and Robert?” John asked. How could the old cripple know about them?

Eugene narrowed his eyes in affirmation.

“They left shortly after he. I don’ wanna meddle in their business,” John said, shaking his head at the idea.

“How ye do it is yer business, but lemme stress the import’nce of ’at stranger. I don’ wanna see ye hurt tryin’ t’ clean up me mess, but I ’specially don’ wanna see ye fail in freein’ ’at man.”

“What is it that ye now know about him?” John asked.

“Ne’min’ ’at,” Eugene said at once. “Jus’ know ’ere’s more at stake ’ere ’n yer life ’n’ ’is.”

“If his life is so important, why not go set him free now?”

Eugene closed his eyes impatiently. “D’ ye remember ’at day we met, s’ long ago?” he asked.

“Aye.”

Eugene pointed a thin, crooked finger at John’s face. “Ye were at yer worst. Ye’d hit rock bottom, ’n’ had t’ find yer own way.”

John nodded.

“An’ I b’lieve ye’ve done so splendidly.”

“Thank you,” John muttered.

Eugene continued, “But ’at stranger ain’t s’lucky as ye. He’s blinded by ’is vengeance ’n’ sorrow, ’n’ he ain’t ready t’ be told t’ sit back ’n’ wait fer his time t’ come through. His quest is too import’nt t’ throw away on some violent rampage!”

“So ye know something about his quest that even he doesn’t?” John asked the old man, curiosity mounting. What was Eugene willfully keeping from him?

The old man stood more abruptly than John would have thought him capable. “That’s righ’, sonny, ’n’ I think it’s time ye stayed yer questions ’n’ head ou’. Either ye’ll ’elp ’im or ye won’t!”

John held out his arms as he stood. “I apologize, sir. My curiosity gets the best o’ me at times. I will help you. I will gladly help The Stranger.”
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After leaving Eugene’s cabin, John wandered aimlessly through the dense jungle. Beams of sunlight shone down through the scant openings in the dense canopy overhead. Despite the lack of direct sunlight, the day felt hotter and muggier than any in John’s recent memory. Island birds were cawing in the distance. Some two creatures were having a cacophonous conversation of hoots across the jungle. Large bugs buzzed to and fro around his head, but John remained oblivious to the sounds of the island for the time being. He was busy dwelling on his conversation with the old man.

He knew it wasn’t so, but John felt as though he had been condemned and sent to his death. An ominous voice in his mind told him that he’d rescued The Stranger once, but he’d not be able to defy fate again. It was clear that greater forces than himself were at play, working to extinguish the man’s life, and John wasn’t so sure he could successfully intervene yet again. John feared for his own life. It was mere days ago that he had embraced his own death, but now he felt like a coward, too fearful to risk his life for another’s. If the old man were correct, John would be risking his life for more than just the life of The Stranger. He’d been useless, directionless, and alone for as long as he could remember on this island, but for the first time, he felt well and truly on his own. John entered a clearing in the canopy and looked up at the bright blue sky, a knot squirming in his gut as he accepted how truly alone he was in this vast world. Unsure whether or not he even wanted to live or die, he was left to decide for himself not only his own immediate fate, but the fate of The Stranger, the fate of possibly many others.

But what if Eugene wasn’t right? What if the old man were only talking out his backside and blowing smoke about prophecy and fate and quests? John would be risking his life for nothing. He would possibly die to save a man whom he didn’t even know was good or bad anymore. How could he know whether Eugene was even mentally coherent at this point? The man could be ranting and raving about some dream his heat-addled brain had conjured.

As if to accentuate the severity of such heat, John’s face and neck began to burn in the hot sun where he stood. The heat of the day was unbearable and heavy, and it seemed to urge him forward, out of this clearing and back into the shade, out of his indecision and into a conviction that he would be forced to stand by possibly until his last breath.

John looked down at the warm sand beneath his feet. Of course he would help The Stranger again. What purpose did his desolate life on this island serve otherwise? He had helped the man before, and he could see the greatness within him. Whatever demons The Stranger possessed, it was clear to John that he was a good man at his core, a champion of the light. And if John was proven wrong? Well, at least he would have tried his damnedest. It was the only decent thing to do.

He set off walking again, lost in thought, nearing exhaustion from the heat. As he battled with himself and struggled with the possibility of imminent death, John was snapped rudely from his musings by the echo of a deafening roar in the distance and the crashing of trees and rubble. He looked toward the sound and stopped in his tracks. Though the beast was distant, the sounds it made still brought John’s knees to a quiver. He had seen the punisher up close once during his time on the island, had nearly lost his life to it when he was still consumed by darkness and a prime target for the beast. He felt he would be safe from the monster in his new life, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying.

John was startled yet again by a woman’s voice nearby. He turned to his side toward the voice and saw one of the island’s few inhabitable shacks a short distance away. Maria Vilsen and Robert Forlo were walking outside. John hadn’t known where they’d disappeared to after they’d all said their farewells. He’d spent enough time alone here to know where all of the huts on the island were located, but he couldn’t have known where these two had settled in, or even that they hadn’t left the island altogether. Could this be a sign that he wasn’t so alone after all? Had his subconscious brought him here? Or was this merely his fate as well as theirs?

He threw a hand high in the air and called to them, his wide, carefree grin lighting up his face once again. “Friends! How do? It’s me, John!”
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Maria greeted John with a cheery enthusiasm. “Dear John!” she said, smiling and opening her arms for an embrace as he approached. “We’ve wondered if we’d cross paths again anytime soon.”

“It appears our fates haven’t finished with us,” John agreed. “Robert,” he said, tipping a nod and clapping the burly man on the shoulder.

The gruff Robert winked at John and smiled through his thick, substantial beard.

“Looks like ye two’ve made quite nicely fer yerselves,” John observed.

“Yes,” Maria replied, taking Robert’s hand in her own. “We’ve been searching for a fresh start for some time now. This island seemed to give you one, so we thought it would be as good a place as any to settle down and try to start a new life together.”

John nodded, feeling uncomfortable and intrusive being here to ask for their help. Whether it was fate that brought him here or his own subconscious, he couldn’t handle turning face and venturing back out in the jungle alone to fight this battle by himself.

“What’s the matter, dear boy? You look fit to faint,” Maria said.

“I—” John stammered. “Well I b’lieve I came here to ask fer yer help.”

“Of course, sweet boy!” Maria exclaimed reassuringly. She wrapped her arms around John in a tight embrace. “Anything for you. Don’t act as though you’re a burden on us.”

Maria couldn’t have been much older than John himself, but she had a motherly quality about her. In their short time spent sharing stories, she had mentioned her previous husband, but never any children. John hadn’t thought to ask, but now he found it a shame that she didn’t have any children—at least not any children with her on her journey. She would have made an excellent mother.

John smiled at her kindness and returned her hug with a half-hearted pat on the back. “You are truly too kind,” he replied. “The man I saved several days ago, he’s in trouble again.”

Maria’s smile faltered, but her eyes remained soft and warm. “What sort of trouble this time?” she asked.

John shook his head. “I’m not entirely certain. Another crew of men has come to take him away, I believe.”

Robert’s face remained stony and unreadable, but the normally silent man voiced his opinion at once. “Why’d ye wanna risk yer life fer that ungrateful git again?”

John forced a humorless laugh. “Right, he did leave in a bit of a hurry last time.”

“I’ll say. The ruddy fool took our aid, stole our weapons, ’n’ made off bleedin’ in the night.”

John nodded. He certainly couldn’t argue against this, and he desperately did not want to continue the conversation, but he felt he must. “Very true,” he agreed, looking back to Maria in hopes that she could step in and rescue him, but she said nothing. “The thing is … I believe the man may be more important than we know.”

“He may once ’ave been importan’,” Robert grumbled, “but the days o’ kings are done. He ain’t no more important anymore than a grain o’ sand ’neath my feet. An’ he certainly don’ mean diddly to me ’n’ mine.” He put his arm around Maria’s shoulders with a sense of finality that brought a knot to John’s stomach. Maria looked to her lover uneasily, clearly torn between her faithfulness to his wishes and her own desires to help John.

John, however, stood his ground a moment longer. “I spoke with Eugene, the old man. He’s the one who asked for my help, not The Stranger. He said the man’s on some sort of mission, like a divine quest.”

Robert scoffed at this, but he said nothing.

“Eugene spoke of him like he could change the world,” John continued. “Like I was his last hope to make it out of here alive. He’s got some sort of divine decree.”

“An’ what makes ye think the old monkey don’ got coconuts fer brains?” Robert asked.

John said nothing.

“I supported the crown much’s any other man, ’n’ when it fell to The Baron, I’s just as torn up about it as ye, but I won’ risk my life fer a snobby forgotten prince too proud t’ shake my hand.”

“I really believe there’s more to him than meets the eye,” John pressed. “The Baron hunted him and attempted to kill him. They took his family and left him for dead. I think any man’d be bitter. And even a grain o’ sand serves a purpose. That grain o’ sand beneath your boot is a part of something much bigger. It is a part of this island that’s brought me new life, that could bring new life to ye as well. I believe The Stranger, as you said, is as important as that grain of sand. He’s part of something much larger than us. Of course he’ll never be king, but after speaking with Eugene, I think he can change the course of history.”

Robert stared at him in silence, and his impassive face worried John, but Maria had tears glistening in her eyes, and she turned to face her lover and put her hands on his cheeks. “Come, Robert,” she said, “we must help him while we’re still able. Isn’t this why we left Lexen? To try and make a difference?”

“We left Lexen to start a new life ’n’ avoid gettin’ murdered in the streets.”

“Yes, but what if we can change things, hon? What if we can help get things back to the way they used to be?”

Robert closed his eyes and sighed, clearly outnumbered. “Ye’d risk yer life to save his?” he asked John.

John paused, but only briefly. “If there’s even a slight chance I can help change things,” he replied, “then it’s worth the risk.”

“An’ if ye help the git only to see him off to some swift, vengeful death? If ye lay down yer life to save that?”

John swallowed hard, grappling with such a prospect in his own mind. “Well,” he shrugged, “at least I can say I tried my damnedest.”

“We are with you!” Maria exclaimed at last, lifting the taxing weight of loneliness off of John’s shoulders. A lump rose in his throat, and he took Maria and Robert both in a clumsy embrace. That he should meet such wonderful people—so open and willing to risk their own lives for his foolish endeavors—that he should meet such people as soon as he had resigned to taking his own life … It must be a sign that hopeful tides were coming in. But the distant growl of the punisher warned him otherwise.

“So what shall we do?” Maria asked, ignoring the low crashing in the distance. “How do we help him?”

John shrugged again, smiling goofily. “I have no idea,” he laughed.

Robert rolled his eyes closed and brought a hand to his forehead, but John was staring off into the distance. The beast in the jungle had begun stirring and clicking again.

“Wait,” he said, his mouth hanging agape, “perhaps I do!”
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The crew arrived far sooner than Eugene had warned John. He’d made his way to the eastern shore after leaving Robert and Maria. Here, John had set up camp and kept watch for incoming ships. Only two lonely nights passed before he saw the fancy Barony sails on the horizon. By the dawn following that second night, he returned to his camp, which was hidden in a small alcove of trees just off the shoreline, to spot the ship headed toward the island, fit to make land by midday.

John rushed back to Maria and Robert’s cabin and knocked on the door. Maria answered the door with a smile. “Come in, John.”

John shook his head and remained on the step. “Are you ready?”

“Nearly so,” Maria responded, growing concerned. “What’s the matter?”

“They’re here,” he said. “It’s time.

“Oh, dear,” Maria said, turning back into her new home. “Hon, we have to go get ready! The men are arriving!”

Robert called something muffled from inside the house, and Maria went inside to grab a sword and her proper clothes. Soon after, the two emerged, Maria clinging to Robert’s arm and rushing him out the door.

“Already?” Robert asked, wiping his breakfast crumbs from his thick beard.

“Heroes never rest,” John said with a grin, clapping Robert on the back.
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Maria and Robert went off into the jungle as John raced back toward the eastern shore. He arrived in time to gather a small canteen of water and some dried meats and catch his breath to watch the ship sail to shore. He nestled in a fair hiding spot not far from the shore as the men began lowering the sails and tossing out lines to anchor to the ancient, decrepit dock extending off the beach.

Several men jumped from the ship to tie it to the pier while the rest lowered a large plank from the deck to the dock. Some time passed before a small group of four gruff, well-armed pirates stepped off the ship and began wandering into a vague trail not far from John’s position. The men were dressed in officers’ uniforms from Reprise, but it was clear they were no more than pirates.

“Where the fuck’re we goin’?” one of the men asked.

“I been ’ere ages ago wiv me ol’ cap’n! I’m tellin’ ye it’s this way!” a man in captain’s garb said, grumpily pushing his interrogative crewman off to the side.

“Watch yer bloomin’ bumblin’, Jules, there’s likely snakes ’n’ spiders all in this bloody brush.”

“Watch yer fuckin’ tongue, matey! I’m yer cap’n now, ’n’ ye can’t speak t’ me like we’re mates.”

The other two men tittered and fell back to watch the former two continue arguing and stumbling through the thick forest ahead of them.

John had perfected the art of hunting in the jungle, and a large part of that entailed learning to creep silent and undetected across any terrain. He followed a safe distance behind the party and tracked their sloppy progress toward Eugene’s cabin, sneaking regular glances back toward the shore to ensure that no one else came up and surprised him from behind.

No one ever came, and the small group finally made it to Eugene’s cabin. Now was the moment of truth. John sat in the thickets surrounding the shack for what seemed a lifetime. What if the men simply slaughtered Eugene and The Stranger on sight? What if Maria and Robert didn’t show up as planned? John couldn’t take on all four men on his own. He had his blade on his hip, but they had four.

John sat in agonizing silence and stillness, sweat pouring down his hot, nervous face, tickling its way down his bearded chin. The men were taking far too long inside, but Maria and Robert still weren’t there. He scanned the bushes surrounding the cabin, searching for any sign of movement.

“Hey! Maria!” he chanced in an elevated whisper. If the men inside heard, all would be ruined, but his heart was pounding more painfully in his chest with every passing moment. “Robert!”

There was no response.

At long last, the men emerged from the cabin with The Stranger in tow. John saw the familiar sullen face of a man who had long since passed the end of his rope. That face was stubborn and bitter and cared not whether it lived or died, but luckily for The Stranger, John did care. Even if it meant giving his own life, he would do whatever it took to keep that ill-tempered stranger alive.

The party began making their way back along the trail, and John glanced frantically around one last time, pleading with fate to bring Maria and Robert to his side in the next few moments.

Fate did not respond, and when the party had left John’s line of sight, he was forced to pursue on his own.
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John followed at a safe enough distance that he couldn’t make out much of what was being said, but the captain and two of the crewmen had fallen back behind The Stranger and were talking quietly amongst themselves. The scrawniest, most mangy of the crew was keeping a close eye on his prisoner, prodding him in the back menacingly with his sword. This last crewman eventually fell back to join his mates and left The Stranger unguarded a ways ahead. If there would be a chance, this was it. He threw one last glance back over his shoulder in a vain hope that he would see his friends in pursuit, but no one was in sight.

John raced ahead as swiftly as he could while maintaining silence. He remained hidden amongst the trees, but he managed to pull himself alongside the five-man party.

“Keep yer eye on the pris’ner, Skuttly! Look at ’im way up there!” John heard one of the men call as he looked around frantically for a sign that the time was right.

He looked down and saw a couple jagged stones half-buried in the sand. He picked one up and tested its weight in his palm. The stone was small enough to throw accurately and heavy enough to sting.

“Oh, that’ll be the day! Hang me off the crow’s nest by me toesies ’f I let that happen!” the other crewman cackled.

John reared back and threw the stone at one man who appeared to be paying little attention to his surroundings.

“Oof!” the man hollered. He fell to his knees, clawing at the back of his own head. “Ow! Ow! Oww!”

“What fuckery is this?” the captain yelled. John saw him turn to The Stranger and growl threats, pointing his sword at the prisoner’s face.

“I been stung!” the crewman yelled. “Ooh, blimey, be I dyin’?”

John watched The Stranger as he looked left and right of the trail. At one point he looked directly at John, who fought a strong urge to begin flailing and signaling the man to break away and run. The captain grabbed his crewman’s head and yelled at his antics. Soon the man who had had his eye on the prisoner all along began slowly encroaching, never looking away from his captive.

“Damn it,” John muttered. “Run, you fool, while you have the chance!”

He had to stifle a laugh despite himself when he heard the third pirate chime in about bumbly bees not living in the jungle.

The captain finally ordered The Stranger forward and John felt his hope sinking yet again. His accomplices were nowhere to be found, and his one spur-of-the-moment plan had failed him.

At that instant, the punisher beast awoke in the distance, and a low rumble shook the island. The pirates all looked around nervously and began discussing what could produce such a sound. John smiled at their idiocy. The punisher beast must have sensed their darkness and awakened to vanquish them. Perhaps he wouldn’t need his accomplices after all.

“What in the water-logged fuck was that?” one of the men asked.

No one responded. Everyone sat in silence and listened as the beast’s clicking growl grew in intensity and approached their position.

John ignored the beast and kept his eye on The Stranger, who continued to make no move at escape. The scrawny, skulking pirate with a chip on his shoulder still refused to take his eyes off the man.

After a short discussion, the five men set off again toward the ship.

John sighed and waited for the party to pass him so that he could fall in behind them once more.
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As full darkness fell upon them completely, John took note that the men had begun to stumble slightly off the path back to their ship. They were turning in another direction, and John’s hope sprang forth anew.

Before long, the crew stopped and began murmuring insults to one another.

“We wouldn’ be lost if ye hadn’ insisted we turn left back yonder!” the captain snapped at one of his mates.

“How come ye can’t find yer own boat?” the man asked, to which his captain whirled and went on a noisy, lengthy tirade.

John fingered the couple remaining stones he had picked up and placed in his smock pocket. As the captain began ranting about being eaten by the giant, John quietly made his way back around to the side of the group. Surely if he gave The Stranger another opening, the man would take it. He had been so desperate to embark on his journey before that he’d stole away alone in the middle of the night, blood still flowing from his chest, fever still coursing through his veins.

“Skuttly, what say ye?” the captain called to the man who wouldn’t let The Stranger off his sword’s tip.

John eyeballed the oafish man he’d nailed before and waited for an opportunity to throw another rock. The captain and Skuttly exchanged murmurs for a few moments before another outburst occurred.

“You shut yer fuckin’ gob! Yer the one testin’ me!” the thin man screamed at his captive in outrage.

His captain responded in kind, stepping forward, seizing the man by his neck and whispering harsh threats in his face.

After more hushed arguing, The Stranger chimed in, but John couldn’t make out what he said.

“Ye’ll get yer shot, ye prissy would-be king!” the furious crewman yelled in his face.

His captain grabbed him again, said something else, and reached for his crewman’s sword. The other crewmembers began to laugh, and The Stranger muttered something else, making everyone laugh harder.

John could no longer make out specifics from the conversations, but the lanky, mangy crewman kept slowly backing away and shaking his head. He’d seen enough. He reared back his fist and hurled another sharp stone at the pirate’s back.

“Ow! Ow! Ow!” the man yelped, startling everyone in the crew. “The bees be back!” John giggled to himself as the man fell flat on the ground and began writhing in the dirt.

“What in the furry fuck did I say ’bout yer hollerin’?” the captain screamed, turning on the poor man.

As soon as this outburst occurred, the outcast crewman dropped to his hands and feet and hurtled himself into the dark jungle straight toward John’s position. John gasped and jumped back as the animalistic man careened right past him into the night. He looked up just in time to see The Stranger bolting in the complete opposite direction.

“No!” he nearly screamed. The bastard had run the wrong direction, and the pirate captain was ordering one of his remaining men right toward John.

“Paulie, go get that tittering twit now!”

John held his breath as the man raced past him, none the wiser to his existence, and waited for an opportunity to chase after The Stranger himself.

“Bee-sting, yer comin’ wiv me. Get up!”
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John made haste as soon as Paulie the pirate was clear of his position. The captain and Bee-sting were tearing through the underbrush as heedlessly and noisily as a squirrel running from a predator. Their crashing and hollering made it impossible for John to discern where exactly The Stranger had gone.

“Damn!” he cursed under his breath. The night was already too dark to track the man, and he still had no idea where Maria and Robert had gotten off to. He turned back and looked toward Paulie and the strange beast-man that had run off into the jungle. Torn, he looked from the direction The Stranger had gone to the direction he knew the pirates’ ship to be docked.

“Oh, Maria,” he groaned, “please be well.” He hoped the two of them wouldn’t unwittingly run into one of these small groups and be caught off guard. He had warned them of the perils ahead, and they should be alert enough to watch for danger, especially at night.

Making up his mind at last, John set off toward the ship. He found his camp hidden in the trees with the ship in sight, and he decided to stop and rest for the remainder of the evening. If the men came scurrying by with The Stranger recaptured, he would certainly hear them.

He tried to sleep, but it came agonizingly. What if Maria and Robert were hurt or captured while he sat here resting? He had promised Eugene that he would help The Stranger, and here he was hiding uselessly amidst the trees. He could scour the island all night and all of the following day and never encounter anyone. It was much larger than it seemed. Surely lying in wait here was the right thing to do. No matter what happened, those men would have to come back for their craft, and John would be waiting when they did.

By midday on the following day, John had heard not a peep from the jungles behind him, and he’d seen no one come meandering down the beach. He’d slept, but only for moments. He thought it highly unlikely that he’d missed anything during that time.

He soon became restless, however, and he could abide inaction no longer. He secured his sword to his waist and set off along the beach toward the docked boat.

“Hey, ho!” he called to a lone lookout that was pacing along the shore.

The man stopped in his tracks and stared at John in stupid silence.

“I, uh—” John began. “I handed off the prisoner some time ago, ’n’ I was just checking to see if ye’d heard from yer cap’n!”

“Err,” the pirate grumbled, slowly drawing his blade.

“No harm,” John assured him, holding his hands out empty. “I’m just passing through.”

The pirate glanced nervously at his ship. “Squidzo!” he called. “Why dontcha commere quick!”

“Oh, no, there’s no need fer that,” John chuckled. “I’ll jus’ be on my way.”

Another man—presumably named Squidzo—peered over the edge of the ship before turning and hastily making his way down toward the pair on the beach.

“So ye ain’t seen yer cap’n, I reckon?” John asked.

The pirate pointed his sword at John and growled with narrowed eyes, “Why dontcha lay down yer skewer there.”

John looked nervously at the approaching Squidzo before glancing back up to the ship to ensure that no one else was around. “Now, there’s no need for any violence. I just thought I’d greet ye with a how-do.”

“We’ll get to the how-do’s once ye’ve laid down yer blade.”

John glanced again at Squidzo. The pirate was close enough now that John could catch him should he turn and run to alert anyone else, so he shook his head and bolted into action. “Ye should trust more, chum,” he growled.

The pirate relied on intimidation and bullying. He wasn’t fast or cunning or particularly strong, and he didn’t see it coming in the least when John snatched his own sword from its scabbard and swung it in an upward arc, removing most of the pirate’s extended arm. His sword fell to the sand in a bloody shower, and he immediately let out a sharp shriek that echoed across the entire Great Sea. John stayed that shriek in a hurry when he jabbed the tip of his sword upward into the pirate’s soft chin, ending his dim wits with a gut-wrenching gurgle.

“Oy!” Squidzo called, drawing his own sword and breaking into a run. A more intelligent being may have turned back and at least tried calling for backup before engaging in battle, but Squidzo did no such thing. He rushed upon John with his blade outstretched and clashed the metal against that in John’s hand.

Since no one but the three of them were out here to bear witness, John could finish the second pirate and no one else would ever know he had been here. He flicked his long, sharp blade deftly side-to-side, easily deflecting every frantic swing the enraged Squidzo threw his way. The man was strong, and he had a barbaric rage in his favor, but his swings were clumsy, too powerful to be accurate, and John remained nimble on the defense.

The metal clanged several times while Squidzo grunted and cursed and attempted to side step before John, who swiftly mirrored his opponent’s moves. Before long the pirate had grown visibly winded, and John waited for an opening to hurl his boot heel into the man’s gut. The blow sent Squidzo windmilling backwards into the sand.

John fell in upon him and placed the point of his sword against the man’s throat. “I don’t suppose I can convince ye to run along ’n’ keep yer trap shut?” he asked.

The pirate grimaced and attempted to hurl one last thrust into John’s side.

“I didn’t think so,” John said, sliding his blade through Squidzo’s throat and producing a jet of thick, hot blood.
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After the pirate stopped struggling to breathe through an open windpipe, John surveyed his current situation. A glance up the beach and toward the jungle told him that the captain was not yet returning with The Stranger, and a glance at the ship before him told him that these two men were the only lookouts for the time being.

He wasted no time in burying the two men in shallow graves beneath the hot sand. He kicked a little sand over the dark pools of blood that were seeping through to the mud below. The first pirate he’d killed carried a large ring of keys, which John took and fastened to his waist before burying the pair.

The sailors must have all been down ship to partake in an early dinner or to just avoid the heat; either way, John carefully approached the bow of the ship and slowly made his way onto the pier and on deck. He peered around each corner before moving forward to ensure he didn’t get caught. If he could find the galley, he could lay low and wait for The Stranger before making their escape. He’d been transported on ships similar to this, so he thought finding the holding cells would be simple.

A thump made him jump and drop to his knees behind a large barrel on the deck. A wooden door thudded closed as a sweaty pirate emerged from below and let out a large belch. He threw an empty rum bottle overboard and approached the edge of the craft to look out over the beach.

“Squiddy!” the pirate called.

John considered rushing the man, slitting his throat, and tossing him into the waves below, but the body could wash ashore and create a complication. A complication could likewise occur if the captain took too long returning and these remaining men went ashore and stumbled across the shoddy graveyard in the sand. Something within him told John to take his chances while he still could.

“Where the fuck’re the lookouts?” the pirate muttered to himself, looking up and down the beach.

John snuck quietly behind the confused man and into the dark stairwell leading down to what he hoped were the galleys.
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The galley door was as inconspicuous as John remembered. He thumbed through the keys and found a large steel key that fit snugly in the lock on the door. He opened the door slowly and peered into the room. No one was there, but the room was filled with tarps and boxes and cloth for repair sails. Plenty of places to hide his weapon.

He stashed the blade and sat upon a box nearby, anxiously awaiting whatever may come next. Should the captain return without The Stranger and set sail, he would be helplessly trapped aboard the crowded ship. He’d counted at least twenty men when the craft had docked, and he’d never be so lucky as to escape all of them alone.

John sat considering each unfavorable possibility well into the night, when he finally heard the thumping of boots coming down the stairs. He tucked his hands behind his back and lolled his head back and allowed his mouth to droop open as though he were sleeping and dead to the world.

“Here we are, yer highness!” a voice called as keys jangled in the lock. This was it! They had brought The Stranger to him after all. “Special lodgings, just fer ye!” The door thumped open, and the man kicked John brusquely in the foot. “Who the fuck is this?”

John feigned a loud snore and remained as still as he could.

“Another drunken runaway on this forsaken isle?” the pirate asked. “Well, guess ye’ll ’ave some comp’ny ’til we figger out what to do wiv ’im.”

The Stranger slumped against the opposite wall and sat in sullen silence as the pirate backed out of the room and locked the door behind him.

John relaxed his body and looked at The Stranger with a giddy grin. He’d done it. He’d truly done it after all.

“Long time, no see, Stranger! Ya ready to get outta here?”


Chapter 12:

Onton Onward
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Patrick Oliphant opened his eyes to a blinding midday sun that felt as though it were floating just overhead. He had dozed as he sat upright against a large rock face on the beach. Stora was curled by his side purring softly as gentle waves crashed upon the shore. Patrick smiled and leaned his head back against the rock wall behind him. He stroked Stora’s soft fur and embraced the comfort of her touch.

He was on an island on a bright, cloudless day. A gull flew by overhead and called a greeting down to the resting boy. No other sounds interrupted his leisure. No ships sailed by in the distance. No beasts growled in the jungle behind him.

Suddenly Patrick heard a rustle to his right. He opened his eyes to see his mother emerging from behind the rock. He smiled to see her here.

“How are you, sweetie?” she asked him.

“I’m well,” he replied softly, “so well. I can’t remember ever feeling better.”

Through this fog of contentment, Patrick felt an abrupt confusion trying to push through.

Ignore it, he thought. He felt glad to be in this warm place, strange though it may be. He felt glad to be surrounded by those he loved. He should have embraced this moment, but instead his mind revolted.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, narrowing his eyes and looking at her straight on now.

“What do you mean, dear?”

Patrick closed his eyes tight. What did he mean?

I don’t know.

“I mean why are you here? How are you here?”

His mother appeared to attempt to smile, but her face was contorting against it.

As Patrick watched, her face changed, and he saw that the person before him was not his mother at all—it was a stranger.

The face of his mother grew dark and slightly more wrinkled. A beard appeared before Patrick’s eyes. Her smile turned to a scornfully determined scowl.

“Who are you?” Patrick asked, suddenly frightened. His hand squeezed into a protective fist in Stora’s fur. The day had grown unbearably hot, and his body broke out in a heavy, prickly sweat.

The Stranger opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Patrick could hear only the crackle of the waves.

He snapped his head back to the sea to find that the cool water before him had turned to a wall of scorching flames. Waves not of salty seawater, but of deadly flames licked their way closer and closer along the shore. When Patrick looked back to The Stranger, the man’s face was burning, his skin melting. The wrinkles sagged into a fiery mask of illness.

Patrick looked down to find that Stora had vanished from his side. The soft sand beneath him had turned to hard packed dirt. The rock wall behind him turned to the softening clay of his house’s wall.

The island created by his oxygen-deprived brain melted away with the façade of his burning home, and it was only the prospect of dying beneath the dick of the monster who had wandered through a hole in the crumbling wall that brought Patrick back to his grim reality.
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Patrick’s house had been completely surrounded by the infected for days on end. His food and water supplies had run out, and Stora was practically crawling out of her skin to be let out. Patrick had clung to a selfish hope that he could keep her inside with him until the situation resolved itself, but no matter what the two of them had shared, alone together in this sick world, the beast was a wild animal, and she demanded to be set free.

Patrick took inventory of the spare lamp oil containers he’d salvaged since the outbreak. He had nine full containers left, as well as one partially filled lamp that he’d been using regularly. His hands shook as he lined the lamps up and braced himself for what he would have to do.

Before he got started, Patrick bent down and ran his fingers down Stora’s thin back one last time.

“I have to let you go now, girl,” he whispered.

Stora looked into his eyes expectantly and sighed in response.

“Okay,” he said after a long, deliberating pause. Accepting that this was goodbye was proving to be the most difficult aspect of the whole thing. “I’m probably not going to make it out alive. You have to take care of yourself out there.”

Stora only stared. Despite her magnificence, she was only a cat, and she would never comprehend the severity of their predicament.

Patrick rubbed his thumb under her chin, and she closed her eyes appreciatively. “Do you understand?” he asked. “We may not see each other again.”

She began purring and pawed at Patrick’s hand after he removed it from her chin.

“Please understand,” he begged. “All I want is for you to understand.”

Stora offered him nothing in return.

Patrick fought back another round of tears as he scratched her head once more.

“It’s okay,” he choked. “Let’s get this over with.”

A rock-solid lump in his throat, Patrick stood and leaned against the door, hoping against hope that something would happen to render this unnecessary. Nothing ever happened, and, at last, Patrick brought himself to gently push the door open just enough for Stora to eagerly shove her thin body through the crack and bound off into the surrounding brush.

Patrick barricaded the door again and rushed to the window and peered through a small crack to watch his friend leave. A few of the nearest lurkers turned toward the scurrying animal, but none came close to catching or stopping her. He waited a few moments longer in the hopes that she would come rushing back and beg to be let back in the front door with him.

When he accepted that Stora was gone for good, Patrick wandered his home as slowly and mindlessly as those who wandered around it outside. He gathered bits of cloth from old blankets and clothing and tore them into strips to use as fuses for his lamp bombs. He tore the strips long enough so that he could dip one end in the oil and shove the other end into the lamp. The tip that had been dipped in oil would burn slowly and allow him to throw the glass bulbs and create a sizeable burst of flame as they shattered.

Patrick carried the bombs two at a time and placed them on the floor by the door. He pulled away the heavy table that had so successfully kept him barricaded in his old home. When three glass bulbs remained on his table, he closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath, attempting to steady his shaking hands.

“Here goes nothing,” he muttered.

He struck a match and drew it near one of the makeshift fuses he’d created. As the tip of the cloth ignited, so too did the tips of his fingers, which had been coated in the lamp oil during his process. Patrick dropped the match and flapped his flaming hand against his legs. The lamp oil burned slow and hot, and it would not readily be extinguished. In his panic, Patrick knocked the two unlit lamps to the floor, where they shattered and sprayed oil across his kitchen. Excruciating moments passed as he smacked his burning hand across his clothes in failed attempts to put out the flames. He felt in painful detail as his skin began to sizzle and blister beneath the heat. At last Patrick’s panicked mind told him to put out the lit lamp before it caused an even bigger problem. He snatched at the burning fuse with his free hand, but the cloth had been wedged inside too tightly. The entire apparatus tumbled to the floor and landed in the puddle of broken glass and lamp oil.

Tall, hot flames immediately erupted up toward the dry thatched ceiling. Patrick stumbled backward into his den and fell upon his backside in the floor. By the time he sat back upright, sweat and singes coating his face and hair, the fire upon his fingers had gone out, but now he faced a much more hopeless circumstance.

Patrick scooted and slid himself backwards until he hit the wall by the front door and leaned against it, staring hopelessly at his rapidly burning kitchen. The flames licked up the wall and travelled down the hallway. The reed roofing began collapsing down inside the house, feeding the flames. The clay walls melted and crumbled. The air inside the small dwelling quickly dwindled.

Patrick looked at the door to his left and considered making a run for it, but something told him he was as good as dead anyway. The number of those things directly outside that door was far too overwhelming. He would rather go in here, warm and quiet inside his own home. He would rather exit this realm in an oxygen-deprived stupor, oblivious at last to the death and sickness around him.

He closed his eyes, and his brain took him away from this grim reality. He closed his eyes as he left the realm of the living—if you could still call them such—and entered whatever existed on the other side. He opened his eyes to find an island.
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Death.

It’s life’s greatest lie.

It is the most ubiquitous phenomenon in the history of the universe, and yet it is the single greatest fear of every individual who has ever lived.

It is the only guarantee to every living creature. Often occurring even before birth, it is an unbroken promise made upon fertilization.

It is as mysterious and misunderstood as any notion known to man. In truth, though, there is nothing magical about it. It is merely the absence of life. It brings us back to a state of being before our conception. It returns our matter to the world around us, as entropy demands.

It is a cessation of bodily function, a cessation of thought, and it is no more terrifying than any of the insurmountable horrors we encounter on a day-to-day basis. Yet we try to rationalize it. We create stories about it. We develop myths to explain it, to explain existence. We conjure religions, falsifications, cults, lies, unjust fears. And when our time finally comes, even our very minds, in their final moments, create fictions into which we may escape and find solace. They take us to a different reality, an anti-reality. Our reality is that we are dying, but our oxygen-deprived brains tell us that we’re relaxing on an island, that we’re staring into the warmth of the sun, and although our bodies may be lying in a cold pool of blood while our muscles convulse and our dying form shivers, grows frigid, our minds tell us that we are looking at the sun, that we are travelling toward the warmth of the universe’s infinite embrace, that we are ascending into the heavens, into eternal glory and happiness and freedom. So we go toward the light not knowing what’s on the other side—not caring—because that warmth draws our frigid form like a magnet draws a heap of scrap metal. Though there is naught but darkness beyond that light, we embrace it in our final moments. We embrace the light, and, for once—in our final opportunity to do so—we embrace the unknown. We embrace not knowing what’s on the other side, because our dying minds convince us that it is bliss.

While we should embrace this unknown our entire lives—live them to their fullest extent—we neglect it until our dying breath, as we move into the light.

“Fuck that,” Patrick muttered.
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“Fuck that.”

Patrick raised his leg and planted a foot squarely in the creature’s chest just before the former man fell in on top of him. He kicked, and the emaciated walking corpse stumbled backwards into the towering flames with minimal resistance.

Most of the thatch roofing had completely collapsed. A large portion of the clay side wall had crumbled, leaving a fiery doorway for interested lurkers to wander through, heeding not as the flames engulfed their tattered clothes and melted their thin, cracked skin from their very bones. Patrick took a hasty inventory of this damage as he pulled himself upright from his seated position and struggled not to collapse as the hazy world spiraled around him. He took in a breath that burned his throat with thick smoke and made him cough hoarsely. He had to move fast.

He seized the nearest lamp bomb and bothered not to light the fuse. As a second monster from outside ambled through the house’s crumbling façade and emerged completely ablaze like a demon from hell, Patrick threw the glass bulb and hit the thing directly in its expressionless, skeletal face. A burst of fresh, bright flame erupted in the small house, seeming to double the temperature in the room. Shards of glass and flaming droplets of oil sprayed beyond the wounded creature and lit the others in the yard behind her. The fire didn’t seem to hurt the monsters, but it certainly slowed them down if they burned long enough.

Patrick turned to the door and kicked it as hard as he could. The old chunk of wood splintered and burst open to reveal a vast horde of lurkers outside, all of which appeared to be meandering silently toward the flame like moths. He wasted no time in snatching up his satchel of supplies and removing his pair of long-bladed shears. The small stake holding the two blades together at the center snapped easily as Patrick ripped the two halves apart, leaving him with a long, sharp blade in each hand. He stepped through the door without another thought.

Suffocating was one thing, but Patrick had no intention of letting one or more of these abominations get their hands on him. He refused to become one of them.

He swung the blades as hard and as fast as he could, and each swipe brought another creature to his feet. The blades sliced easily through the frail necks of these sick, dead monsters. Patrick could feel resistance only when he hit their spines, and while he couldn’t cleanly remove the heads with one blow, the damage was sufficient to stop their motor functions. As he made his way out of the inferno that was once his home, clearing the smaller horde directly outside his front door, Patrick’s breathing eased, and his head began to clear in the fresh air. He swung harder and faster and dropped one, two, three, four foes in a matter of moments. Before long, Patrick was standing in a pile of twitching corpses and a puddle of thick, black, barely flowing blood.

When the immediate area was somewhat cleared, Patrick ran back inside and picked up another bomb. No time to waste, he threw the unlit container at the nearest of the still innumerable encroaching horde in the streets and soaked them in oil. The affected creatures hardly reacted to the spray. Four bombs remaining, Patrick threw his shears in his satchel and his satchel on his shoulder and scooped up two more bulbs. The first he splashed in the grass, creating a trail from the soaked lurkers walking toward him and the open flames in his cottage. The second he threw directly between the end of the oil trail and the fire, connecting the two and igniting the trail and several of the nearest creatures that were still standing.

Patrick snatched up the remaining two lamps in each hand, turned toward the center market, and ran for his life.
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Patrick dodged the slow-moving lurkers as he ran along the streets and yards toward the center of Onton. Once he had escaped the mob outside his cottage, he felt that he could safely maneuver the streets without getting caught. He had no concrete plan, but every creature he passed turned to follow him as quickly as their decaying, dehydrated bodies would allow. He began to wonder if he could lure them all into one dead-end chamber and set it on fire. That would take care of nearly every one of these things at once.

Patrick leapt and weaved through the crowd, which was thinning as he moved farther and farther from his home. He ran as fast as his legs would carry him, despite how slowly his pursuers were following. Moments ago, he had accepted the idea of death, but now, as the image of an old barn flashed through his mind, he could finally see a way out. Now Patrick would accept nothing short of finding his new friend and seeing that island together in reality. The only thing standing in his way was this mess.

At last the streets were clear, save for random, sporadic stragglers here and there. The old wooden barn was in sight. A hasty glance over his shoulder lent Patrick a heart-stopping view of hundreds of his emaciated former friends and neighbors stumbling after him. Patrick dropped his satchel and the two lamp bombs just inside the large entryway to the barn. His momentum carried him to a dismayed halt as he reached the back wall of the barn to find no doors. No windows. No exit.

“No,” Patrick muttered.

He put his palms on the wall and pressed, hoping against hope that something would give way and leave a small hole through which he could escape.

“No!”

He slammed his fists again and again against the dry wood, but nothing would give. Patrick fell to his knees and closed his eyes tight. He’d made his plan whilst running down the road, moments after nearly dying, but that didn’t stop his disappointment. Those things would be making their way into the barn any moment, and Patrick had no other alternative. Would simply running away even be worth it? How long would he last in unknown territories before he ran out of viable food and water? How long before he stumbled upon a larger town, filled with even more of those monsters?

Patrick stood and turned back toward the door. He had barely escaped his home, and he would be damned if he was giving in now and letting those creatures have their way with him. He was five steps past it before he realized what he had just walked through: a ray of sunlight. He turned back to face the dark wall behind him. The sun was entering the barn through a window high on the wall, just over a loft. Patrick frantically scanned the loft until he saw the ladder leading up to it. He’d run right past it on his way in!

He climbed the ladder and crawled his way over the mounds of dry, dusty hay that was heaped on the loft space. Finally at the window, Patrick looked through the glass at the ground below. He could fit through the window, but the fall would likely sprain his ankles and send jolts of lightning up his legs.

After a moment’s deliberation, Patrick decided the risk was worth it. He hurried back across the loft and stepped onto the ladder. Below him stood no fewer than ten lurkers, more entering all the while.
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“Shit,” Patrick groaned. He was too late. The crowd was already starting to make their way into the barn, where he was trapped. “It’s over.”

Twenty, thirty, forty of the creatures came wandering through the barn door. Some meandered aimlessly inside while others noticed Patrick above them and began clawing at the ladder, which was built continuously with the loft, so Patrick couldn’t knock it down.

Patrick looked over to the window, weighing his rapidly declining options. He could smash it and jump down, but would it even be worth it without any of his weapons or supplies? For all he knew, the things could be filing in below the window just as they were below the ladder.

His muse was broken when one of the things touched his hand. He shrieked, alerting all the others to his current position, and leapt backward. The creature was clumsily but successfully using the ladder. Patrick turned himself over on his back in the tiny, short-roofed loft and planted his foot in the middle of the man’s face. The frail man tumbled backward without any resistance at all and landed with a sickeningly light thud on the dirt below.

“I can do this all day!” Patrick yelled down. He bothered not feigning confidence, for the creatures surely couldn’t comprehend, and his voice sounded as pitiful and unsure as the squawk of a baby barn owl.

Sure, Patrick could continue knocking the monsters off the ladder one by one, but he would certainly grow weary before they did. Another man made his way to the top of the ladder, his mindless cohorts clawing at his bare thighs and genitals. Patrick placed his foot on top of the man’s head and thrust his leg. The man collapsed in a heap that sounded as light as a smock being tossed from a bed.

“This is it,” Patrick muttered. He was trapped up in this loft, and he would never be able to get down safely. All of his weapons were down below getting trampled by the hungry, horny mob. He didn’t even have a way to take his own life.

A woman peered at him from atop the ladder this time. Her dull face was expressionless. Her eyes told no story of who she once may have been. Her mouth gave no hint as to her affect or intent, but Patrick knew. He placed his foot on her face and kicked her down to the dirt, where she would soon stand back upright and claw her way back to the ladder again, utterly unfazed.

Patrick looked back toward the window. It would be his only option. He couldn’t sit up here forever, and he refused to become the prey of these undead freaks. His weapons and supplies were gone. The lamp bombs were gone. But he would have to make do with only his wits and the contents of his pocket.

The matches!

Patrick reached into his smock pocket as the next man reached his infected, bony hand over the top of the ladder. He thumbed the box of matches he had dropped inside and regained a tiny shred of hope for survival. A handful of matches remained inside, and Patrick plucked out three of them as he pushed the next man from the top of the ladder. He scooped a large clump of hay together at the top of the ladder, struck a match, and dropped it on top just in time to use his foot to push yet another creature off the ladder. If he could just keep the things at bay for long enough for a sizeable fire to take …

The drought finally seemed to have worked in Patrick’s favor, for the dry straw caught flame instantly and burned up before it could even get hot enough to ignite the wood of the barn. He pushed a little more hay into the embers and leapt backward as the flames grew and spread along the hay all around him. Frantically, he began shoveling armfuls of hay over the side of the loft and atop the hordes of creatures below. There was ample supply to create a roaring furnace, but he cursed himself for not throwing some kindling down below before lighting the flame. The fire was spreading all around him, and he was running out of time and room to act.

Once a sizeable mound of hay was heaped at the base of the ladder, Patrick struck a second match and dropped it below. Hay coated the mangy hair and haggard faces of the uncaring creatures below; it heaped in piles at their feet and covered Patrick’s trampled satchel, inside of which were two oil lamps that had surely been crushed by now. If he could get that to ignite, this plan-on-the-fly might work after all.

But the match puffed out as it drifted to the earth. Patrick took a moment to kick one last woman from the top of the ladder. Before she fell, her few remaining tufts of hair sizzled and withered as she stuck her face in the flames at the top of the ladder. Patrick glanced at his wounded hand. Long, white blisters ran the length of three of his fingers and a portion of a fourth. He balled this hand into a fist and winced as the burn seared to create fresh agony. He took only a moment to steel himself before burying this hand in the fiery mass of hay before him and shoving it over the side of the loft space. The creatures below made no sound as balls of flaming straw rained down upon their faces, but Patrick’s cries echoed along the silent streets, where scores of the creatures were lined up outside the barn, as though politely waiting their turn to climb the ladder inside.
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Patrick continued flinging the already-lit hay down the ladder for as long as his burned hands could stand the pain. Even while he flailed as quickly as he could, the scorching flames spread out in either direction along the hay-covered loft. Luckily the wood had yet to catch fire, or Patrick may have already come to a crashing demise in the middle of the crowd below.

When he’d spent as much time shoveling fiery straw as he was willing to risk, Patrick made a frantic, hunched dash across the loft toward the window, taking care not to smash his head on the roof just above him. Thick white smoke had filled the barn, and he could scarcely breathe another moment in this environment. He reached the glass window and maneuvered his body around onto his back again so that he could kick out the glass and peer outside, but what he saw below brought a sick dread to his gut. The front entrance to the barn must have been overcrowded, for the sick creatures had completely surrounded the entire building and were clawing at the wooden façade below.

This is it for sure, Patrick thought. I can’t believe it ends like this after all I’ve done.

He’d fought to survive in this hellish plague for nearly half a season. He’d suffered through the drought, suffered the loss of his family, his friends. He’d taught himself to kill and to provide, and, in the end, he’d taught himself to love again. Now he was completely surrounded by monsters who would be upon him in moments. His best remaining option was to lie here and let go, hoping to burn to death before the creatures could reach him.

At last Patrick closed his eyes and thought of Stora.

Okay, girl, I’m coming back. I’m coming back to the island.
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A series of rapid-fire explosions jolted Patrick upright. The sounds stopped for a moment before doubling in number and volume. They were coming from outside the barn, where the only sounds were an oddly comforting roaring crackle of burning hay and the shuffle of hundreds of sizzling feet on the ground below. The smell of sick, burning flesh and hair filled the barn, and if Patrick had eaten in the past two days, he might have vomited from the stench. He looked through the broken window, where the dense clouds of white smoke were being sucked out and spreading into the deceptively clear, blue skies above. Tens of tiny explosions were rattling off to the right of the barn, while twice as many were ringing from the left. The sounds appeared to be growing nearer, and Patrick tried to lean his head out the window to locate their source, but a frail hand fell upon his ankle before he could get a good look.

Patrick shrieked and turned to face the grim nightmare at his feet. The fire was doing little to slow the voracious corpses below him. Three had made their way up the ladder and onto the loft, heeding not the flames, and a fourth was just about to the top. Patrick couldn’t tell if the thing grabbing his ankle had once been a man or a woman. What stared eagerly at the boy from a mere arm’s length away was a grinning abomination, the almost bare skull of a sick, undead heap of bones encased in melting skin. What little tattered garb the creature may have worn had completely burned and melted against its body. The gray, decaying skin was blistering and bubbling beneath the flames. The mangy tufts of hair were completely burned away to the scalp, which too was melting from the very skull beneath it. A set of gray, charred teeth grinned at Patrick; no lips remained to cover them. The monster’s dull eyes had bubbled and melted out of their sockets, leaving two gaping holes behind. Its genitals were no longer discernibly male or female. Only a dripping, bubbling, blistered patch of red-black flesh remained in the pubic region.

Patrick writhed and pulled his ankle from the thing’s frail grasp. He pushed himself backwards until he felt his back drag across the shards of glass that remained in the window.

He toppled from the barn window and landed with a thud on the ground below. A puff of smoke escaped his mouth as the impact forced the air from his lungs. As he writhed and attempted to catch his breath, Patrick’s head rolled side to side to observe a sea of brown, bony, bare feet surrounding him in the grass.
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Tiny explosions continued to pierce the silent day. As Patrick watched the legion of feet through blurred eyes, a woman fell to the ground, unmoving. A man followed closely behind her. Then another man followed suit. The corpse collapsed not far from where Patrick lay, its listless, unseeing eyes staring straight into Patrick’s own. Small clumps of gore lay in a puddle beside the body, and more still oozed slowly from a hole in the thing’s head.

Patrick continued gasping for air and squirming from the weak grasp of the nearest creatures as he observed more and more of the things collapsing all around him. A series of explosions rang out from behind him. He turned his head to find four more of the former townspeople lying on the ground, unmoving. Another fell as he watched. Then another, and another. He found that one of the things would collapse in a finally dead heap with each small explosion that he heard.

At last he felt a much stronger hand grip his shoulder. As the fingers dug painfully into his armpits, he closed his eyes and awaited what was to follow. He wheezed as his body was dragged across the grass and out of the fingers of the horny corpses that surrounded him, but none ever fell upon him to have their way with him. Instead, Patrick opened his eyes to the most shocking sight since finding his nude, dying father waiting for him so long ago.

A healthy boy stood above Patrick, sunlight gleaming off his golden blond hair. The boy was perhaps only slightly older than Patrick himself, and his face contorted in an expression of stern consternation as he demanded, “What the fuck is all this?”

“Wha … Who?” Patrick stammered.

The boy held a black, metal machine the likes of which Patrick had never before beheld. The device was as long as his arm, and when he held it up to his chest, several deafening explosions echoed from the tip of it. Patrick winced and looked to the crowd of his former neighbors standing before the barn with thick smoke billowing from its caving roof. For each explosion the device created, another creature’s head lolled sickeningly. Bits of brain and gore sprayed from the holes created, and the creatures dropped to the ground at last.

“Come on! We have to get out of here!” someone else yelled from the other side of the hordes.

“Hang on! There’s someone here!” the boy standing above Patrick called back.

Patrick gazed up at his savior with an overwhelming sense of bewilderment and shock. “What is that thing?” he asked.

“What the fuck are those things?” the boy demanded again.

“I—” Patrick looked back at the monsters as though he’d never seen them before. “I don’t—”

Just then a thunderous crash emanated from within the barn. The loft had finally caught fire and collapsed atop the masses. Patrick looked up at the window from which he’d fallen. The charred skeleton that had forced him out was hanging wretchedly halfway out the window. Its bony arms still clawed at the wood of the barn, and its head twitched sporadically.

“We have to go. Is there anyone else inside there?” the blond boy asked.

“Lots of—” Patrick stammered again, still unable to comprehend the situation in which he had found himself. “Lots.”

“Come on,” the boy demanded. “We have to go!”

He heaved Patrick upright and grabbed his wrist to lead him around the barn, holding the death stick in one hand and sending out explosions into the still overwhelming crowd.
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The world moved in slow motion as three strange boys led Patrick swiftly away from his home. He trundled in silence as his brain struggled to comprehend the fact that he was surrounded by real people again. In all the time he’d spent sitting alone, silently contemplative, Patrick had fantasized but never truly considered the possibility of seeing other survivors. The sudden real prospect of leaving Onton and the horrors he’d faced behind him made Patrick realize that, deep down, he’d never actually expected to make it out alive. Survive, sure. But he could only fight and forage on his own for so long.

Patrick turned to look over his shoulder at the tower of flames in the distance. The barn had completely caught fire, along with everyone inside, and had turned into a massive inferno of finality. Patrick’s entire life lay beyond those flames. His childhood, his innocence, lay beyond those flames, as charred and lifeless as the countless corpses within. His memories, his friends, his family—all left behind to wither and rot out of existence. Even the terror he’d withstood since the incident was sloughing away like dead skin on a dry, windless day. What Patrick felt in this moment was not relief or gratitude toward his saviors, but a sick, heavy knot of irrevocability. Whether further death and torment lay ahead, or whether a new life of peace and happiness could be founded, as Patrick looked back upon the desolation he once called home, he knew without doubt that he would never be the same. The life he had once known was over.

And he would never return.
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Patrick nursed his wounded hands in silence while his three new companions set up a small camp at sunset. He was still reeling from the events of the day. He’d embraced death twice in one day and somehow still managed to find escape with the help of real people, something he never thought he’d see again. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had a conversation with another person. A pang of insurmountable grief came over him as he thought of his long, one-sided talks with Stora. In this moment, Patrick couldn’t afford to wonder how the cat was faring.

“I got somethin’ might help that,” one of the boys said, pointing to Patrick’s hands as he reached into his own pouch and procured a small bundle of herbs.

“Thank you,” Patrick croaked.

The silence had been long and uncomfortable on the short journey southward from Onton, from which billows of smoke could still be seen rising in the distance. It seemed all four boys had experienced something that had never been expected, and none knew just how to proceed with casual conversation.

When resting places were established and the boys had all relinquished their gear and mysterious weapons, the three older boys sat down together, leaving Patrick standing uncomfortably off to one side, prodding the backs of his hands, where wet sticky leaves were soothing his searing skin.

“So,” the blond boy who saved Patrick said at last, “you gonna tell us what the hell was happening back there?”

Patrick shrugged, unsure how to respond.

The other two looked at one another uncomfortably and gestured for Patrick to come and sit. “You can join us, y’ know.”

At last Patrick did step forward and slowly took a seat among the boys.

“I’m Philip,” said the tall, thin boy beside Patrick. “That’s Jake.” He pointed to the shortest and stoutest of the trio, a boy who looked much older than the others as he’d already passed his coming-of-age phase and grown a patchy beard. “And that’s Brandon,” Philip concluded, pointing to the blond-haired boy who had rescued Patrick.

“Brandon Dare,” the boy said as he extended his hand to be shaken. In the dim light of the day, Patrick could see that his savior was not so immaculate and angelic as he had previously appeared, rays of sun radiating from behind his figure. The blond boy had deep cuts and bruises all over his face. Greenish circles emanated outward from both eyes as some very apparent wounds were healing. The white of one of his eyes was completely red, as though he’d been beaten until the eye filled with blood.

“Oh, I’m Patrick,” he replied, nervously taking Brandon’s hand as he swallowed hard and paused. “Oliphant.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Brandon said.

Patrick only nodded in response.

“Well, we’re travelling south to Mitten,” Brandon announced at last. “You’re more than welcome to tag along as long as you like.”

“What’s in Mitten?” Patrick asked.

Philip and Jake glanced at each other again, but no one said anything for quite some time. “Things to tend to,” Brandon said at last.

“What are those?” Patrick asked, pointing to the pile of metal weapons the three boys were carrying.

“These?” Brandon said, picking one up. He shrugged. “Some sort of strange musket, I reckon.”

Patrick stared in awe. “I’ve never seen a musket like that.”

“No? Everyone’s got ’em nowadays. They’re easy to use and mighty good at dealin’ death!” Brandon smiled perhaps too warmly as he made this claim. “Semi-automatic, it says,” he announced, reading the side of the weapon.

“Who’s everyone?” Patrick stammered.

Brandon shrugged again. “All The Baron’s men. Don’t know where he got all of ’em, but we got these few in a vicious riot we started way back when,” he said proudly.

Patrick sat quietly struggling to take this all in. “Where are you lot from?”

“Well I’m from Proxy, south a ways from Mitten. These two’re from the city themselves.”

“What are you doing up here?”

“Well we’ve been making our way north, lookin’ for a suitable place to stay, but now we’re doubling back to Mitten for a piece.”

“To … tend to things?” Patrick asked.

Brandon nodded. “That’s what I said. You got a lot of questions for a fellow won’t even answer what he’s doin’ hanging out with those things.” Brandon pointed back toward the tower of smoke billowing over Onton.

Patrick shrugged and stammered. “I—I didn’t have any place to go.”

“No place better than that?” Brandon asked incredulously. “No better friends than those things?”

Patrick shrugged again.

“I never seen anything like it,” Jake grumbled. “I still thinks I’m goin’ batty.” The other two boys nodded.

“So you’ve never encountered those things?” Patrick asked, finally accepting that the grim reality he’d been living was not necessarily the case for the rest of the world.

“You joking?” Brandon asked. “I’d’ve put this fire-stick in my own mouth before I stayed in that place.”

Patrick closed his eyes and shook his head, dazed. “There was a—a thing in my house one day,” he said, finally telling the story that had weighed on his adolescent brain for as long as he cared to remember. “It was like a tube shape with these curled prongs at the base, so it could stand up, you see?”

The three older boys listened in growing horror as Patrick painted vivid pictures not of his countless traumas and burdens, but of a young boy who’s mind had been forced to enter a dark realm of madness. A young boy who was rushed into adulthood and then riddled with torment until his psyche crumbled and collapsed as fast as the burning barn they’d just put behind them. Patrick’s story was filled with stutters and stammers and long pauses with shaky breaths. His recounting verged on incoherent as the pace of his speech rose and fell and rose and fell with his heaving chest. His saviors shared glances and listened as politely as one could hope, but they grew uneasy with Patrick’s tale. Unsure of what was true and what had merely been a product of the storyteller’s damaged imagination, the listeners nodded and waited patiently when Patrick had to stop the story and stifle his own sobs as he lamented the loss of his feline friend and his uncertainty about her fate.

When the boys finally lay down for slumber, Patrick glanced around in the silent darkness around them. “What if those things find us?” he whispered.

“We’re plenty far away from those things,” Brandon said. “I told you, they aren’t out here anywhere else.”

Patrick nodded slowly, uncertain.

“And if they do,” Brandon placed a hand on the pile of weapons beside him, “we have plenty of ammunition for these.”

Patrick lay awake for a great while after the other three boys slept. He stared into the sky, shaking, stirring and jumping at every sound in the distance. Even when he finally slept, his slumber was broken and uneasy.

As the boys journeyed farther and farther south, Patrick continued startling at every chirp and creak in the night, and he did not get a full night’s rest for quite some time.


The Cave:

Part 5

The Stranger continued back through the altered version of the passageway he’d just traveled, simultaneously retracing his steps and forging a new path.

As he stepped, he glanced down at the cleft in the stone beneath his feet. The crack had appeared while his father spoke, and it seemed to extend the entire length of the cave, however long that may be.

While he pondered, a low, distant rumble broke his muse. He turned back toward the source of the sound and stared into the darkness as the rolling thunder rapidly approached. He felt the earth begin to quake beneath his feet, and the crack in the stone began to vibrate and then widen between his legs. An enlarging chasm formed below him, and he stared into the abyss as stony debris of all sizes fell from the ceiling, the walls, and the floor alike. As the gorge widened, he shoved himself to one side when the gap grew wider than he could spread his legs above it.

He backed up against a far wall and watched in helpless shock. The chasm continued to grow, and The Stranger could not begin to imagine what may possibly exist below this dreary, unlit nightmare. The ground on which he stood began to soften and sink beneath his boots. The jagged stone turned to a mush like wet sand as it slid and sloped downward toward the growing chasm. The Stranger clung to the wall behind him, but it was no use. Before he knew it, the ground below was slick and covered in a moist moss, and his boots were sliding downward. He collapsed to his bottom and slid toward the jet-black canyon, clawing and clamoring for a handhold.

When his feet dropped over the side and dragged his body with him, The Stranger finally found a grip around a small stalagmite growing upward toward the ceiling. When he grabbed hold and stopped falling, the morphing of the cave stopped abruptly. The rumbling and crashing of crumbling debris ceased, and the gap stopped widening and deepening below him. The only sounds that remained were The Stranger’s panicked, shallow breathing, his heart pounding in his chest, and blood roaring in his head.

He closed his eyes tight and considered letting himself fall. What sort of life was this? No light, no food, no direction. He scarcely had any memories left and subsequently no drive to carry on with his quest. To fight to simply stay alive in this tomb was as futile as it was mad. He counted slowly to three and prepared to let himself drop.

But when he finished, he simply couldn’t bring his arms to let go. He was too cowardly to take his own life even in this wretched state.

As if in response, the cave began to transform again. The Stranger gasped and opened his eyes. The stalagmite in his hands softened, and so too the stone wall against his dangling body. He looked below and saw the walls of the black abyss beneath him closing together. The stone below seemed to turn to water, and the two walls crashed together like opposing waves in the sea. As the waves came together, the thick, murky water began to rise upward toward The Stranger’s feet. He braced himself as the substance engulfed him from below and rose to his chest.

At last the transformation ceased again, and The Stranger lay suspended in a dark pit of tar. He slowly began sinking within the substance, and he struggled only minutely.

You will never see your son again, his father whispered in the darkness.

The Stranger closed his eyes and allowed himself to submerge.

You will suffer an eternity in this blackness.


Chapter 13:

From Shackles to Sea
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“What are you doing here?” The Stranger demanded in a harsh whisper.

“What do ye think?” John replied, still grinning. “I’m here to save ye yet again!”

“To be sure,” The Stranger said, curtly, “but how did you get here?”

“Do ye wanna share tales of exploits, Stranger,” John asked, procuring a ring of keys from behind a nearby barrel, “or do ye wanna crack on?”

The Stranger nodded impatiently and extended his bound hands for the keys. “Give me those.”

John tossed the keys to him, and The Stranger began shoving key after key into his shackles. The chunks of wood from his previous attempts at escape clogged the keyhole, and for a moment he feared that none of the keys would fit, but at last, one slid undeniably deeper than the previous. The Stranger knew this was the one. He tried to turn it with one awkwardly angled hand, but the key would not budge.

While The Stranger worked, John leaned behind one of the tarp-covered crates against he wall and retrieved his sword and sheath, which he began refastening to his waist.

“Have you one for me?” The Stranger asked.

“No need,” John said. “We won’t be doin’ any battles tonight.”

“You sound confident in your plan,” The Stranger remarked.

John swallowed hard as he wondered again where Maria and Robert had gone. They hadn’t shown up for the first part of his plan, and he’d been making it up as he went along ever since. “This is an escape,” John said. “I didn’t risk my life to get into battle against a full crew of pirates with you.”

“And clearly you didn’t consider the possibility of both of us encountering a life-threatening situation during this escape!” The Stranger snapped back, furiously jiggling the key within his shackles.

John closed his eyes and reminded himself that the ingrate was under an unimaginable amount of stress.

“Can you come help me out of these so that I may at the very least use my hands in defense?”

John approached The Stranger and tried to turn the stiff key in the hole. “Are you sure this is the one?” he asked. It didn’t turn at all, and when John went to draw it out, still it would not budge.

“It’s the one,” The Stranger said. “Just turn it harder.”

John twisted the key as hard as he could, but it never moved. “This can’t be the key. You’ve gotten it stuck.”

“I got wood in the key hole,” The Stranger barked. “You have to work around that! This is the one. I tried the others, and this one fits!”

John tried turning the key forward and backwards, but it was firmly lodged within the hole. “Now we’re really fucked,” he muttered.

He looked around the room in the vain hopes of finding an axe or something he could use to break the chain binding, but of course nothing was there. At last he leaned his full weight on top of the key and forced it deeper into the lock. It clicked home and turned easily, popping the steel cuffs open from The Stranger’s wrists.

“Thank goodness for that,” The Stranger said, snatching his hands free and taking the ring of keys over to the door. He slowly unlocked the door and inched it open, peering and listening through the crack for signs of anyone standing guard nearby.

Satisfied that no one was around, the pair snuck out of the cellar and made their way to the stairs.

“You lead the way, oh armed one,” The Stranger whispered sardonically, stepping aside and pushing John in front of himself.

They made their way up the stairs and down a short corridor to a swinging door that led out to the deck. John peered out the door to find a number of pirates milling aimlessly about. “We’ll have to wait,” he muttered.

Luckily most of the crew were elsewhere on the ship, but as many as five or six members still wandered about the deck, removing the anchors from the pier and prepping the sails for departure.

Two thin, drunk pirates were stumbling around the jib, struggling with the riggings when someone called to them from the aft of the ship. “Oy! You’s two come ’elp me wiv the main sail!”

The men staggered toward the voice and out of sight around a wall.

“Now’s our chance,” John said, eagerly eyeballing the plank down to the pier. “Let’s go!” He tugged at The Stranger’s smock and pushed forward in a silent rush through the door and across the deck.

The Stranger, however, stopped before they made it to the ramp and gazed at a lone pirate urinating over the opposite side of the ship. He recognized the man’s gaunt frame, robed in tattered garb and a bright blue head scarf. It was Bee-Sting.

John turned to find The Stranger standing completely still and unguarded in the open on deck. He hurried back to the man’s side and took him by the arm. “We must hurry. Do you want to be captured again?”

As he spoke, The Stranger slid John’s sword from its scabbard upon his waist.

“No!” John demanded in a hoarse whisper, seizing The Stranger’s wrist just as the tip of his sword slid out of its sheath. “You are blinded by your retribution. You’ll have us both behind bars or worse.”

The Stranger shook himself effortlessly from John’s halfhearted grasp and encroached upon Bee-Sting from behind as he was putting his member away.

“Sir,” John urged, frantically looking toward the small crowd of pirates at the aft, “you must see reason! We can escape!”

“What did I tell you about calling me sir?” The Stranger asked. He took no pains to lower his voice, and Bee-Sting turned to see who was speaking from behind him.

He gasped upon making eye-contact with The Stranger, possibly because he was shocked to find the prisoner out of his cell, but more likely because of the murder he saw within those eyes. He fumbled to draw his own sword as The Stranger quickened his pace and fell in upon him, but the fool couldn’t even properly wield his weapon.

“My life as a sir is over,” The Stranger continued, his voice rising with his pace, “and it is your fault!” he spat as he seized Bee-Sting by the throat and drove his trembling body backwards two steps. “It is your master who took that away from me! It is your master who stole everything from me!”

The Stranger pushed Bee-Sting’s upper body unceremoniously over the edge of the ship, bending his back until his feet came off the deck. He slid John’s sword into the man’s chest once and reveled as the bumbling bilge rat tensed and croaked in his grasp. He let go of the dying man’s throat and took the hilt of his cutlass in his grasp. As Bee-Sting slid backwards and tumbled limply to the dark shore below, his blade slid from its sheath and remained within The Stranger’s grasp.

At last The Stranger turned to John, who was standing unarmed and astounded in the middle of the ship’s deck. He tossed the man’s sword back to him, and John barely reacted fast enough to catch it in his shock. He couldn’t believe how astute Eugene’s assessment had been. This Stranger would spurn every attempt to help him so that he may get his revenge. He had jeopardized their one chance at escape just to skewer a mere peon, a lackey who never would have amounted to anything.

John turned from The Stranger and looked back to the small horde of pirates who had previously been working to get the sails and riggings ready for the sea. Now as many as eight armed men stood in momentary silence as they gazed upon the strange man on their ship. As The Stranger stepped out from the shadows and stood stolidly beside John, the pirates wasted no time in taking to their arms and storming forward in an angry assault.
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“What have you done?” John demanded in a frantic holler as he stumbled backward away from the oncoming barrage.

“Stand up and fight!” The Stranger yelled over the screaming pirates. “Slay these filthy dregs and let us be done with them!”

John continued falling back slowly, but he did not turn and run. “You’re going to get me killed,” he muttered as his blade clashed with that of the first pirate.

The Stranger too locked blades with a long-bearded, gray-haired man that was leading the group. The man was aged and infirm, and The Stranger didn’t hesitate for a moment before seizing the man’s thin wrist with his free hand. He halted the old pirate’s second swing and easily slid Bee-Sting’s blade into the man’s gut, bringing him to his knees with a gurgling groan. The pirate’s dying body he shoved backwards into the three men who were rushing in behind him.

At this he turned to John Tompkins and shoved his boot into the hip of John’s assailant, sending the much younger pirate into the wall of the side of the ship. John wasted not a moment. He took his newfound advantage over the pirate and fell in upon him with three mortal thrusts of his blade.

The Stranger turned back to the three oncoming pirates who were stumbling over the bleeding corpse of their elder and clashed his blade heavily into them. Two wielded their own cutlasses against The Stranger’s, and the third man stumbled backwards in unsteady surprise. The Stranger’s ire more than made up for his utter lack of combat training. While most of these pirates had never been trained in combat either, many of them had at least seen battle and taken lives in the past. The Stranger, however, had been confused, injured, incapacitated, and held captive against his will for as long as he could remember. Since he’d arrived unconscious on this accursed island, he’d been filled with a vengeful rage with no viable outlet. Now he had a sword in his hand and a small slew of mangy pirates before him, and he would stop at nothing to spill every last drop of their blood.

His attacks grew stronger and more determined with every swing. Though the crew had momentum in their onslaught, The Stranger swung his cutlass like a club, and he had the men retreating defensively in mere moments. He gripped the hilt in both hands and swung downward with all his might, smashing his blade against his attackers’ mightily. He advanced slowly as the men retreated. At last one fell at his feet, and The Stranger swung his sword down without a second glance. Still gripped in both hands, the sword swung in a downward arc to The Stranger’s feet until its blade made contact with the pirate’s neck. As it continued its arc back upward, it flung a shower of bright red blood across the deck of the ship.

A second pirate had reached John, and the two were locked in a more even-handed battle of steel. John’s brains had gotten him this far, not his brawn, and the man had no foolhardy notions of taking on an entire crew of pirates singlehandedly.

As if on cue, a door to the ship’s lower quarters was kicked open, and a wild-eyed, furious Captain Julian stood in its frame with countless crewmen standing in the stairs behind him.

“Get the skirt-wearing blaggards!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Dead or alive, I want them both!”

His men cheered and raised their swords above their head as Captain Julian led the pack onto his ship’s deck in a flat-out sprint.

3

“What now?” John yelled to The Stranger, finally sinking his blade into his second assailant’s side and pushing the body over the side of the ship into the water below. “You want to take them all on?”

The Stranger backed up a pace from the two winded pirates he’d been attacking and stared at the oncoming mob. As he watched, more and more men kept coming from below deck. Countless pirates were pouring out of the small doorway, two-by-two. The Stranger said nothing. He tightened his grip on his sword and swallowed hard.

“Come, you fool!” John yelled, grabbing the man’s smock and spinning him away from the horde.

The two ran as fast as they could toward the front of the ship and dove overboard. The Stranger landed headfirst in the water below and quickly turned a flip underwater to slow his descent in the shallows so close to shore. He touched bottom and thrust his body back toward the surface. Wiping the salt water from his eyes, he saw John Tompkins swimming frantically for the shore. There was something to be said for the man’s desperate desire to escape.

Captain Julian reached the fore of the ship and sneered over the side, his whole crew behind him, their momentum threatening to force him overboard himself. At last he turned to face them and screamed incoherently. His rage had nearly driven him to insanity.

“After ’em, maggots! Get off me ship, ye bleedin’ bunch of fuckin’ weevils!”

The Stranger and John swam the short distance to the shore and hustled out of the water at the moment the leaders of the horde made it down the plank and onto the pier. The screaming and stomping from the pirate crew was deafening and must have echoed across the entire island, for, at that moment, a rumbling roar from deep within the jungle seemed to shake the earth.

The Stranger and John Tompkins entered the tree line just as the sun threatened to peek over the red horizon behind them.
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After the pair had been chased across what felt to be twice the length of the island, the sun was properly in the sky and shining down through the treetops. The ground had at last begun to slope upward, and their flight was doubling in intensity.

“We must stop!” The Stranger called to John, countless footfalls and bellows from the encroaching crew still thundering from behind them. “We can fight them before we get too winded,” he wheezed. “It is our only chance!”

“No!” John called back at once. “Keep going! I have a plan!”

The Stranger did not argue. They’d never be able to outrun the entire crew at this point, and the pirates were following too closely to give the pair an opportunity to duck and hide somewhere.

The two swung their swords to and fro as they made their way up the increasingly steep hillside, hacking and slashing at the vines and thick brush that hung before them. They leapt and skirted their way around large roots and trees in their way. The pirates’ pace was only minutely slower, but their numbers were far greater. One trip, one mere stumble, and either John or The Stranger could be beneath the feet of a horde of angry marauders.

At last they crested the hill, and The Stranger immediately recognized the rocky peaks before him.

“We can’t go that way!” he called urgently. “A punisher beast is down there!” The beast’s low growl rose to a crescendo as if to punctuate this point.

“I know!” John hollered back with a grin.
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John led the way across the mountainous hilltop. Jagged boulders jutted sporadically, and the two leapt over chasms and climbed over outcroppings as quickly as they could manage. Occasional tall trees grew up from cracks in the rocks. With a somewhat less dense canopy, beams of sunlight shone down more frequently.

The Stranger couldn’t guess how the band of pirates was faring on the new terrain, and a glance back over his shoulder might prove too risky. Heavy footfalls and periodic shouts still arose from directly behind, but the overall clamor had subsided, as though half of the crew had grown too winded and fallen back.

At last they reached a point where a large fissure in a rock created a gap into which John deftly leapt. The Stranger hesitated as he tracked their course. John had jumped into the large crevice which began leading downhill toward the falls. A small trail roughly twice the length of The Stranger’s boot led alongside the cliff on which they had been running.

“Where are you going?” The Stranger asked, stopping and considering splitting up from John and staying atop the rocks, where the ground remained solid. “The beast is down there!”

John turned and waved his arms impatiently. “Come!” he demanded. “I know what I’m doing!”

The Stranger obeyed, but he shook his head and breathlessly expressed his discontent as he stumbled down into the gap between rocks. “This ledge is too small! We’ll lose footing and fall to our deaths!”

“Or perhaps they will,” John said, nodding behind The Stranger at the pirate crew above them.

The crew, still substantial though decidedly thinned out, had reached the large fissure just as The Stranger leapt down onto the tiny ledge below. He glanced back and saw Captain Julian back in the lead.

“Yer really wastin’ me time, ye mutinous fish bait,” he grumbled. He undoubtedly had the most to lose and the most to gain through this whole endeavor, and his adrenaline would drive him to the end, but still his chest heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. His fury seemed to have cooled, if only slightly. “Ye’ve nowhere t’ run. Give it up.”

The Stranger, his confidence half what it was mere moments ago, hesitated in silence, hoping that John would snap a foreboding retort, but the man only turned and continued his flight. The Stranger sighed and followed suit.
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The pirate crew clambered one-by-one down the fissure and onto the ledge below. They continued their pursuit as rapidly as they could, but the short ledge forced them to hug the wall of the cliff to avoid falling to their deaths.

The Stranger valued this minute respite, as he was able to slow his pace and catch his breath for a moment. With each step, however, his heartbeat hastened evermore.

“We are going to slip from this ledge and be impaled on the rocks below!” he said to John. Every step brought greater danger, as the ledge along the cliff wall seemed to shrink in width while the hills below them grew steeper downward and turned to cascading falls with vertical drops. “Tell me you don’t aim to leap into those pools below.”

John only laughed in response.

The Stranger shuffled along the ledge as quickly as he could manage while maintaining a vigilant lookout for the massive beast he’d seen the previous day. Should that thing get ahold of them, their troubles would be tenfold.

“There she is,” John muttered, as if reading The Stranger’s mind. An odd wave rose in the large pool almost directly below them. It grew in speed and height as it raced its way paradoxically toward the waterfall. At last a breathtaking monster rose from the dark waters. Its expansive back was covered in a glossy, reptilian skin. As it ascended from the pool, a thundering, gurgling roar bellowed and echoed through the falls.

The Stranger heard an audible gasp come from the men in his stead as they beheld the behemoth below. He swallowed hard and struggled to maintain his composure and continue shuffling forward behind John. John, however, appeared utterly unfazed as the punisher’s six long tentacles snaked their way out of the water and began writhing up the cliff walls below them. The appendages moved as if they were independent beings, sliding along the rock facings and sampling the environment around them. The Stranger had no idea where the beast’s face—if it even possessed one—may be, but each tentacle appeared to have a small orifice at the tip. He imagined hundreds of tiny, jagged teeth inside.

“This is it!” he called. “This is how we die! Exhausted and dangling at perilous heights above that abomination!”

“Not today, Stranger!” John replied. “We’re almost there!”

“Almost where?” The Stranger demanded, but John only hastened his pace.

The Stranger strove to keep up as a tentacle as big around as his torso licked its way onto the ledge at his foot. He leapt over the tentacle and struggled not to look back when he heard a scuffle and the screams of a falling pirate trailing off below him.

John finally reached a segment of ledge that was four times the width of the previous one, and he broke out into a full-on run again. The Stranger was forced to duck as another tentacle whizzed by him overhead. He nearly lost his balance and toppled over the edge, but he was close enough to the wider runway that he stumbled to a knee and followed John as quickly as he could.

As he ran, The Stranger heard resounding crashes behind him, accompanied by the wails of dying pirates. He felt the earth quake beneath him as the beast’s gargantuan tentacles slammed again and again into the cliff walls behind him. Crumbling rock and flailing bodies smashed and splashed into the earth and water below.

One tentacle abruptly launched itself into the wall directly in front of John, sending him into a dead roll on the trail before The Stranger. Shards of crumbling rock and dirt sprayed forth in a blinding cloud through which The Stranger ran. He ducked beneath the tentacle just as it began withdrawing itself.

“Come on!” he called, bending and heaving John back upright by the man’s shoulder. The Stranger continued running in front of John. “Where are we going?” he screamed behind him. “This is madness!”

“Run!” John screamed, a deafening crash emanating from directly behind him. “Go! Go! Go!” he called shrilly. The tentacles began slapping the cliffs in a rapid barrage of death and destruction. The Stranger heard the shrieks and crashes behind him increasing in frequency. The pirates were swearing at their captain and lamenting loudly over their fallen comrades, and The Stranger couldn’t be sure, but he thought that John was laughing.

Ahead, he saw the trail come to an abrupt stop at the face of a vertical wall. No path seemed to continue along the cliffs. “What is this?” he screamed at John, still running furiously behind him.

“Keep running!” John cackled. “We’re nearly there!”

“You better have a good plan,” The Stranger said, his voice trailing off as he slowed and came to a stop at the wall. “There’s nowhere left to run.”

John hit the wall at nearly full speed and looked up the high cliffs almost twice his body height above him. “Where is it?” he asked. “It’s supposed to be here.”
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“Where is what?” The Stranger demanded, glancing back over his shoulder at the chaos behind them. The tentacles continued bashing the line of pirates relentlessly. Individuals were crushed beneath the weight of the slimy appendages, smashed against the rocky cliff wall like bugs beneath a boot. Boulders crumbled and fell from high above, crushing others still and knocking the rest over the ledge.

“It’s supposed to be here,” John muttered again hopelessly.

The Stranger turned to see Captain Julian and three other pirates still in pursuit a short distance away. He drew his sword.

“It is no matter,” John said, standing upright and drawing his sword as well. “We are safe now. The beast will take care of them.”

“That is your plan?” The Stranger demanded. “To let the punisher eradicate their darkness?” The beast pounded the walls behind him as he spoke, sending explosions of rocky debris in every direction. An image of the sand-dwelling beast from the Daskan Desert flashed through his mind. Kryp, a terror from another lifetime. “Their allegiance has switched.”

“The punishers will eliminate their evil so that we good may flourish,” John said halfheartedly.

The Stranger planted both fists on the man’s chest and shoved him backward into the rock wall behind him. “Perhaps in your cradle-tales, you fool!” he spat. “They answer to different lieges now. I don’t suppose you’ve gotten the memo, out here relaxing on this cursed isle!”

John swallowed hard and stood back up, stealing an uneasy glance at the inescapable beast below.

The Stranger turned to face Julian as he approached. One of the tentacles swung upward from below in a deadly arc and swiped the feet of one pirate out from beneath him. He flipped twice in the air as his body was launched backwards into a second pirate behind him. The two landed in a heap and rolled over the edge of the cliff. Their captain did not flinch or bat an eye as their hollers dwindled in pitch in their free-fall.

“Look at this lot o’ fuckery ye’ve caused me!” Captain Julian barked, coming to a stop in front of The Stranger and John, his face contorted in deranged rage.

The Stranger did not hesitate a moment. They were all as good as dead in this dead-end anyway. He leapt forward and clashed his sword into Julian’s. “A slight sight short of the fuckery your lot have caused me!” he growled. Armed and one-on-one, his fury brought a frightened look of shock to Julian’s eyes that even the beast below hadn’t conjured. The last pirate by Julian’s side stepped back a pace with his sword at his side.

The maelstrom of death continued far behind them, but only Julian and the one other had made it this far. As The Stranger bore down against Julian’s blade, a tentacle smashed the second shell-shocked pirate against the cliff with a gut-wrenching crunch. The tentacle withdrew itself and the instantly deceased pirate’s corpse, leaving only a crater and a small splash of gore on the cliff.

“It’s here!” John yelled ecstatically from behind The Stranger. “Have your revenge, and let’s go!”

The Stranger turned to see Maria Vilsen lowering a long wicker ladder from the cliff above.

8

John leapt onto the ladder and began his ascent. “Hurry!” he called over his shoulder, taking pause to look back at The Stranger.

Julian had stumbled backwards upon his rump and stared up at The Stranger with uncharacteristic disquiet. The Stranger could sink his sword into the man’s gut and carry on with nary a second thought, but that would be too easy. He’d already won.

“Piteous swine,” he spat, stepping back and putting his blade back into its scabbard. “I have a message for your master,” he growled, bending forward with the intent of seizing the man’s weapon. Before he could continue, he was driven backwards by the force of one of the tentacles crashing down from above. The thing crushed Captain Julian on the spot and dragged his lifeless body over the ledge and into the pools below.

The Stranger jumped back to his feet and stole one glance below at the punisher beast. It swung two of its tentacles up toward him. He narrowly avoided this attack by dropping flat on his stomach as the things smashed into the cliff behind him.

“Hurry!” Maria called from the cliffs above. She turned away from the ladder and drew her sword as she ran out of sight. “A few of them are still up here! Robert can only hold off so many!”

“Come on!” John demanded, climbing off the top of the ladder to the cliff above. He got down on his knees and reached an arm below to help The Stranger climb faster.

The Stranger leapt onto the ladder before the punisher could execute another attack and began to climb. He reached out for John’s hand when a shadow appeared behind the man.

“No!” Maria wailed from a short distance away. “Look out!”

But it was too late. A pirate behind John drew his cutlass and buried it deep within the man’s side.
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As The Stranger watched the life leave John’s eyes above him, Maria came crashing back into view. She collided with the grinning pirate and sent his cutlass spiraling over the ledge. The two went crashing over the edge of a small boulder and rolled down a hill into the trees and out of sight.

The Stranger slowly climbed the rest of the way up the ladder and moved John’s limp body away from the edge of the cliff. He glanced around to find utter silence and not a soul in sight. He could still hear the muted clashing of Robert’s sword in the distance, as well as the small scuffle between Maria and the pirate somewhere in the nearby thicket.

“John?” he whispered, kneeling beside the man who had rescued him multiple times.

John, lying in a copious pool of his thick blood, wheezed a quiet succession of rapid, shallow breaths, but he did not acknowledge his name.

The Stranger glanced around again. He recognized this area as the place where he had jammed sticks into his shackles in a vain attempt to free himself on the previous day. He looked behind him and imagined a nearby shore. A nearby shore where a small craft was docked.

“Thank you,” he whispered, his hand on the dying man’s chest. He secured his weapon at his waist, turned, and ran as fast as he could toward the shore.
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The Stranger careened back down the sloping hill on the opposite side of the cliffs. He cut a slight shortcut in the direction that he thought the boat lay, and he came crashing out of the forest and onto the shore before the sun had reached the halfway mark to midday. A tiny speck in the distance, he saw the dock from which he’d nearly escaped two nights ago.

The Stranger ran until his heart pounded in his chest. His lungs felt like two quivering sacs of air within him. He’d been running nearly non-stop since sunrise, but now he could see his great escape. Now he could finally see himself sailing into the horizon, back across The Great Sea and into Reprise to reclaim his family.

He reached the dock and climbed aboard the ship. It was empty and fit for the sea, just as he’d left it. He readied the ship’s small sails and turned to begin untying the hawsers from the dock’s bollard just as a man stepped out of the forest a short distance away.


Chapter 14:

The Final Memory
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The Stranger and his family set sail from the southernmost tip of Sodar for the final time at sundown. They had skirted along the coast of the great nation, from The Desert of Dask to the Renskar jungles. The realm had brought them nothing but dismay and barbarity, but they were hopeful to find peace at last on the horizon.

The company had fled the jungles with their previously empty satchels filled with as much succulent fruit as each member could carry—save for little William, who cooed cluelessly in his mother’s arms all the while. Robert Vaga took this as an indication of relief to come.

“Well,” he said to his son as their stolen ship sailed off into the western sunset, “our sustenance worries are no more. We have enough now to feed our family for three lifetimes!”

“Yes, until the melons rot and the berries wither,” said The Stranger, not quite cynical, but verging on overly pessimistic. “And there are plenty of fruits, but what of the meat? What about fresh greens?”

“Son,” Robert put a hand on his son’s shoulder, “we are a family of fishermen. We will find meat in the sea.” He smiled jovially, but The Stranger’s eyes remained distant and anxious. “Look at that sunset. We have the world before us. We can settle anywhere we please and find food. The world is full of food.”

“Or we may hit Fordar and find the new authorities waiting with bounties on our heads. Worse still, we may sail beyond Fordar and right off the edge of the earth!”

“My son, there are countless uninhabited isles beyond this place. We will find a new home. We will make a new start.”

The Stranger gazed into the distance in silence for a short time. “Perhaps,” he agreed at last.

“Most definitely!” Robert said, patting The Stranger on his chest. “Somewhere out there is our new home. A tiny, beautiful island, with plenty of fresh water and game. A remote, uncharted location where we may begin our lives anew.”
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They sailed for five days without incident or sighting of land. Late on the sixth night, Robert stood on the deck of the ship, watching the waves ripple softly in the light of the sinking full moon overhead. He turned upon hearing a footstep behind him.

“Sorry to startle you,” his son said quietly.

“No matter,” he replied offhand. The two stood in silence for some time before Robert spoke again. “There really is nothing like the gentle sea breeze on a calm night such as this.”

The Stranger nodded in agreement.

“I regret that I never took you sailing as often as my father did with me,” he continued.

The Stranger chuckled. “Well, I daresay we’ll have had our fill after this journey.”

Robert smiled and nodded his head.

“Is something on your mind, father?”

Robert deliberated for only a moment before speaking. “In truth, I’ve come to fear you may be right.”

“About what?” he asked.

“About sailing beyond Fordar and off the edge of the earth … We’re in unknown waters now, and these seas get awfully monotonous day after day.”

The Stranger laughed. Five days out from the countless horrors they had faced in Sodar, his spirits had risen remarkably. “We’ve been sailing but a few days! Something will come up. Just keep your eyes peeled for that island you spoke of.”

Robert nodded, but he seemed unconvinced.

The Stranger pointed back the way they had come. “Think of all the adversities we overcame in that nightmare land! We made it out alive, and we did so with food in our hands. We’ve escaped Reprise; we’ve escaped Sodar; we’ve come this far, and we will prevail again, should the time arise.”

“I know,” Robert conceded. “My head’s just in a fit after such a long voyage. We’ve no suitable supplies with which to make fishing lines, and there’s been no port in sight.”

“We are fine,” The Stranger assured. “No one is going hungry yet. We will find a dock before our supplies diminish. Why, look right there!” The Stranger pointed to the horizon. The faintest speck could be seen beneath the bright light of the moon.

“You don’t say,” Robert said in relieved awe. “I told you we’d find our island.”

The Stranger laughed and hit his father playfully on the arm. He turned and looked to the opposite horizon, and his breath stopped short.

Out of the darkness, an unmistakable set of royal white sails was racing toward them from the east.
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The Stranger rushed quietly downstairs and entered his quarters. Laura and William were sound asleep together in their small bunk. He heaved an uneasy sigh as he watched them sleep so peacefully. At last he placed his hand lightly on Laura’s head and kissed her. She smiled in her sleep and breathed a deep sigh of sleepy acknowledgment. He gave a similar kiss to his son, but the child was sleeping like a rock, and he gave no indication of gratitude.

Would it be worth it to wake them? Why interrupt their tranquil dreams and force them back into the grim waking realm?

“What do we do?” he asked Robert as he made his way back outside on the deck.

“You let them sleep?” his father asked, staring determinedly at the distant craft in their stead.

“Yes. I see no reason to wake them and rouse fear in them just yet.”

“I agree,” Robert said.

The Stranger looked from the encroaching barony ship to the island he’d seen on the opposite horizon. The distance was far too great. He could scarcely even trick himself into believing that they could make it to landfall before being intercepted. “Well?” he asked his father.

Robert turned at last to face his son. “Well, what?” he said impatiently.

“What can we do?”

“There is nothing to be done,” his father replied. “If that ship carries who I fear that it carries, we have no choice but to accept what is to come.”

“We can fight.”

“Do you believe he came alone?”

The Stranger’s mind raced in terrified, frantic circles. How could his father just give up after coming so far? He looked back to the distant island and envisioned a new life, a perfect life. Now he saw no way that it could become a reality.

“Go, son,” Robert said, defeated. “Go be with Laura and William. We have no choice but to surrender.”

The Stranger crept disconsolately back down to his sleeping quarters. He knelt beside his wife’s bunk and wept silently through the night, her hand in his own.
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The Stranger stood back up only when he heard the thud of a plank followed by several footfalls onboard their ship. He left Laura and William still sleeping peacefully.

He raced up the stairs and onto the deck with his hands held before his face, but this did not stop one of Bernard’s men slamming the hilt of a cutlass into The Stranger’s nose and forcing him to his knees with the help of another.

Bernard stood expressionless at the edge of the stolen slave ship, his arms folded behind his back. As many as thirty elegantly dressed pirates were spread between the two ships, racing about in a frenzy, searching for prisoners. Their new garb was fanciful, but their faces remained as haggard and unkempt as ever.

“Bernard,” The Stranger pleaded, “we will surrender. Just let me wake Laura and William alone to tell them.”

“Give me his weapon,” Bernard said dryly. The pirate to The Stranger’s left snatched the White Sword from his waist handed it to his leader. Bernard drew the ancient sword and sneered at it in silence.

“I implore you, Bernard—”

“Get the woman and child,” he interrupted. Two faithful servants obliged and raced down the stairs to the chambers. “Where are the elders?”

“We are here,” Robert growled. He was being dragged up the stairs by two of Bernard’s men, closely followed by two more carrying Diana in her nightgown. “And we will not fight you.”

“Oh, I have no doubt,” Bernard said. “’Twouldn’t be a lengthy battle, I assure you.” He nodded pertly to Robert as his men brought him too to his knees.

Laura shrieked from below the deck. Her scream was followed by the familiar screeching wails of her newborn son.

“We accept our punishment, Bernard,” The Stranger said. “Please do not frighten my William. He did nothing to deserve this.”

“This is your punishment, fool,” Bernard spat, “and it will be dealt justly, accepted or not!”

He drew the White Sword and held it before his eyes. The Stranger had seen the blade glow mightily in his hands. He had felt it thrumming beneath his grasp, and he knew its power all too well. In Bernard’s hands, the ancient, magic sword looked lame, but no less deadly.

Bernard brought the tip of the blade to Robert’s neck.

“No!” Diana and her son yelled in unison.

“Bernard, I would not raise that weapon against you!” The Stranger called. “Take us back to Reprise. We will work for you!”

“You had your chance!” he hissed back. “The barony has no place for insolent, entitled swine such as this.” He reared his arm back and readied to swing.

“Please don’t do this,” Diana wept. Tears streamed openly down her face. She thrashed in the grasp of the two men who were holding her back.

“Shut your muzzle, ye wench!” Bernard screamed. “This man is nothing to me!”

Two pirates returned to the deck, one holding a sword to Laura’s neck and the other holding a squirming, shrieking William by his smock like a badly behaved kitten.

“Stop hurting my baby, you filthy yob!” Laura screamed.

“Take the child to our ship,” Bernard said, lowering his blade. “Take care that he is well looked after.”

Robert opened his eyes and breathed again when Bernard retracted the large sword. He looked to his wife and whispered, “I love you.”

“No,” she pleaded, sobbing. “No, no, no, no, no. Stop this.”

Bernard looked at Laura and deliberated while she thrashed and screamed at the top of her lungs. “Take her, too,” he said at last. “She may be of some use yet.”

“No!” The Stranger screamed. “Laura! William!”

Bernard turned back to Robert, who writhed in the arms of two pirates and attempted to whisper solace to his wife. “Piteous,” Bernard growled.

The Stranger flailed with all his might, and at last a third pirate stepped in to help hold him down. “Stop this, Bernard! Stop this madness, my brother!”
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Bernard wheeled immediately upon The Stranger and slapped him across the face with the broad side of the White Sword. “Do not call me that!” he screamed. “You are no more a brother to me than any man in my crew! You were never a brother to me!”

“I stood by you from childhood, brother!” The Stranger screamed back. “These men may blindly follow you now, but our bond will always be stronger! Our bond is in our blood!”

Bernard scoffed and turned away, rubbing his eyes and pacing the deck maddeningly. “Our blood?” he shrieked. “Our filthy, tainted, royal blood. You disgust me. All of you. A brother from birth, yes, but you were to inherit the throne! You were to inherit the kingdom! You got the beautiful wife and the lovely royal son who one day too would inherit your birthright! And what of me? What of Bernard, a first-born, but bastardized at best!”

“Son,” Diana chimed in. She had not addressed Bernard so since he was a troubled, withdrawn juvenile. She obviously only intended to try and help the situation, but her efforts were tragically misguided.

Bernard snapped and lunged himself at her. “You have no idea who I am!” he spat in her face. With that, he turned and drove the giant sword across Robert’s throat, sending a jet of blood forth to the ship’s deck and a series of cheers into the night sky. The pirates’ glee was outmatched only by the wails of misery and disbelief from Diana.
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The Stranger looked on in shocked, silent horror as his father’s head lolled and body collapsed into a pool of his own blood. Robert Vaga, the king-to-be, lay slain at Bernard’s feet, lost at sea on a stolen slave ship, impossibly far from his castle by the sea.

Diana choked and sobbed until The Stranger thought his head may implode.

“Set fire to the sails,” Bernard said calmly as soon as his men finished cheering his murderous deed. The pirates hastily obliged.

The Stranger hung his head and closed his eyes tightly, mind reeling as he imagined his father’s blood pooling around his knees and his wife and son being thrown into a cell on The Baron’s ship nearby. I have to get my son, he thought remotely.

“You will watch,” Bernard said, lifting his brother’s head with the tip of the White Sword.

The Stranger stared into Bernard’s face, hopelessly pleading with him in silence.

“Bootless old thing,” Bernard said, eyeing the large blade, soaked in the very blood that had forged it so many generations before. Without a moment’s pause, he thrust it into Diana’s gut, turning her dismayed shrieks into gurgling gasps for breath. With that, he tossed it across the gap and onto his ship, where it landed with a dull clang.

The Stranger’s chest heaved as he watched his mother collapse in the light from the growing blaze of the sails behind him. He looked to Bernard with broken, tearful eyes. “Brother, please.”

The three chuckling pirates behind him stepped away and let go of The Stranger’s arms, but they only fell uselessly to his side.

“The boy will grow to know me as his father. Laura will fulfill my needs and wishes until she makes herself too bothersome,” Bernard said with bored finality. With that, he drew a short-barreled blunderbuss from his waist tie and fired it once into The Stranger’s chest.
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The Stranger awoke to a brain-scorching, blinding brightness and crippling heat. He glanced around frantically, his eyes absorbing no signals while his pupils struggled to constrict against the brilliant sunlight.

While he could see nothing but white light and wavering heat that could only be the amalgamation of the Christian Heaven and Hell, his chest was searing with nearly unbearable pain, and his bruised and battered head was stinging in waves that waxed and waned with his wavering consciousness. It was this stinging, though, the stinging of razor-edged sand in fresh wounds that opened his eyes and ears to his whereabouts and to waves that weren’t solely the ebb and flow of his consciousness.

A beach. But how had he come to be so damaged and in this vulnerable position on his hands and knees in the sand?

The waves crashed seemingly all around him, and despite still being blinded by the sudden sunlight, the source of which seeming mere body-lengths away, he was inclined to believe he’d been shipwrecked and thrown all this way in the midst of a violent maelstrom. And was that screaming he heard in the distance? If this situation were life-threatening, he’d likely be slain from the rear before his eyes allowed him to see his blood-soaked hands that swam inches from his face. And who would protect his family then?

Then he remembered. He thought, not for the first time, I have to get my son.

His brain was again flooded with deafening sounds and startling images of his past flight: the narrow escapes and risky defeats of evil and mythical creatures set against their getaway by the souls of the evil dead; the feel of his wife’s embrace during times of woe and elation; the cries of his infant son as he was unfairly brought time and again into and out of harm’s way; the kind and loving support of his mother along the way; the invaluable assistance of his father’s warrior instincts; the wails of anguish from his mother as her husband’s last breath was stopped mid-exhale …

His last coherent memory was of his own death.


Chapter 15:

The Final Straw

1

Eugene had just sat down for breakfast when he heard a knock from his cabin door. He stood unsteadily from his chair and hobbled over to the door to find Maria Vilsen and Robert Forlo standing outside. The old man opened the door and stood in a sternly expectant silence.

“We’re very sorry to bother you, sir,” Maria began.

Eugene grunted in acknowledgment.

“But have you heard from John?” she continued. Robert stood silent and expressionless behind her.

Eugene raised one bristly eyebrow but said nothing.

“We fear he may be in danger,” Maria said. “He came to us for help. We went to meet him last evening, but there’s no one in the jungle between here and the ship. We fear that he may be captured.”

Eugene closed his eyes and breathed a deep sigh. “Come in,” he said. “Tell me yer tale whilst I eat me victuals.”

2

“John came to us seeking our aid in rescuing that … The Stranger. The man who came here from Reprise,” Maria said.

Eugene nodded and held a small melon up to his guests.

Robert shook his head. “Thankee,” he grumbled.

“No, thank you,” Maria said. “We were to rendezvous alongside the trail that leads out to the beach from this your cabin, but we walked the entire trail and back, and there is no sign of anyone.”

“What was to happen at yer tryst in me jungle?” Eugene asked.

“Well, I’m not sure,” Maria admitted. “John was the one with the plans.” At this, Eugene smiled ever so faintly. “We made him a large ladder and placed it up by the falls, so we think he plans to lure the pirates into a dead end there with that … that monster.”

“’Tis not a monster,” Eugene said pertly, looking up from his small bowl of sliced fruits, “and ’tis not to be trifled wiv. Come.”

He stood from the table and leaned onto his knotted old cane.

“Oh,” Maria said, she and Robert following suit.

“Lead me where yon ladder’s hid.”
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Maria and Robert led Eugene from his cabin and off the trail into the thicket. The going was slow, as the old man travelled at a sloth’s pace on his cane, especially uphill through the densest regions of the jungle. When the sun had just risen above the horizon, the trio heard a rumbling roar as the punisher beast awoke in the distance. Maria glanced uneasily at Robert, but Eugene gave no indication that he was concerned.

Moments later a cacophony of shrieks and crashes echoed throughout the jungle. Maria stopped in her tracks and glanced back at Eugene.

“Get on!” the man urged. “I’ll find me own way.” He flapped his hand at the pair, who promptly took off sprinting up the hill.
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By the time Maria reached the ladder, a small group of pirates had made their way along the top of the cliffs and were looking down at the clamor below them. She couldn’t see what was happening beneath this towering tip of the ridge, but chilling screams of mortal agony were emanating from down below.

Ten pirates stood before them, each with their back to the couple. Maria nudged Robert and pointed to two of the men who were farthest from the ladder. He nodded in understanding and drew his sword.

Robert, a large, burly, bearded man with a quiet disposition sprinted with an even more unsettling silence. Even if the chaos below were halted, the men would never have heard him coming. He collided with one pirate from behind sending him sailing over the edge of the cliff and into whatever horrors were waiting below. Without missing a beat, he swept his leg under the feet of the next nearby man, bringing him back upon his rump, sword still hanging uselessly at his side. Rather than gutting the vermin, he shoved his boot into the man’s side and sent him too tumbling to his gruesome demise. By the time he reached the third pirate, the group had realized what was happening and began drawing their weapons, but the third pirate was too slow. Robert’s blade struck his before he could lift it and steel himself for battle. Robert swung his arm in an outward arc and sent the man’s weapon spiraling off into the abyss. The unarmed pirate stared wide-eyed at his assailant while his comrades rallied behind him. Before they could unite, Robert sank his blade into the man’s gut and flicked his collapsing body over into the abyss.

Maria made a mad dash for the ladder while Robert distracted the crew. She would have to hurry so that she may help her love before he was overwhelmed. He’d already taken care of three men by the time she reached the ladder and lowered it to John Tompkins, who shouted, “It’s here!” to the silly man he was hell-bent on rescuing.

Maria glanced at Robert while John yelled for The Stranger to follow him up the ladder. Robert was retreating into the denser areas of the trees while the seven remaining pirates encroached on him.

“Hurry!” she called down to John and The Stranger, whose blade was locked with another pirate’s down below. “A few of them are still up here! Robert can only hold off so many!”
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When they heard her voice, two of the pirates turned to face her. One nudged another next to him, and the three broke away from the group and raced toward her.

Maria retreated to the tree line to lead the men away from the ladder. As they approached, she swung her blade high and ducked nimbly behind a large tree. Pausing a mere moment, she crouched and twirled low, close to the ground, around the opposite side of the tree, effectively flanking the encroaching men and slipping her blade into one’s side. The man groaned and fell to his knees as Maria stood back upright to face the one remaining man before her.

She gasped and glanced around in search of the third man, but the pirate in front of her swung his sword in a downward arc. It crashed into her own and brought her to her knees.

“Ye highfalutin’ bitch!” the man growled as his mate fell at his feet.

Maria looked to her rear to find John Tompkins at the top of the ladder, leaning forward to help The Stranger up. The third pirate approached him slowly from behind.

“No!” she yelled, standing up from her knees. She ripped her blade back from the pirate’s before her and spun in a furious circle, crouching again as she twirled and arcing her sword upward across the unsuspecting pirate’s chest, his blade still held high at the ready. “Look out!” she called to John as the pirate stumbled backward, swearing and profusely bleeding from the long gash across his chest.

But it was too late. A pirate behind John drew his cutlass and buried it deep within the man’s side.
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Maria reached John’s murderer before the simpering fool had a chance to turn and face her. She crashed into him, sending his sword flying, and her momentum carried them several steps away until they both collapsed atop a boulder and went rolling down the slope on the other side, finally coming to a stop in the dense brush.

“You bastard!” she screamed at the unarmed man on his back in the underbrush. The shit-eating grin had been wiped from his murderous face, and he held his hands in front of his face in an attempt to protect it from Maria’s assault. She threw down her own weapon and leapt upon the man with her bare hands. “You just murdered a good man!”

Tears stung her eyes already as she brought both fists down again and again against the man’s face. His hands absorbed some of the blows, but not nearly enough.

Blood flowed from the pirate’s nose into his thick, matted beard. “Ye ditzy bitch!” he croaked, spraying blood from his bleeding lips.

“You worthless, oppressive, diseased plague!” she screamed, pounding her fists into his face with each insult. The man eventually grew faint, and his arms dropped to his side, leaving his face unguarded to the attack.

But Maria did not stop. She wept and spat abuse and swears until her hands bloodied and her tears and snot dripped into the mess beneath her. The pirate’s head turned to a squishy mass of broken bone and gore, and still Maria pounded away.
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Eugene crested the hilltop to find Maria kneeling and weeping by the ledge and Robert consoling her as much as the standoffish man could. He sighed, as he knew very well who lay beneath them. He glanced around the clearing once and found naught to his surprise.

The Stranger was nowhere to be seen.

“Get ’im to me cabin,” Eugene said as he approached from behind. “The man still breathes. I got all ye’ll need inside.”

Maria glanced up, her face streaked with blood and tears. “But it’s too far,” she lamented. “He’ll never make it.”

“Go!” Eugene growled. He never took his eye off the distant horizon, though obscured completely by the trees. He knew precisely where The Stranger had gone.
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The Stranger looked up when he heard footsteps coming out of the nearby trees. He’d come so close! Just a few more moments of untying, and he could be on his way. He couldn’t afford another setback now.

Eugene stepped out of the thicket and leaned upon his cane in silence.

The Stranger put his hand on his sword and glanced up and down the shore. “Are you alone?” he asked at last.

“Think on what yer doin’,” Eugene said.

“Don’t ignore my question,” The Stranger demanded. “I am no longer your prisoner, and I will not be subject to your maddening riddles. Stay out of my way.” He stepped onto the dock and drew his blade.

Eugene hobbled forward as he spoke. “I made a mistake lockin’ ye up ’n such a way.”

“Apology accepted,” The Stranger growled. “Now stand back.” He swung the sword and sliced through the hawsers, deciding he couldn’t spare the time to untie them all at this rate.

“Ye cain’t leave like this. Ye’ve a quest o’ great import.”

“I have been kept here far, far too long,” The Stranger warned, holding his blade in an outstretched arm. “Do not try and stop me.”

“I must do me very best,” the old man said apologetically. His lips worked tightly beneath his long white beard, and he grasped his cane with a second hand, clearly debating what actions he was prepared to take.

“Do not!” The Stranger warned. Light tears of frustration stung his eyes. “Believe me when I say that I will slay you, old man. I will find my son.”

“Ye’ll never find ’im in this state. Ye’ve good in ye, I c’n see, but yer soul’s black as the bottom o’ that sea.”

The Stranger shook visibly. His sword’s tip was nearly touching the old man’s beard.

“Ay’s a man back ’ere,” Eugene turned and pointed his cane shakily back toward the falls, “a man who’s schemed fer ye, who’s fought fer ye, ’n’ now who’s died fer ye. Ye left ’im fer dead, when ye’s the reason ’e lay slain t’ begin with.”

That was it. That was the final straw.

The Stranger dropped his sword and shoved the old man backward into the sand. He wrenched the cane easily from man’s grasp and tossed it as far as he could along the beach. It took every ounce of will not to bash the man’s head in with it.

“He died because of you!” The Stranger roared. “You think I asked for any of this? I didn’t ask for my family to be slain! I didn’t ask for my son to be taken! I didn’t ask for my kingdom to fall in the first place! Since I awoke on this cursed island with a musket ball in my chest, I have been beaten, chased, imprisoned, drugged, and traded off to another band of pirates by you, and I didn’t ask for any of it!” He pointed into the distance. “I don’t know that man, and he does not know me, but he went far out of his way to see that I made it to this shore safely, and it seems that you want to let that be in vain!”

Eugene lay wide-eyed and fearful in the sand. The Stranger reared a fist and thought better of it before planting it squarely in the geezer’s mouth.

“And something tells me you sent John after you sold me off to a crew of pirates.” He dropped his hand to his side and stood back up. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, old man, but if you try to stop me again, I will end your life.”

The Stranger turned, cut the final rope binding his new boat to the dock, and pushed the vessel off of the shore.
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The Stranger ignored Eugene’s babbles as he drifted farther and farther out to sea. The old man hobbled upright and crawled his way over to retrieve his cane to stand fully erect.

“Yer damning yer quest!” the old man yelled as The Stranger stared stolidly at the distant horizon.

The morning sun was suspended above a fiery red sky. Somewhere amidst those flames lay the ruin of his kingdom. A desolate dystopia run by Baron Bernard. A shell of his city in which he hoped to soon reclaim his wife and son.

Eugene limped frantically up and down the shore, imploring The Stranger to stay his quest and return. “Ye’ll never find yer son!”

I have to find my son.

The Stranger sailed into the horizon, free at last, free in this new life to begin his quest and rescue his family. Eugene’s ravings grew fainter and fainter until they were naught but empty tones echoing across the ever-expanding distance between them. The Stranger thought he could make out one last warning, whisking softly into his ear like the murmur of a loved one in the dead of night.

“Ye’ll end up in Hell!”


The Cave:

Final

You will suffer an eternity in this blackness.

The Stranger closed his eyes as the tar reached his chin. His arms were suspended above his head as he sank. When the substance reached his lips, he breathed one last deep breath and thought of his son.

A hand fell upon his own.

The Stranger’s eyes snapped open to reveal the strangest looking man he’d ever beheld.

“Careful there,” the man spoke, his voice softly feminine and oddly comforting. He wrapped The Stranger’s wrist in both his fists and hoisted him out of the sinking tar and back onto dry stone.

The Stranger looked to the pit from whence he’d been retrieved to find naught but damp, stony cave. He looked down at his body. It was completely dry and unscathed. At last he looked back up at the strange man.

“Welcome to Hell,” the man said.


Epilogue

Early in the morning, The Stranger’s stolen slave ship made landfall in a fiery, soggy heap on the small, nearly uninhabited island south of Fordar.

Eugene hobbled across the shore to retrieve the man’s bleeding, unconscious body and survey the damage.

Maria Vilsen hugged Robert Forlo close as they watched the stunning Barony ship sail away to the east.

Patrick Oliphant awoke to find himself still alone in a hellish nightmare on the morning after he was forced to kill his own parents.

John Tompkins made his way morosely and aimlessly to the top of the rocky seaside cliffs, embracing the notion of death more and more with each step.

The long-fingered hands of fate intertwined the lives of each of these individuals. Her vigilant eyes looked on as She patiently awaited the collision of their destinies.

But the eyes of another looked on as well …
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