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    “We can fight them, Asher. They think they're untouchable, but they're not. We can get to them and we can make them pay for everything they did to us!” 
 
      
 
    Five years after it was born in a patch of mud, the town of Steadfall is slowly getting stronger. As she tries to retain control, however, Asher finds that her authority is being whittled away. Just when she thinks she might lose the town entirely, three strangers arrive and offer to help. One in particular, a man named Harold, seems to understand exactly what Asher needs. Unfortunately, his help comes at a terrible cost. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Iris has left town and set out to explore the island, searching for a lost town that supposedly pre-dates Steadfall. What she finds, however, is a chilling reminder of the island's savagery, and a warning that more horror is to come. Soon, the residents of Steadfall find themselves fighting for their lives, while Asher starts to experience terrifying glimpses of the past that was wiped from her mind. 
 
      
 
    Persona is the second book in the Island series, about two people trying to establish their own order in a mad world, and about the horrors that take place when humanity is let off the leash. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Asher? How are you, my dear? Did you have a pleasant journey?” 
 
    Looking up from the comic I've been reading, I spot Doctor Phillips coming this way along the corridor. I immediately smile, since she's the first friendly face I've seen for a long time. At the children's home, everyone is so harsh and angry, but Doctor Phillips genuinely seems to like me. 
 
    “You look well,” she continues, crouching in front of me. She smells of perfume, which makes me smile. I haven't smelled perfume since my mother died. “Now Asher,” she continues, “did the people from the home tell you why I asked to see you today?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    Her smile grows. “Well, you're a very lucky little girl, because I've got a wonderful surprise for you. Out of all the little girls at the home, you have been chosen to come and take part in something very special. And do you know why?” She pauses. “It's because you're not like the others, Asher. You have something that's lacking in most little girls. You have potential! You can be useful!” 
 
    I stare at her for a moment, but I still can't help smiling. It's been so long since anyone was nice to me like this, maybe it hasn't happened since the policeman who helped me after my parents died. 
 
    “Do you remember what we talked about last time?” she asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Well, I've come to a decision about it,” she tells me, reaching out and taking my hand. “All you have to do is come with me to a room at the end of that corridor, and I'll show you the most amazing machine. Trust me, Asher, this is the first day of the rest of your life and you are going to absolutely love what we have in store for you.” She reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Only eight years old,” she continues, with tears in her eyes, “and already set on such a wonderful course. You trust me, don't you?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    She grins. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    “That's perfect,” she replies, squeezing my hand a little tighter. “Asher, I have a very good feeling about you!” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before allowing myself to smile again. After everything else that has happened since my parents died, I think finally I've found someone who's going to take care of me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Asher, I want you to be a good little girl. Try not to -” 
 
    Doctor Phillips flinches as I pull on the leather restraints, but I can't get close enough to bite her face. I try again and again, before falling back exhausted against the cold metal table. 
 
    “Asher,” she continues calmly, making a note on a chart, “that's really not the kind of behavior we expect from young ladies here. We had a little talk about that, remember? About how you should comport yourself? Displays of raw emotion only make you seem like a very immature child.” 
 
    “Mommy!” I scream, my voice echoing across the sterile chamber. “Help me!” 
 
    “Your mother's not here, Asher. Your mother's dead, remember?” 
 
    “Mommy!” 
 
    “Your mother is dead, Asher,” she says again, more firmly this time. “I thought you'd accepted that fact by now. What are you, some kind of baby?” 
 
    I open my mouth to call out again, but I know she's right. My mother died in the crash, along with my father. In moments of panic, though, I sometimes forget and call out for them anyway. Sometimes, I even secretly hope that they can hear me somehow, that they might come back and save me. 
 
    “Please don't hurt me,” I whimper, barely able to see Doctor Phillips through the tears that are filling my eyes. Glancing over at the metal door, I see that it's still shut. “Help me!” I cry out. “Please!” 
 
    Doctor Phillips shifts in her seat. “I need you to focus, Asher. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Pulling again on the restraints, I feel the leather starting to cut through the flesh around my wrists. I'm already so sore from fighting back when they grabbed me at the children's home, and from struggling in the van on the way here, and from trying to run when they were transferring me to the dormitories. I don't care about the pain, though. I have to get off this metal slab before that machine – whatever it is – comes down again. Arranged high above me, a metal disc waits with several lights and mirrors and a series of needles. I don't know what the machine is for, but I don't want to be anywhere near it. 
 
    “All the psychological tests point to the same conclusion, Asher,” Doctor Phillips continues. “Some girls display a broad set of talents, which is admirable in its own way but... Well, it makes it much harder for us to decide where they'd be best utilized. Our aim here is to make sure that everyone is useful, and that means determining your most valuable qualities. You scored extremely highly in certain areas of the tests, and it would be a terrible waste if you were not to maximize your talents. Doesn't that sound exciting?” 
 
    “Help me!” I scream. 
 
    “Do you know what it means when I talk about a perfect trace?” she asks. 
 
    Sobbing, I try once again to pull free. 
 
    “It means that your test results showed very strong values in certain core areas that fit precisely into one of the pre-defined roles. The good news, Asher, is that this means we know exactly what to do with you.” 
 
    I pull on the restraints, even though they're starting to cut through my wrists. 
 
    “You're going to be the most wonderful soldier,” Doctor Phillips. “Soldiers are wonderful, Asher. They play a very important role, and everyone knows that they're heroes. I understand you might not feel it right now, but once you start your training program, you'll really start to blossom. You'll fit right in!” 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    She smiles. “You're lucky that you get to start so young. Most soldiers don't start training until they reach ten or twelve, but you show exceptional abilities. Don't worry, children are never sent to fight in the war. That would be monstrous, and we have strict rules against such things. You won't be sent until you're at least twenty-one. But by starting your training at the age of eight, you'll be one of the best-prepared soldiers in history. Doesn't that sound so -” 
 
    “Help me!” I scream, cutting off the rest of her speech as I strain toward the door. “Somebody -” 
 
    Before I can finish, she slaps me hard on the side of the face. As I feel a sharp stinging sensation, I turn to her, and – no matter how hard I try – I can't keep tears from my eyes. 
 
    “Asher,” Doctor Phillips continues, with a little more steel in her voice than before, “this is extremely important. There's to be no discussion about this, and I'd appreciate a little less silliness. As a ward of the government, your future has been decided, and your monitoring implant will be inserted right now.” 
 
    “Help!” I shout. 
 
    “You'll learn,” she replies, checking her clipboard once again. “You're not the first girl to be brought into the army, Asher. Far from it. You are, however, possibly the loudest. Please try not to shout so much.” 
 
    “Help me!” I scream, with tears rolling down my cheeks. 
 
    “How utterly tiresome you're becoming,” Doctor Phillips explains as she heads over to the terminal in the corner. “You'll thank me later.” 
 
    “What did I do wrong?” I sob, unable to keep my bottom lip from trembling. “Why are you punishing me?” 
 
    “Asher -” 
 
    “Stop!” I scream as soon as I see her activating the terminal. “I'll do anything you want, but don't make the machine hurt me again!” 
 
    “You're not being punished, Asher. You're being rewarded, for showing exceptional potential. You're also very high up on one of the top floors of the recruitment center, so I can assure you that nobody is coming to rescue you. In fact, you were specially selected for this project, so I hope you feel a little pride in that fact. There are so many little girls we could have chosen, but we chose you. We already know that you're a strong young lady. You just have to find that out for yourself.” 
 
    “Help!” I scream, as my whole body starts convulsing with sobs. “I don't want this! Let me go! Stop -” 
 
    Suddenly the machine comes to life above me, clunking heavily as the metal arms and gears start to move. I stare in stunned horror as the lights start to turn in a series of concentric circles, and my terrified face is reflected in the mirror at the very center of the device. At the same time, several mechanical arms start to adjust into new positions, each with a long, thin needle at the end. A moment later, there's a loud banging sound followed by a repetitive, echoing thud that seems to be coming from the ceiling, and finally the metal disc starts to shudder as it descends toward me. Pneumatic valves hiss and stutter. 
 
    “No!” I shout, filled with panic. “You're not allowed do this to me!” 
 
    “You want to serve your society, don't you?” Doctor Phillips asks calmly, her voice barely audible over the machine's approaching hum. “You're so lucky, Asher. Most people struggle to work out where they fit in, but you've been chosen to play a very special role. The war has been going on for so very long, but it's people like you who offer us a chance to finally win. You're going to be useful, Asher. Don't you want to be useful? So few people get to be truly useful.” 
 
    “Stop!” I shout as the machine comes closer and closer. The mechanical arms are constantly adjusting, as if they're working out exactly where to insert their needles once they reach my face. At the same time, a pulsing light has begun to flash in the machine's center, constantly cycling between a blinding white glare and a hollow darkness. It's trying to make me go to sleep like last time, and I can still see the lights even when I squeeze my eyes tight shut. 
 
    “Let the machine lull you to sleep,” Doctor Phillips' voice continues nearby. “You can't fight this, Asher. You can't even try. Embrace your destiny.” 
 
    “No!” I scream, but when I squeeze my eyes even tighter shut I find that the light is somehow still pulsing, flashing through my mind. I squeeze tighter and tighter until my eyes hurt, but a moment later I feel the tips of the needles touching my face in several different spots, slowly pushing down until they start to perforate my skin. I try to scream, but the light in my mind is too strong and I don't even know if anyone else can hear me. Finally, I feel some kind of liquid being pumped into my face, burning as it enters my brain. 
 
    When I try to scream again, I can feel the inside of my skull vibrating. After that, I slip into darkness, and everything goes quiet. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    Thirty years later 
 
      
 
    I can hear them out there in the rain. Shouting. Arguing. Waiting for me to make a decision. The chaos of angry, scared people who live in constant fear. People who look to me for answers when things get tough. 
 
    “It's time.” 
 
    Turning to look across the dark hut, I see Deckard framed in the doorway. I should have known he'd be the one to come and push me, to force me to step up. He never wastes an opportunity these days to express his distrust, or to let me know with subtle digs that he thinks I'm making mistakes. The worst thing is, he's right. 
 
    “I could do it if you prefer,” he continues. “I mean, if you can't...” 
 
    “No,” I reply, getting to my feet. He'd love the chance to take control, to show the others that he's stronger than me. It'd make him so happy if he could chip away at my authority just a little more. “It has to be me.” 
 
    “So have you made a decision?” 
 
    I pause for a moment, listening to the raised voices outside, coming from the main part of our little town. The people of Steadfall are angry and frustrated, and they need a strong leader to take a stand. They need someone who'll make quick, firm decisions. The problem is, their idea of a strong leader might not be the same as mine, so which role do I choose to act out in front of them? Do I give them what they want, or do I impose my will? Why can't I just know instinctively what to do in these situations? 
 
    “Asher,” Deckard says after a moment, “the longer you wait -” 
 
    “I know,” I mutter, heading over to him. I've been sitting here alone in the hut all morning, trying to make a choice, and now the bright light actually hurts my eyes for a moment as I reach the doorway. I look out at the patch of dirt that serves as our community's meeting point, and I see that pretty much everyone has come to take part in this moment. There's so much noise out there now, so many people are jostling for position and shouting their opinion. So much anger and fury and hatred, and I'm supposed to make everything okay again. They want blood, and anything less will just add fuel to the fire. 
 
    “I'm ready,” I say finally, as Deckard steps up behind me. “I've decided what we're going to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Kill him!” an angry voice shouts above the others. “Make an example of him! Show him what we do to thieves!” 
 
    “You're not gonna let him go again, are you?” a woman asks as I walk past her, making my way through the crowd. A cold wind is blowing steadily out here now, but that hasn't deterred people from gathering for the spectacle. “You can't let him walk away, not this time. He'll just come back again and again!” 
 
    “Stupid bitch!” another woman sneers. 
 
    I refuse to give her the satisfaction of a response. I've been called worse. 
 
    Up ahead, old Harry Shaw is on his knees, held down by two men who have their hands planted firmly on his shoulders. Harry is naked and covered in mud that has begun to mix into his wounds, and it's clear that he's taken another beating. People are standing back from him a little now that I'm here, but only because they know I don't approve of mob justice. I don't want Steadfall to be completely lawless. When a problem like Harry Shaw comes up, I want it dealt with fairly. 
 
    Right now, that means I have to decide his fate. 
 
    His life is in my hands. 
 
    I've encountered Harry several times over the past couple of years but I've never worked out his age. He's so thin and wiry, he sometimes seems pretty young, but occasionally I also see lines on his face that make me think he's in his fifties or even sixties. Life on the island is hard, and the lines of fear are often indistinguishable from the lines of age. Right now, Harry's terrified white eyes stare at me from his mud-stained face as I step closer. We've been in this situation so many times before, and I've given him so many final warnings. Clearly the diplomatic approach is never going to work. 
 
    “Thief!” a man shouts. 
 
    Stopping in front of Harry, I watch as he struggles to get to his feet, only for the men to keep him on his knees. 
 
    “Let me go,” he stammers. “I won't come back this time, I swear. I'll go far way, I won't steal anymore. You'll never even see my face again!” 
 
    “He's said that every time,” one of the men sneers. “How many times have we caught him stealing from our camp? How many more times have we spotted him but no-one managed to catch up to him? He's nothing but a common thief!” 
 
    “I'll handle this,” I say firmly, interrupting him as I keep my eyes fixed firmly on Harry's face. 
 
    “What are you gonna do, then?” a woman shouts from the crowd. 
 
    “She won't do anything,” another woman hisses. “She's too weak.” 
 
    Turning, I see the baying faces of Steadfall's residents. It's hard to believe that just five years ago, this was a barren patch of land that I decided to turn into a town. Now, somehow, we have fifty-six residents who've arrived in dribs and drabs, and we've even managed to create several small wooden huts. Progress has been slow but steady, and Steadfall has come to resemble a rickety old town that somehow functions on a day-to-day basis. Right now, however, the citizens are after blood, and when I glance back at Harry I can't help realizing that he's become a real test of my leadership. I know people have been whispering, suggesting that others should take control of Steadfall, and I can't afford to take another wrong step. I know exactly what they want me to do. Sometimes I think I should just give in and let them choose, but then this wouldn't be my town anymore. 
 
    It wouldn't be Steadfall. 
 
    “What happened this time?” I ask finally, even though I can already guess the answer. 
 
    “He was caught stealing meat from round the back,” says a man nearby. “We'd hung up twenty rabbits yesterday, and this morning I went out and saw Harry hurrying off with five of them, heading into the forest. We almost didn't catch him.” 
 
    “I was starving,” Harry gasps, his voice filled with fear. “Please, I had to eat. I needed -” 
 
    Before he can finish, a rock hits the side of his head. Dropping down, he lets out a cry of pain. 
 
    “Stop!” I shout, turning and looking over at the crowd. I wait a moment, but I have no idea who threw the rock at him. “No more of that!” 
 
    “Then do something about him!” one of the women replies, with anger in her eyes. “He's always stealing from us! Why should someone from outside Steadfall get the benefit of our hard work?” 
 
    “I've offered to let you join us,” I point out, turning back to Harry. “Why do you always turn me down?” 
 
    “I don't like people,” he replies breathlessly, with fresh blood running down his face from the spot where the rock hit him. “Never have. I came to the island to get away from people. I didn't leave civilization behind just to jump into bed with a bunch of idiots who think they can build a town!” 
 
    “You like our meat, though!” someone shouts. 
 
    “I'll stop taking it,” Harry continues, “and this time I swear, you'll never see me again. I'll go far away!” 
 
    “I'll believe that when I see it,” one of the men mutters darkly. 
 
    “I promise this time,” Harry tells me. From the fear in his eyes, it's clear that he understands the situation. I'm the only one who can save his life. Then again, he seems to have identified me as a soft touch. He's exploiting me. “On everything that's holy,” he continues, “I swear, I'll never steal from your town again.” 
 
    “Kill him!” a man shouts behind me. “How many last chances are you gonna give the bastard?” 
 
    “Don't worry,” another man adds. “If she doesn't do it this time, we will.” 
 
    I turn and look over at him. 
 
    “Won't we?” he says with a smile, glancing at Deckard, who's watching from a few meters away. 
 
    “Asher's in charge,” Deckard says firmly, although I can tell from the way he's looking at me that he knows I'm losing support. He's just biding his time, waiting for the moment to seize Steadfall from me. “Right or wrong, she makes the decisions around here.” 
 
    “I've let you go too many times,” I say after a moment, turning back to Harry as I reach down and take a knife from my belt. He immediately tries to pull away, but the men hold him down. Crouching in front of him, I stare into his eyes as I hold the blade up for him to see, and I can't help noticing that the noise from the surrounding crowd has died down significantly. They gathered for an execution and now they sense blood. “I've tried so hard to be lenient,” I say calmly, making sure my voice can be heard by everyone around us. “That's what I wanted, Harry. I wanted to not have to hurt you.” 
 
    “Just let me go,” he whimpers, with tears in his eyes. “Please, I'll run and I'll never come back. You'll never, ever see or hear from me again. I'll go all the way to the other end of the island!” 
 
    “That's what was supposed to happen the last time,” I point out, “and the time before that, and the time before that. But you just kept coming back and stealing more of our food.” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “You did, Harry. You know you did.” 
 
    “Please...” 
 
    “So you've left me with no choice.” 
 
    “I was starving to death!” he hisses. “I would've died!” 
 
    “I know,” I reply, “and I'm sorry about that, but I offered you the chance to join us. That wasn't a popular decision on my part, but I thought it was the right thing to do. You turned me down.” 
 
    “I don't want to live with you!” he spits. “I came to the island to get away from people, not to end up living in some kind of...” He pauses, as if he's not sure of the right word. “Shanty town,” he adds finally, and the disgust is evident in his voice. “What have you got here, anyway? Do you think you can actually build something that'll last?” A smile slowly grows across his muddied, blood-encrusted lips. “The first strong wind that blows through here, and your pathetic little town'll come crashing down. You're barely clinging to life as it is. Don't pretend like you're achieving anything, because all you're doing is recreating a pitiful version of the tyranny and evil we all left behind when we came to the island. This is a place for people to die, not for them to live.” 
 
    Keeping my eyes fixed on him, I move the knife's blade closer. I don't want to do this, not in cold blood, but I know that the people of this town will turn on me if I back down now. 
 
    “Helicopter,” a voice says suddenly. 
 
    Turning, I see that several people are looking up at the sky, and sure enough a moment later I realize I can hear a helicopter not too far from here. More new arrivals for the island, I guess. More people who've fled civilization and come to try living out here, far away from the madness of the old world. I remember years ago, as a child, watching an execution in a small square in one of the urban areas. Four dissidents were shot, and their deaths struck fear into the hearts of everyone who was there that day. I remember sobbing, but I was forced to watch every moment, and not a day has gone by that I haven't remembered the moment when those bodies slumped to the ground. There were people baying for blood back then, too, but I remember swearing that I'd never be like them. And now here I am, about to carry out an execution. 
 
    The crowd waits for me to do the deed, but with a sickening sense of dread I realize I can't go through with it. I can't do the wrong thing just so that I'll be popular. 
 
    “Let him go!” I say firmly. 
 
    Immediately, a roar of disapproval rises up from the crowd. 
 
    “With one difference this time!” I shout, although I doubt anyone can hear me. Turning, I see the fury in their eyes, and I wouldn't be surprised if someone came rushing over to attack me right now. “With one difference!” I continue. “Listen to me! I've decided to let him go, but it's not going to be like last time!” 
 
    I wait, but they're yelling at me, calling me a coward. 
 
    “Listen!” I shout. “If you just -” 
 
    Before I can finish, a rock flies from the crowd, almost hitting me in the face. I manage to duck out of the way just in time, and then I turn to see scores of angry faces jeering at me. Any one of them could have thrown that rock. That's how deeply unpopular I've become. 
 
    “Silence!” a voice suddenly booms, louder than all the rest. “Shut up! Let her speak!” 
 
    As the crowd starts to quieten again, I turn and see that it was Deckard who got them back under control. He smiles at me, but we both know he was just demonstrating his power once again. Without him, I'd have lost control long ago. 
 
    “We're letting him go,” I continue, raising my voice so I can be heard over the constant murmur of disapproval all around me, trying not to let them realize that I'm worried, “but this time there's a difference. This time, I'm giving an order that if he's ever seen here again, there's no need for him to be brought to me.” I look around at the angry eyes staring at me from the crowd. I know full well that I'm taking a huge risk here. “From now on, anyone who catches Harry Shaw stealing from the camp is authorized to execute him.” 
 
    “You should just do it yourself!” a woman sneers. 
 
    “Not in cold blood,” I tell her. “Not like this. If you don't agree with my decision, I'm sorry, but it's final. Steadfall will not be the kind of place where a frail old man is knifed in front of a baying crowd. I refuse to let that happen.” 
 
    I wait, but to my surprise I find that although plenty of people are muttering their disapproval, no-one seems willing to outright challenge me. I still have some authority left. 
 
    “Don't let me down,” I say firmly, turning to Harry. “I'm taking a risk for you.” 
 
    “I'll leave,” he sobs, “I swear!” 
 
    “Now let him go,” I tell the men who are holding Harry down. “I'm sick of the sight of him.” 
 
    As soon as he can get free, Harry stumbles to his feet and then staggers away. Several more rocks are thrown at him, and some hit his back as he runs toward the treeline and finally disappears into the forest. I look down at the knife in my hand and try to imagine how I'd feel if I'd executed him, and deep down I know that it would have been the wrong choice. Still, as the crowd starts to disperse, I can hear more muttered comments of disapproval, and I feel as if one day this moment will be used again me. Plus, I have no doubt that sooner or later, Harry will be back to steal from the town again, and someone will kill him. 
 
    “An interesting decision,” Deckard says as he comes over to me. “For a moment there, I thought you were actually going to execute the old man.” 
 
    “That's not how we do things here,” I reply. 
 
    “It's not?” He smiles. “Well, maybe for now. You should know that a lot of people here are unhappy with your recent decisions. You could've won a few of them around if you'd showed strength and killed that miserable old thief.” 
 
    “I know,” I reply, turning to him before glancing at the hand-carved Steadfall sign that I put up five years ago, “but then I'd have had to take that sign down, because this wouldn't be Steadfall anymore.” 
 
    “Unless -” 
 
    “Can you send a group to look for the new arrivals?” I ask, interrupting him. “Usual procedure. If anyone wants to come and join us here, they're welcome. The canopy rules apply, though.” 
 
    “I've already sent some men,” he replies. 
 
    “We need more wood, too,” I tell him. “I was thinking -” 
 
    “I've sent a group to cut down trees by the ridge,” he continues, interrupting me. “They left at dawn, should be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I reply, even though I feel as if he's trying to take control. “Meet me in my hut at sundown and we'll go over some things, as usual.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he says with a smile. “You're the boss.” 
 
    He turns and walks away, and immediately a couple of men hurry to join him, keeping their voices down as they talk. After a moment one of them glances back at me with fearful, distrustful eyes, and I have no doubt they're telling Deckard how much they hate my decision, and how they're sure it's a sign of weakness. He's probably lapping it up, too, and enjoying the idea that slowly but surely the entire town is turning away from me. It's just a question now of when, not if, he makes his move. 
 
    The worst part is, I think they might be right. I'm not cut out for this, I never was. People always say that I'm strong, but I don't know what that means. I just wish Iris was still around. Running this town was much easier before she lost her mind and took off on her crazy journey to the south. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Stopping in the tall grass at the edge of the forest, I crouch down for a moment and pull a thick, yolk-filled sac from a bush and hold it up high. After tilting my head back, I squeeze the sac until it bursts and then I let the sweet, seed-filled mixture run down my throat. Once that's done, I tear the empty sac apart with my hands and then swallow the lining. They might not taste so hot, but these things provide enough energy for a good day's activity. They've kept me going, although they leave my hands feeling impossibly sticky. 
 
    They're also one of the easier things to eat when you no longer have a tongue. 
 
    “Hungry?” a voice whispers nearby. 
 
    Turning, I see my sister Della watching from a few feet away. I know it's not really her, of course. Back in my old life, before I came to the island, I thought I was looking after Della, keeping her safe. Eventually I discovered that she'd been dead for years, and that I'd been imagining her. Lately, however, I've started to imagine her again, and I actually enjoy these imaginary conversations. Talking to myself is better than talking to no-one, and at least with Della I can pretend I still have my voice. I don't care whether that makes me mad or not. I just care about keeping my head straight. 
 
    “You're getting weaker,” she continues, telling me what I already know. “You need proper food.” 
 
    “I'll find some,” I imagine myself telling her. “I'm okay, I promise.” 
 
    “You can't keep doing this forever.” 
 
    “I don't plan to. I'm just looking for -” 
 
    “You'll never find it,” she replies, as I imagine her interrupting me. The voices in my head can be argumentative sometimes. “Even Asher didn't believe you'd find it when you told her you were leaving. Remember how she begged you to stay and help out at Steadfall?” 
 
    “I'm going back soon. I just need to keep searching for this place first.” 
 
    “You'll die out here if you don't turn back right now,” she tells me. “It's a miracle you've made it this far.” 
 
    “I don't believe in miracles.” 
 
    “Where are you, anyway?” 
 
    “Near the southern tip.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Turning, I look around for a moment. Blinking furiously, I realize that I might have lost my bearings a little. I thought I was close to the very farthest end of the island, but now I'm starting to think that I inadvertently doubled back, that I might be heading toward Steadfall again. I'll have to wait until tonight to be sure, and then I can check the stars. 
 
    They'll tell me which way to go. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I take a moment to look around and then I set off again. It's been six months since I left Steadfall and set out on this journey, and I've considered turning back several times. I know Asher thinks I'm a fool, that I'm placing too much faith in whispered half-truths and stories cooked up by dreamers. She might be right, but deep down in my gut I have this feeling that there really is something out here at the island's southern tip. Either way, I have to know for sure, and it's not as if I was able to help much back at the town. Asher's strong, she's got everything covered, whereas I still find it hard to be around people. Five years after Vargas cut my tongue out, I'm still plagued by nightmares, and I still find it difficult to turn my back on people. Plus, the more I imagine myself talking to my dead sister, the more I feel as if I'm considered an outcast, a freak. 
 
    “How can there be another town on the island?” Della asks. “It doesn't even make sense.” 
 
    “People talked about it.” 
 
    “Crazy people. Idiots.” 
 
    “Not all of them.” 
 
    “So you seriously believe that you'll find it? Another town, maybe even bigger than Steadfall?” 
 
    “If it exists, I want to make contact.” 
 
    “Liar. You're just out here because you couldn't handle life at Steadfall. You don't like being around people.” 
 
    “Then why do I keep imagining you?” 
 
    “I'm not real,” she replies calmly, “and I'm dead. And you can make me go away whenever you want.” 
 
    So I do. After all, while talking to Drella can be useful sometimes as a means of organizing my thoughts, she can also become pretty antagonistic. I already know that this journey is a long shot, that I might not find the other town even if it does exist, but at the same time I can't turn back. I need to know for sure whether Steadfall is the only major town on the island, or whether other people have had the same idea as Asher. 
 
    Trudging through the undergrowth, I ignore the temptation to talk to Della again. Instead, I focus on keeping my mind silent. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Of course she let him go,” a man grumbles as he pours berries into a pot. “You didn't seriously think she'd step up, did you? She's too weak for that and -” 
 
    He stops as soon as he sees that I'm walking past, and we briefly make eye contact before he turns and starts working with the berries again. His two friends also conspicuously turn away, but I keep walking rather than challenging them. Nearby, several dead rabbits are being prepared for cooking, but once again I can't shake the feeling that some of the people are eying me with suspicion, maybe even contempt. By the time I've made my way to the edge of the clearing, I turn and look back at the town, and I can't help wondering if Steadfall is becoming too big for me to control. Maybe I should just turn it over to Deckard and move on. 
 
    “You made the right decision earlier,” a voice says suddenly 
 
    Turning, I see Olivia carving some wood nearby. Sometimes I think she's the only person left in this town who's actually on my side. 
 
    “With Harry, I mean,” she continues. “I'm glad you didn't murder him in cold blood.” 
 
    “I came close.” 
 
    “I know. I saw it in your eyes.” 
 
    “I came so close,” I tell her, almost trembling with shock. “I almost cut his throat.” 
 
    “But you didn't.” 
 
    “This place has changed so much,” she continues. “I wasn't here right at the start, but I came not long after, remember? I know five years is a long time, but I think we did pretty well. Or rather, you did pretty well. This place was your idea.” 
 
    “It was Jude's at first,” I point out. 
 
    “I never met Jude,” she replies, “but she didn't see it through. You did.” 
 
    “I'm losing it,” I tell her. 
 
    She shakes his head. 
 
    “You saw me just now. I'm not strong enough. I buckled. I'm weak.” 
 
    “You stood up to a crowd of fifty people who wanted blood,” she replies, as she continues to carve a length of wood. “That doesn't seem weak to me. Giving in and doing what they wanted, that would have been weak.” 
 
    “I'm still going to lose control,” I tell her. “Whether it's in a week, or a month, at some point I'll be pushed out. They're not happy with how I run things.” 
 
    “There've always been people who disagree,” she mutters. “Do what you've always done. Remind them they're free to leave and set up their own town. This place is yours.” 
 
    “There are too many of them now,” I reply. “At some point, they'll tell me that I'm the one who should leave.” 
 
    “It's your town.” 
 
    “I never wanted to be a dictator,” I continue. “The whole thing has grown so fast, I just -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot several men making their way through the forest, trailing three strangers – two men and a woman – who seem a little shocked and dazed. Each of the strangers is wearing a clean gray tunic and carrying the remains of their canopy, and I watch for a moment as they're taken to our town. It's been several months since the last drop, and I'd begun to wonder why the pace was slowing down. In the back of my head, it had even occurred to me that maybe the island wasn't popular anymore, that we'd just be left to rot. Somehow, it actually feels good to know that the rest of the world is still out there. 
 
    “Three new arrivals on one day?” Olivia mutters, unable to hide the hint of surprise in her voice. “That must be a record, huh?” 
 
    “They must have been dropped pretty close,” I point out with a frown, as I keep my eyes fixed on one of the new men, who seems to be holding back from the rest of the group. Dark-haired and with almost frighteningly intense eyes, he suddenly glances at me as if he sensed he was being watched, and we maintain eye contact for a moment before he turns and follows the others. “I should go and greet them,” I say with a sigh, as I start making my way back to town. “It's been a while since we had some new arrivals.” After a couple of paces, I pause for a moment and then finally I turn back to her. “Deckard's planning something, isn't he?” 
 
    “Deckard?” She frowns. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “It's obvious.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Don't become paranoid, Asher. As far as I know, Deckard isn't plotting against you. I think he's a little frustrated, but he's also loyal.” 
 
    I want to tell her that I agree, but deep down I know she's wrong. 
 
    “Deckard has been with you since the beginning,” she adds. “He was here before all the rest of us. Trust me, he wouldn't turn on you.” 
 
    “He wants to drive me out,” I tell her. “He wants me to get lost in the wilderness so I'll die like -” 
 
    I catch myself just in time. 
 
    “Like Iris?” she asks, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “She might still be alive, you know. She might surprise you one day and walk back into town.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You don't have faith in her?” she continues. 
 
    “You saw her in the weeks before she left,” I reply. “She was losing her mind. You saw the note she left behind. She was rambling on about finding another town to the south, based on nothing more than a few rambled claims by some new arrivals.” I pause, thinking back to the shock I felt when I discovered that Iris had left. “She might not have realized it at the time, but she was just doing what wounded, sick animals always do. She was leaving the community so she could go to die alone.” 
 
    “You don't really believe that.” 
 
    “I do,” I tell her. “I wish I didn't, but I do.” 
 
    “Well I don't,” she replies. “I still think she'll show up again some day. I think she's tougher than you realize.” 
 
    I stare at her for a moment. “You're an optimist,” I point out finally. 
 
    “I'm a realist. But Asher...” She pauses. “If you start thinking that Deckard and other people are plotting against you, you'll end up going down a rabbit-hole of paranoia and suspicion, and then you really will have a problem. You can trust Deckard with your life.” 
 
    “I wish I believed you,” I mutter, before turning and making my way back toward town. Even as I see the main clearing up ahead, with people working to prepare food and other items, I already feel as if I'm becoming an outsider. Then again, maybe that's just my default position. Mads might have been right all those years ago when she told me I'm an outsider by nature. I couldn't fit in with the rest of the world, and now I can't even fit in with a town that I started. 
 
    Maybe Iris had the right idea after all. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” I try to shout, suddenly turning to Della. All that comes from my mouth, however, is a faint gasp of anger, and then a shiver passes through my chest as I remember that my sister isn't really here. 
 
    For the past few minutes, I've been hearing her voice taunting me, telling me that I'm insane and that I'm just wandering through the forest while I wait to die. She reminded me of that time when I hallucinated Bran, and she hinted that I've never quite had my head straight since then. Somehow, while she went on and on, I managed to forget that she wasn't real and I finally snapped. 
 
    “Yeah,” I hear her voice whispering in the back of my thoughts, “you're not crazy at all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    By the time I get back to the main hut, I can already hear Deckard inside with the new arrivals, welcoming them to Steadfall and giving them some basic information about the little settlement we've got going here. I hesitate for a moment outside the door, listening in case I overhear him bad-mouthing me, but – to be fair – so far he sounds like he's giving it to them straight. Spotting movement nearby, I turn and see a woman watching me with scorn as she washes some tunics, and finally I head inside. 
 
    “But that's enough from me,” Deckard says to the new arrivals, as soon as he sees me. “Here's the woman herself. Asher founded this town five years ago almost single-handedly. The rest of us came along later. Without her, Steadfall wouldn't exist and we'd all still be living day-to-day in the wild. Trust me, not many people survive that way on the island.” 
 
    “It's not just my work,” I say, feeling a little self-conscious as the new arrivals turn to me. It's been a while since anyone arrived from the outside world, and I've kind of forgotten the little speech I used to have all worked out. To be honest, the last thing I need right now is to have more new people show up, but I have a rule of never turning anyone away unless they do something wrong. “Everyone here contributes something,” I continue. “Steadfall is a real community and we all pull together.” 
 
    Damn it, those words sounds so fake an insincere coming from my words. It's like I'm a bad actor who can't sell lines in a script. 
 
    “We were told there were no communities on the island,” the woman replies, with fear in her eyes. “We were told it was just wilderness. They said... I mean, before we came, they said it was just chaos here. We saw a load of film clips about it all.” 
 
    “What's your name?” I ask. 
 
    She hesitates for a moment. “Leanne,” she admits finally. 
 
    “Welcome to Steadfall, Leanne,” I reply, forcing a smile. “You're right, the island is supposed to be a complete wilderness, but it's also a place with no rules or laws, so we're all free to do whatever the hell we want. This town is a place where a group of people decided to get together and try to make something a little better. I don't know if we're the only town. There are rumors of others out there, but if they exist, they're far enough away that they don't really affect us. We keep to ourselves and get on with our lives, and that's enough.” 
 
    “What about violence?” asks one of the men. “We were told that the island is the most violent place on Earth. We were told there'd be cannibals, murderers...” 
 
    “They're around,” I tell him. “What's your name?” 
 
    He seems a little suspicious of me. “Ben,” he mutters after a moment. “Then again, does it really matter? In a place like this, can't people just make up new names and new personalities for themselves?” 
 
    “There are people on the island who've embraced the chance to do awful things,” I explain. “There are no laws here at all, so people are free to do what they want, when they want, and the worst of them can usually only be stopped by brute force. Here at Steadfall we have certain rules that people must observe if they want to stay, but beyond the town's limits, anything goes. Occasionally there have been incursions by people who wanted to attack us, but they were dealt with pretty quickly. Steadfall might be the only place on the island where there's any order at all. It's certainly the only place I know of for sure.” 
 
    “So if we don't choose to stay here with you,” Ben continues, “we have to... I mean, we'd have to go out there and fend for ourselves?” 
 
    “No-one's forcing you to join us,” I tell him. 
 
    “And then, what, we'd get our bones picked clean by cannibals?” He pauses, and it's clear that he's filled with anger. “Great options, there.” 
 
    “You were told about the island before you came,” Deckard mutters, as if he's not impressed by Ben's complaints. “No-one forced you onto the helicopter, did they?” 
 
    Ben opens his mouth to reply, but at the last moment he stays quiet. 
 
    “I don't want to go out there,” Leanne says quickly, as if the idea terrifies her. “Not if there are cannibals. I mean, I've never met a cannibal, and I don't want to! I want to stay with you, if... I mean, if that's allowed...” 
 
    “Then we'll find something for you to do here,” I reply, before turning to Ben. “It's not an easy life but -” 
 
    “And who put you in charge?” he asks, with a hint of defiance in his voice. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before glancing at Deckard and then turning back to Ben. “I set the town up,” I explain. “I'm not saying it's right, but no-one has to stay if they don't like it. I've always been very clear that I set the rules here.” 
 
    “So you're a dictator?” 
 
    I can't help bristling at that word. “I set the rules -” 
 
    “Then you are a dictator,” he continues. “That's pretty much the definition, right?” 
 
    “Everyone knows the situation here,” Deckard says firmly. “No-one claims it's perfect, but Asher has been in charge for five years now and things are going well. More or less, anyway. When problems arise, they're usually dealt with reasonably quickly.” 
 
    I can't help glancing at him. He's doing a good job of making himself sound loyal, but I know that deep down he's seething with resentment. He thinks he can do a better job of running this town, and he might be right, but that doesn't mean I'm going to roll over and let him take control. 
 
    “I came here to get away from people who think they're in charge,” Ben mutters, still eying me with the utmost suspicion. “Fascists, dictators, demagogues... The world is full of people who want to tell other people how to live their lives. It's hard to believe the same crap goes on here too. I happen to believe in democracy.” 
 
    “Go start one, then,” I tell him. 
 
    “Seriously? Is that your answer?” 
 
    Deckard clears his throat. “You chose to come to the island,” he points out, turning to Ben. “You're free to do whatever you want. No-one's forcing you to stick around in Steadfall, so you should feel very free to leave.” 
 
    Ben opens his mouth to argue, before apparently thinking better of it. “I really don't want to take my chances with whatever's out there in the forest,” he admits finally, “so I guess I'll stick around for a while and see how it goes.” He turns to me. “I'm not a fan of dictators, though. In my experience, that's the kind of power that breeds corruption and cruelty.” 
 
    “Your opinion is duly noted,” I reply, before turning to look at the third new arrival, the intense-looking guy who hasn't said a word yet. He's hanging back a little, watching us all, and when our eyes meet I can't shake the feeling that he's not entirely impressed. He looks to be about my age, and in his eyes there's a hint of the same world-weary exhaustion I see every time I see my own reflection. “And what's your name?” I ask, hoping to at least get him talking. 
 
    He pauses for a moment, staring at me with an unblinking gaze. “Harold,” he says finally. 
 
    “So what do you think about the town, Harold?” I ask. “Do you think you might stay for a while?” 
 
    I wait for an answer, but he seems strangely calm and unhurried, as if he feels no pressure to answer. “I'll see what you've got going on,” he says eventually. 
 
    “What kind of role do you think you could play?” I continue. 
 
    He frowns. “Role?” 
 
    “If you have any particular skills or -” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “It's hard to say,” he replies. His eyes are still fixed on me, almost as if he's daring me to be the one who looks away first. “I'm sure I can contribute in some way.” 
 
    “There's one more thing you should know,” I tell him. “We accept all new arrivals who want to join us, but we ask that you turn over your canopies so they can be used for the good of the community.” 
 
    “And why should we do that?” Ben asks. 
 
    I turn to him, glad of the chance to finally stop looking at Harold. I know he's still watching me, though. 
 
    “Here,” Leanne says, hurriedly placing her canopy on the ground in front of me. She offers a faint, nervous smile, as if she's worried she might do something wrong. 
 
    “It's a gesture of goodwill,” I tell Ben, as Harold comes over and tosses his canopy at my feet. “It's a sign that you're willing to contribute. The canopies are used for bedding, clothing, shelter, that sort of thing. We have people who know how to make the most of them.” 
 
    “Do I get to keep my knife?” he asks skeptically. “I refuse to give that up, I don't care how much you want us to share everything!” 
 
    “You get to keep your knife,” I reply, although by this point I'm actually hoping he'll decide not to stay. He seems like nothing but trouble, and I feel a flash of disappointment when he finally tosses his canopy down onto the pile. 
 
    “So all three of you arrived together, huh?” I continue, turning to Harold and then to Leanne. “How are things out there in the rest of the world? Have there been any major changes over the past few years?” 
 
    “More bombings,” she replies, with tears in her eyes. “More soldiers on the streets. They say it's going to get better some day, but...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    “Every time someone appears to tell us how the situation is improving,” she continues, “it's a sign that things are about to get worse. The war...” 
 
    “What about the war?” I ask, bristling a little at the word. 
 
    “It's still going on,” she replies. 
 
    “Obviously, but... Is there any more news?” 
 
    “They say we're going to make a big breakthrough soon,” she tells me, her voice trembling as if she's on the verge of tears. “They say one more big push is all we need.” 
 
    “They've been saying that for years,” Ben mutters darkly. “Everyone knows it's not true. People live in misery and squalor, but they can't change a damn thing. It's all because of the war, or at least that's what they tell us. We're in it together and we all have to make sacrifices. It's just the same empty speeches over and over. That's why I got sick of it and came to the island. I'd rather die free than live in chains.” 
 
    “What about you?” I ask, turning to Leanne. “Why did you come here?” 
 
    “My husband and our son were...” She takes a deep breath, as if she's on the verge of breaking down. “They were caught up in a bomb attack at the local market. They didn't... I mean, they... They died, and then there was just me, and I kind of lost it for a while. I built up a lot of points on my record, mostly minor things like public disorder and hitting people, but I knew I'd die if I went to the mines. I'd heard so much about the island, I figured I should at least see it before I die.” She pauses. “I heard 95% of people who come here die within their first day.” 
 
    “That figure's a little better for the ones who join us here,” Deckard tells her. “There's strength in numbers, and we work hard to keep the place clean and disease-free.” 
 
    “You've done so much,” she replies, her voice almost cracking with fear. She's the most skittish person I've ever met in my life, and certainly more timid than anyone else here in Steadfall. It's honestly hard to believe that someone like her would choose to come to the island. “It's hard to believe you started with nothing.” 
 
    “And what's it like being a dictator?” Ben asks, eying me with suspicion. “Why do people tolerate something like that? Don't those poor souls out there want a democracy in this town?” 
 
    “They want to feel safe,” Deckard tells him. “They're safe here.” 
 
    “Funny,” Ben mutters, “that's almost the argument the government uses to make people support the war.” 
 
    “It's my town,” I add, trying not to let it show that this Ben guy is really irritating me. “Stay or don't stay, but if you decide to stick around, at least be aware of how things work. You can't just walk in here and start causing trouble.” 
 
    “Asking questions is causing trouble?” 
 
    “You know what I mean!” 
 
    He smiles, as if he finds my frustration amusing. “You sound like them,” he tells me. 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Like the community managers who lecture people about the war.” 
 
    “I'm nothing like that,” I reply. “Like I said earlier, you're free to leave if you don't like how we run this town.” 
 
    He mutters something under his breath. Just as I'm about to ask if he's got a problem with me, however, I notice that Harold has wandered out of the hut. I head over to the door and look out, only to see that he's helping one of the women as she tries to clean some tunics. To my surprise, he actually seems to know what he's doing, and I watch as he takes the soaked tunic. 
 
    “If you do it like this,” he explains to her, turning the bowl of stones around, “and go slower, you'll get much more of the dirt out. Also, if you add some grass to the water, the enzymes should improve the overall reach.” He hesitates when he notices that I'm watching him. “I'm sorry,” he says after a moment. “I didn't mean to interfere, I just thought I could help a little. I was a doctor before I came to the island, and I...” He pauses. “Well, I just saw an opportunity to improve something. I hope I didn't step on any toes.” 
 
    “That's great,” I reply, forcing a smile. “It's exactly what we need.” 
 
    He goes back to helping the woman, and I watch for a few seconds longer before turning to see that Deckard is explaining some more basics of the town to Ben and Leanne. Ben seems edgy and irritable, while Leanne is like a timid little mouse, shivering with fear. Glancing back over at Harold, however, I can't help feeling that he might be far more useful. He seems intense, but he's clearly smart, and I watch for a few seconds as he helps another woman who's struggling to skin a rabbit. Pretty quickly, he shows her a new technique that she seems to already be picking up and - 
 
    Suddenly a scream rings out nearby. A ragged, agonized cry of pain from the forest. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “And another thing,” Della continues, her voice echoing through my head, “you don't even know what you'll do if you find this place. Are you going to say hi to these people? Are you going to tell them about Steadfall? That might not be a good idea. They might not be so friendly.” 
 
    “I'll decide when I get there,” I reply, before realizing that I've fallen into the same old trap again. Every time I lose my focus, I end up talking to my dead sister. This is something that has been happening more and more lately, and I need to get my thoughts under control. 
 
    Taking a pause next to a tree, I try to refocus my mind. I can feel Della's voice nagging at the edge of my consciousness, wanting to burst back in so we can continue the conversation, but I need to keep her out at all costs. It's one thing to chat away to your dead sister all day whenever you think she might be useful, but it's another thing entirely if you can't stop hearing her voice. I started talking to her back at Steadfall because she was the only person who could hear my replies, but now I think I've taken the whole thing too far. 
 
    Control 
 
    I need to stay sane. 
 
    Once I've calmed my thoughts, I start walking again. I only manage a couple of paces, however, before suddenly I realize that there's a length of wood up ahead, tied between two trees to form some kind of crude gate. I glance around to make sure that there's no-one nearby, and then I take the knife from my belt before making my way forward cautiously. By the time I reach the gate, I can see that the wood is black and charred, as if it was burned at some point, and a little further ahead there are more structures. With a creeping sense of anticipation, I start to realize that after six months of walking and searching, and imagining conversations with Della over and over again, I've finally found what I've been looking for. 
 
    There is another town on the island. 
 
    “See?” I imagine myself telling Della, unable to stifle a sense of pride. “I was right.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” I shout, racing through the forest toward the group of men up ahead. “What's wrong?” 
 
    As soon as I get to them, I see a beaten and bloodied figure cowering on the floor. Before I can say anything, one of the men steps closer and kicks the figure hard in the back of the head, sending him slumping across the leaf-strewn forest floor. I'm pretty sure I heard a cracking sound from somewhere in the man's body, and I wince as soon as I spot a broken and bloodied piece of bone poking out from just above his ankle. 
 
    “Didn't take him long to try his luck again,” says Ellis, one of the gathered men. “We all told you he'd come back to steal from us. Looks like he fancied some rabbits.” 
 
    Spotting a couple of skinned rabbit carcasses nearby, I make my way around the group of men until I'm better able to see Harry Shaw shivering naked on the floor. Already, he looks to have been beaten half to death, with one side of his chest having been attacked so savagely that several broken ribs are poking out. He has his arms up to protect his head, and he's shivering and sobbing as he waits for the next blow. I can't make out many of the words that are tumbling from his mouth, but it's clear he's once again begging for mercy. 
 
    “You told us we can kill him if he steals again,” Ellis reminds me, his voice firm and unbending. “You said it yourself just a few hours ago, Asher. That was the sentence you gave him.” 
 
    He stamps his foot down against Harry's already-broken ankle. The old man lets out an agonized cry of pain, only stopping when I push Ellis way from him. 
 
    One of the other men steps closer and kicks Harry hard in the guts. 
 
    Hearing movement nearby, I turn to see that half a dozen people have come from the town to watch. Deckard is among them, as is Ben, while Harold is hanging back a little as if he's curious but doesn't want to get too close. As Harry screams again, I turn to see his ravaged body being hauled up and held in position, as one of the other men steps closer to the old man and grins. 
 
    “Don't torture him,” I say firmly. 
 
    “You said we can kill him!” he sneers. “Those were your exact words.” 
 
    “I didn't say you can drag it out like this,” I reply, forcing my way past him. My mind is racing but, before I can work out what to do, Deckard pushes through. I watch in horror as he holds a knife up to Harry's throat and slices through with one quick, clean motion. Blood bursts from the poor man's mouth and his eyes widen with shock, but he quickly drops to the forest floor. After hitting the ground, he clutches his throat and writhes in pain, gasping for air. 
 
    “We weren't finished,” Ellis tells Deckard, evidently annoyed at having had his victim snatched away. 
 
    “Yes,” Deckard says firmly, turning to him, “you were. Asher said to kill Harry if he stole again, but that doesn't mean you can turn into animals.” 
 
    On the ground, Harry has fallen still. His dead eyes are staring at me. 
 
    Ellis opens his mouth to reply, but finally he backs down. Turning to walk away, he nevertheless gives Harry's corpse a final kick. “Should've happened a long time ago,” he mutters darkly, casting a scornful glance toward me. “At least someone had the guts.” 
 
    “Asher would've just let Harry go again,” a voice mutters from nearby. “She's too soft.” 
 
    As the crowd stares to disperse, heading back toward the town, I turn and see Harold watching me with a frown. After a couple of seconds he turns and follows the others, leaving me with just Harry's corpse and, a little further away, Deckard. For a moment, I can't help watching as blood drips from his knife. 
 
    “It had to be done,” Deckard says firmly. “I thought you'd be grateful. At least he didn't get tortured and beaten for hours first.” 
 
    “I was hoping there'd be another way,” I tell him. 
 
    “This won't be the last time,” he replies. “As Steadfall gets bigger, it becomes more of a target. We have to be ready to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “So what do you want to do?” I ask. “Cut Harry's head off and stick it on a pole, to warn people away? Should we just give up and become savages?” 
 
    “I want to know that when the next threat arrives, you'll be able to do what it takes.” He stares at me for a moment, as if he's trying to work out whether I have what it takes. “I'm telling you, Asher, it won't always be scrawny old men we're up against. One day we're going to attract some serious attention, and when that -” 
 
    “I don't need a lecture,” I reply, interrupting him as I reach down and grab Harry's hands. “I know you're right.” 
 
    “Where are you going with that?” 
 
    “I'm going to bury him.” 
 
    “Why? It's a complete waste of time and energy.” 
 
    “We bury our dead,” I say firmly. “We're not animals, despite what some people might think.” I start to drag Harry away, heading toward the spot we've been using as a makeshift cemetery, but I can tell that Deckard is still watching me. The displeasure and contempt is almost oozing from his soul. 
 
    “I saw you kill Vargas once,” he calls out to me. “That was why I decided to stick around. I was impressed, I figured you were tough! What changed?” 
 
    “Nothing changed,” I mutter under my breath. “I just don't enjoy killing.” 
 
    “The people of Steadfall aren't happy,” he adds. “They're starting to doubt you. I'm on your side for now, but you can't show weakness. You have to make them see that you're strong! You have to -” 
 
    “I know what you want!” I shout suddenly, unable to hold myself back as I turn to him. “You want to push me out and take over! You want to run Steadfall yourself! You think I'm losing control!” 
 
    “If I thought that,” he says calmly, “I'd have done something about it by now. Asher, I'm trying to -” 
 
    “Make your move, then,” I continue, almost trembling with rage. Letting go of Harry's hands, I step toward Deckard. “If you want to get rid of me, now's your chance. Don't be a coward, don't go around plotting behind my back. I'm right here.” 
 
    I wait, but he simply watches me with a slight frown. 
 
    “Do it,” I say firmly. 
 
    “Asher -” 
 
    “Do it!” I shout, taking another step toward him while holding my hands out to make myself an easier target. “Let's get this over with, Deckard. Don't be a coward!” 
 
    “I'm not going to fight you, Asher,” he replies, still maintaining that infuriating sense of calm that nothing ever seems to puncture. “I'm trying to help you. I believe in this town, and I believe you have every right to run it however you see fit. If I felt I couldn't live under your rules anymore, I wouldn't try to kill you. I'd leave.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, but it's clear that he has no intention of making his move right now. 
 
    “I have to get on with burying Harry,” I mutter, turning and grabbing the old man's arms. 
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    Ignoring him, I continue to drag Harry away from the town. I know he's right, I know the people of Steadfall need a leader who can inspire them. I just don't think that I can be that leader. When I get to the next ridge, I glance back the way I came and see that Deckard is already walking toward town, and suddenly it strikes me that I might have been wrong about him. Somehow I've become a simmering ball of defensive anger, and I need to calm down before I explode. 
 
    Once I reach the makeshift cemetery, I start digging a grave for Harry. At least when I'm working, I have less time to over-think things. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Standing in the center of the clearing, I look around and see the horrific truth. 
 
    Ruins. 
 
    This town is nothing but ruins. 
 
    There were clearly several wooden structures here once, not entirely dissimilar to the huts that Asher and the others built at Steadfall. All that's left of them, however, are some charred beams loosely tied together. As I make my way over to take a closer look at one of the structures, I feel something loose and dry against my bare feet, and I look down to see that there's ash everywhere. A few burned knives have been left scattered around as well, along with crude wooden pots and bowls. Reaching the nearest structure, I put a hand on the wall and give it a gentle push. It's still fairly sturdy, despite the inferno that must have raged at some point. 
 
    “What happened here?” Della asks. “It must have been something bad, mustn't it?” 
 
    Judging by the size and sheer number of these old wooden buildings, I'm certain this must be the town that I heard about. For the past couple of years, new arrivals at Steadfall have occasionally mentioned an unnamed town out here near the foot of the mountain, a town that sounded even larger and more successful than the settlement that Asher had built. Asher and Deckard told me the stories couldn't be true, but over time I began to think that there had to be some truth to what we were hearing. When I set out to locate that town, I expected to find either a thriving community or nothing at all. It never occurred to me that I might discover, instead, that the town had been destroyed. 
 
    Who would do such a terrible thing? And how? 
 
    “I don't like this,” Della's voice whispers. “Turn around, Iris.” 
 
    Stepping around the wooden structure, I lean through what's left of the doorway, figuring that - 
 
    I freeze as soon as I see them. 
 
    Huddled inside on the floor with a series of thick ropes tied around them, there are several dead bodies. Most of them have been burned so badly, there's nothing left but their bones, although a few have scraps of flesh still clinging to their skeletal faces and one even has some singed hair that somehow survived. As I take a cautious step forward, I start counting the skulls, and I realize that there are at least fifteen corpses here. While taking care not to get too close, I crouch down and take a closer look at one of the bodies, and for a moment I stare into the empty, hollow sockets of its skull. Its mouth is hanging slightly open, and I can't help wondering how these people ended up being tied together like this. 
 
    “This'll be you one day,” Della says. 
 
    She's right. 
 
    Ever since I arrived on the island, I've known that there's a brutal death waiting for me. I doubt anyone ever gets to live out a peaceful life here. Whether it's Tash or the old man, everyone dies in agony. 
 
    Just like these people. 
 
    One day it'll be my turn. 
 
    Spotting some scraps of wood in the corner, I make my way over and see that a series of deep scratches have been carved through the surface of each piece. When I pick one up and take a closer look, however, I realize that the scratches seem to have been designed to obscure some text that had earlier been carved into the same wood. It's hard to make out too much, but after a moment I'm able to make out a few consecutive words: 
 
      
 
    BUILT AFTER ONE YEAR 
 
      
 
    A little further on, I find another legible passage: 
 
      
 
    DECIDED ON A NAME 
 
      
 
    Turning the piece of wood, I see more scratches on the back, along with another section that I can just about read: 
 
      
 
    TO GROW, WE DECIDED TO 
 
      
 
    After reading a few more scattered sections on the pieces of wood, I start to realize that I've found some kind of journal or record, as if the people of this town were taking care to note down their history. Whoever destroyed the place, meanwhile, seems to have gone to great lengths to obliterate everything that was written. It would have been easy to just burn the pieces of wood, of course, but instead they seem to have been broken up and scratched, which strikes me as being kind of dramatic. My guess is that the text was destroyed in front of the people before they were burned, as some kind of demonstration that they were being wiped from history. 
 
    It's almost as if someone enjoyed destroying this town. 
 
    After gathering the pieces of wood up, I step back out of the burned hut and take a moment to collect my thoughts. I've seen plenty of death since I arrived on the island, of course, but this is the first time I've seen death that seems so organized. It's clear that these people were rounded up and tied together, and then the hut was burned with them inside. That's not the usual chaos of the island, it's something more clinical, something that reminds me of the world I thought I'd left behind. Glancing over my shoulder, I watch the nearby forest for a moment, but there's still no sign of anyone being close and, besides, it's clear that the fire happened a while ago. The pieces of wood in my hands might very well be all that's left of this town and its people. I turn and look back into the hut, and for a moment I try to imagine the screams of those people as they were burned to death. 
 
    There was a town here, but someone came along and burned it to the ground. Whoever's responsible, they must still be on the island somewhere. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “You're in trouble.” 
 
    As I make my way through the center of town a short while later, I turn and find to my surprise that Harold is suddenly walking alongside me. He seemed so remote and distant earlier, so it's a surprise to find that he suddenly wants to talk. 
 
    “I am?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “It doesn't take a genius to understand what's going on here,” he continues, keeping his voice low so that we won't be overheard. “You're in over your head. This Steadfall settlement was never supposed to get so big, but people have gravitated toward it because they're scared of the forest. The whole thing is getting out of control and you're struggling to maintain order. Sooner or later -” 
 
    “Fine,” I reply, interrupting him, “those are all valid points, but I really don't need you to spell it all out to me. You're new here, you don't understand everything that's been going on.” We walk on for a moment, and I'm suddenly not so glad that he's following me. “Let me guess. You and your friends don't like the way I run things around here. You agree with Ben that there should be a democracy.” 
 
    “People are talking about overthrowing you.” 
 
    “I'm sure they are, but there's always -” 
 
    “No,” he adds, grabbing my shoulder and forcing me to turn to him, “I don't mean in general. I mean specific people are talking about a plan to push you out and take control of your town. I've heard them.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him to go to hell, but the word catch in my throat. I've known for a while now that whispers are spreading, but it's still a shock to have that fact so boldly confirmed. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says, taking a step back. “Clearly I'm interfering. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    He turns to walk away, but I instinctively reach out and grab his arm. 
 
    “What people?” I ask. 
 
    “I don't want to cause trouble.” 
 
    “What people?” I hiss, feeling as if I'm on the verge of panic. 
 
    “I saw what happened earlier,” he continues, “and I'm certain I don't need to tell you that your authority got chipped away a little more. Every time something like that occurs, you're edging closer to the moment when your enemies decide to take action. That Deckard guy doesn't seem to like you very much. In fact, I can't shake the feeling that he might have some plans cooking.” 
 
    “Deckard just wants to help,” I reply, desperately trying to believe my own words. “He's tough, but he's on my side.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    “I...” Pausing, I feel a shiver of fear in my chest. “Yes,” I say finally. “I believe it.” 
 
    Turning, I make my way toward my hut. Before I can get there, however, I spot Deckard over by the treeline, engaged in what looks like a deep and somewhat intense conversation with a small group. Ellis is there, as is Alison Broaden, and one of the newcomers, Ben, is also with them. I know I shouldn't get paranoid, but I can't shake the feeling that they're locked in some kind of conspiratorial discussion. Slowing my pace a little, I watch as Deckard continues to talk. Damn it, I wish I could lip-read. 
 
    “See?” Harold says suddenly as he reaches me again. “That's what I'm talking about. You need to watch your back.” 
 
    “I'll be fine,” I mutter, although I can't stop watching as Deckard seems to be giving orders to the others. In turn, they're paying attention to his every word. I guess my suspicions about Deckard were right all along. 
 
    “You might be fine,” Harold continues, “or you might not. I know I'm an outsider here, but that gives me a certain perspective. How many people have you got in this town? Forty? Fifty?” 
 
    “Fifty-six,” I reply, before turning to him. “Fifty-nine now, after the three of you arrived.” 
 
    “That's a lot for one person to keep under control. Have you considered sharing your responsibilities and -” 
 
    “Steadfall's mine,” I say firmly. 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “Everyone knew that when they came,” I continue, unable to hide my sense of irritation. “I wanted a place to call my own, so I established one. People started to show up, offering to help in exchange for being allowed to stay. Maybe I shouldn't have let them, maybe I should have kept it small, but... The choice is made and Steadfall is the one thing I remember about my -” 
 
    I catch myself just in time. He doesn't need to know about my reasons for maintaining control of this place. No-one needs to know why the name Steadfall is so important to me. 
 
    “You're the prime,” I remember Doctor Phillips telling me all those years ago, when I was just a little girl. “That's why I need you to focus on something important. You need to focus as hard as you can, because the other little girls will try to swamp you.” 
 
    As much as I hated her, and still do, I know she was right. 
 
    “Maybe you should have kept the town small,” Harold says with a smile, “but you didn't. Do you know what this Steadfall joint reminds me of? The wild west. Have you ever seen images from history of those little towns that used to get built in the United States back in the nineteenth century? I mean, you don't have horses here, and frankly you're lacking a lot of other luxuries like glass and metal, guns, that sort of thing... But in spirit, and to some extent in terms of how it looks, Steadfall seems like some kind of wild west town way, way out in the sticks. It's actually kind of cool, but if you know anything about history at all, you'll understand that maintaining control might not be too easy.” 
 
    “I don't need your advice,” I tell him firmly. “I appreciate the effort, but I'd appreciate it more if you'd make yourself useful. I have to go and do a few things in the forest. Let me handle my own problems.” 
 
    “Just trying to help.” 
 
    “Well, don't!” 
 
    He pauses, as if he's going to keep pestering me, but finally he seems to get the message. 
 
    As Harold walks away, I can't help turning to look at Deckard, and I quickly see that his little gathering has dispersed. The last thing I need is to get paranoid, but I have no doubt that Harold was right. Sooner or later, I'm going to have to re-assert my authority around here. Either that, or Steadfall will be taken away from me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Rest in peace, old guy,” I mutter as I twist a makeshift grave-marker into the ground. It's nothing special, just a piece of wood with Harry's name carved into the side, but I've made it a point to bury the dead properly. Not only because of sanitation issues, but also because I think everyone deserves a grave. We're not animals. 
 
    Glancing at one of the other grave-markers nearby, I spot Jude's name carved into wood. Even after everything she did to me, I made sure to bury her once her body washed ashore. 
 
    “If you could see me now...” I whisper. 
 
    For a moment, I think back to the days when Jude and I used to wander the island. At the time, I felt lost and disconnected, but now I'm tempted to go back to that old lifestyle. After all, I came to the island to get away from human civilization, not to recreate it in the mud. 
 
    “You're prickly around other people,” I remember Jude telling me once. She knew me so well. “You over-think things, and sometimes you end up going off the deep-end.” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    I wish I could talk to her now, but eventually she turned against me. I learned a valuable lesson that day. No matter how much someone seems to be on your side, they'll betray you if they think it's in their best interests. Jude did it, and now Deckard's headed the same way. 
 
    I can't trust anyone. 
 
    Suddenly I hear footsteps in the distance, and I turn to look back through the forest. At first I don't see any sign of life, but after a couple of seconds I spot a few figures making their way between the trees. I hold my breath for a moment, waiting to make absolutely certain that they're from Steadfall, and then I relax a little as soon as I recognize Ellis and Bean. They usually go off in the afternoons to check the farthest rabbit snares, so I guess this is normal behavior for them, although I stay low and make sure not to attract attention while they make their way over the crest of a small hill and disappear from view. After everything that has happened today, the last thing I need is to get into any more 'discussions' with people who don't agree with how I handled the Harry Shaw situation. The worse things get, the more inclined I feel to be alone out here away from town. 
 
    Unfortunately, as I get to my feet, Harold's words are still ringing in my ears. He's only been in town for a few hours and he already sees that I'm struggling. 
 
    Hearing more footsteps, I turn and look over my shoulder. At first I assume that it's just more people from Steadfall going about their business, but after a few seconds there's still no sign of anyone. I take a step forward, waiting to hear them again, but now the forest has once more fallen silent. Reaching down, I check that my knife is still securely tucked into my waist-band. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out cautiously. “Who's there?” 
 
    I wait. One of the few rules I've instituted at Steadfall is that everyone must make their presence known in a situation like this, or risk getting hurt. No sneaking about. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I need you to show yourself,” I continue. “Let's not make this difficult. Show your face.” 
 
    Again I wait, but again there's no sign of anyone. 
 
    I slip my knife free and hold it out, ready to defend myself if necessary. Although most people come to Steadfall in peace, we've had a few difficult encounters over the years and I know there's always a chance that some maniac will stray into our territory. It's never particularly safe to be out alone in the forest, even so close to town. Still, as I continue to wait for any sign that someone is nearby, I can't help thinking back to the numerous false alarms that occur several times every week. Sometimes I feel as if everyone at Steadfall spends half their time hiding from shadows, but the truth is that the island remains an extremely dangerous place. 
 
    Eventually, once I'm sure that there's no-one around, I head to the next ridge and take a look, before turning and making my way back to the grave-markers. As I slip my knife away, I reach down and grab the spare pieces of wood I brought along, and then I turn and start trudging back through the forest. I know I have to go back to town and face the dirty looks I get from everyone there, but I just hope that a chance arises soon for me to prove to them that I can be a leader. I screwed up with Harry Shaw, I should have just made a big show of killing him, but I've always made a point of never ending another life unless it's in self-defense. Maybe I should just make more of an effort with Deckard and try to - 
 
    Suddenly someone grabs me from behind and slams me face-first into the nearest tree, while pulling the knife from my hand. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Everywhere I look, I find more dead bodies. And just when I've gotten used to the sight of burned human skulls, I realize I can hear a faint, persistent buzzing sound coming from beyond the clearing's far edge. 
 
    Flies. 
 
    Lots of fat, buzzing flies. 
 
    Forcing myself to go and take a look, I keep my knife in my right hand as I make my way past the clearing. I can see the flies up ahead now, filling the air and crawling all over the tree-trunks. There's a foul, putrid smell too, something sweet and pungent, and it only takes a moment longer for me to spot the first of the corpses that have been left to rot out here. 
 
    “Don't,” Della's voice whispers firmly. 
 
    I have to look. 
 
    “No, you don't. They're dead, you already know that. There's no need to go and see something so horrible.” 
 
    I want to see. 
 
    I can't hide from the horror. 
 
    Waving flies away, I step forward a few more paces, before stopping next to a dead woman who has been dumped on the ground. 
 
    Her head is tilted back, and it's clear that she died screaming. Her hands have been pinned to the ground, with thick wooden stakes through the palms, and her chest appears to have been partially crushed. The remaining flesh is bloodied and torn, although a tattoo of a boat against a sunset is still just about visible on her bare left shoulder. Waving more flies away, I step around the dead woman so I can get a closer look at her face. Her body is a rotten, seething mass of maggots, with hundreds of flies crawling all over her remaining flesh, but I can still see where her ribs appear to have been torn open on one side. Her eyes have been completely eaten away, and most of her nose has collapsed into the seething mass of maggots that now occupy her skull. 
 
    A fly lands on my lips and I spit it away, while brushing more from my hair. 
 
    Nearby, the body of a man appears to have been put through a similar ordeal, although his belly is much larger than the woman's, suggesting that there are more maggots living in his gut. When I look at his arms, I see that a few letters appear to have been carved into his flesh, although he's so discolored now that I can't make out what the letters were supposed to spell out. Several spots on his body have been mutilated, more so even than the woman's, and a knife has been left embedded in his groin. Similar injuries are evident on another man nearby, although his head appears to have been partially separated from his neck and drawn out, exposing a section of gleaming white spinal column. 
 
    I was right earlier. This is the work of someone who really gets a kick of killing people. 
 
    A shiver passes through my chest as I start to realize that these people weren't just murdered after their town was destroyed. They were tortured to death. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Careful!” a familiar voice sneers, kicking me in the side of the head before I have a chance to get up. I fall back and slam down hard against the forest floor, only for another kick to crunch into my ribs. 
 
    “Let's just get this done, okay?” a second voice mutters. “There's no point dragging it out.” 
 
    “You don't think she's earned it?” 
 
    “I think we need to get the job done!” 
 
    Looking up, I see Ellis standing over me, staring down with the same hint of anticipation that was in his eyes earlier when he was beating Harry Shaw. Alison Broaden is next to him, with Bean standing just a little way back and a guy named Joe watching from a few meters away. I guess it took four of them to work up the courage for this, although I'm a little surprised that Deckard didn't join them. Glancing around, I half expect to see him nearby, but I guess he decided he didn't want to get his hands dirty. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    A moment later, someone punches me in the back of the neck and I fall forward, landing on my wrists and letting out a gasp of pain. 
 
    “This is for the good of the settlement,” Ellis tells me. “A few of us have been talking, and we figure it's best if you just go away, Asher. It's not that we aren't grateful. You did a good job with the place, it wouldn't have grown without your work, but the time's come for someone stronger to take your place, someone who's got the guts to make tough decisions. And seeing as you won't step aside voluntarily -” 
 
    I cry out again as I'm kicked hard in the gut. Falling to one side, I look up and see Alison sneering down at me. 
 
    “Not going to call for help?” she asks with a faint smile. “We thought you might put up more of a struggle.” 
 
    “No-one'd hear,” I reply, staring at her with a sense of pure hatred in my chest. “We're too far from town. After all, none of you cowards would dare attack me if there was even a chance I could fight back.” 
 
    “People'll thank us eventually,” Ellis replies, stepping closer to me with a knife in his right hand. “We won't tell them what happened. Most folk'll just think you gave up and ran away. That seems like a slightly nicer story, don't you think? Or maybe we'll say you died heroically. Yeah, that's a better idea. We'll make out that you were some kind of martyr. You're more useful to Steadfall as a legend, Asher. You might even inspire people. Then we can get on with shaping Steadfall and making it stronger, and protecting it against enemies.” 
 
    “What enemies?” I ask breathlessly, trying to keep him talking while I work out who to strike first. “We haven't seen anything to suggest that we're under threat! You're just letting yourself get spooked! It's a way of controlling you!” 
 
    “We'll be attacked eventually,” he continues. “Deckard is right, the bigger Steadfall becomes, the more it'll be seen as a target. Better to take action now, instead of getting caught on the back-foot later.” 
 
    Suddenly Alison grabs my head and pulls me back, exposing my neck as Ellis steps closer. I try to get free, but Bean has a hand on my shoulder, pushing me down. These assholes are well-organized and smart, and I doubt they've under-estimated me, but I still have a good chance to get out of this mess if I just pick the right moment. In the old days, before I ever came to the island, I was in worse spots once or twice and I made it out just fine. Plus, I survived a full tour of duty in the war, even if I don't remember exactly what happened out there. 
 
    “You'll be a legend,” Ellis explains, moving the blade closer to my chest. “People might even -” 
 
    “Hey!” a voice calls out suddenly. “Do you need help over there?” 
 
    Turning, I see to my horror that Harold is headed this way, smiling and waving. Just when I was ready to fight back and drop these assholes, now I have to work out what the hell Harold is up to. 
 
    “What does he want?” Joe hisses. 
 
    Lunging forward, I grab Ellis's arm and twist him around, cracking his wrist against my knee so that he drops the knife. At the same time, I take the knife in my left hand and slash it across his face, causing him to let out a cry of pain as he falls back. Turning, I swing my elbow at Alison, crunching her nose and dropping her to the ground, and then I look around just in time to see Joe running away, hurrying toward the ridge that leads further inland. Hearing movement nearby, I turn again and raise the knife until it's just inches from Harold's face. I wait, breathlessly, for him to make the slightest move toward me. 
 
    “Looks like you don't need help,” he says with a smile. “I'm impressed. You obviously know how to look after yourself, although I'd kind of picked up on that already.” 
 
    Taking a step back, I hear Ellis groaning on the floor. I glance down and slam my boot into the back of his neck, knocking him out, before turning back to face Harold. I still don't know which side he's on, but right now I'm ready to fight if he puts so much as a foot wrong. It can't be a coincidence that he showed up just when these three assholes tried to kill me. 
 
    “I was following you,” he explains. “There, I admitted it. I figured someone was going to try something, so I followed you from a distance. I guess I thought I could step in if you needed help but, from the looks of things, you seem to have had it all under control.” 
 
    “I was about to knock their heads together,” I say firmly. 
 
    “Of course you were.” 
 
    “Do you doubt me?” I hiss, stepping closer to him. 
 
    He holds his hands up in mock surrender. “Not for a moment,” he says calmly, and I get the feeling he's being honest. He pauses, eying me with the faintest trace of a smile. “I've been watching you since I arrived,” he adds finally. “Maybe I should have been a little more subtle about it, but the truth is, you're really not the kind of person I pictured being in charge of a small community. That's not to say you can't do it, but I can definitely see areas where you're struggling. You're stubborn.” 
 
    “I get by,” I tell him, feeling a shiver of irritation. 
 
    “But for how long?” 
 
    I want to tell him to go to hell, but instead I turn and start making my way back over to look down at Ellis's unconscious body on the forest floor. Nudging the side of his face with my boot, I find that he's still out cold. Nearby, Alison is groaning as she clutches her broken nose, from which plenty of blood has already spilled out onto her hands. 
 
    “You're out of here,” I tell her firmly, kicking her shoulder hard and sending her stumbling back down to the ground. “If you ever come back to Steadfall, you'll meet the same fate as Harry Shaw. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Please,” she stammers, with tears in her eyes, “I won't survive out here alone.” 
 
    “You won't be alone,” I reply. “You'll have Ellis for company. And anyone else who decides they don't want to stick to the rules I've laid down.” 
 
    “We won't make it!” she hisses. “What kind of bitch leaves people out to die?” 
 
    “You should've thought of that before you tried to jump me,” I tell her. “You're lucky I'm letting you live at all.” 
 
    Turning, I see that Harold is still watching me. I have to admit that if he wasn't here, I might be a little more lenient, I might even consider letting Alison and Ellis come back to the town, but I feel I need to put on a show of force. I'm sick of letting people think I'm a soft touch. 
 
    “Why are you such a bitch?” Alison stammers, struggling to her feet. 
 
    I turn back to her. “Playing nice won't make me change my mind.” 
 
    When she lowers her hands from her face, I can't help wincing at the sight of her mangled nose. I caused way more damage than I'd intended, but that tends to happen when I'm spooked. My training kicks in and people end up hurt or worse. 
 
    “What if I tell you who put us up to it?” she asks. “Then will you let us come back? Or if not both of us, then at least me.” 
 
    “I already know who put you up to it,” I reply. “I saw you talking to Deckard earlier.” 
 
    “Deckard?” She limps toward me. “It wasn't Deckard, you idiot! It was -” 
 
    Before she can finish, Harold aims a well-timed punch at her throat. She staggers back, clutching her neck and gasping hopelessly for air. She turns and tries to run, but she quickly drops to her knees. She's choking to death, and there's nothing anyone can do to help her. 
 
    “She was about to go for you,” Harold tells me. “She was going to grab your knife.” 
 
    “I wouldn't have let her.” 
 
    “Well, I...” He pauses, as Alison gasps for air on the ground. “Sorry,” he adds finally, with a faint smile, “maybe I over-reacted, but I thought you were in danger.” 
 
    Glancing down at Alison, I see that her face is turning red now as she continues to suffocate. I know there's nothing I can do to help her, but I can't help feeling a little suspicious as I turn back to Harold. 
 
    “That move you just used on her,” I say cautiously, “it was -” 
 
    “Military,” he replies. 
 
    “You said you were a doctor.” 
 
    “I was. In the military.” He pauses for a moment, as if he's amused by my suspicions. “I fought in the war. I think I was a medic of some sort, but my memories of the actual combat period were wiped after my tour of duty ended.” Another pause. “Maybe I'm crazy, Asher, but I get the feeling that you -” 
 
    “I was in the army too,” I tell him. “I fought in the war.” 
 
    “And you don't remember it either?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “It's not often I come across a fellow ex-soldier,” he continues, holding his right hand out toward me. “I definitely didn't expect to meet one on the island.” 
 
    I shake his hand, even though I don't like the way he seems to be constantly analyzing me. 
 
    “It's hard, isn't it?” he asks. “Having that hole in your mind, I mean. We both know we went through hell during the war, but we don't know exactly what happened to us. They took away our memories, we don't even remember who we were fighting, but...” He pauses for a moment. “There are still echoes, right? Little moments when you react to something in a strange way, and you realize it's some buried instinct kicking in?” 
 
    “I try not to think about it,” I tell him. 
 
    “I think about it all the time,” he replies. “I know I must have seen some truly awful things, but I can only imagine what they were. You and I are clearly more alike than I'd realized.” 
 
    I shudder at those words. 
 
    “I'm sorry I interfered,” he continues, looking down at Alison now that she's finally dead. “I see now that you could have handled yourself just fine.” 
 
    “I have things to do,” I tell him. “Traps to set, bait -” 
 
    “I'd like to talk to you about the war some time,” he says suddenly, interrupting me. “Maybe we could help each other dig up some memories.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You don't want to remember?” he asks. 
 
    “There's no point. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I assume you went on a full tour of duty,” he continues. “That would have been three years of your life that were wiped from your mind. Three years of pure horror that have been taken from you. I have the same gap in my head, Asher, and I'd really like to get at least some of it back.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I reply, “but you'll have to do it on your own.” 
 
    He pauses, before finally nodding. “I understand. You're scared of what you might -” 
 
    “I'm not scared!” I say firmly, instinctively hitting back at that idea. “I just don't see the point in raking up the past!I remember my military training, and that's really the only part of the whole thing that's any use to me these days. I'm sure the war was hell, I'm sure I saw awful things, but I don't want to dredge it all up. Maybe they were right to wipe it from our minds, maybe no-one can live with the memories of something like that.” 
 
    “You don't really accept that explanation, do you?” 
 
    “I'm starting to,” I reply, taking a step back. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I really need to get on with things. I'm sure there are people who need your help, too.” 
 
    “I'm sure there are.” 
 
    I wait for him to leave, but once again he seems content to simply observe me. Finally, I turn and start walking away, heading toward the next ridge so I can check the next set of snares. 
 
    “Deckard tried to have you killed today!” Harold calls after me. “Are you just going to let him get away with it?” 
 
    Stopping at the top of the ridge, I glance back at him. 
 
    “He'll try again,” he continues. “Don't doubt that for a second.” 
 
    “I won't,” I reply, before hurrying away. I know he's right, but I also know that I need to be smart when it comes to my response. Besides, Deckard knows I'm tough, and it's hard to believe that he really thought three poorly-trained idiots could bring me down. Maybe the attack wasn't meant to kill me, maybe it was just a warning. 
 
    When I get to the next set of snares, I find one dead rabbit waiting for me. As I crouch down and start twisting the wire from around its neck, I can't help feeling sorry for the poor thing, and imagining its final moments as it realized it was trapped and that it was about to die. 
 
    “One mistake,” I mutter, pulling the rabbit free and holding its corpse up for a moment. “Sometimes that's all it takes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    After examining the burned huts for a few hours I'm finally able to get a better idea of how this town worked, and how it was destroyed. 
 
    There was a large central clearing, much like Steadfall, with a dozen wooden structures arranged around the edges. Unlike Steadfall, however, there seems to have been one structure in particular that was larger than the others, suggesting either the home of a leader or perhaps the main building of a governing group. Asher has consistently refused to do anything that places herself above Steadfall's citizens, but here at this other town it's clear that there was a more obvious power structure. When I take a look inside the larger hut, however, I find only a few more burned corpses, but nothing to indicate who was in control of this place or what kind of town they were running. 
 
    What I do find, however, is a large circle carved into the wood, with two vertical lines running through the center. I've noticed the same symbol a few times, on walls and doors, and at first I started to think that maybe the town had some kind of official symbol. As I take a closer look at some of the corpses, however, I notice that the same symbol appears to have been carved into their skulls, which suggests that it was left behind by whoever ransacked the town and burned the place to the ground. Making my way to the darker, farthest end of the large hut, I find yet more corpses piled up in the corner, as if they were desperately trying to find a way out as the flames took hold. 
 
    It's not hard to imagine what it must have been like in this place, right at the end. The inhabitants must have died in agony and fear, there must have been screams and, judging by the relative freshness of the rotten bodies outside, I'm starting to think that all of this happened just a few weeks ago. I didn't notice any smoke rising into the sky during my journey, but there's no doubt that someone came to this town and burned it to the ground, killing at least a hundred people who were living here. Something like that would take organization and manpower, it'd take a group of people rather than a lone wolf. 
 
    And they'd need to be led by a complete madman. 
 
    Stopping for a moment to stare down at more burned bodies in the larger hut, I suddenly realize I can hear movement outside. I step over to the wall and peer out through a crack, and sure enough I spot a figure creeping through the undergrowth at the edge of the clearing, edging closer. 
 
    “Told you,” Della's voice whispers. “You should have run while you had the chance.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “What's wrong?” I call out, forcing my way through a substantial crowd that has gathered at the side of the hut. “Let me through! What's happening?” 
 
    When I get to the front, I find that Deckard and a few others are already here. On the ground, Emma Lucas is breathing heavily and looking decidedly pale, while a patch of vomit is glistening in the mud nearby. One of the work trestles has been tipped over, leaving pieces of canopy in the mud. 
 
    “Don't get too close,” Deckard says, putting a hand on my shoulder to hold me back. “She's sick.” 
 
    “What kind of sick?” I ask. 
 
    “That's what we're trying to work out,” he says darkly, glancing at me. “Are you okay? You've seemed rattled since you were at the snares.” 
 
    “Surprised that I came back at all?” I ask. 
 
    For a moment, I see a flicker of irritation in his eyes. He probably thought that I'd have reacted by now to the attempt on my life, that I'd have confronted him. Figuring that I need to be smart and keep him guessing, I take a step closer to Emma, who looks as if she might throw up again at any moment. Crouching down while making sure not to get too close, I look into her eyes and see that she's struggling to stay conscious. She looks deathly pale, too, with sweat glistening on her forehead. We've had sick people in the town before, but this seems more extreme. 
 
    “Emma, can you hear me?” I ask cautiously. “Emma, it's Asher. Tell me how you feel.” 
 
    Her lips move, but she seems too drained to get any words out. Her whole body is shaking, as if she's gripped by some kind of fever. 
 
    “It came on suddenly,” says one of the men standing nearby. “She was fine about two hours ago, and then she said she needed to rest, and then this started. Her speech began to get slurred and when she tried to move, she toppled over.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” another man asks. “Is it some kind of plague?” 
 
    “Could we all get it?” asks a woman. “What if it's infectious and it's in the air all around us?” 
 
    Before I can answer, Emma leans over and vomits again, bringing up a trickle of pale yellow liquid that drips from her lips. 
 
    “She's the only one so far,” Deckard says darkly, “but I've been worried about this for a while. People don't always follow the sanitation rules we put in place. It was only a matter of time before someone ended up paying the price. Then again, this seems like something more serious. I'm not sure poor sanitation alone could cause someone to get this sick, this fast.” 
 
    “We need to isolate her,” I reply, watching as Emma starts retching. Yellow bile trickles from her lips, mixed with a little blood. “Do we know what she's done over the past day? Is there a chance that she's left the town at any point and maybe eaten something poisonous?” 
 
    “She's just been working the whole time,” says Mary, one of the other women. “Since the three new canopies arrived today, we've been trying to get them unpicked so we can turn them into blankets. Just a couple of hours ago, we were talking about all the possibilities.” 
 
    “Something must have caused this,” I mutter, as Emma lets out a slow, deep groan. I pause for a moment, before realizing what we have to do. “She needs to be quarantined,” I continue, turning to Deckard. “I want everyone to keep away from her. Anyone who's already had physical contact with her today needs to be watched for symptoms.” Hearing a worried murmur from the crowd, I turn to them. “Most likely this is nothing serious, it's just a passing bug, but we can't cut corners. Did any of you have direct contact with Emma today? Did any of you touch her, or share a cup with her, anything like that?” 
 
    I wait, but no-one replies. 
 
    “This is important!” I say firmly. “Come on, who's been in close proximity with her?” 
 
    Cautiously, one of the women puts her hand up, and a moment later one of the men does the same. 
 
    “That doesn't mean we'll get sick, does it?” the woman asks, with fear in her eyes. 
 
    “You'll be fine,” I tell her, “but we're taking precautions.” Hearing Emma vomiting again, I turn and look back down at her just in time to see that she's trying to crawl away. 
 
    “Does anyone else feel any symptoms at all?” Deckard calls out. “If you do, now's the time to speak up!” 
 
    As they continue to discuss the situation, I keep pace with Emma, watching as she tries to crawl away from the hut. I know I should tell her to conserve her strength, but to be honest I'm a little relieved that she seems to be trying to get to the edge of town. If she could rest out there, away from everyone else, there's a chance she might recover without infecting anyone else. After a moment, however, I find that Deckard has come over to join me. 
 
    “I'm busy,” I tell him, still watching Emma. 
 
    “We need to move fast to contain this,” he replies. 
 
    “She'll be okay.” 
 
    “You don't believe that for one second,” he continues. “Look at her. Listen to her shallow breathing. She'll be dead before morning, and it's highly likely that she'll have infected other people. Hoping for the best isn't going to get us out of this one. If we don't act fast, this sickness could spread through the entire town. It could kill everyone!” 
 
    “We don't know it's that bad yet,” I mutter. 
 
    “We have to take every precaution.” 
 
    “What's your problem?” I hiss, turning to him. “Why are you -” 
 
    “This isn't the time for you to panic!” he says firmly, interrupting me. “Whatever problem you have with me, Asher, save it for later. Right now we have to deal with this mess.” 
 
    Looking down at Emma as she continues to crawl across the ground, I realize that Deckard's right. We have no medicine here on the island, nothing we can use to treat people, which means containment is our only hope. 
 
    “We'll keep her apart from everyone else,” I say finally, “and keep an eye on the others for symptoms. Anyone who coughs has to be temporarily moved out of town, at least until we can be sure that they're not sick.” 
 
    “I agree,” he replies. “Get everyone to leave for a while, just until you're sure that no-one else is infected. Then they can return if they don't have symptoms. Obviously this thing seems to progress rapidly, so it shouldn't take too long to work out if anyone else is sick.” He turns to me. “You've made the right decision.” 
 
    “I don't need you to tell me that,” I reply darkly. 
 
    Hearing another gasp from Emma, I look down and see that she's almost at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “Something seems very wrong here,” Deckard mutters. “It's almost as if some kind of infection was introduced to the town.” 
 
    “I have to go with her,” I mutter, turning and walking away from him. Once I reach Emma, I look back and see that Deckard has returned to the town and is already taking charge, ordering people to report any symptoms they might experience. When I look down at Emma again, I realize that I can't risk touching her, not if she's infectious. “It's okay,” I say finally, even though I'm starting to fear the worst. “You're going to be fine. We're all going to be okay.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    As soon as he steps close enough to the hut's charred doorway, I make my move. Stepping out, I grab the man's neck and pull him back, while quickly placing the blade of my knife against his throat. He gasps and tries to pull away, but I'm holding him too firmly and he stops struggling soon enough. The knife's blade presses against his flesh but doesn't cut through, not yet. 
 
    It's at times like this, I really wish I could still speak. 
 
    “Don't kill me!” he stammers, his voice sounding cracked and dry. “Please, I wasn't one of them! I just came to look for food!” 
 
    He seems old and frail, in his fifties or maybe even sixties, but I can't afford to take any chances. Shoving him forward until he trips and falls to the ground, I glance around to make sure that there's no sign of anyone else and then I step closer to him with my knife still raised. My heart is pounding and I'm worried that other people are going to come charging toward me at any moment. One wrong move in a situation like this, and I'll be dead. 
 
    “Kill him and run,” Della whispers. 
 
    “Please!” the man shouts, holding his hands in front of his terrified face. “Don't hurt me! I'm harmless!” 
 
    “That's just what a killer would say,” Della points out. “Cut his throat. Anything else would be too much of a risk.” 
 
    Except Della would never say something like that. Della would be horrified if she could see me now. 
 
    I want to ask the old man who he is, and what he's really doing here, but of course I can't ask him a damn thing. Instead, I make my way slowly around him, poised to defend myself in case he tries to attack. There's no sign of any weapons, and so far he seems harmless, but I've been fooled like that before. Life-and-death situations tend to bring out the worst in people. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asks. “Are you one of them? Are you one of the ones who burned this place to the ground?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he continues. “I don't have anything to give you!” 
 
    As I step behind him, he scrambles around and maintains eye contact. He seems absolutely terrified, as if he's worried that I'll drive the knife into his chest at any moment. 
 
    “Please,” he continues, “I thought no-one was here anymore, I just thought that maybe...” He pauses for a moment. “I thought they were all gone. I thought maybe there was a chance something had been left behind, that's all! I know it's bad to steal from the dead, but what choice do I have? I was hoping for food.” 
 
    “I don't believe him,” Della's voice hisses. “He's lying!” 
 
    “I'm just a scavenger!” he sobs. “I know it's wrong, but I thought I might be able to get something useful! Look at me, I'm just an old man!” 
 
    I need to ask this guy questions, but I have no way to get through to him. It's not like I have a handy pen and a pad of paper that'd let me write things down, so I look around, hoping that - 
 
    Suddenly he lets out a cry, and I turn just as he throws mud at my face in a surprising but ineffectual move. Startled, I brush the mud away as the guy scrambles to his feet and starts to run. I watch for a moment, before figuring that I can't just let him go. Fortunately, he's so old and wiry, I quickly catch up to him and pull him back, and this time I end up slamming him against a tree with more force than I'd intended. I swear, I feel his entire body shudder. 
 
    “Don't hurt him!” Della's voice sobs. 
 
    That's better. 
 
    That's what Della would really say to me in this situation. 
 
    “What do you want?” the man shouts, stumbling back from me with tears in his eyes. “I don't have anything! I literally have nothing in the world to give you, so if you're trying to rob me, you're out of luck! If you're going to kill me, just... Please don't, please, I don't want to die like this!” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment, before turning and pointing toward the burned town. He stares at me, as if he doesn't quite understand, so I sigh before pointing again. 
 
    “What about it?” he sobs, staring at me as if I'm some kind of freak. “I don't... What's wrong with you? What do you want?” 
 
    “What happened?” I mouth carefully, hoping that he'll be able to lip-read. 
 
    He frowns. 
 
    I try again, and then I open my mouth wide so that he can see the stump of my tongue. It takes a moment, but finally I see from the shock in his eyes that he understands. He peers closer, as if he's never seen anything so disgusting in his life. 
 
    “Tell me,” I say slowly, still pointing toward the town, “what happened!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    She's dying. I see that now. 
 
    It's been a couple of hours since I followed Emma out of the town. She eventually collapsed just a few meters beyond the tree-line, so – after quickly going back to fetch food and water – I've been sitting here ever since, staying close while making sure she can't touch me. I know I'm not really helping, and she hasn't even responded to my offers of something to eat or drink, but I also know I can't just leave her here. 
 
    Her breathing is becoming increasingly ragged. 
 
    At this rate, she'll be dead within the hour. 
 
    “I won't leave you,” I tell her, for what must be the hundredth time. “Whatever's wrong, Emma, you have to fight it. I know you're -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I feel a sudden sense of familiarity, as if I've been in a situation like this before. I don't remember sitting with a dying woman in the middle of a forest, but the feeling of deja vu is too strong to ignore. I take a deep breath, trying to concentrate, and for a moment I feel as if a long-buried memory is trying to force its way through from the back of my mind, desperately attempting to get my attention. 
 
    Something like this did happen before. 
 
    During the war, I think - 
 
    Suddenly hearing footsteps nearby, I feel the memory slip away. I turn, half-expecting to see Harold approaching yet again. Instead I spot Deckard making his way toward me, and I immediately tense when I see the thunderous expression on his face. Getting to my feet, I see that he's not holding a knife, and I remind myself that he's unlikely to attack me here, so close to the town. Still, as he stops next to me and looks down at Emma's shivering form, I can't help thinking that he'll try to use this situation to his advantage. 
 
    “Is anyone else showing symptoms?” I ask finally. 
 
    “Not that they'll admit,” he replies, still staring at Emma. “I've been keeping an eye on Mary, though. I think she's hiding something.” 
 
    “She and Emma work together most days,” I point out. “If Emma caught this, it stands to reason that -” 
 
    “I know,” he adds, interrupting me. “Like I said, I've been watching her like a hawk. I think she knows I'm suspicious, too. Fortunately she's keeping away from the others.” He pauses for a moment, as Emma lets out a faint, agonized groan. “How long do you think she has left?” 
 
    Grabbing his arm, I pull him away. There's no need for Emma to overhear our conversation. 
 
    “How long?” he asks again, sounding frustrated. 
 
    “An hour or two,” I mutter. 
 
    “Really?” He turns to me. “Your pessimism is surprising. I thought you'd insist she still has a chance.” 
 
    “We need to think about how we're going to handle this,” I tell him. “If Mary or anyone else gets sick, we might be facing an epidemic. We can't take risks, we have to -” 
 
    I catch myself just in time, but deep down I know that Harold was right. 
 
    “We might have to evacuate the town,” I continue finally. 
 
    He frowns. 
 
    “Get people away from each other,” I point out. “Make them spread out for a few days. At least that way, people who are already sick won't be able to pass it on to the ones who are healthy. I know it's a drastic approach, but we can't afford to be complacent.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” he replies, nodding slowly as he looks back down at Emma. “I think we can rule out food poisoning. Her symptoms are more flu-like, but obviously it's progressing much faster than flu. You haven't touched her, have you?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Has she been sneezing or coughing? If you've been too close -” 
 
    “I've kept my distance,” I tell him. “I just didn't think it was right to leave her out here alone.” 
 
    I wait, convinced that he's going to tell me I'm a fool, but instead he seems lost in thought. 
 
    “That's good of you,” he says finally. “I'm sure she appreciates it.” 
 
    After watching him for a moment longer, I realize that I can't hold back. 
 
    “I know it was you,” I blurt out. 
 
    “You know what was me?” 
 
    “Don't act dumb,” I continue. “Your friends tried to ambush me in the forest. I killed Alison, and I sent Ellis and Joe packing. Before you even try to claim you weren't behind what happened, save your breath.” I wait for him to reply, but his expression remains inscrutable as he stares at me. “I'm warning you,” I tell him, as I feel anger rising through my chest, “I'm not going to be driven out of Steadfall. This is my town -” 
 
    “No-one's disputing that,” he replies. 
 
    “If you don't like the way I do things,” I add, “feel free to leave.” 
 
    “You're very keen to stay in charge,” he continues. “For someone who seems to be such a loner, anyway.” 
 
    “Steadfall is mine,” I tell him. “It's the only thing I've got left to fight for.” 
 
    “And you think I tried to have you killed?” 
 
    “I know you did.” 
 
    “Who put that particular idea in your head?” he asks. 
 
    “I saw you talking to Ellis and the others,” I continue. “I saw you plotting something. I'm not stupid, Deckard. I know it's no coincidence that I saw you with them just a few hours before I was attacked.” 
 
    He pauses. “What if I told you,” he says finally, “that I wasn't plotting anything? What if I told you that I was actually trying to talk them out of their insane plan?” 
 
    “Then why didn't you come to warn me?” 
 
    “I thought it wasn't necessary. I thought they wouldn't come after you, and the last thing I wanted was to set you even more on edge. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    Staring at him, I realize that he genuinely expects me to believe what he's saying. I guess he thinks I'm some naive idiot who can't see when she's being targeted. 
 
    “You've been listening to Harold, haven't you?” he continues after a moment. 
 
    “Harold has nothing to do with this,” I tell him. 
 
    “He's been filling your head with rubbish.” 
 
    “He helped me to see the truth!” I say firmly, taking a step toward him. “I was onto you before, you weren't exactly subtle, but I didn't realize quite how determined you were to take control of this place. I see it now, though. You think I'm some dumb little fool, you think I can't possibly run a town like -” 
 
    “I think you need to accept help when it's offered!” 
 
    “I don't need your help!” I shout, momentarily letting my anger boil over. 
 
    “Steadfall is getting too big,” he replies, “and too busy, for one person to remain in charge! You need to get over this ridiculous desire to make every decision yourself, and you need to let other people step in to support you! No-one's talking about taking Steadfall away from you, but you're going to lose it if you don't share the burden!” 
 
    “You want to take control!” I sneer. “I know exactly what your end-game is!” 
 
    “If I wanted to take control,” he mutters darkly, “I'd have done it by now. Do you really think a girl like you could stand in my way? I'm trying to help you!” 
 
    “Then leave!” I tell him. 
 
    He opens his mouth to reply, but I can see I've finally made him understand that I'm onto him. 
 
    “You want me to go?” he asks, with a hint of hesitation in his voice. 
 
    “If you can't live at Steadfall without causing trouble,” I continue, “then yes, I think it'd be better for everyone if you packed up and found somewhere else.” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, before taking a step back. “I haven't been trying to cause trouble,” he says after a moment, “but I have been speaking out when I think something's wrong. If you see that as a bad thing, then I guess we don't agree about how the town should function.” Another pause, and it's clear that he's not sure what to do next. 
 
    I reach for my belt, to make sure that my knife is in place. I've got a feeling I might need it soon. 
 
    “Fine,” he continues, “I'll leave. I've done my best here and I'm proud of my contribution, but I'm not going to stay if you truly believe I'm out to get you. I was planning to go and search for my wife anyway, so I guess that's what I'll do.” He pauses for a moment, before turning to walk back to the town. 
 
    “Maybe we should talk about this some more!” I call after him, suddenly feeling a twinge of regret at the thought of him leaving. Deckard has been here since the beginning, since the day I faced up to Vargas, and I've come to rely on him. “Wait! Maybe there's a way back from this!” 
 
    Still walking away, he raises his left hand as if to indicate that there's no point, and I'm left to watch as he heads toward the edge of town. I'm tempted to run after him, to make him reconsider, but after a moment I remind myself that he arranged for Ellis and the others to attack me. For that reason alone, I can't ever trust him again, and I have to remember that Harold was right all along. Deckard was becoming a threat, and I need to be grateful that he's decided to leave without a proper showdown. The situation could easily have become violent. 
 
    Glancing down at Emma, I see that she's no longer shivering. I step around her, to check that she's okay, but after a moment I look at her face and realize that she's dead. Whatever killed her, I have to pray that it doesn't spread to anyone else in town. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Standing in the doorway of one of the huts, the old man and I stare in at the pile of burned corpses on the ground. 
 
    “There are some people,” he says finally, “who came to the island because of the opportunity to become monsters. No laws, no rules... They came because they want to do terrible things.” 
 
    I turn to him, and I swear I can see tears in his eyes. 
 
    “I saw what happened here,” he continues. “Only from afar, but I saw it and I heard... I witnessed what happens when man knows no limits. I saw human cruelty unleashed in its most abhorrent form. I saw flesh being peeled from the bones of living victims. I saw a man biting out the teeth of a woman as she sobbed. I saw a man literally getting ripped apart by the hands of another man. I saw a skull being torn from a man's face, still screaming at first as -” 
 
    He stops suddenly, his eyes wide with shock as he stares at the burned corpses. Finally, he turns to me. 
 
    “The ones who died in the fire were lucky,” he says after a moment. “They were spared the worst of what happened here. The ones who died out there, pegged to the ground, are also lucky. They're gone now, they don't have to suffer anymore. Do you know who I really feel sorry for?” 
 
    I wait for him to continue. 
 
    “I feel sorry for the people of the next town that gets destroyed by those monsters,” he continues. “I feel sorry for the victims who don't even know what's coming to them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    I remember running through a forest, weighed down by body armor and guns. I remember diving for cover as energy blasts ripped through the air, and I remember trees crashing down on either side, missing me by just a few feet. 
 
    I remember the ground shaking as a battleship approached. I remember hearing more trees being split apart in the distance, and I remember the sound of enemy troops getting into position. I remember hearing blasters being fired, and knowing that hundreds more were about to be unleashed. 
 
    All these things are still just vague sensation, disorganized memories that seem to be floating to the surface all of a sudden. I don't know what prompted them to come back, but they're filling my thoughts. 
 
    I remember turning and seeing the rest of my unit taking positions, ready for the onslaught. I remember thinking we were out of luck, that finally we were going to die. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Turning away from the daydream, I see that Harold is standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the dimming light of evening. My initial instinct is to tell him I'm fine, to say I need some time alone, but I can't quite get the words out of my mouth. For perhaps the first time in years, I actually feel I'd like some company. Damn it, what's wrong with me? 
 
    “Deckard's leaving,” he continues. “A lot of people begged him to stay, but he said he had to go and search for his wife. No-one's really buying that explanation, though. There's a rumor going around that you asked him to leave. At least he's being diplomatic about the whole thing. So far, I haven't heard him trash-talking you to anyone.” 
 
    Stepping over to join him in the doorway, I look out across the clearing just in time to see Deckard walking out of town. A small crowd has gathered to send him off, although after a moment I realize some of them are actually trying to persuade him to stay. One of two people glance this way, and I can see the anger in their eyes. They probably wish it was the other way around, that Deckard had stayed and I'd been the one to leave. 
 
    “I should stop him,” I say suddenly, stepping forward. 
 
    Harold puts a hand on my shoulder. “Stay strong, Asher.” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “You know this is for the best,” he continues. “Deckard is against you. Just be grateful that he's leaving without putting up more of a fight. Frankly, I'm surprised. I expected him to make one final play for power, but I guess you made accept the inevitable. Now look at him, slinking off with his tail between his legs.” 
 
    I still want to go running after Deckard, to make him stay, but after a moment I remind myself of everything that has happened lately. I've been convinced for a while that he resents me, and that fear culminated in the attack earlier. 
 
    “What if I've made a mistake?” I mutter, turning and heading back across the gloomy hut. Stopping in the middle, I feel a gnawing sense of regret in my gut. It's as if deep down, in the back of my mind, I know that this doesn't add up. “What if -” 
 
    “You didn't make a mistake,” Harold says suddenly, having stepped up quietly behind me. When I turn to him, he puts his hands on my arms, as if to hold me steady. “Deckard was plotting against you. Come on, Asher, you're smart, you know that's true. You made the right choice. Now you just have to hold steady.” 
 
    I open my mouth to argue with him, but maybe he's right. I've never been so indecisive before, but right now I feel as if I'm constantly switching from one view to another. 
 
    “Deckard's popular,” I say finally. “People like him, and they trust him. Way more than they like or trust me.” 
 
    “By getting rid of him, you've shown the others that you're in charge.” 
 
    “Or I've made them hate me more.” 
 
    “He tried to have you killed!” 
 
    “I know, but maybe he was right about the need for change, maybe...” I pause as I realize that I can still salvage the situation. “I should just accept that I can't control everything,” I add finally. “I should change the way Steadfall is run, maybe have some kind of open forum or even let the people elect their own leaders.” 
 
    “That sounds like a betrayal of everything you've created here,” he replies. 
 
    “But at least -” 
 
    Before I can finish, he suddenly leans closer and kisses me. Startled, I freeze for a moment before pulling back, and for a few seconds there's an awkward silence between us, broken only by the sounds of the town outside the hut. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says finally, “I didn't mean to...” 
 
    I wait for him to finish, but he seems equally surprised by what just happened. 
 
    “I've never met anyone like you,” he continues. “You're so strong, I've always been attracted to women who take charge and demonstrate a little authority.” 
 
    “That's... nice to know,” I tell him, still trying to work out where he's going with this. It's hard to believe that he'd seriously try making a move like this, and I didn't pick up any hints of interest until now. Then again, I've never exactly been good at noticing that kind of thing. Jude, for example, had to pretty much hold me down the first time until I realized what she wanted. I guess my mind just doesn't process that kind of information. 
 
    “Nice to know?” He pauses. “Maybe I made a mistake. I thought you were interested too.” 
 
    “I have a lot to get done,” I reply cautiously. 
 
    “I was married before I came to the island,” he says suddenly. 
 
    “I...” What does he want me to say? “Okay, but -” 
 
    “Her name was Julia,” he continues. “She looked a little like you. Quite a lot like you, actually, but shorter and a little fuller in the face. We had a comfortable life in one of the main cities, we were getting along just fine, and we'd recently had our first child. Life was good. Not as good as the ruling classes, but better than most can even dream of. I was struggling to deal with my thoughts after the war, but for the most part I managed to hide all of that from her. She thought I was doing well. When I told her I was coming to the island, she actually thought I'd lost my mind. She tried to get me held by psychiatric services, but I was able to demonstrate that I was completely sane.” 
 
    I wait for him to continue. “So why did you decide to come to the island?” I ask finally. 
 
    “I needed more,” he replies. “I needed a life that wasn't so safe. I loved Julia and our son, but I was bored. I was timid, too. I shuffled to work every morning, and I pushed the buttons I was supposed to push, and I shuffled back every night. Eventually I realized that I was being suffocated by this crushing lack of meaning, and I started to fantasize about coming to the island. I read everything I could on the subject. There was a helicopter pilot named Jones who released a book about his experiences, about what he'd seen from the cockpit when he was bringing people here. The book was suppressed, of course, but I found a copy, and I was fascinated by his descriptions. Slowly those descriptions became all I could think about, and I began to feel as if I had to come here. So one day I told Julia what I was going to do. She hated me for it, but...” He stares at me for a moment. “You understand, don't you?” 
 
    I want to tell him that I don't understand, that I think he's a complete jerk, but I figure I should probably hold my tongue. “It sounds complicated,” I mutter. 
 
    “I made the right decision,” he adds, keeping his gaze fixed firmly on me. “From the moment I arrived on the island, I knew I was in the right place. I feel so much more alive here than I ever felt back in my safe little apartment with my safe little wife and our safe little child.” 
 
    “You don't miss them?” I ask. 
 
    “I feel sorry for them, but that's not the same.” He pauses again. “Even if I only last a few days here, I'll have lived more in those few days than most people live in their entire lifetimes. My heart is beating twice as hard, and I feel almost like a different person.” 
 
    “That's nice for you,” I reply, even though I'm starting to think he's lost his mind. “But your wife -” 
 
    “Forget about her,” he continues. “I told her she should come too, but she was too scared by the idea. She wants to feel safe.” 
 
    Staring at him, I realize he genuinely means this. He's excited by the sense of danger, by the uncertainty of the island. I can't help thinking, however, that he's a complete asshole for abandoning his wife and child just so he could head off on some kind of adventure. 
 
    “So I'm sorry I kissed you,” he says finally. “I guess that's the point I'm trying to make. It was a moment of weakness, but in the right light, you really reminded me of Julia.” He watches me for a moment longer. “Except you're more alive than Julia. You're stronger. You don't have that sense of insufferable fear and futility in your eyes. Your eyes, Asher, are filled with passion.” 
 
    “That's probably just fear,” I tell him, slipping past and heading to the door. When he grabs my shoulder, I instinctively pull away. 
 
    “You don't like being touched,” he suggests. “From the war, maybe?” 
 
    I flinch. The last thing I want is for him to start analyzing me. 
 
    “We're the same,” he continues. “We've both been through the war, we've both had our minds wiped, but we both have traces of those memories that won't let us rest.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him he's wrong, but I can't bring myself to say the words. Deep down, I know he's not wrong. 
 
    “Don't you ever wonder what horrors we witnessed?” he asks. “What gave them the right to take those experiences away? We might not remember the specific sights, but the effects are still echoing in our souls. A memory is more than just an image, Asher. It's an explosion, and it leaves damage behind.” He pauses, watching me more intently than ever. “We're both very, very damaged by a war we fought and then forgot. So yes, I was right just now. We're very alike, and I honestly think we're the only people on this entire island who can truly understand one another.” 
 
    “I don't need to be understood,” I tell him cautiously. 
 
    “Now that's a lie,” he replies with a smile. 
 
    I mutter something about being busy, before heading out into the evening light. I immediately notice that the atmosphere in town is different, and when I make eye contact with the people making dinner I can tell that they resent me. They probably think I should have left instead of Deckard, but hopefully they also understand that I couldn't let him keep challenging me. If I hadn't forced the issue, he'd eventually have arranged another attack on me, and then another, and sooner or later I'd have been killed. 
 
    After heading around the side of a hut, I stop for a moment once I'm out of sight. That encounter with Harold just now has left me shaking, and I don't even know why. I swear, though, I can feel a torrent of memories rumbling in the depths of my mind, and it's almost as if talking to Harold brings them closer to the surface. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “I heard them screaming for days,” the man explains as he leads me back across the clearing, past more of the charred huts. “When they were being burned alive, that was bad enough, but...” 
 
    Stopping, he turns to me. 
 
    I keep my knife raised, just in case. 
 
    “Then the ones who were left... The things they did to them were just horrific.” He pauses for a moment. “I would've run and never come back, but I thought maybe there were more of those monsters out in the forest, so I stayed where I was, hiding like a common animal in a hole in the ground, and I waited. I was too scared to move, I started to think maybe I'd starve to death, but then I heard footsteps and I saw you coming. I figured maybe it was finally okay to come out.” 
 
    “How long ago?” I mouth. 
 
    “How long?” He pauses. “They arrived about a week ago, and the last of them left five days ago.” 
 
    “Who?” I mouth. 
 
    “The attackers?” Another pause. “I don't know who they were, not really. I used to live here in the town. I remember the day they arrived. They seemed friendly enough, I didn't think there was any need to worry.” He stares at me for a moment with horror in his eyes, as if he's reliving everything that happened. “There was something slightly unsettling about them from the start, though. I couldn't put my finger on it at the time, but I could tell they weren't quite right. There were only three of them.” 
 
    I tilt my head, surprised by that news. It's hard to believe that just three people could have done all of this. 
 
    “I know,” he continues, as if he can read my mind. “They just turned up one day and said they'd recently been dropped onto the island. Two men and a woman. At first, we didn't really pay them very much attention. They began to integrate with the rest of us, and at first they seemed to be surprisingly useful. For a while, I actually thought they'd be good additions to the town, but slowly things started to turn bad. Our leaders started to argue, there were divisions, and then...” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but once again he seems too horrified to say anything. 
 
    “And then,” he adds finally, “the sickness started. I know it sounds crazy, but I think the sickness was part of their plan all along. I think they brought the sickness deliberately, as a way of weakening us all and causing divisions. Their leader was the worst, the most sadistic. He knew how to play everyone off against each another, undermining the strength of our town until it was too late for us to do anything. He was the one who led the torture, too. I'll never forget the evil in his eyes.” 
 
    He looks down at the ground for a moment, his eyes filled with pain, and then he turns to me. 
 
    “His name was Harold, and he brought all this pain and suffering to our town. He destroyed everything.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “People aren't happy!” Olivia hisses, following me through the center of town. “Asher, there's real anger growing!” 
 
    “Tell them to come and talk to me,” I mutter. 
 
    “Asher!” 
 
    Grabbing my shoulder, she forces me to turn to her. I damn near want to punch her, but somehow I manage to keep my anger contained. The last thing I need is for someone else to take on Deckard's role as chief complainer. 
 
    “This is getting out of control,” she continues. “Deckard used to keep the peace, he used to make people understand why you made certain decisions, but with him gone people are really starting to wonder what our next move should be. Asher, without Deckard...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, but I can see the desperation in her eyes. 
 
    “With him gone,” I reply finally, “everyone's just going to have to accept my authority. Either that, or they can leave.” 
 
    “Leave?” She seems shocked by the suggestion. “Every single person in this town has invested far too much of their time and energy to just get up and leave. You have to recognize that, Asher!” 
 
    “I don't have to do anything,” I reply, although I regret those words as soon as they've left my mouth. I sound impetuous and self-absorbed, as if I don't care about the opinions of other people here. “Maybe we can have some kind of meeting,” I continue, hoping to undo some of the damage. “Like a town-hall meeting, or a forum, a way for people to express their views.” 
 
    “That won't be enough,” she replies. “Deckard promised -” 
 
    “Deckard's gone!” I hiss. 
 
    “And that's the problem!” she continues. “Deckard promised he'd talk to you about changing the way the town is run.” 
 
    “He did?” I ask, genuinely shocked by the news. 
 
    “He said he'd make you see sense. He said it'd take time, but that we should have faith in you.” 
 
    “While he was saying that,” I reply, trying not to let my sense of irritation show too clearly, “he was plotting to have me killed.” 
 
    She opens her mouth to reply, but then she hesitates. “Deckard would never do that...” 
 
    “He persuaded Ellis, Joe and Alison to come after me in the forest,” I tell her, fully aware that several other people are listening to our conversation. “They tried to jump me, and they made it very clear that they were going to kill me. I had a knife against my throat before I managed to fight back.” 
 
    “No, Deckard isn't the kind of -” 
 
    “He was overheard talking to them,” I continue. “Someone heard the four of them plotting.” 
 
    “Deckard wouldn't do that,” she replies. “Deckard -” 
 
    “Deckard was a traitor,” I add, interrupting her. More and more people are listening to us now, so I turn to the slowly-gathering crowd. If they want a leader, if they want someone who stands up for what she believes, then maybe it's time I gave them what they're after. “Thomas Deckard was trying to undermine me,” I explain, “and I told him to stop or leave. He'd been talking about going to search for his wife again, so obviously he decided he didn't want to be part of Steadfall anymore. The same choice is open to everyone else, including you.” 
 
    “You want me to leave?” Olivia asks. 
 
    “I don't want anyone to leave,” I reply, turning to her, “but -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I realize that Harold is watching from the back of the crowd. 
 
    “If you agree with Deckard and think he should have stayed,” I continue, turning to the others, “then you should probably follow him. Right or wrong, the rules of Steadfall are mine and that's just how things are going to stay.” 
 
    “Why can't we elect people to help you?” someone calls out. “Why can't we have a say in the rules?” 
 
    “Because that would be a betrayal of -” I start to say, before realizing that I was about to copy the exact phrase Harold used earlier. I glance at him for a moment, before turning back to face the crowd. Harold told me that changing the rules of Steadfall would be a sign of weakness, and I think he might have been right. “This is just how things are,” I continue, taking a step back. “I've said it a hundred times, and I'm not going to change my mind. I'm in charge of Steadfall and the rest of you can either choose to accept that situation, or you can move on.” 
 
    I wait, and I swear my heart is pounding in my chest. I half expect them to turn against me, but slowly I start to realize that they're actually listening to me. 
 
    “We just think there should be some changes around here,” Olivia says finally, with a hint of resignation in her voice. “We should be working together, instead of constantly fighting. Maybe if there was a little more progress in that area, good men like Thomas Deckard wouldn't feel the need to leave Steadfall.” 
 
    “I'll take that into account,” I tell her, as the crowd starts to disperse. 
 
    Once Olivia has gone back to work, I spent a moment watching the residents as they go about their daily routines. I can't quite believe that they listened to me, and that I was able to assert my authority, but at the back of my mind I'm starting to think that I could have been more lenient, that I should offer something in return. It wouldn't be that bad to relinquish a little control, and to - 
 
    “Good job,” Harold says suddenly, having come up behind me. He puts a hand on my shoulder for a moment, smiling at me as he makes his way past and heads over to the other side of the town. It's not as if I need his support, but at the same time it's good to know that someone thinks I'm doing a good job. Maybe, with Deckard gone, Steadfall can finally start to function properly again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “It started with just one person,” the old man explains as we sit on the ground in the center of the clearing. “People used to get sick from time to time, but gradually it began to spread. I still don't know what it was, not exactly, but it caused coughing and vomiting, and diarrhea, and then there was blood. At first we tried to tell ourselves it was nothing major, that we could ignore it, but we soon realized it was more serious. It was quick to kill anyone who got infected, and it seemed to spread through physical contact. I was one of the lucky ones, I managed not to get sick, but I watched a lot of good people die.” 
 
    His face twitches for a moment. 
 
    Still holding the knife up, in case he tries anything, I wait for him to continue. 
 
    “They used the sickness to manipulate us,” he says after a moment. “The three new arrivals, I mean. Looking back now, it all seems so unbelievably simple, the way they twisted us against each other. Harold seemed to be their leader, and he wormed his way in so well and so fast that within just a day or two everyone trusted him. Even when a few of us started to get suspicious, our concerns were ignored. We were treated as outcasts. Harold was manipulating everything, and he had his pals Leanne and Ben to back him up. Between the three of them, they managed to sow the seeds of dissent throughout the camp. People were arguing, the sickness was spreading, and finally...” 
 
    He swallows hard, before turning to me. 
 
    “Have you never heard about them before?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Seriously? You've never once heard mention of a sickness on the island, or of the three people who bring death wherever they visit?” 
 
    Again, I shake my head. 
 
    “That surprises me,” he continues. “I thought word of their cruelty had spread far and wide by now. Harold was a master of getting into the minds of the people around him. I watched as he identified everyone's weakness, as he exploited the tiniest fissures in relationships. He got them eating out of the palm of his hand and he erased anyone he perceived to be a threat, and then...” 
 
    I wait for him to finish. 
 
    “And then he destroyed everything,” he adds finally. “Oh, he had help from his two lackeys, but he was the driving force. He was the one who stood and watched, not even blinking, as flames consumed the huts. He was the one who smiled as the screams rang out. Later, he was the one who carried out all the torture. I know it probably sounds like I'm exaggerating, but I promise you, that man is pure evil. I only wish I'd had the courage to stand up to him, maybe even to kill him, instead of...” He sighs. “And now he's out there still. I'm sure he'll have other victims.” 
 
    Looking out at the darkening forest, I can't help imagining this Harold person still wandering the island, searching for more people to kill. For the first time since I set out on this journey, I feel an overwhelming urge to get back to Steadfall, if only to warn Asher and the others. 
 
    “You're a good person,” the old man says suddenly. “I can see it in your eyes.” He stares at me for a moment longer, before slowly getting to his feet. “Come on, I want to show you something.” He winces as his bones creak. “We shouldn't stay here. Maybe I'm just getting superstitious in my old age, but the thought of spending time here at night... Well, even if those monsters don't come back, there are still a lot of dead bodies here, bodies of people I once counted as friends. Please, I have a small camp nearby and I'd like to show you something important.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before finally getting up. I don't like the idea of trusting anyone, but in some ways this old man reminds me of the other old man I met when I first came to the island. He died so that I could escape from the cannibal camp, so I figure that maybe older people are more trustworthy. Dumb, I know, but that's how my mind is working right now. Besides, I need to learn more about what happened, so I can warn the others back at Steadfall. 
 
    “Walter,” he says with a faint smile, reaching out a trembling hand for me to shake. “My name is Walter. Please, come with me. It might still not be safe out here.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    Another explosion rips through the building, bringing the ceiling crashing down on top of us. I turn and duck for cover, and a moment later I hear cries from nearby. My targeting systems aren't working properly and I can't see a damn thing, but I can tell someone's hurt. 
 
    “Status!” I call out, although I quickly start coughing as thick, acrid dust fills the air. “Status!” 
 
    I wait, but the only response is a slow, anguished groan. 
 
    “I'm coming!” I continue, struggling to push a broken beam from across my chest. “Medic! Get a medic in here! Someone get a -” 
 
    Suddenly I sit up in the darkness of the hut, and I realize in a flash that I was dreaming. With sweat pouring down my body, I listen to the silence of the camp, with only the sound of the night fire making any noise at all. Everyone else is asleep, apart from the two people who are up for sentry duty tonight. 
 
    Realizing that I won't be able to get back to sleep any time soon, I get to my feet and head over to the doorway. As I look out at the fire in the center of the clearing, I can't help replaying that dream over and over in my mind. I don't know what changed, but over the past twenty-four hours I seem to have more and more of these strange memories, as if some inner barrier has begun to break down. There's a chance that they're not memories, of course, that they're just some kind of fantasy thrown up by my subconscious mind, but deep down I feel as if I really lived through these things. 
 
    For some reason, my medically-induced amnesia is slowly starting to wear off. I'm remembering parts of the war. 
 
    Making my way outside and around the side of my hut, I wander to the fence and look out at the dark forest. I wait, hoping that more memories might start to resurface, but after a moment I realize that they seem to come only during sleep. I have no idea what might have triggered this sudden change, but deep down I can't shake a sense of fear. I've spent so many years hoping that I'd remember the war, convinced that there was this yawning chasm in my mind that I had to refill. Now, however, I'm starting to realize that the memories might do more harm than good, that some of the things I remember might be better left forgotten. 
 
    Just as I'm about to turn and head back to my hut, I spot a figure hurrying away from town, heading out into the forest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keeping low, I make my way through the undergrowth, while keeping an eye on the figure up ahead. There's just enough moonlight for me to be able to make her out, but I can't quite identify her, not from this far back. It's definitely a woman, though, and for some reason she seems to be hurrying through the night. 
 
    As I continue to follow her, my first thought is that maybe it's someone who simply wants to leave Steadfall, and who prefers to do so under cover of night rather than making a fuss during the day. After a moment, however, it occurs to me that something more sinister might be happening. What if Deckard didn't really leave? What if he's out here somewhere, and he has a little network of informants who are taking him food and water, and filling him in on what's happening in the town? If that's the case, he might be planning a triumphant return to overthrow me. Paranoid, perhaps, but still possible. 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I realize that I've lost track of the figure. I take a moment to ensure that she hasn't somehow doubled back, and then I creep forward. 
 
    After a moment, I realize I can hear a voice in the distance. 
 
    I wait, hoping to make out what's being said, but the voice is a little too low and indistinct. Carefully stepping forward, I make sure to stay as quiet as possible as I slip between the trees, edging closer and closer to the sound up ahead. Just as I think I might be able to hear a little better, however, the voice abruptly stops. I freeze for a moment, but now there's only silence all around. Worried that the mysterious figure might come back this way, I duck down and stay completely still for a few minutes, but gradually I start to realize that I might have lost the trail entirely. 
 
    Finally I get to my feet. Looking around at the moonlit forest, I suddenly feel as if I'm very exposed out here. Turning, I start making my way back toward town, while regularly glancing over my shoulder to make sure that no-one can sneak up behind me. 
 
    A few minutes later, just as I'm getting close to the edge of town, I hear footsteps tramping through the undergrowth nearby. I turn just in time to see Leanne coming this way, and I realize with a hint of shock that she must have been the person I was following earlier. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” she says as soon as she spots me. She seems a little startled, and she checks over her shoulder as if to make sure that no-one else is around. 
 
    “Out for a walk?” I ask cautiously, trying not to seem too suspicious. 
 
    “I couldn't sleep,” she replies, turning to me with a nervous smile. “I don't know, it's just something about this island. Half the time I'm terrified and I just want to hide, and then...” Her voice trails off. 
 
    “And then the rest of the time, you want to see what's out there?” 
 
    She laughs. “Something like that.” 
 
    “You should be careful,” I tell her. “Occasionally you get a few stray people wandering around, and they can be dangerous.” 
 
    “So why were you out there?” she asks. 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” I reply, although I immediately realize how conceited that might sound. “I just wanted to clear my head,” I continue, while wondering how I can bring up the subject of the voice I heard. “Did you see anyone else on your travels?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “No-one?” I ask. 
 
    “Just you,” she replies, smiling nervously. She glances back the way she came, and then she turns to me again. “Did you see anyone else?” 
 
    I briefly consider telling her about the voice, but finally I shake my head. 
 
    “Well that's good, right?” she continues. “It's pretty goddamn creepy out there, I probably won't go wandering around alone at night anymore. There was a moment when I actually wasn't sure I could find my way back.” 
 
    “You can always find your bearings using the north star,” I tell her. 
 
    “I wouldn't know about that,” she replies. “Stuff like stars... I'm really not an outdoors kind of person.” 
 
    Once we've made our way back into town and exchanged a few more pleasantries, she heads over to the hut that she's been sharing with Ben. I make my way to my own hut, but I pause for a moment before slipping through the darkness and heading over to listen in case Leanne is saying anything to Ben about her trip out into the forest. 
 
    “Just forget about it,” I hear his voice muttering with a sigh. “It's not important.” 
 
    “I know, but she -” 
 
    Before she can finish, I hear a faint shuffling sound from inside the hut. I wait a moment longer, but suddenly I realize I can hear them kissing, and finally there are a couple of faint moans. Figuring that the last thing I want is to listen to them making love, I head back to my hut. Maybe if I sleep some more, I might have more dreams about my past. 
 
    Nearby, someone lets out a brief cough in one of the other huts. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-two 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that?” Walter asks suddenly, turning and looking back the way we came. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder, but all I see is the vast moonlit forest. 
 
    “Sometimes I think there are...” He pauses for a moment. “Oh, I'm a crazy old man, I know that, but sometimes I think there are ghosts out here.” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “I've seen things, too,” he adds, his eyes wide with fear. “Just once or twice, I've spotted figures moving between the trees at night. Maybe they were regular people, but there was something about the way they walked, and the way they...” His voice trails off. “One of them looked at me with the coldest eyes I've ever seen. I wanted to call out to her, but I didn't dare. And then I blinked and she was gone.” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but he seems lost in the memory. 
 
    “It's not good to be out at night,” he continues finally, grabbing my arm and leading me through the forest. “Whatever's out here, ghosts or people, I don't want to run into any of them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-three 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “It's nothing,” Mary replies, pulling away and grabbing a fresh section of canopy, ready to get back to work. “I'm just -” 
 
    Before she can finish, she breaks out into another coughing fit, and this time she has to stop while she waits to get her breath back. After a moment, I spot flecks of blood on her hand and wrist. 
 
    “She's been like this for an hour now,” Leanne says nervously. “Ever since sunrise. She's got the sickness!” 
 
    “I'm fine!” Mary says firmly, turning to her. There's fear in her eyes, though, and it's clear that she's lying. When she turns to me, I realize that she's close to tears. “Please,” she continues, “I just need to rest. I've been working double-time since Emma had to stop, and maybe I pushed myself too far.” She pauses, before setting the piece of canopy down. “I'll go and sleep.” 
 
    “You can't be around other people,” I tell her. 
 
    “I'm not sick!” 
 
    “We can't risk letting anyone else get infected!” I continue. This time, when she tries to get past me, I grab a knife and hold it up, forcing her to stay back. “Don't make this more difficult, Mary. If everyone's smart here, there's a good chance you'll be fine.” 
 
    Hearing voices nearby, I turn and see that most of the town's population has gathered to watch now. It takes something pretty major to draw them away from breakfast, and I can see that they're worried. Turning back to Mary, I realize that she's watching the knife, as if she's thinking about trying to grab it from my hand. She's usually a pretty sensible woman, but right now she's scared and she doesn't want to admit that something's wrong. Before she can protest any further, however, she starts coughing again. I swear to God, it sounds like she's on the verge of bringing up her lungs. 
 
    “She's sick!” one of the nearby women says, with fear in her voice. “Don't let her near the rest of us!” 
 
    “She's going to be quarantined,” I tell them. 
 
    “Deckard would've driven her out by now!” 
 
    “Deckard isn't here,” I point out. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” asks one of the men, his eyes filled with scorn. 
 
    “Mary,” I continue, turning to watch as the poor woman coughs up more blood, “you know you have to stay away from the rest of us, at least while we figure out what's wrong with you. We have to think about the good of the town, and about making sure everyone's safe. We'll bring food and water, and blankets, but you have to go into the forest and -” 
 
    “And die?” she splutters breathlessly. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “I want you to get better,” I tell her, “and I want everyone else to stay healthy.” 
 
    “You want me to crawl away like a dying animal,” she continues, clearly starting to panic. Her blood-spattered hands are trembling and the look in her eyes is getting wilder by the second. “I'm not like Emma! I'll be fine if I just get some rest!” 
 
    “We can't take that risk,” I reply, stepping closer with the knife raised. “Mary, please, no-one wants this, but you have to -” 
 
    Before I can finish, she lunges at me. I raise the knife, ready to strike, but at the crucial moment I hesitate. Slamming into my chest, Mary pushes me down and lands on top of me, and then she scrambles past, kicking my face in the process. I turn and try to get her leg, as the crowd parts to avoid contact with her. Just as I'm about to call out to her, however, Leanne steps in front of her and lashes out. Mary pulls back, and it takes a moment before I realize that Leanne was holding a knife. 
 
    Clutching her throat, Mary stumbles past me and then drops to the ground with blood pouring from the knife-wound. Her eyes stare wildly ahead but, when she tries to speak, blood erupts from her mouth. She reaches out toward me, but I pull back and watch in horror as she drops dead to the ground, and then I turn to see the bloodied knife in Leanne's hands. 
 
    “It was instinct,” she stammers, clearly shocked and terrified. “I didn't mean to, but I was scared she'd infect us all!” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” says one of the nearby women, and several other voices immediately signal their agreement. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I feel a sharp pain in my chest and cheek from where Mary scrambled over me. Looking down, I realize there are blood spatters on the front of my tunic, and when I try to wipe them away I simply end up smearing them across the fabric. I'm pretty sure it's my own blood from the cut lip Mary gave me, but I can't be sure. 
 
    “Maybe you're infected now,” Carly suggests. 
 
    “Of course I'm not,” I mutter, turning to her. She immediately takes a step back, as if she's scared of me. “It's just on my clothes,” I continue, trying not to panic as I pull the top part of my tunic away. Once I've got it off and thrown it to the ground, I turn to the others. “See? It didn't soak through. There's none on my flesh.” 
 
    “What about your mouth?” one of the men asks. “Maybe you got some of her blood in there?” 
 
    “I didn't!” I hiss, hurrying across the clearing and grabbing a spare tunic, to cover my bare chest. After slipping into the tunic, I turn and see that I'm still being viewed with suspicion. “I'm not infected!” I tell them. “Mary obviously caught it from Emma because they spent so much time together! They worked in the same area! I didn't get one drop of blood on me!” 
 
    Even as the words leave my lips, however, I can tell that I'm starting to sound desperate. We've had two deaths now from this illness and people are close to panic, and I need to show the others that I can take charge. 
 
    “I'll spend the rest of the day away from town,” I continue finally, hoping to calm their fears. “And the night, too. One of the few things we know about this sickness is that it seems to come on fast, so I'll go out into the forest and spent the next twenty-four hours in seclusion. I'm not doing that because I think there's a chance I'm ill, I'm doing it to prove to you that I'm fine. I'll stay away until tomorrow morning. Will that make everyone feel better?” 
 
    “You should eat first,” one of the women mutters. 
 
    “I won't go too far,” I tell them, heading to the cooking area and grabbing a portion of rabbit. My hands are trembling, but I manage to get them under control. The last thing I need is to show fear. Figuring that I've got everything I need, I turn and look out toward the forest, and then I glance back at the others. “I'll just go a mile or two, just enough for you all to feel safe. But I'll be back in tomorrow morning, and I swear I'll be fine, and then we can set about making sure that this sickness really has been driven away for good.” 
 
    I wait for a reply, but they're still watching me with a mixture of fear and hatred. Making my way toward the fence, I spot Leanne up ahead, with Ben next to her. 
 
    “Where's Harold?” I ask. 
 
    “He's off somewhere,” she replies. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I...” She pauses, as if she knows but doesn't want to say. “I'm not sure,” she says finally. “Just... off somewhere.” 
 
    “Can you tell him what happened?” I ask, even though I don't really know why it matters. Deep down, I feel as if he might be the only one around here who's on my side. “Let him know that I'm fine, that this is just rampant paranoia, and that I'll be back in tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Sure,” she says, forcing a nervous smile. “I'll make sure to tell him that.” 
 
    I want to ask her more about her little trip out into the forest during the night, and about the fact that I heard her talking to someone, but I doubt she'd tell me the truth. She quickly makes an excuse to slip away with Ben, leaving me standing along for a moment until I realize that I'm being watched intently by the rest of the town. When I make eye contact with them, I realize that they think I'm somehow diseased, that I'm a walking bag of infection, so I figure I just have to stick to my plan and prove to them that I'm fine. 
 
    Finally I turn and walk away, heading out of Steadfall and back into the wilderness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-four 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “I knew trouble was coming for quite a while,” Walter explains as he leads me toward the remains of a small campfire, several kilometers from the ruined town. It took us all night to get here, and he spent most of that time telling me about his old life before the island. “I decided that I had to get ready to strike out on my own. I've been here on the island for long enough to understand how things work.” He glances at me with sadness in his eyes. “You can't trust anyone. Always remember that.” 
 
    “How do you know you can trust him?” Della whispers. 
 
    Turning, I see her following just a few feet behind. I know she's not really there, of course, but she's voicing the concerns that are slowly rumbling in the back of my mind. 
 
    “I don't,” I imagine telling her. 
 
    “So be careful,” she replies, reminding me of something I already know. “Be ready to run.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Are you just addicted to old men?” she asks. “Do you feel safe around them? The last guy treated you like some kind of dog. You're repeating yourself, you know. You're too scared to face the challenges of Steadfall, so you've come back out into the wilderness. Are you sure you're not secretly hoping to get killed? That'd be pretty easy, wouldn't it? Are you a coward, Iris?” 
 
    Feeling as if my subconscious mind is turning against me, and as if I'm once again on the verge of insanity, I force myself to stop imagining her voice. 
 
    “It's not much,” Walter continues, stopping and reaching down to toss some more dried wood onto a pile of stones that he must have set up some time earlier on the ground, “but this is where I call home when I'm not at the town. Do you have any idea how long I've been on this island? Go on, take a guess.” He smiles as he works, before glancing at me. “Sorry,” he adds, “I guess that was insensitive, seeing as how you can't actually say anything at all. I'll tell you, then. I've been on the island for roughly fifty years. I started keeping track after a while. I was a young man when I first came here. I was tough and strong and virile. Now look at me!” 
 
    “I don't trust him,” Della's voice says quietly. 
 
    I watch as Walter takes some sticks and starts rubbing them together, trying to get the fire started. 
 
    “I know what you're thinking,” he says after a moment, still working with the sticks. “You're wondering how I've managed to stay alive for damn near half a century. The truth is, I don't know. I guess I got lucky, and maybe I have a knack for slipping along unnoticed. Now that I'm getting old, though, I've noticed myself slowing down and -” He lets out a victorious gasp as he finally gets the fire going, and then he quickly adds some more dried grass. “That's why I decided to try living with others for a while,” he continues. “Look how that turned out, huh? I don't think it's right for people to clump together like that, not here on the island. If you ask me, there's a kind of natural filter that'll always work to make sure communities here never get too big.” 
 
    I watch as he grabs two crude, carved wooden bowls filled with some kind of gray liquid. 
 
    “His story doesn't make sense,” Della whispers. “If he was living in the town, why does he have this camp all set up and waiting?” 
 
    “Hungry?” Walter asks with a gap-tooted grin. “I'll heat some soup. It's not much, but it's nutritious and you look like you need something healthy. I'm good at making soup. They used to call me the Soup-Maker back when... Well, when I was mixing with other people.” 
 
    “Why did he have two bowls ready?” Della asks. “Something's wrong here.” 
 
    The worst part is, she's right. 
 
    “I have plenty of this stuff stored nearby,” he continues. “Never underestimate the value of decent food. Most people on the island just eat rabbits for every meal, straight off the bone, or grass and berries if they're really struggling. Soup's what it's really at, though. Soup'll get you through the toughest days, and by the looks of you, I reckon you could use a little firming up. I usually take two bowls each evening, but I'll share one with you now and I can go fetch some more later.” 
 
    “I still don't trust him,” Della whispers. 
 
    Even though I agree with her, and I know she's only voicing my deep-seated concerns, I step closer to the fire and watch as steam starts rising from the soup bowls. 
 
    “Soup-Maker,” Walter continues, leaning closer to the steam and taking a deep sniff. “Funny old nick-name, huh? Damn, though, this is one of the best batches I've made for a while. I've got my own special recipe, the main ingredient is wild rabbit, but I don't ever tell anyone about the precise combination of herbs I use:” He smiles at me. “Then again, maybe I should start being more open. We'll see.” As the soup starts to bubble, he passes one of the bowls to me. “Don't be afraid,” he says calmly. “I promise, I'm on your side. Just being friendly.” 
 
    Cautiously, I reach out and take the bowl. I want to be smart, to turn down his offer and get out of here, but I could really use something to keep my energy levels up. Besides, Walter really does remind me of the old man from five years ago, and I guess that has to count for something. Raising the bowl to my lips, I take a sip. The soup is hot, but I manage to gulp it down, savoring the rich, meaty taste. 
 
    “Good, huh?” Walter laughs. “Yeah, well... That's why I ended up as the Soup-Maker!” He watches for a moment as I finish the bowl. “So are you sure you've never heard of those people I told you about before? The name Harold doesn't ring any bells? Or Leanne and Ben?” 
 
    I turn to him. He seems very surprised by my lack of knowledge, and I don't quite understand why that might be. 
 
    “What about me?” he continues. “You never heard mention of old Walter, the Soup-Maker?” 
 
    “You should leave soon,” Della's voice tells me. “Better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Well,” Walter mutters, after drinking some soup from his bowl, “I suppose the island's a pretty big place. You spend long enough in one spot, you tend to forget that people at the other end are living their own lives. That's one of the hardest things to get used to around here... The lack of information. Back in the old world, you had everything available to you, but here?” 
 
    He glances toward the forest, and for a moment I follow his gaze. 
 
    “Someone could be getting murdered out there right now,” he continues, “not more than fifty meters from us. So long as they don't scream, there'd no way we'd know.” He turns to me again. “When you die on the island, that's it. There's no fuss, no-one comes looking for you, there's no funeral or mourning. You just drop to the ground and rot. Maybe someone comes across your bones some time, or maybe not. There are no rituals for the dead here. Everyone's just meat and bone.” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but he seems lost in his thoughts right now. 
 
    “Do you think he's crazy?” Della's voice whispers. 
 
    I watch the old man's face as light from the fire flickers across his features. 
 
    “I don't think there's any such thing as crazy or not crazy on the island,” I imagine myself telling Della. “I think people just do what they do.” 
 
    Suddenly setting the bowl aside, Walter gets to his feet, although he winces in the process. 
 
    “I'm going to need some more soup for this evening. How about you come with me and help carry, huh? I'm getting old, and it'd sure be useful to have someone else who can lug a few bowls to the fire for me.” 
 
    “I really don't like him,” Della hisses. 
 
    “I know,” I want to tell her, “but I owe him. He seems harmless enough.” 
 
    “This could be a trap,” she points out. 
 
    She's right, but if it is a trap... 
 
    I can handle myself. 
 
    “This way,” Walter says cheerily, waving for me to follow as he makes his way between the trees. “Not far to go. I always make my soup a little way from the fire. I don't even know why, really, but old habits die hard.” 
 
    With my knife still gripped firmly in my right hand, I once again start following him through the dark forest. I honestly don't know whether I can trust this old man, but I want to know one way or the other before I get out of here. He seems to know a lot about whatever disaster struck the burned town, and hopefully he'll start giving me some more information. If I could speak, I'd be able to just ask the questions that are on my mind, but he seems pretty chatty. So long as I keep my guard up, I'm pretty sure I can handle anything he throws at me. 
 
    “Don't worry,” his voice calls back to me from the pitch darkness ahead. “Not much further now.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Damn it!” I hiss, as I drop the sticks. 
 
    Fumbling in the darkness, I manage to find them again, and I quickly get back to work. I need to get a fire started, but I'm shivering so much, I can barely keep my hands steady. Finally, however, I manage to get a few sparks, and the mix of dry grass and wood flickers to life. It's not much, but at least it's something. 
 
    After leaning down and gently blowing onto the flames, I glance over my shoulder and watch the darkness of the forest. Having spent five years at Steadfall and then the time before that with Jude, I'd forgotten what it's like to be out here alone. Every faint noise feels like a threat, no matter how much I try to tell myself that there's no-one watching me. 
 
    As the fire starts to grow, I reach my hands closer and start to warm the palms. I hear a scratching sound nearby, but I refuse to turn and look. It's nothing, it's just a natural sound of the forest. I need to calm down and keep my head together. Not everything out here is a threat. 
 
    I just wish I wasn't so cold. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-six 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “You're wise to be cautious!” Walter calls back to me from up ahead. “How long have you been on the island?” 
 
    He glances toward me as we pass through a patch of clear moonlight, and I hold my left hand up to indicate the number five. 
 
    “Five what?” he asks. “Weeks? No, you're clearly not that green. Not five months, either. You're hardened and tough. I think you mean five years.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He stops and stares at me for a moment. 
 
    “Huh,” he mutters finally. “You look like a stringy little thing, but if you've survived that long...” He pauses again. “Have you been with people? Don't take this the wrong way, it's just... No-one lasts five years in this place if they're on their own. You found yourself some friends?” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before nodding. 
 
    “But now you're out alone again,” he continues, with a faint frown. “What's wrong? Did you get sick of hanging around with other people all the time?” 
 
    Even if I had a tongue, I'm not sure I could answer that. Explaining the whole story, about how I came out to look for signs of another town, would take too long. 
 
    “I like people who know how to survive,” he continues, turning away from me and setting off through the forest again. “Most of the new arrivals here end up getting killed almost immediately. There are actually people who lurk around the most common drop sites, waiting to kill newbies so they can take their canopies. Human nature can be a very dark thing when people think no-one's watching them.” 
 
    “You're taking an unnecessary risk,” Della's voice whispers. 
 
    “I can look after myself,” I reply in my head as I walk after the old man. 
 
    “That's what people always think,” she continues, “right before something bad happens.” 
 
    “I've got the knife,” I imagine myself telling her. At the same time, I tighten my grip on the handle, just to be sure. “He's just an old man and I'm -” 
 
    Suddenly, as I take another step forward, the ground gives way beneath my right foot. I try to turn, but it's too late and I fall through a layer of leaves, bumping hard against the wall of some kind of pit and then tumbling further down into the darkness. I try to grab hold of the muddy wall, but I'm powerless to stop until finally I splash down into freezing cold, waste-high water. Dropping my knife in the process, I reach around but quickly find that it must have already sunk. Trying not to panic, I wade forward through the darkness until I reach a damp, muddy wall, but when I reach up I find that I can't find the top. 
 
    “You okay down there?” Walter calls out. 
 
    Looking up, I can just about see him silhouetted against the night sky. He must be at least twenty feet above me. 
 
    “Cold down there, huh?” he continues. “Yeah, the soup only gets heated after I bring it up.” 
 
    I reach under the surface of the water, hoping to find the knife, but instead my fingers bump against something much larger, something soft and ragged but with a firm center. As I reach out and grab the object, my fingers sink through the mulchy surface until I feel the bone at the center. Strands of flesh seem to be trailing in the icy water, brushing delicately against my wrist. I freeze for a moment and then, before I can react, the object seems to pull away. Turning, I try not to panic as I once again look up and see Walter smiling down at me. 
 
    “I see you found where I make my soup,” he says with a grin, as he starts pulling the rest of the leaf-cover away, letting more moonlight down into the pit in the process. “Harold and the others'll be very happy when they get back and find that I've managed to add a new ingredient. Always make the soup much richer for a few days. More nutritious.” 
 
    Hearing a faint groaning sound nearby, I turn and see that there's someone else down here. Most of the pit is completely dark, but a line of moonlight is just about picking out a pale and bloated man just a few feet away, naked and leaning against the muddy wall opposite. The moonlight makes the water seem to almost glow with an ethereal gray energy, and I can see scraps of loose skin floating in the sickly mixture. A moment later I spot movement to my right, and I spot a woman's face barely poking out from beneath the surface, gasping for air as sheets of her skin drift half-attached to her cheeks in the water. Looking down, I realize there are yet more bodies, with rotting corpses down in the depths of the pit. Beneath my feet, I can feel piles of bare bones resting at the bottom of the mixture. Pulling back, I feel my heart pounding in my chest as I realize that the filthy, flesh-filled water looks and smells exactly like the soup I was given earlier. 
 
    Reaching up, I try to dig my hands into the muddy wall and climb up, but I can't get a firm grip. At the same time, I try to cry out, but all that emerges from my mouth is a faint wail. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Walter continues from above. “Most people die within three or four days. Five at most. You won't be wasted, though. Like I told you earlier, all of human existence is basically a kind of soup. When you die, you leave a little extra added to the pot! Nice to be useful, eh?” 
 
    Again I try to scream, but again I succeed only in making a brief gurgling sound, like some kind of monster. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Who's there?” I call out, turning as soon as I hear movement nearby. 
 
    I've been out here alone out here for several hours now, with just the warmth of the small fire to keep me company. I know I heard someone a moment ago, however, and I instinctively grab my knife, ready to defend myself in case someone from town has come to attack me. After a few seconds, I spot a dark figure heading this way, but I feel a rush of relief when I see that it's Harold. I shouldn't be relieved to see him, but I am. 
 
    “Hey there,” he says with a faint smile as he stops close to me. “You got room for someone to share the warmth for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn't,” I tell him. “If the others find out that you've been here, they might think you're sick too.” 
 
    “I'll take my chances,” he replies, sitting next to me and holding his hands out to warm them in the fire's heat. “I spoke to them after you left. I told them that this sickness is clearly spread through bodily fluids. Saliva, blood, that kind of thing. Fortunately the fact that I used to be a doctor was enough to make them listen. I won't lie to you, some of them seem to have abandoned all sense of logical and rationality, but they didn't argue too much. I think they'll come around by morning.” 
 
    “That still doesn't explain how Mary got sick,” I point out. 
 
    “It doesn't?” He pauses. “Oh. Then I guess you never spotted her and Emma making out behind one of the huts.” 
 
    “Mary and Emma?” I reply, shocked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “You're shivering.” 
 
    Realizing that he's right, I immediately force myself to stop. 
 
    “It's okay,” he continues. “Shiver if you need to. It's your body's way of trying to regain some warmth. Let's be honest, your fire isn't so great. Don't take this the wrong way, but I'd have thought you might be a little better at this sort of thing by now.” 
 
    “It's getting bigger,” I reply, feeling even colder now that I'm forcing myself not to stay still. 
 
    “It could be better.” 
 
    “It's getting better!” 
 
    “After how many hours of tender nurture?” He smiles as he holds his hands even closer to the flames. “I saw the blood stains on your tunic, Asher, but that's all they were. Stains on fabric. It's clear you didn't ingest any of it, so I'm sure you're fine. Besides, given the speed with which Mary got ill, you'd be showing symptoms by now. You're not, are you?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    Suddenly he reaches out and puts his hand on the side of my neck. I flinch and almost pull away, but after a moment I realize he's checking my glands, squeezing hard to check that they're not inflamed. To my surprise, I realize his hands are so much warmer than I'd expected, and I can't bring myself to make him stop. Even the slightest extra heat is welcome. 
 
    “Seems good,” he mutters. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I reply firmly. 
 
    “You're shivering again.” 
 
    I mutter something under my breath as I realize he's right. Stopping myself again, I can't help feeling as if the warmth of his hands is making the rest of my body feel colder. 
 
    “Then you're in the clear,” he continues, letting go of my neck, taking the extra warmth with him. “All you have to do is wait out here so you can walk back into town tomorrow morning and prove it to everyone. You made the right choice by isolating yourself for the night, you showed them that you're not scared to take difficult decisions. I think that'll really discredit the doom-mongers and score you some points.” He pauses for a moment. “Of course, they're still mostly bitter about that Deckard guy leaving, but they'll get over it. If you can navigate the town through this sickness, you should regain everyone's trust.” 
 
    “Is anyone else ill?” I ask. 
 
    “Not so far. Are your teeth chattering?” 
 
    “Then whatever it is,” I continue, ignoring that last question, “hopefully it was contained to just Emma and Mary.” Noticing that the fire is getting low again, I lean over to grab some more dry wood, but I flinch when I feel a flash of pain from my fractured ribs. The pain turns into a shiver, and it takes a moment before I can force myself to sit still again. 
 
    “Let me take a look at that,” Harold says. 
 
    “I'm fine.” 
 
    “You're in pain.” 
 
    “So?” I place the dry wood on the fire, although I can't keep from flinching again. “Everyone's in pain on the island, I just -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I feel Harold pulling the side of my tunic up, and when I look down I see that he's examining the large bruise at the lower part of my ribcage. I want to pull away, but for some reason I let him continue as he traces the bruise's edge with a finger-tip. This is actually the most normal thing that has happened to me in a long time. I'd become so used to ignoring my injuries, it never occurred to me that they should be examined. Every time his hand brushes my flesh, I feel a rush of warmth. 
 
    “I've had some bad luck over the past few days,” I tell him, tensing a little in case he prods the bruise and makes it hurt more. “It'll heal. It always heals.” 
 
    “Bad luck doesn't really cover it,” he replies. “I also saw that you were limping earlier.” 
 
    “I was?” 
 
    “You didn't even notice, did you?” he continues. “You're so accustomed to getting beat up and bent out of shape, you just push on through. Typical ex-soldier.” 
 
    “I get by,” I tell him, not wanting to seem weak. My whole body is tense, due to the effort required to keep from shivering. The forest is so cold, and my fire isn't nearly strong enough to keep me warm. “I'm not the only one. Go ask anyone in town and they'll tell you they're the same. We all have little knocks and cuts, it's impossible to live in a place like this without getting hurt from time to time.” I wait for him to reply, as the fire starts crackling a little more, offering hope. “In a place like this,” I add finally, “you don't get to sit down and nurse your wounds. A fractured rib is nothing. A few cuts are nothing. You're going to have to get used to that if you -” 
 
    Suddenly he leans forward and kisses me again, and this time I let him for a moment, unable to reject the extra heat. Finally, however, I pull away. 
 
    “I lied earlier,” he tells me. “You don't remind me of my wife. I just said that to cover my embarrassment. You're nothing like her.” 
 
    “I think we -” 
 
    He kisses me yet again, and without even thinking about it I kiss him back. For a few seconds, our mouths stay locked together until finally he's the one who pulls back. This time, I almost try to start the kiss again, to get a little more heat. 
 
    “You're shivering,” he says yet again. 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    “You -” He pauses, before smiling. “Okay. Whatever.” 
 
    “I'm not shivering,” I continue, while inching closer to the fire in a vain attempt to get warmer. 
 
    “When was the last time you didn't feel like crap?” he asks. “I was in the war too, remember? I've been through the same things as you, even if neither of us remember them.” He pauses. “When was the last time you had even one moment when you weren't nursing some kind of pain somewhere in your body?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I reply, trying not to panic. I should punch him for what he just did, but instead I let him pull my tunic a little more to one side so he can examine my bruised back. “I don't care, either. Maybe that stuff mattered in the old world, but right here and now it's completely irrelevant.” 
 
    “So you have a fractured rib,” he continues, “maybe two. You were limping on your left ankle, but that's probably not much more than a sprain.” He pauses, as if he's studying me. “You have a bruised cheek, and a nasty-looking cut on your neck that seems to be healing pretty well.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “And a bruise on your back, just above the left shoulder-blade. I noticed that earlier.” 
 
    “I really don't -” 
 
    “And there's some discomfort in your belly, too,” he adds. “I'm going to assume that's from when Ellis and the others gave you a kicking. You're bruised all around the back here.” 
 
    Staring at him, I try to work out why he's bothering to list all my injuries. 
 
    “I just need to know where it's safe to touch you,” he says finally, before reaching out and putting a hand on my waist. “Is that okay? Any agonizing pain?” 
 
    “I...” Taking a deep breath, I realize exactly what he's trying to initiate. Ninety-nine times out a hundred I'd push him away and tell him to get lost, but out here in the forest with the fire burning so feebly nearby, I want him to stay. Anything's better than sitting here alone with just the enfolding darkness for company, and I can't bring myself to turn away the chance of warmth. “No,” I say after a moment, hating myself just a little for being so weak. “No pain.” 
 
    He pauses, before leaning closer and kissing me again. This time I reciprocate fully, even though I know I'm probably making a mistake. For the first time in hours, I don't feel the need to shiver, and no matter what my mind might think, my body can't resist the heat. 
 
    “I don't know if I can do this,” I whisper, as he starts loosening my tunic. 
 
    “Don't over-think it,” he replies, slipping a warm hand under the front of my tunic and reaching up to touch my left breast. As soon as I feel the extra heat, I realize I won't be able to turn him down. “You seem like someone who over-thinks everything, Asher. For once, just do what makes you feel good.” 
 
    With that, he kisses me again, and I don't fight back as I feel him starting to pull my clothes off. I focus on reminding myself that I'm doing this purely for the warmth of another body, that it's a way to help get me through the night, but deep down I'm worried that might not be true. Deep down, I'm scared that I might actually like what happens next. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    As soon as I try to pull myself up from the freezing water, the pit's muddy wall starts to crumble. I desperately dig my fingers in deeper, but finally I feel a sharp pain in the tips as I drop back down and splash heavily into the soupy gray water at the bottom. I try to keep my head clear, but instead, I'm briefly submerged all the way, and I feel scattered bones beneath my feet and hands as I frantically get back up. When I finally manage to life my face above the water's surface, I start spitting out the soup that managed to get into my mouth. 
 
    All around me, the air is filled with the rancid stench of wet, rotten bodies. Every time I reach out, my hands touch either muddy walls or the remains of another poor soul who ended up dying down here. Stumbling in a fit of blind panic, I feel my left hand pressing briefly against a skull, and in the process I smear rotten flesh away from the bone. Pulling back in the darkness, I turn and stumble in the other direction, only to fall and land against yet another corpse. I cry out as I pull away, and then I stop for a moment, desperately trying to ignore the panic and find a way to think straight. 
 
    Suddenly there's a faint splashing sound nearby, as if something moved. 
 
    Breathless and exhausted, I immediately start climbing again. The top of the pit is only about fifteen or twenty feet above me, and I'm convinced I can get out of here if I just focus. Hearing a groan over my shoulder, I turn and see that one of the other people down here is trying to move toward me. The gray-green flesh is sloughing off his bones and it's hard to believe he's still alive, but after a moment he tilts forward and splashes face-first into the moonlit water. I stare at the back of his head as he floats slowly toward me, and finally I realize that he lacks the strength to get up again. There are no bubbles in the water, and it's pretty clear after just a few seconds that he's dead. Nevertheless, as he drifts closer, I reach out with my left foot and give him a gentle kick, sending him back over toward the far wall. 
 
    Nearby, an almost-submerged woman lets out a slow, pained groan. Her eyes are fixed on me, but she doesn't seem to have the strength to move at all. 
 
    “Help,” she whispers, barely managing to open her ravaged mouth. Scraps of flesh are hanging down from her rotten lips, exposing her few remaining teeth. “Help me...” 
 
    Staring at her, I quickly realize that even though there's nothing I can do, I still have to try. 
 
    “Please,” she continues. “Get me... out of here...” 
 
    Wading through the water, I try to work out where I can take hold of her. Finally, figuring that I have no better options, I put my hands under her arms, hoping to at least lift her out of the water. 
 
    “Please,” she gasps, “just...” 
 
    I start lifting her up, but she immediately lets out a groan of pain. A moment later I hear several small splashes, and in the moonlight I'm just about able to see the lower part of her chest falling apart, dropping its rotten remains into the water. 
 
    “Help me,” the woman whispers, “please...” 
 
    I try to adjust my grip on her arms, but I'm too late and suddenly her entire left shoulder comes loose, slipping from my hand and crashing down into the water. There's barely any blood, since most of her body has turned to pulp, but she lets out a final, pained groan as the organs from her belly and chest splash down into the soup, along with her right arm, until I'm holding little more than her spine, a few ribs and her head. For a moment, all I can do is stare at the horrific scene, but then I quickly drop what's left of the woman. When her head hits the water, it quickly sinks from view and I wade back, desperate to get away. 
 
    After a moment I hear another groan from nearby, and I turn to see a younger woman with just her face and part of her neck visible above the water-line. She gasps, as if she's trying to say something, but it's clear that these people are beyond help. 
 
    Turning, I start climbing again. This time I dig my fingers deeper into the mud, although I quickly notice that my last effort led to two of my fingernails being torn away. Still, I take a moment to steady myself and then I start hauling myself up, pushing through the agony in my arms. My fingers start slipping, but I force them deeper into the mud and continue to climb, finally getting further than before. Somewhere deep in the mud, I feel the tangled end of a tree root, so I grab on tight and use it as an anchor to pull myself up higher. Letting out a grunt of pain, I keep going until I feel my right hand reaching the top of the pit, and then - 
 
    Suddenly I feel a sharp pain across my knuckles. Instinctively I pull my hand away, and I quickly tumble back down the muddy wall. I manage to grab hold at the last moment, so that I don't crash into the water and get completely submerged, but when I look at my hand I see that something sliced across the flesh, and a moment later I hear someone laughing high above. Even before I look up, I know that it's Walter, and there's a knife in his left hand. 
 
    “You can't get out,” he tells me, as if he finds my efforts amusing. “Just accept your fate as a contributor to the great soup that I'm making. You know, it's perfectly safe to drink if it's boiled first, so you needn't worry about your little taste earlier. When it's not boiled, though, and it's brought up and treated with some extra ingredients and a little sunlight for a few days... Well, let's just say that there's a deadly sickness that has a tendency to spread across the island, and the sickness is incubated right here in this pit. Every so often, a new sample is prepared and introduced to another growing community. It doesn't spread fast, and only five or ten per cent of people actually become ill, but those who do...” 
 
    He starts chuckling. 
 
    “Well, let's just say that they don't last long after the symptoms start to show!” 
 
    Again he laughs, as if he's genuinely proud of what he's created. 
 
    “It's a miracle of life, isn't it?” he continues. “When it's cold, the soup makes people ill, but when it's warm it provides nourishment and vitality. We live in such a strange world, one that constantly surprises. Don't worry, though. Only a fraction of the people exposed to the sickness ever fall ill. That's the whole point. It's supposed to weaken communities, not kill them off too easily. Harold wouldn't like it if they dropped like flies.” 
 
    Reaching up, I try yet again to climb out of the pit, but I feel as if I might be about to faint. I lean against the wall for a moment, trying to get my breath back. After a few seconds, however, the smell of soupy human flesh starts to fill my nostrils and I feel my stomach twisting, as if I'm about to throw up. 
 
    “I have to go and check on my other friends,” Walter tells me, “but I hope you're not going to try climbing out again, young lady. I can assure you that I've left a nasty little surprise up here, so if you're smart, you'll just stay down there in the pit and wait for the end to come. Make your peace with whatever god you believe in, and reflect upon your life a little. I was following you from the moment you left Steadfall. My friends and I know all about that little town, and I promise you it won't last much longer. They're already there, destroying it from the inside, just the way they destroyed all the others. We simply won't tolerate any attempts to organize a community on the island. Whenever anyone tries, we step in and make sure that it fails. Miserably.” 
 
    With that, he turns and walks away. I can hear him tramping across the forest floor, his footsteps receding into the distance, and after a moment I look up at the top of the pit and realize that I can just about make out the stars high above. I have to find a way out of here, but my arms feel as if they're on fire after all the attempts I've made to climb out. For a moment, it occurs to me that I could just stay down here and let the inevitable happen. After all, I've managed to survive for five years on the island, which is longer than most people. Is there really anything to live for in such a miserable place? For just a few seconds, the will to live seems to seep out of me, leaking into the soup liquid all around. 
 
    “You have to get back to Steadfall,” Della whispers in the growing darkness. “There might still be time to warn Asher and the others.” 
 
    “They're probably all dead by now,” I imagine myself replying. 
 
    “There's still a chance, though,” she points out. “After the way you betrayed Bran and the others five years ago, don't you think you should try to do the right thing for once? This might be a way for you to set things right.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, trying to find the strength to agree with her. All I can feel, however, is the cold soup lapping at my waist, soaking through the fabric of my tunic to chill my flesh. 
 
    “Or are you just a coward?” Della's voice continues, sounding further away now. “I always thought you were a better person than that, Iris. I always looked up to you as my big, tough sister. Was I wrong?” 
 
    Even though I feel as if I can't possibly climb again, I know deep down that I have to keep trying. Taking a deep breath, I try to imagine what kind of 'nasty little surprise' Walter might have left up at the top of the pit, but I tell myself that he might just have been trying to scare me. Hearing a faint gurgling sound from nearby, I turn just in time to see the woman in the far corner sinking beneath the water's surface, joining the other bodies that are slowly decomposing and adding their remains to the soup. Realizing that I'm not ready to join them yet, and that I have to try one more time to warn Asher, I dig my fingers into the muddy wall and staring climbing yet again. 
 
    The pain in my arms is excruciating, and I feel several times as if I'm about to fall. Somehow, though, I manage to keep going until finally I'm almost at the top. I pause for a moment, trying to summon the energy I need to haul myself over the edge, and then I reach up with my left hand and grab the top of the pit. 
 
    I let out a cry of pain as my fingers slice down onto a set of metal spikes that have been left in the grass at the top. This time, when I try to pull my hand back, I find that the spikes are too deeply embedded in the flesh, which at least means that I can't fall back down. 
 
    Telling myself that I need to be strong, I realize that I can use the spikes to my advantage. Reaching up with my right hand, I slowly force it down against the spikes, letting the metal dig through my flesh so that at least I'm no longer in danger of falling. Now that I've impaled myself up here, I just have to work out how I'm going to find the strength to haul myself up and over the edge to freedom, because right now – hanging here with my soaking wet tunic weighing me down – I feel as if I can't possibly move another inch. 
 
    “You're going to die like this,” Della's voice whispers from down in the pit. “You're not strong enough to get out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    He moves slowly down my body, kissing my bare flesh and avoiding all the cuts and bruises. No matter how much I tell myself that this is a mistake, I can't bring myself to push his warmth away. My mind is screaming for me to stop, but my body craves the warmth and refuses to let go. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I realize I can hear Walter heading back this way. His feet are trampling through the dark undergrowth and he's whistling too. He thinks he's in complete control and he might be right, but I've got one final chance to get out of here. Still hanging at the top of the pit, shivering in my soup-soaked tunic and with my hands impaled on the metal spikes, I know that failure now will mean death down there in the pit far below. 
 
    This is it. 
 
    Life or death. 
 
    “What have we got here?” Walter says suddenly, as I hear his footsteps getting closer. “Don't tell me... Can it be true?” 
 
    Looking up, I watch as his silhouette appears above me. There's just enough moonlight for me to be able to see the delight in his eyes, as if he genuinely enjoys the fact that I'm fighting back. 
 
    “Well,” he continues, “I'm impressed. Truly, genuinely impressed. You might not have very much longer left in this world, my dear, but at least you've put up a good fight. Better than anyone else who's ended up down there, that's for sure. I'm almost tempted to let you go, but of course that isn't possible. You're very admirable, though. Very admirable indeed.” 
 
    I wait, hanging in darkness, to see how he'll free me from the spikes. If he simply cuts my hands off, I'll have no chance, but if he actually bothers to slip the hooks out of my flesh, I might be able to do something. 
 
    “Let's see,” he mutters after a moment, and I feel him taking hold of my right wrist. Sure enough, he starts slowly lifting it up, and the pain is immense as he slides my hand free of the spikes. As soon as he turns his attention to my left hand, I use my right to grip the pit's muddy edge. My fingers are already slipping through the cold mud and I know I won't be able to stay up here for long, but I try to summon every last ounce of strength as I feel Walter starting to lift my left hand free from the spikes. 
 
    “You can't do this,” Della's voice whispers from the darkness below. “You're too weak.” 
 
    “Watch me,” I imagine myself telling her. “Just watch.” 
 
    A moment later I feel my left hand coming free and I make my move, quickly gripping Walter's wrist and holding tight. I feel bursts of pain running along my entire arm, but if I let go now, I'm dead. 
 
    “And what's this in aid of, eh?” he asks, his voice once again filled with amusement. “Do you think I'll show pity for you and haul you up? You poor, weak little thing, why haven't you given up yet? Are you so desperate to cling on to life? Let me give you a word of advice here... Life isn't worth a dime! There's only misery and pain here on the island, so do you really want to fight so desperately to experience more of that horror? Just let go, and soon you'll be able to leave this world behind.” 
 
    Ignoring his taunts, I tighten my grip. 
 
    “I'm not going to bring you up,” he continues as he looms above me, silhouetted against the starry night sky. “You're going to die down there, girl.” 
 
    Letting out a grunt of pain, I squeeze his wrist even harder, waiting for the right moment. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” he tells me, “I can assure you, I'll never forget the way you've fought to survive. You've shown me just how tough and resilient the human spirit can be, even when face with insurmountable -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I use my legs to kick away from the side of the pit. There's a brief pause as he tries to stop me, and then he lets out a cry as gravity does the rest. As I start to fall, I squeeze his wrist tighter than ever, tight enough to ensure that he comes tumbling after me. We fall through the darkness, and a fraction of a second later we crash down together into the soup below. He lands on top of me, pushing me down until I feel myself hitting the submerged bodies at the very bottom of the pit, but I quickly twist around and swim back up, finally reaching the surface and gasping for air. Frantically, I start wading toward the side, so I can start climbing up again. 
 
    Suddenly Walter grabs me from below and starts pulling me down. I try to struggle, but I barely have the strength to fight back. He grabs my shoulders, pulling on me with all his weight until finally I'm submerged again. Hauling myself up, I manage to break the surface after a few seconds, just as Walter starts trying to climb up the side of the pit. I lunge at him, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him back, but he elbows me in the face and sends me tumbling back. I crash into the water, but this time I manage stay on my feet and I reach out for him again, pulling him around and slamming him against the pit's muddy wall. 
 
    “You're a dumb bitch!” he hisses, grabbing my face with his right hand and trying to dig his thumb into my eye. “You're never going to -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I push his head down under the surface of the soupy water. His right arm, reaching up from below, is still trying to gouge my eye out, and I gasp in pain as I feel him struggling to get back up. Deep down I know that this is my last chance, so I focus all my remaining strength on a desperate attempt to push him further into the depths. For a moment, I feel as though his thumb is actually going to burst straight through my eyeball, but finally I realize that he's starting to weaken. I let out a cry of pain as I force him deeper into the water, and slowly his struggle starts to fade until he falls still. After a moment his thumb stops pushing against my eye, and his hand slips down my face before splashing lifelessly into the soupy water. Refusing to accept that he's dead yet, I hold him under for several more minutes until I realize that there's absolutely no way he can be alive. 
 
    When I let go of his head, he sinks down into the depths. 
 
    Leaning back against the muddy wall, I desperately try to get some air into my lungs. Every breath is agony, and I'm starting to think that I might have fractured a rib, but after a moment I realize that if I'm going to get out of here, I have to start moving. Turning, I dig my hands into the wall and start climbing, pushing through the pain. My tunic has been soaked since I first fell into the pit, but now the water's extra weight seems to be dragged me down with more force, trying to make me fall. Somehow I manage to reach the top, and when I clamber over the edge I feel the metal spikes digging into my side. I roll away, finally stopping on my back and staring up at the vast starry sky. 
 
    Closing my right eye, I find to my relief that despite Walter's best efforts, I can still see through it perfectly. At that very moment, a shooting star arcs across the night sky. 
 
    “Remember when we saw one of those?” Della's voice whispers. 
 
    “Yeah,” I try to say, momentarily forgetting that I can't speak. All that emerges from my mouth is a faint gurgle, and then a moment later I roll over and start to vomit, bringing up some of the foul human soup that I accidentally swallowed during the struggle. 
 
    “Walter was right,” she continues. “Life is too hard. Not only here on the island, but everywhere. Little moments of pleasure, like watching a shooting star, aren't enough to make up for all the misery we have to endure.” 
 
    That's not my sister. 
 
    She'd never say anything like that. 
 
    If she was here now, she'd tell me that things are going to get better, that I can get out of this mess. She'd tell me to get up and start walking, and to make sure I find Steadfall so I can warn Asher. 
 
    “Believing in something is one thing,” I remember Bran telling me once, before I betrayed him, “but you have to actually fight for it. No matter how hard it feels, you have to haul yourself up and fight for what's important.” 
 
    “It's too hard,” I imagine myself telling him. “I'm not that kind of person.” 
 
    “Everyone has to die some day,” he continues, “but what day do you want that to be? Do you want to die right now, alone and sick, shivering in the mud, with your friends in danger? Or do you want to last at least a little longer, and try to help them all?” 
 
    For a moment, I feel my mind dimming, as if I'm losing consciousness. 
 
    “You have to warn the others,” Bran reminds me finally. “You can't rest now.” 
 
    He's right, but I'm too tired. I just need to rest. 
 
    “Iris,” Della's voice continues, as I roll onto my side, “what are you doing?” 
 
    “Sleep,” I imagine myself reply. “I need to sleep.” 
 
    “Iris, no,” she continues, “you have to get up!” 
 
    “I'll sleep for a little while.” My mind is fading now, as I start to lose consciousness. “The morning sun will dry me, and then I can...” 
 
    For a moment, my thoughts fade to darkness. 
 
    “You'll die if you try to sleep!” Della's voice hisses. 
 
    My eyes flicker open. 
 
    “Iris,” she says firmly, “you have to get up!” 
 
    Even though I'm in agony, I know I have to find a way to let Asher know what's happening. I might be too late, but there's still a chance I can get to them in time. I might have been tricked into betraying people in the past, but this time I can do the right thing. There'll be time to sleep later, but right now I have to help the others. 
 
    Hauling myself to my feet, I use the north star to work out the right direction and then I start walking, stumbling through the forest. I feel almost like a zombie, as if my mind is fading and I'm simply making my way through the darkness with a single goal in mind. I don't even know how far I have to walk, although I'm pretty sure that I doubled back around toward Steadfall over the past few weeks, which means I shouldn't have to go too far. A few days at most, maybe even less. All my addled mind can think about is the fact that I have to warn the others that there's danger on the island. 
 
    “That's right,” Della's voice whispers, as if to encourage me. “Just keep putting one foot in front of the other. You can do this!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Don't be an idiot, Asher!” Doctor Phillips hisses, making some more notes on the chart at the foot of my bed. “Frankly, I expected better from you by now. What's wrong? Is military training too hard for you?” 
 
    I know this is a dream, I know it's just a recreation of something that happened a long time ago, but that knowledge isn't enough to keep me from panicking. Pulling on the restraints that are holding me to the bed, I try desperately to get free. The metal frame shudders, but after a few seconds I realize that I'm completely powerless. 
 
    “Focus, Asher,” Doctor Phillips continues, stepping around the bed and leaning closer to my face. “Ignore your fears. Ignore any pain you might be feeling. Just try to focus on your training. Remember what -” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I gasp. 
 
    “Do you think you're improving, Asher?” she asks. “Can you feel yourself becoming a better warrior? It's not just a physical change, it's also about your attitude. Can you feel yourself getting stronger?” 
 
    I want to tell her yet again to go to hell, but I figure it's just a waste of energy. 
 
    “Come on,” she says with a smile. “If you just admit that you're getting better, you might start to embrace the change. Don't you want to be the best possible soldier? Don't you want to push yourself to the limits of your potential?” 
 
    Holding my breath, I try to focus on the restraint around my left wrist. If I can just get that loose, I might be able to work on the rest. 
 
    “Come on, Asher,” she continues, “don't be obstinate. The next phase in your program is acceptance. We've done all we can while you continue to struggle, but now you must come to terms with your role in life. You were born with exceptional gifts, and we simply want to help you make the most of your potential.” She pauses for a moment, watching as I struggle with the restraint around my wrist. “Asher, this childishness is unbecoming.” 
 
    She leans over and presses something on the side of the bed, and the restraint immediately snaps twice as tight around my left wrist, causing me to cry out in pain. 
 
    “Are you satisfied now?” she asks dourly, clearly unimpressed by my efforts. “Accept what you are, Asher, and then you can move on to the next level of the academy.” 
 
    “Never!” I spit back at her. 
 
    “Asher -” 
 
    “I'm not a soldier!” 
 
    “You're absolutely a soldier,” she replies, setting her clipboard aside and making her way along the side of the bed, before leaning down to smile at me. “Not only that, but I have a feeling you're going to be one of the most effective soldiers we've ever produced. After all these years of training, you -” 
 
    “I'm not a soldier!” I scream, trying to lunge at her but quickly held back by the restraints. “I'll never be what you want! I'm -” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Steadfall!” I shout, suddenly sitting up in the morning air and letting out a gasp of shock. Short of breath and with half my mind still emerging from the dream, I look over at the fire and see that it's burning brighter and stronger than ever before. My clothes are nearby and I've been sleeping naked, but I'm not remotely cold thanks to the flames nearby. 
 
    Looking around, I realize that there's no sign of Harold. 
 
    He must have set the fire going and then gone back to town. 
 
    Grabbing my clothes, I get dressed as quickly as possible. My mind is racing with half-remembered memories from last night, but by the time I'm fully-dressed I feel a sense of nausea creeping through my belly. Stopping for a moment on my knees, I try to work out how the hell I managed to do something so stupid. I've made some mistakes in my life, sure, but sleeping with Harold might well have been the biggest of all. I don't even like the guy, but somehow he slipped through my defenses and persuaded me to take a chance. Just because I was cold and shivering, that was no reason to give in to my baser instincts and... 
 
    A fresh wave of nausea rumbles through my guts, and I take a moment to steady myself. 
 
    “Idiot,” I mutter finally, stumbling to my feet. As well as the incident with Harold, I've also been shaken by my dream from a moment ago. It's been a long time since I had such a vivid nightmare about the old days, but obviously something has gotten loose in my soul, rising slowly to the surface. Trying not to panic, I nevertheless notice that my hands are shaking as I smooth down the front of my tunic. At least I'm not sick, which means I can get back to town and show the others that none of Mary's blood got into my system. After taking a moment to put the fire out properly, I turn and start making my way through the forest, while trying to work out how I'm ever going to face Harold again. 
 
    I just have to be straight with him. 
 
    “Last night was a mistake,” I imagine myself saying. “It won't happen again. I was cold, I needed warmth. We were just helping each other.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    How could I have been so utterly stupid? Stopping for a moment to lean against a tree, I feel as if I need to scream with pure frustration. My whole body is shuddering thanks to a toxic combination of shame, anger and regret, and the worst part is that I feel as if I'm not even the same person anymore. Taking another deep breath, I try to pull myself together, but a moment later I realize I can hear footsteps coming closer. Expecting to find that Harold is coming back, I turn and look toward the town, only to find to my surprise that one of the other men, George Umbolt, is heading this way. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I tell him, taking a step toward him as he stops nearby. “See? I'm not sick at all.” 
 
    “That's great, Asher,” he replies. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what's wrong, but I can see from the look in his eyes that he's troubled by something. After a moment, it occurs to me that maybe Harold told everyone what happened. 
 
    “Is anyone else sick?” I ask, trying to control my slowly-growing sense of panic. 
 
    “Not so far.” 
 
    “Then maybe it's been contained,” I continue. “Maybe we got lucky.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but finally I decide I just need to get back to town. When I try to step past him, however, he deliberately moves to block my way. He's a large man, maybe the strongest citizen of Steadfall, and he knows how to use his size. 
 
    “What's the problem?” I ask cautiously. “George, I just -” 
 
    “We've been talking,” he says firmly, “and we've come to a decision. We voted on it.” 
 
    “Voted on what?” 
 
    He stares at me. 
 
    “Let's get back to town,” I continue, trying once again to slip past him, “and then -” 
 
    “You're not going back to town,” he says firmly, still blocking my path. “Asher, don't make this harder than it has to be. Don't make me spell it out, either. You must have seen this coming.” 
 
    “Seen what coming?” I ask, even though I can feel a shiver of fear in my chest. 
 
    “After you left last night,” he continues, “Harold suggested that we should hold a vote about your future.” 
 
    I wait for him to continue. 
 
    “And?” I ask finally. 
 
    “The result wasn't even close, Asher. We decided almost unanimously that we want to move ahead without you.” 
 
    “What's that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means we see a better future for ourselves if we make some changes.” He pauses again. “Asher, you know I've always been one of the people who sticks up for you, but even I started to see that you... Face it, you've been losing control. That's sad, and I'm sorry about it, but we can't let the whole town get dragged down with you.” 
 
    “Steadfall is my town,” I tell him. 
 
    “It was,” he replies, “but it's grown.” 
 
    “I've always said people should leave if they don't like how I run the place,” I continue, trying not to panic. “That was always the rule, everyone understood when they arrived that they could -” 
 
    “No-one wants you there anymore,” he says firmly, interrupting me. “Harold gave a speech yesterday and he made some good points, and then the vote took place and only two people wanted you to stay as leader. It wouldn't work with you still hanging around, Asher, so we figure the best option is for you to just get going. I know that's tough, but -” 
 
    “What speech?” I ask. “What did Harold say?” 
 
    “He just -” 
 
    “Did he speak out to defend me?” I continue, as my anger grows, “or...” 
 
    “It was Harold's idea to hold the vote,” he tells me. “He said what we all knew deep down, which is that you've lost control of Steadfall. When Deckard was still around, he managed to keep things under control, but you made a big mistake when you forced him to leave. Harold helped us understand that we can do better, that we need to focus on defending the town in case aggressors show up. There's -” 
 
    “No way,” I say firmly, pushing past him and hurrying back toward town. 
 
    “Asher!” he calls after me. “Wait! I'm not supposed to let you go that way! Asher, it's over!” 
 
    “Try and stop me,” I mutter darkly. A moment later, I hear footsteps coming up behind me, and then a hand grabs my shoulder. 
 
    “Please,” George starts to say, “just -” 
 
    Swinging around, I punch him square in the jaw, sending him slumping down to the ground. I let out a gasp of pain as I look at my hand, but I figure one more injury is just another for the list. With George unconscious on the ground, I turn and resume my march toward Steadfall, and soon enough I can see the main perimeter fence up ahead. I keep walking, determined to show them that they can't keep me away, but suddenly a group of men comes to meet me and we stop just a few meters apart. My heart is pounding now, but I know I can't let them see my fear. 
 
    “Asher,” one of the men says, “you need to -” 
 
    “This is my town,” I say firmly. “You don't like it, you can leave.” 
 
    “Only one person is leaving today,” he replies, “and that's you. Sorry, it's just the way things have to be.” 
 
    “Because of some speech Harold gave?” I ask, trembling with anger. “Where is he? I want to see his face!” 
 
    “What he said made sense,” Carly suggests, loitering a little further back. 
 
    “And then he came to see me and...” Pausing, I realize exactly what must have happened last night. Harold persuaded the people of Steadfall to rise up against me, and then he came out to my makeshift camp and had a little fun. Suddenly I'm able to see how cold and calculated everything has been, and how he's systematically worked to overthrow me. “Where is he?” I ask. 
 
    “He's busy with -” 
 
    “Where is he?” I shout. Hurrying forward, I try to force my way through, only to be pushed back until I trip and fall to the ground. 
 
    “I tried to stop her,” George Umbolt says as he finally catches up. He's rubbing his jaw, clearly in pain, and he seems a little dazed. “Watch out, she's got a pretty strong right-hook.” 
 
    “Where's Harold?” I ask, struggling to my feet. “I want to speak to him now!” 
 
    “Harold says that it's best if you leave without any further trouble,” one of the men says calmly. “We don't want any trouble, Asher, but you're out-numbered here.” 
 
    “Harold!” I shout, convinced that he'll be able to hear me. “Get out here! Face me!” 
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. He's obviously hiding in one of the huts, letting everyone else do his dirty work while he laughs at me. As I stare at the sea of angry faces, I start to realize that I've been played by a master, that in the short period of time since he arrived Harold has managed to push me out of my own town and humiliate me in the process. Sure, my control of Steadfall was hanging by a thread, but I was getting ready to push back. It's hard to believe that I let myself get manipulated so easily. 
 
    “This is my town,” I stammer, although I can hear the desperation creeping into my voice. “Steadfall's mine, I started it...” 
 
    “We're sorry,” Carly replies, “but this has been building for a while. We're better off without you.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” I ask her. 
 
    She opens her mouth to reply, but then she hesitates. “Well... I mean...” 
 
    “Yes,” one of the other men says, and there's a murmur of agreement from several people nearby. “We all know this is for the best. We want you to leave peacefully, Asher, but if you try to force your way back in...” 
 
    “Don't make us hurt you,” another voice says. “Just accept that this is over, and walk away.” 
 
    Spotting movement at the back of the crowd, I see that Ellis and Joe have returned. I guess they no longer have any reason to stay away, not now that their actions are so well-aligned with the prevailing mood of the town. 
 
    “Is it true?” Carly asks, with tears in her eyes. “Asher, did you kill Alison?” 
 
    “In self-defence!” I reply. 
 
    “Alison was a good person,” Carly continues. “You shouldn't have... I mean... It's kind of hard to believe she'd really want to hurt you.” 
 
    “She tried to kill me!” 
 
    “Liar!” a voice calls out, and I turn to see Ellis glaring at me. “She's a liar,” he continues. “She attacked Alison for no good reason.” 
 
    “It's true,” Joe adds. “I was there.” 
 
    “There was talk of letting you stay as an ordinary member of the town,” one of the others tells me, “but we figured you might cause trouble. We've got a lot of plans for how to fortify the town and improve its defenses, so we're going to focus on that and -” 
 
    “Defenses against who?” I ask. 
 
    “Someone'll attack us eventually,” Carly suggests. “Harold said that the bigger Steadfall gets, the more it'll become a target.” 
 
    Staring at her, I realize that they've all fallen for the garbage that Harold has been spewing. I always thought I was pretty good at recognizing people who wanted to manipulate me, but somehow that asshole managed to slip in under the radar and expertly throw me out of my own town. Spotting Leanne and Ben watching from the rear of the crowd, I suddenly feel an overwhelming sense of anger. Finally, unable to hold back any longer, I push past the group and start heading toward town. 
 
    “Asher -” 
 
    “Steadfall's mine!” I say firmly. “Where's Harold? We'll settle this!” 
 
    “Asher!” 
 
    I turn as soon as George grabs my shoulder, but this time I'm also grabbed from other directions. I try to fight back, but I'm quickly manhandled away and shoved to the ground. Unable to control myself, I scramble to my feet and try again, only for George to grab my arms and hold me back. When I try to push him away, several other men from the town come and grab my legs, and suddenly something hard hits me on the side of the head. I slump down, slipping quickly into unconsciousness. 
 
    When I wake up later, groggy and with a pounding headache, I find that I've been dumped several miles from Steadfall. A small parcel of food has been left next to me, along with an old canopy and a knife, but the message is clear. I've been thrown out of my own town, and I'll be killed if I try to go back. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-two 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    Rain comes crashing down, filling the evening air with a constant spitting and hissing sound. Having found shelter under a tree, I'm huddled and shivering as I watch the glow of Steadfall just a few hundred meters away. One of the first decisions I made, many years ago, was that a fire should be left burning all night, and that during storms the fire should be protected by a series of canopy-made screens. I thought it was important that the light should keep burning, but now the fire seems to be taunting me, reminding me of the place I've left behind. 
 
    Except I haven't left it behind, not really. 
 
    I'm going back. 
 
    Having spent all day coming up with a plan, and trying to think of alternatives, I've finally faced the truth. I can no more walk away from Steadfall than I can stop breathing. 
 
    The key to all of this is Harold, so my next move is obvious. I have to get rid of him, and then I can start to undo all the damage he's caused. He might have isolated me and made the rest of the inhabitants turn against me, but I still have a chance to make them see the truth. People will start to understand that I was right all along, that I had the town's best interests at heart, so long as I'm able to show them that Harold has been manipulating the whole situation. I hate the idea of committing cold-blooded murder, but Harold has to be eliminated. Back in my military training days, I was taught to keep emotion out of decisions, but I'm starting to think that I need to let the emotion flow for a short while, just so I can do what's necessary. Then I'll put my emotional side away again, and focus on moving the town forward. 
 
    Figuring that there's no point waiting any longer, I start making my way through the forest. The rain has soaked me before I've managed more than a few steps, but that's fine. If anything, the constant hiss of the storm provides a little extra cover as I creep forward with the knife in my right hand. 
 
    Stopping next to another tree, I realize I can just about make out the silhouette of a figure up ahead, although the low evening lift makes it difficult to see properly. Someone has been left on guard duty, no doubt to make sure that I don't try to sneak my way back into town. I wouldn't be surprised if Harold has given orders to kill me on sight, as a means of underlining his power, but there's not a person in Steadfall who I can't take down. Heading between the trees, I start to approach the town from the south, creeping closer and closer to whoever is - 
 
    Suddenly a hand grabs me from behind, pulling me back through the darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You're an idiot!” Deckard hisses, as the pitiful fire flickers nearby and casts lights and shadows across his face. “Don't you think they were expecting you to go back? If I hadn't stopped you, you'd be dead by now!” 
 
    “Don't underestimate me,” I reply. “You know I can handle myself!” 
 
    “You'd be dead!” 
 
    I can't help sighing. “I'd have managed!” 
 
    He shakes his head, as if he finds me exasperating. 
 
    Opening my mouth, I'm about to tell him he's wrong when I realize that he might actually have a point. After all, I didn't actually have a plan. All I had was anger, and maybe a little humiliation too. 
 
    “I had to try something,” I mutter finally. “Was I supposed to just walk away?” 
 
    We're in a small cave just a mile or so from the town, overlooking the barren and deserted beach. A little further off, a band of bright light burns beneath the rain-lashed sea, serving as a reminder of the vast electrical barrier that keeps us all from trying to leave the island. Beyond that, there's nothing but darkness, since the island is several hundred miles from the mainland, maybe even further. 
 
    “Going back tonight would have been suicide,” Deckard tells me, “and you know it.” 
 
    “What would you have done?” I ask. 
 
    “You never cease to surprise me,” he continues, crouching down to set more twigs on the fire, which is already better than my effort from last night. “Just when I think you're done making mistakes, you go and find new ones.” 
 
    “They threw me out of my own town!” 
 
    “You walked right into a trap.” 
 
    “Harold manipulated me!” 
 
    “I saw that coming from a mile off,” he mutters, before sighing as the fire conspicuously fails to get any stronger. “I don't know if I can keep this going all night.” 
 
    “Here,” I reply, kneeling next to him and grabbing a handful of twigs. They're damp, so I squeeze them tight in my fist until they've been broken down and then I toss them into the meager flames. “An increase in the dry surface area should help. They'll burn away faster, but at least they're not damp all the way through.” 
 
    He opens his mouth to reply, but the fire is already starting to build just a little. 
 
    “Where did you learn that?” he asks cautiously. 
 
    “I had some training once,” I reply, “but...” 
 
    For a moment, I can't help feeling as if something has changed in my head. Last night I couldn't get a fire burning properly at all, yet now I seem to be an expert. It's as if more and more memories from my time in the military are starting to come back. 
 
    “I was trained,” I continue, still trying to make sense of it all. “I was a... From a really early age.” 
 
    “So you keep saying,” he continues, “but you never actually admit to the details. Who trained you? Where? Why?” He waits for an answer. “Obviously it was something military. You try to hide it sometimes but -” 
 
    “I'm not hiding anything!” I snap, although I immediately regret losing my temper. 
 
    “I've seen you in fights,” he adds. “You use just enough skill and precision to win, but no more. You hold back. The other week, when Tomball attacked you, you spent several minutes subduing him but I think you could've dropped him in about two seconds if you'd wanted.” Again he waits for me to say something. “What were you before you came to the island, Asher? Clearly it was something more than the regular military.” 
 
    “It's something I don't want to talk about,” I reply. “I think I've opened up enough to people over the past twenty-four hours.” 
 
    As I crush more twigs and add them to the fire, I can tell Deckard is still watching me. 
 
    “You have walls around your soul,” he says finally, “but Harold was able to get through them. How?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter.” 
 
    “Of course it does. He obviously pinpointed your weakness.” 
 
    Glancing at him, I realize that he's not going to give up until I tell him something. “He has a military background too,” I tell him after a moment. “I guess that might be how he got under my skin so quickly. Even though our minds were routinely wiped when we returned from war, there are things...” I pause as I try to make sense of it all. “There are just things, even forgotten things, that we have in common. We understand each other.” 
 
    “Did you fight on the front-line?” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “I don't know,” I admit finally. “I think so. I mean... Probably.” 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” he continues. “I've met soldiers before, but none like you. You were trained, and you...” He pauses, watching me as if he's trying to tease the truth from my expression. “I remember hearing about soldiers being sent to fight in the war. I'm talking about the ones who really fought now, the ones who went beyond the frontier, out into the lands that were lost. The government wouldn't even tell the general public who the war was against, they said that information was classified and -” 
 
    “They wiped our minds at the end,” I tell him. 
 
    “You don't remember the war?” 
 
    “All I know is that I survived.” 
 
    “But you don't remember any of it?” 
 
    “Judging by the dates,” I continue, “I spent a little over three years away on the battlefield. What I did during that time, what I saw, who I fought... It's all gone.” I pause for a moment. “There are little clues, though. Here and there. I find it hard to sleep. Loud noises unsettle me. I have this simmering resentment and anger that just seems to be in my chest for no reason, and...” Another pause, and for a few seconds I feel as if there are tears in my eyes. “I had this friend during training. Her name was Mads. We got on really well, we basically teamed up to make sure we both made it through. For a while, we were inseparable, and we swore we'd stay in touch when it was all over. We were even in the same unit, so we were set to fight shoulder-to-shoulder. Somehow that made the whole thing seem a little less terrifying. After I came back from the war, there was no sign of her. She doesn't exist anymore, and that can only mean one thing. She didn't make it.” 
 
    “And you don't remember what might have happened to her?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “But?” he adds. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “But there's a reason you're telling me about her now.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “But every time I see someone in pain, someone really suffering, I start thinking about Mads. Something kicks in, deep in my guts. They might have wiped my memory of what happened, but my body somehow has this visceral reaction that it can't forget.” 
 
    “So you think you were with her when she died?” 
 
    “Of course I was,” I tell him, as I feel tears welling in my eyes. “If I could get just one memory back from my time in the war, I'd want to know what happened to her.” 
 
    “Even if -” 
 
    “Yes,” I say firmly, before he can finish that sentence. “Whatever it was, I want to know.” 
 
    “And is that why you came to the island?” he asks. “Because you couldn't handle the uncertainty?” 
 
    “I came to the island to die,” I reply. “The same as most people, I guess. I heard that no-one lasts very long here, and I was too much of a coward to die any other way. Besides, I had no family, no friends, nowhere else to go. But here I am, several years later, somehow surviving. Ironic, huh? I came to the island because I was done with the world, and I ended up establishing and running a small town. I wasn't built for this, I was built for war.” Looking down at the knife on the floor, I can't help imagining how it would feel to slice the blade through Harold's throat. Even if it was the last act of my life, I'd know I was ridding the island of a dangerous man. 
 
    “You were engineered, weren't you?” Deckard says after a moment. “I heard rumors about the soldiers they sent to the war. I heard they -” 
 
    “Why are you still here?” I ask, interrupting him. 
 
    “Don't change the subject.” 
 
    “I'm changing it,” I say firmly. “I thought you were going to look for your wife.” 
 
    “I am,” he replies, “but not while Steadfall is being run by a maniac. When I left the other day, it was because I wanted to observe from a distance, to see what Harold and his friends are really up to. I was also worried about that sickness that had started to spread.” 
 
    “You don't think it's a coincidence that it showed up just as they arrived?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “There's something else, too, something about Harold and his friends. I've noticed one particular thing they do every morning, as soon as the sun comes up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I'll show you at sunrise,” he continues. “I should warn you, though. Whatever's going on with Harold and the others, I think it's much about much more than just Steadfall.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-three 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “There he is,” Deckard whispers as Ben comes into view up ahead. “Right on cue, just like I promised.” 
 
    We're crouched low in the soggy leaves, keeping out of sight as Ben hurries away from Steadfall. He glances over his shoulder several times, as if he's worried about being followed, before heading over the next ridge. Wherever he's going, he seems to be in a hurry. 
 
    “And this happens every morning?” I whisper. 
 
    “Every morning. It's not always Ben, sometimes it's Leanne, but one of them always rushes off into the forest.” 
 
    “And where do they go?” 
 
    He nudges my shoulder. “Follow me. You're in for a shock.” 
 
    “Can't you just tell me?” 
 
    “I don't think you'd believe me.” 
 
    Keeping low as we make our way to the ridge, we quickly see Ben up ahead, getting further and further away. Still making sure we're not spotted, we hurry through the forest until finally Ben stops in the distance. Crouching down behind another ridge of mud, I peer around the side and see that Ben has begun to pull something out of a small gap beneath a tree-root. 
 
    “What is it?” I whisper. 
 
    “Wait and see,” Deckard replies darkly. 
 
    I watch, and after a moment I see that Ben is holding some kind of communication device. 
 
    “Where the hell did he get that?” I ask, shocked as I turn to Deckard. “No-one's allowed to bring anything to the island!” 
 
    “Unless the rules are different for them.” 
 
    I watch for a moment as Ben continues to set up the device. 
 
    “Harold, Ben and Leanne aren't like us,” Deckard continues. “I think they're agents of some kind, sent to keep an eye on what's happening here.” 
 
    “That's against the rules!” 
 
    “So? Did you really think the government would leave the island alone?” 
 
    “But they -” 
 
    I stop myself just in time. There's no point protesting about the unfairness of the situation, not when it's so clear that Deckard is right. Deep in my gut, however, I feel a grinding sense of anger as I realize that everything I was told about the island has turned out to be a lie. We haven't been left alone out here at all. 
 
    Hearing a voice up ahead, I watch as Ben switches the device on. He glances over his shoulder and we duck down for a moment, but after a few seconds it's clear that he has no idea we're here. 
 
    “Island to base,” he says calmly, “this is the island calling. Do we have a line?” 
 
    Almost immediately, a voice replies to him through the device. I can't make out what the voice is saying, but it's shocking to realize that someone is able to communicate with the rest of the world. That's a fundamental betrayal of one of the island's core principles. 
 
    “Everything's going according to plan,” Ben continues after a moment. “We've identified another of these little clusters, and we've determined that it needs to be dealt with. The process is underway now.” 
 
    The voice briefly buzzes from the device. 
 
    “I understand,” Ben says once the voice has stopped, “but Harold has his way of doing things. You know he likes to take his time and...” He pauses for a moment, as if he's struggling to find the right words. “He likes to enjoy his work, Don't worry, though, he'll get the job done. After that, we'll look for more clusters, but so far we see no indications of any more. If they crop up, though, we'll get rid of them as usual.” 
 
    The voice replies, but I still can't make out what it's saying. 
 
    “She was identified,” Ben continues. “She's absent right now, but Harold's confident she'll return soon. We were expecting her to try something last night, but maybe she's playing the longer game. Everything'll get done eventually, though. It's just a matter of letting Harold play it all out. I hate to admit it, but he does know what he's doing and -” 
 
    Suddenly he looks this way, and Deckard and I have to duck down. I'm sure we didn't make a noise and that he can't have seen us, but for a few anxious seconds we wait for him to say something. 
 
    “It's fine,” he adds finally. “I'm just getting jumpy. I told Harold we should've dealt with her when we had the chance, but I think there's something he's not telling us. If I didn't know better...” His voice trails off again. “I'm probably just getting jumpy. I'm sure Harold isn't hiding anything.” 
 
    The voice replies for a few seconds, but the burst of sound is still impossible to make out from this distance. 
 
    “There's another problem,” Ben continues. “We've lost contact with Walter. When we're done here, we'll have to go and make sure he's okay.” 
 
    The voice says something unintelligible. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben mutters with a sigh, “but tell Logan not to stress. Next time I report, it'll be to confirm termination. Should be about three days. Over.” 
 
    We wait, but after a moment Ben can be heard making his way back through the forest. Peering around the side of the ridge, I see that he's heading back toward Steadfall, which means he must have finished his report for today. My first instinct is to run after him and make him tell me everything, but I manage to hold back. 
 
    “They're going to destroy the town,” Deckard says after a moment. “Based on what I heard yesterday as well, I think Harold and his two friends are agents who work to destroy any communities that form on the island. Or clusters, as they call them. For some reason, the government really doesn't want people to set up towns out here. They want the place to remain completely lawless and wild.” 
 
    “But they weren't supposed to interfere,” I reply, still shocked by what I heard just now. 
 
    “And you trusted them to stick to their word?” 
 
    I turn to him. “The whole basis of the island is that this is the one place on the planet where they leave everyone alone! That's how it's set up, that's what it's for!” 
 
    “And they decided to change the rules,” he replies. “Obviously at some point, they realized they couldn't keep their fingers out of the pie. If you ask me, it's most likely some form of fear. They're worried that the island could actually become something important, something that could cause them trouble. So they've sent these three assholes to keep the place in check. Steadfall clearly isn't the first town they've attacked like this.” 
 
    “Maybe Iris was right, then,” I mutter. “She believed the stories about another town on the island. I thought she was losing her mind, but she was actually onto something.” 
 
    “I doubt that other town is still standing,” he points out, getting to his feet. “Right now, we have to work out how to deal with Harold and his friends. We can't just go storming back to town and start telling everyone what we overheard. We'll be ridiculed and driven out, maybe even killed.” 
 
    “Not if we take the device as proof,” I reply. 
 
    “It still might not be enough. We have to be smart about this.” 
 
    Stepping around the ridge, I make my way over to the spot where Ben was using the device. It takes a moment, but I manage to pull the damn thing out from the gap in a nearby tree-root, and sure enough I find that it's some kind of long-range satellite-based system. Taking care not to accidentally turn it on, I examine the box for a few seconds before turning to Deckard as he comes closer. 
 
    “This shouldn't be here,” I say firmly. “There should be no means of communicating with the outside world.” 
 
    “If you destroy it,” he replies, “they'll quickly realize that it's been discovered. Just put it back for now while we work out what to do.” 
 
    Staring at the device, I feel an overwhelming urge to turn it on and tell those assholes on the mainland exactly what I think of their tricks. At the same time, I know I'd just be shouting into the wind, that the person on the other end of the line would simply make a note of my comments and then pass that note through the chains of command. Even though it pains me, I reach down and slip the device back into place so that Ben'll never know it was moved. I swear, though, I'll come back and smash the damn thing to pieces when all of this is over. 
 
    “Now what?” I ask, turning to Deckard. “Is it time to go drag Harold and the others out of town and make them pay for what they've done?” 
 
    “You heard what Ben said,” he replies. “It'll be another few days before they're finished, and they're already expecting you to show up. Fortunately, I think I've got a plan that'll help us regain control.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-four 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, Carly seems shocked to see Deckard stepping out from behind a tree. 
 
    “I thought...” She pauses. “I thought you'd left! I thought you were going away!” 
 
    “I still am,” he tells her. “When I've sorted out the mess here.” 
 
    “Deckard -” 
 
    “Look behind you,” he adds. 
 
    She turns, startled, and her eyes widen with shock as soon as she sees me. She takes a step back, then another, until she bumps into Deckard. 
 
    “I'm not allowed to talk to you,” she stammers, as if the mere sight of me is filling her with panic. “Asher, please -” 
 
    “How many people are sick now?” I ask. 
 
    “Asher -” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    She pauses for a moment. “Eight,” she admits finally. “It's spreading slowly, but it is spreading. We can't work out how or why, or where it came from, but Harold used to be a doctor. He says he'll figure something out. For now he's just put more people on a shift to re-fit the canopies, so we have something to protect against the cold weather.” 
 
    “That won't do anything to help,” I reply, before realizing that maybe that's the point. “The canopies are causing the problem in the first place.” 
 
    She frowns. “Huh?” 
 
    “I just worked it out,” I continue, turning to Deckard. “Think about it, what happened when Harold and the others arrived in town? I asked them to hand over their canopies, the same as I ask every new arrival. And those canopies went straight to Emma and Mary so they could be re-used.” 
 
    “Emma and Mary were the first to get sick,” he points out. 
 
    “Exactly,” I reply, turning back to Carly. “I don't know how, but Harold knew about the canopy rule. They must have been watching us for a while, doing their homework. They must have made sure their canopies were infected somehow. Maybe he and the others took something to make themselves immune and -” 
 
    “You're wrong,” Carly says suddenly, interrupting me. “Harold's the best thing that ever happened to Steadfall. I don't mean that in a bad way, Asher, but he's really taking control. He's reorganizing things, and he makes the kind of tough decisions that you always screwed up.” She hesitates, as if she's on the verge of turning and running. “He also told us that we should kill you on sight if you try to interfere. Asher, please don't try to come back to town, you won't survive. Just go!” 
 
    “The sickness is part of a plan,” I tell her. “They're trying to destroy Steadfall.” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “It's so obvious!” I hiss. “Why can't you see it?” 
 
    “Harold told us you might start making crazy accusations,” she replies. “I shouldn't say this, Asher, but he suggested you might be losing your mind.” 
 
    “I bet he did,” I mutter darkly. 
 
    “We've all heard the way you talk in your sleep,” she continues. “Your dreams and nightmares...” 
 
    “I don't have dreams or nightmares!” I spit back at her. “You don't know what you're talking about!” 
 
    “Then who's Phillips?” she asks. “Who's Mads?” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but I don't understand where she could have heard those names. 
 
    “Everyone knows how you are,” she continues. “At night, you talk almost constantly while you're asleep. Sometimes one of us goes to the door to your hut and listens, but most of what you say doesn't make sense. You talk about places and people from your old life.” 
 
    “That's not true,” I reply, turning to Deckard. “Is it?” 
 
    He hesitates, and I can immediately see the answer in his eyes. 
 
    “Why did no-one tell me?” I ask. 
 
    “What good would that have done?” he replies. “Sorry, Asher, but she's right about that. You might not remember them, but you clearly have nightmares almost every night.” 
 
    “That doesn't have anything to do with the situation right now,” I stammer, even though I feel as if I'm on the back foot. “Harold is part of a group that's planning to destroy Steadfall,” I continue, turning back to Carly. “He, Ben and Leanne are in contact with the mainland and -” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “They are!” I hiss, stepping toward her. “Ask Deckard!” 
 
    “It's true,” Deckard says calmly. “I've overheard them myself.” 
 
    Carly turns to him, and I can see that this time she understands. Apparently people trust Deckard way more than they trust me, which is nice to know. 
 
    “There seems to be some kind of organized program,” he continues, “designed to prevent the growth of communities and towns on the island. Any time a location becomes too big, too well-planned, it gets torn down. Harold and his friends are in regular communication with someone on the mainland, most likely part of the government, and Steadfall is not the first community that they've targeted. Based on what I've overheard lately, I think at least three other towns have been destroyed in the past.” 
 
    “Why?” Carly asks, clearly shocked. “Why would they do that? The government said they wouldn't interfere with the island!” 
 
    “They were lying,” I tell her. “They're addicted to the idea of control. The thought of leaving the island untouched probably makes their skin crawl, so they've sent a little gang to keep us under their thumb.” 
 
    “But everything Harold said -” 
 
    “He was right about me,” I continue, surprising myself. “I was making mistakes.” I glance at Deckard. “You were right, too. I should have accepted more help and delegated responsibility, I shouldn't have tried to take the burden of the entire town on my shoulders. I was irrational, but that's a separate issue right now. We need to focus on Harold and his plans, and we need to work out exactly how he's planning to bring Steadfall down. The diseased canopies have clearly caused fear to spread, but from what Ben was saying when we overheard him, it sounds as if Harold has something else in mind. He's the ring-leader, he has to be stopped.” 
 
    “He's been talking a lot about threats from the outside,” Carly explains, as if she's slowly coming around to the idea. “He says we need to bolster our defenses.” 
 
    “That's just to get you all on his side,” I tell her. “He must be planning some kind of endgame.” 
 
    “He's set up a kind of police force,” she continues. “Just four or five members, but he's given them a lot of power over everyone else. They report to him, of course, but apart from that they have free reign over the entire town.” 
 
    “He's starting to divide the community,” Deckard suggests. 
 
    “But why would he do it like this?” Carly asks. “If what you're suggesting is true, why wouldn't he just kill everyone and get it over with?” 
 
    “Because he enjoys his work,” I tell her. “That's what Ben was saying earlier, anyway. Harold seems to get a kick out of slowly tightening the screw, and I guess he figures there's no risk involved. If everything goes wrong, he probably has a back-up plan to kill everyone quickly enough.” 
 
    I wait for Carly to reply, but she seems lost in thought, as if she's still struggling to believe that I'm right. 
 
    “What we need you to do,” Deckard says firmly, taking a step toward her, “is be our eyes and ears in the town. We don't have long to come up with the rest of the plan, but it's vital that we know what Harold is telling everyone. Carly, can you come back out tonight and give us an update? As soon as the sun has gone down, meet us right here, near the caves, and tell us everything you know.” 
 
    She still seems unable to answer, as if she's torn. 
 
    “Please, Carly,” I add. “Even if you don't trust me, you have to trust Deckard.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” she says cautiously. 
 
    “So you'll help us?” I ask. 
 
    She hesitates for a moment longer, and then slowly she nods, albeit with a hint of uncertainty. 
 
    “You should hurry back to town,” Deckard tells her. “Keep your ears open and take note of anything that seems even slightly out of place. Then come back and meet us later, and let us know exactly how things are developing. My guess is that he'll be starting to put his plans into action soon.” 
 
    “Okay,” she says, taking a step back. “I... I mean, I'll try...” 
 
    “And Carly...” He pauses. “It goes without saying that you mustn't tell anyone about this. We have no idea who we can trust in Steadfall right now, so keep this arrangement to yourself. Can you do that?” 
 
    She nods, although she still seems extremely nervous, as if she's not entirely convinced. 
 
    “Now go,” he adds. “There's no time to lose.” 
 
    As she turns and hurries away, I can't help feeling as if this plan isn't going to work. Of all the people in Steadfall I'd choose to help out with something like this, Carly is pretty low down on the list. When I glance at Deckard, I swear I can see doubt in his eyes too. 
 
    “Do you really think we can rely on her?” I ask. 
 
    “I think there are three possible outcomes,” he replies. “The first is that she'll do what we've asked, and we'll learn more about what Harold's planning. The second is that she'll betray us and lead them straight to us. And the third is that she'll try to help, but she'll be utterly conspicuous and she'll lead them to us by accident. We have to be ready for all three eventualities. We need a plan for each of those eventualities.” 
 
    “What kind of plan?” 
 
    “For one thing,” he continues, “why do you think I specified that she should meet us right here?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I reply. “Maybe -” 
 
    Suddenly I realize what he means, and I turn to look at the nearby caves. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-five 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “She's late,” I whisper, as we sit several hours later in the mouth of the largest cave, watching the moonlit clearing where we're supposed to meet Carly. “Maybe they found out what she was doing and they killed her.” 
 
    “It's possible,” Deckard replies, “but I'd say it's more likely that she simply had trouble getting away. You know how -” 
 
    “There!” I hiss, spotting movement in the distance. Sure enough, a figure is heading this way through the forest, and a moment later I see that it's definitely Carly. She looks terrified, constantly glancing over her shoulder, as if she's worried she's being followed. “I think she's alone.” 
 
    “We can't be sure of that,” he mutters darkly. “Do you remember the plan?” 
 
    I nod. “I still think I should be the one to go down and talk to her,” I tell him. “Let me take the risk.” 
 
    “I think she'll be more talkative if it's me,” he replies, getting to his feet. “No offense, Asher, but there's a danger you'll just spook her, and she seems to trust me a little more. Remember to give me a signal if you see any sign that she's got company.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I whisper, watching as he makes his way down the sloping incline that leads away from the caves and down toward the clearing. Looking toward the forest, I keep my eye out for any sign that Carly has been followed, although so far it looks as if she came alone. A moment later, I hear her and Deckard talking, although from this distance it's not easy to make out exactly what they're saying. Carly sounds agitated, though, and nervous, as if she's got bad news. 
 
    For the next few minutes, nothing changes. Deckard and Carly continue to discuss the situation, and I remain in place, constantly watching the dark tree-line in case there's any hint of movement. Finally, however, I see Deckard heading back this way, while Carly remains loitering in the clearing below. As Deckard gets closer, I get to my feet, waiting for him to let me know the latest news. 
 
    “She says more people are sick,” he says as soon as he's close enough. “It's up to ten cases now.” 
 
    “But do -” 
 
    “And she didn't betray us,” he continues, interrupting me, “or at least, not on purpose. I believe her when she says she kept her mouth shut. She's nervous, though. Hell, she's almost rattling, it's hard to believe that no-one in town noticed her acting like that.” 
 
    Looking past him, I watch as Carly heads back toward the tree-line. 
 
    “Now what?” I ask, turning back to Deckard. “Do you have any idea what Harold is planning? Is it possible he just wants the whole town to die off from the disease?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “You heard what Ben said when he was talking to the mainland. He thinks Harold's some kind of psychopath, and I have no doubt that he's right. The sickness is just a way for him to weaken Steadfall so that he can do whatever he wants. It almost sounds like he's waiting for something, though, as if -” 
 
    Before he can finish, we both hear voices shouting in the distance. We turn just in time to see a figure racing this way from the trees. 
 
    “Help!” Carly screams. “They've got -” 
 
    A shot rings out and a flash of light slams into her back, sending her tumbling forward until she hits the ground face-first. 
 
    “Guns?” I stammer, as I spot Ben and Leanne heading over to Carly's prone form. “Where the hell did they get -” 
 
    There's another shot, and a flash lights up from Ben's gun as he shoots Carly in the back of the head. For a moment, all I can do is stare in shock. I haven't seen a gun fired since the war, but I think I'm starting to remember my time on the battlefield. In the moonlight, the blood leaking from Carly's shattered skull looks as black as oil. 
 
    I've seen something like this before. 
 
    “Get down!” Deckard shouts, pulling me back into the cave just as more shots are fired, this time straight toward us. Several energy bursts hit the cave's entrance, blasting sections of rock away. 
 
    “Where the hell did they get guns?” I hiss, trying not to panic. 
 
    “The same place they got that communication device,” he replies, as we hear footsteps heading this way. “I'm sure they have plenty of other surprises up their sleeves, too. Come on, this way.” Turning, he starts hurrying into the depths of the cave. 
 
    “We should fight!” I call after him. “Running won't -” 
 
    “Just trust me!” 
 
    Figuring that I can't afford to hesitate, I turn and scramble after him, and to my surprise I find that the back of the cave gives way to a steady drop that seems to lead deeper and deeper underground. I can hear Deckard making his way down, so I take a leap of faith and go after him. The incline is steep and I can't see a anything up ahead, but I quickly reach a cold, damp rocky shelf. 
 
    Suddenly two more shots ring out, and I look up just in time to see energy blasts hitting the wall a little further up. 
 
    “Move!” Deckard shouts, grabbing my arm and pulling me through the darkness. 
 
    “Where are we?” I ask, trying not to panic. 
 
    “There's another way out,” he tells me. “Why do you think I wanted to face them here, if we had to face them at all? I knew it was too good to be true, there was no way they wouldn't realize Carly was up to something. I hoped she'd manage to cover her tracks better, but I knew that was a long-shot.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “This way!” Still holding my arm, he leads me through the darkness. I bump into the wall a couple of times, and after a moment I realize that we're definitely heading downward, deeper underground. 
 
    “Are you sure there's a way out of here?” I ask. 
 
    “I'm certain,” he replies. “I know these caves, I've checked them out several times. I just have to find the right route. We just have to make sure we don't get lost in the dark.” 
 
    He stops ahead of me, and I can hear him scrambling across loose rocks. 
 
    “Just give me a moment,” he continues. “I can find it, I know I can.” 
 
    Hearing the sound of more energy blasts in the distance, I turn and see a faint flash of light a little higher up, momentarily illuminating the narrow, rocky route we took to get here. I can hear footsteps coming this way, and I can't shake a hint of panic at the thought of Ben and Leanne reaching us. They must know that we're no match for them when they're this heavily armed, and I don't like the sensation of being hunted. For a moment, I can't shake the feeling that I've been in a situation like this before, back during my days in the army, and slowly the fog in my mind seems to be lifting. 
 
    Mads. 
 
    I was with Mads in a battle and - 
 
    Suddenly several energy bolts blast out of the darkness, striking the rocks right next to me. I hear Deckard cry out as I step back around the corner, and a moment later he slumps against me as more blasts hit the wall just a few feet away. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whisper. 
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. I can hear him breathing heavily, though, and after a few seconds he lets out a gasp of pain. 
 
    “Deckard!” I hiss. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” he stammers, although it's clear that he was hit. “I know which way to go, it's straight ahead but if they've got night-vision, they'll get a good shot at us.” 
 
    Reaching out, I start steadying myself against the wall, but after a moment I feel some kind of wide metal pipe running through the rock-face. 
 
    “Deckard,” I whisper cautiously, “what the hell is going on down here? There are pipes!” 
 
    “I know,” he mutters, clearly in pain. “I've been checking them out for months now. They seem to run deep into the mountain.” 
 
    Before I can ask any more questions, I realize I can hear footsteps coming closer, although after a moment they stop. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” I whisper. “Do they think we're dead?” 
 
    “We have to make a break for it,” Deckard replies. “Ready? One, two -” 
 
    “Wait!” I hiss, as I hear a couple of low, rumbling sounds heading this way. “What's that?” 
 
    I wait a moment longer, before realizing that I've heard the same sound before. I don't know when exactly, probably during the war, but... 
 
    A fraction of a second later I hear a faint, almost imperceptible clicking sound coming closer, and in a flash I remember what it means. 
 
    “Grenades!” I shout. “We have to -” 
 
    Grabbing Deckard's arm, I pull him forward through the darkness. More energy blasts hit the rocks all around us, but we manage to get to the other side and clamber up over a pile of rocks. I slip and almost fall back, but at the last moment I'm able to grab a section of rock and pull myself forward, before reaching back and hauling Deckard up after me. 
 
    “No!” he hisses, pulling me in a different direction. “This way!” 
 
    I still can't see anything, but I know I just have to follow him and hope that he was right about there being another way out of here. 
 
    Suddenly there's a massive blast from behind us as the two grenades explode. A huge flash of light bursts through the darkness and the force of the detonation sends me crashing forward against the rock as the ceiling starts to collapse. Unable to see anything, I let out a cry of pain as more rocks come down, burying me in darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-six 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Stumbling and almost tripping, I manage to stay upright as I make my way closer to Steadfall. I can see the town up ahead now, although part of me thinks it might just be a mirage. I thought I was further away, that it'd take me weeks to get back, but now I'm starting to realize that my travels had taken a meandering path, that I was much closer. In the haze of madness, I'd begun to - 
 
    Suddenly there's a loud boom in the distance, as if something exploded. I freeze for a moment, but silence quickly returns to the island although I soon realize I can hear panicked voices up ahead, as if the sound caused a wave of panic among the residents of Steadfall. 
 
    Which means they're alive, at least. 
 
    I have to keep going. 
 
    I have to warn them. 
 
    Limping through the darkness, I try to quicken my pace even though my ravaged body is close to collapse. My vision is a little blurred and I feel as if I might tumble to the ground at any moment, but somehow I'm able to get to the wooden fence that surrounds the town. Then, and only then, do I feel my knees start to weaken, and I take a moment to rest before stumbling toward the gate that leads directly into the center of town. 
 
    “Iris?” a voice calls out. 
 
    A moment later, people run over to me and I feel someone slipping an arm around my waist to hold me up. I try to turn and see who it is, but I can feel myself slipping into unconsciousness. People are touching me, though, and helping me through the mud. Maybe I'm delirious, maybe I've completely lost my mind, but they certainly feel as if they're real. By some miracle, I've managed to find my way home and - 
 
    I pause, almost slipping into darkness, before forcing myself to stay awake. I can't rest, not yet. First, I need to find Asher. 
 
    “I's okay,” someone says, holding me up. “Iris, we've got you, we just -” 
 
    Pushing past, I stumble through the mud before tripping and falling. This time, when I try to get to my feet, I feel as if all the energy has drained from my body, even as I feel people grabbing my arms and hauling me up. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “They're buried down there,” Ben's voice says in the distance. “They're dead or dying.” 
 
    “Shouldn't we see the bodies for ourselves?” Leanne asks. “Harold told us we had to make absolutely certain they were both dead.” 
 
    “What do you think they're gonna do? Crawl out through a mountain of rubble? When we get to the top, we'll throw a couple more grenades down to really seal them in.” 
 
    “But Harold said -” 
 
    “We'll tell him we saw them die,” Ben continues. “We'll say we saw Asher's lifeless corpse, and that we couldn't drag it up and take it with us 'cause the other guy was still alive. We'll say we tossed some grenades down to finish him off. Seriously, there's no chance in hell that either of them could ever get out of this. Stop fussing over everything, there's no point. They're both dead.” 
 
    I wait, holding my breath in the darkness with large slabs of rock pressing down against my body. After a moment I hear footsteps heading away, and I realize Ben and Leanne truly believe I'm dead. Turning, I try to wriggle through the darkness, squeezing through the gaps between rocks. Finally letting out a pained gasp, I twist around and force my way through a narrow space, and then suddenly there's a distant boom that shakes the entire cave system. I guess Ben followed through with the plan to blow up the cave's entrance, and I hear the sound of more rocks falling just a short way over my shoulder. 
 
    “Deckard?” I whisper, my voice trembling with fear. I wait, but there's no answer. “Deckard, how do we get out of here? Can you hear me?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “Easy!” Olivia says as she holds a wooden bowl to my lips. “Drink, Iris. You need water!” 
 
    Unable to hold back, I gulp as much water down as possible. My throat burns and there's a grinding pain in my belly, but I'm filled with panic and as I look around at the other faces in the hut, I can't help noticing that there's no sign of Asher. Deckard isn't here either, which seems strange. I thought they'd be the first to come and check on me. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Olivia asks, setting the bowl down and then passing me a cooked rabbit leg. “You look -” 
 
    “Asher,” I try to say, although the only sound that comes from my mouth is a vague, two-syllable grunt. 
 
    “Iris, just eat.” 
 
    “Where's Asher,” I mouth carefully, hoping that she'll understand this time. 
 
    She hesitates. I can tell she knows what I said, but clearly something's wrong. 
 
    “Tell me,” I continue, making sure to move my lips slowly and clearly. With a slowly growing sense of desperation, however, I realize that there's no way I can communicate with any of them. Asher just about learned to read my lips, but she was the only one. 
 
    “She probably wants Asher,” says one of the other women, loitering in the doorway. 
 
    “Someone should explain,” a man adds. 
 
    I keep my eyes fixed on Olivia, but I can tell she feels uncomfortable. 
 
    “Things have changed around here, Iris,” she says finally. “Since you left, there have been some... disagreements about certain things. A lot of people became concerned about the direction Asher was leading the town, and then when we really started talking about our fears, the solution became obvious. Asher, what I'm trying to say is that Deckard left and -” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    None of this can be true. 
 
    “He did leave,” she continues, “and then...” She pauses again. “Iris, it was a very difficult decision, but we decided as a group that Asher had to leave. As you can imagine, she didn't take it very well, but it was in the town's best interest. Asher had to -” 
 
    “Asher's dead,” Ellis says suddenly. 
 
    Turning, I see that he's standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Ben and Leanne just came back a few minutes ago,” he continues. “They said they ran into Asher and Deckard out by the caves somewhere. Apparently Asher murdered Carly, so...” He pauses. “I guess it's good it's done, in a way. I mean, we all knew she wouldn't just give up and leave. Now we can -” 
 
    Pushing Olivia away, I hurry to the door and out into the town's central clearing, just in time to see that two unfamiliar faces are explaining things to a small crowd that has gathered. 
 
    “She was almost feral,” the guy is saying as I get closer. “Her eyes were wild, like she'd finally lost her mind. She and Deckard rushed us, but I managed to stab Asher in the face. There's no way she could have survived that. Leanne wounded Deckard, too, but he dragged Asher's body away into the depths of the cave system. We followed, but the ceiling started to collapse and they ended up getting buried. She's definitely dead and Deckard can't possibly escape.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” a nearby voice asks. 
 
    Turning, I see another new face stepping closer. 
 
    “No doubt at all,” the first guy replies. “I promise, Harold, I saw Asher die.” 
 
    Harold. 
 
    I immediately tense when I hear that name. Walter mentioned someone named Harold earlier. I'm starting to realize that I might be too late to save Steadfall. 
 
    “It's true,” adds the woman next to him, another new arrival. She seems nervous, almost scared. “I was there, I saw it all.” 
 
    She's lying. 
 
    I can see it in her eyes. 
 
    “I wanted to see the body for myself,” Harold continues, casting a suspicious glance toward me. He pauses, as if he's troubled by my presence. “And who do we have here?” he asks. “A new arrival?” 
 
    “This is Iris,” Olivia tells him. “She was here before, but she went off alone a while back. She turned up just now, she's hurt but I think she'll be okay.” 
 
    “Asher mentioned you,” Harold mutters, stepping toward me. “The girl with no tongue, I seem to recall.” Pausing, he seems worried by my return. “You were one of the founding members of Steadfall, I believe. Didn't you help get it started, along with Asher and Deckard?” 
 
    He pauses again, before suddenly putting his arms around me and pulling me close for a slow, calm hug. I shudder at his touch and immediately pull away.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” he continues, “I didn't mean to overstep a boundary. I'm just pleased to see that a member of the old guard has returned to the roost. You must join me in my hut some time and tell me all about the town's early days, and -” He pauses for a moment, and then a faint smile crosses his lips. “You must forgive me, I forgot for a moment about your inability to speak. Still -” 
 
    He reaches out to put a hand on my shoulder, but I instantly pull away. I'm absolutely certain that he's up to something, but at the same time he seems to have convinced the people of Steadfall to follow him blindly. 
 
    “I'm afraid your friend Asher really did lose her mind,” he says calmly. “Ask anyone here, they'll all tell you it's true. As soon as her authority was challenged, she made a series of increasingly bad decisions and finally a vote was called. It was perfectly democratic and above-board, but she didn't take kindly to the idea that she was no longer welcome here. Evidently she was filled with a kind of blind rage, and her downward spiral was remarkably rapid.” 
 
    “I can't believe she killed Carly,” whispers someone nearby in the crowd. “It seems so awful.” 
 
    “It is awful,” Harold continues, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Carly seemed like a lovely young woman, and she'll be sorely missed. I'm just sorry that she fell victim to Asher's madness, but at least she'll be the last victim.” 
 
    “That's for sure,” one of the other new arrivals mutters. He's the guy who claimed to have killed Asher, and it takes every ounce of strength for me to keep from lunging at him. Maybe I'm crazy and delusional, but I swear I can tell he's lying. Ever since I lost my tongue, I've felt I'm getting a lot better at reading body language, and this guy seems nervy. He keeps watching Harold, as if he's waiting to make sure his story about killing Asher is believed. 
 
    “Tomorrow we'll start planning for our next step,” Harold tells the crowd. “This town has been through so much already, but I believe a new era is about to start. With Asher and her friends gone, we can really start moving forward. I look forward to being a part of the change. For now, I encourage you all...” He pauses for a moment. “Go to sleep.” 
 
    As the crowd starts to disperse, I watch Harold with a growing sense of suspicion. There's no doubt that he's the same Harold who was mentioned by Walter, or that he and his friends are the same trio who destroyed that other town. I remember the sight of burned bodies huddled in huts, and corpses tied to the ground after having been tortured to death, and I'm certain Steadfall is heading toward the same fate. As Harold talks to his two friends, however, he glances at me, and we maintain eye contact for a moment before finally I turn away. If he felt he had to drive Asher and Deckard away, I'm sure I'll be next on his list. 
 
    “Iris,” he says suddenly, as a hand touches my shoulder. “Please -” 
 
    Spinning around, I find that Harold has followed me. 
 
    “Please,” he continues, “would you allow me to pick your brains about an important matter? Ordinarily I'd say it could wait 'til morning, but since you were here at Steadfall from the start...” He pauses for a moment, watching me carefully, almost as if he's studying me. “It's important,” he adds finally. “It's about your friend Asher.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    Reaching my hand between the rocks, I fumble for something, anything, I can grab. I need to keep pulling myself through the darkness, but the effort is almost too much and my entire body aches. Still, deep down I know I can't give up, so finally I force myself to ignore the pain as I haul myself forward inch by inch. 
 
    Suddenly another hand grabs mine in the darkness, holding it tight. 
 
    “I'm here,” Deckard gasps, his voice filled with pain. “Asher, I've found the way out!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Asher's alive,” Harold says as soon as we reach one of the huts at the far side of the clearing. With just a small fire burning near the doorway, there's barely enough light for me to see his face as he turns to me. “I feel it. You feel it too, don't you?” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but after a moment I realize that he's testing me. 
 
    “It's okay,” he continues. “I can lip-read. Please, Iris, tell me you feel it too. Maybe Ben and Leanne are mistaken, or maybe they're lying to me, but I know Asher is alive. She's far too smart to get picked off by those idiots.” 
 
    “You can lip-read?” I mouth. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    I feel a shudder pass through my chest. Harold's only the second person I've met who seems able to understand me. 
 
    “I don't know where Asher is,” I mouth carefully, moving my lips slowly so he can read them. “I haven't seen her since I left here months ago.” 
 
    “Lip-reading isn't always enough,” he replies. “Without a tongue, you clearly struggle to form certain shapes.” He steps closer. “It must be frustrating, Iris, not being able to talk to anyone. I'm sure you have so much to say, I'm sure you see a great deal, but -” 
 
    I flinch and pull away when he tries to put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Where did you go?” he asks with a faint smile. “I heard the others saying that you set out to look for other towns. Tell me, did you find anything?” 
 
    I swallow hard, before slowly shaking my head. 
 
    “Really?” he continues. “I find that difficult to believe. Are you sure?” 
 
    “I'm sure,” I mouth. 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, as if he's trying to see the truth in my eyes. “You didn't find ruins, Iris?” he asks finally. “You didn't stumble across the remains of old towns out there? You didn't find the bodies of people who tried but failed to work together?” 
 
    Again, I shake my head. 
 
    “They are out there, you know,” he continues. “Maybe you weren't looking in the right places, but there are ruined towns on the island. Few of them are as impressive as Steadfall, although one or two even surpassed this muddy little place. Every single one of them fell, though, and can you guess why?” He waits for me to answer. “I'll tell you,” he adds once he realizes I'm not going to reply. “They fell because here on the island, mankind is a savage beast, ruled by his baser instincts.” 
 
    “Not everyone's like that,” I mouth. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” he replies. “There are still some hold-outs, people who cling to the idea of civilization. They even build little towns from time to time, just like this one here at Steadfall. They pretend to have recovered their own corner of peace, a sanctuary in the heart of such a terrible place, but it never lasts. The savages always turn up eventually and tear everything down. The best part is that the same is true of the wider world, the world you and the others here left behind. No matter what mankind builds, eventually some form of human savagery will tear it down again.” 
 
    I want to turn and get out of here, but at the same time I feel as if I need to hear what he has to say. I need to understand him a little better. 
 
    “I fought in the war,” he continues finally. “I was a medic, but still, I fought. Like Asher, I was shipped off far away to fight an enemy whose very identity is a closely-guarded secret. And like Asher, once I came back from many years on the battlefield, my mind was wiped so that I would not remember any of it.” He smiles. “Do you have a fondness for history, Iris? Do you know how things were done in the old days?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Once upon a time,” he replies, “mankind couldn't wipe memories so easily. People who returned from war had no option but to remember what they'd seen, what they'd experienced. Some of them coped with it admirably, but others fell apart. The horrors of war were too much for their minds to comprehend. There are accounts of life in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, of men and women who tried but failed to fit back into society. They were haunted by what had happened to them in the war, and they couldn't be normal again.” 
 
    He steps past me and stops in the doorway for a moment, looking out at the dark town, before glancing back at me. 
 
    “Of course now we wipe the minds of soldiers after they come back. Not only to hide the identity of our enemy, but also to spare those brave men and women the horror that their memories will bring. And yet...” He pauses, and for the first time there seems to be a trace of fear in his eyes. “And yet there's a gap where the memories should be,” he continues. “I don't remember events from the war, but I remember sensations. I remember being terrified, I remember being absolutely certain I was going to die. I remember sorrow. I remember loss and grief. I remember fear beyond anything you can imagine. I remember a crippling sense of hopelessness. All of those feelings and more are in my soul, but they're not anchored to any specific memories. They're just in me, rattling around.” 
 
    “Asher never talks about the war,” I try to tell him, mouthing the words as carefully as I can manage. 
 
    “Asher feels the same way, I'm sure,” he replies. “The only difference between me and her is that whereas I embrace the chaos I feel, she tries to push it away. She tries to deny who and what she is, while I try to dig deeper and deeper into myself so that I might tear the truth out. But Asher still is a soldier, she still has all those instincts, and that's how I know with absolute certainty that Ben and Leanne weren't able to kill her. She's like me, she's a survivor, and she has passed every test I've set before her. I haven't been entirely honest about my reasons for coming to the island, Iris. You see, I -” 
 
    He turns to me, and then he frowns. 
 
    “The person who cut your tongue out,” he continues. “Did you gain revenge?” 
 
    Staring at him, I see that there's a kind of anger in his eyes now. 
 
    “Revenge is one of the most vital of all human emotions,” he adds. “When someone does something to you, it's natural to want to make them pay. Those who preach forgiveness are just... self-deceiving fools. There are no lengths to which I would not go, in my pursuit of those who have wronged me. Do you not feel the same?” 
 
    “She's dead,” I try to mouth to him, hoping he'll understand. 
 
    “Never mind,” he mutters. “I suppose I wanted to talk to you, because it's the closest thing right now to talking to Asher. You know her better than anyone else in this miserable town, don't you?” 
 
    He pauses, and I swear I can see a hint of admiration in his gaze as he stares at the fire. If I didn't know better, I'd start to wonder whether he really wants to kill Asher or whether, instead, he wants to somehow get her on his side. At the same time, it's hard to believe that he could feel that way after just a few days here at Steadfall. 
 
    “I need to be alone,” he says finally, clearly troubled by something. “Go. I shouldn't have...” 
 
    His voice trails off, but I quickly hurry past him and head out into the darkness. I half expect Harold to call me back, but when I look over my shoulder I see that he's still in the doorway, still staring down at the fire. For a man who seems to have taken control of Steadfall so easily, a short conversation about Asher appears to have brought a remarkable change. Maybe it's just because they both fought in the war, but I can't shake the feeling that his interest in her is somehow deeper and more fundamental. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” Olivia says suddenly, coming over and putting a hand on my arm. “You should sleep.” 
 
    Turning to her as she guides me across the clearing, I see that she's smiling. How can she be so calm, after everything that's happening here? 
 
    “There's a sickness here in the camp,” she explains, as she leads me to one of the other huts. “We've started to isolate people who've been affected. There are ten who are ill right now, plus Mary and Emma who died. I think we're starting to get on top of it, though. Harold has put some new rules in place, and hopefully the disease, whatever it is, won't spread to anyone else. Things were looking bad for a while, but now -” 
 
    Suddenly she coughs, and she immediately looks at her hands, as if she's checking for blood. Seeing none, however, she forces another smile. 
 
    “It's nothing,” she tells me, swallowing hard. “Iris, I know a lot must seem to have changed while you were away, but sometimes change is necessary. Things just weren't working out with Asher, but it's not our fault that she reacted so badly in the end. Honestly, if Harold hadn't showed up to take the lead, I think the whole of Steadfall would have collapsed. We must simply mourn Asher and move on.” Stopping as we reach the entrance to one of the huts, she turns and kisses my forehead. “Now go to sleep, like Harold said. He has our best interests at heart, and tomorrow's the start of a new dawn.” 
 
    I watch as she walks away across the dark clearing, and I can't help feeling as if she – like everyone else here – has lost her mind. Harold seems to have them all on his side, as if they don't suspect a thing, and it's clear that I need to be smart if I'm going to make the others see the truth. Turning and looking out toward the dark forest, however, I can't shake the feeling that despite everything I heard tonight, Asher is still out there somewhere. She wouldn't let herself get dragged out of her own town and killed. Harold's right. She's way too smart for that. 
 
    Glancing back across the clearing, I can just about see Harold, still standing in a distant doorway and staring at the fire. Whatever he's planning, I need to find a way to get rid of him fast. First, though, I need to work out how to find Asher. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-one 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “Nearly there!” Deckard calls back to me as we continue to wriggle through the narrow gap. “I can feel fresh air on my face!” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask if he's sure, but suddenly I realize that the darkness up ahead seems a little fuzzier somehow. Twisting around and pulling myself through the next gap, I hear Deckard gasping as his silhouette slips out of view, and then I tumble after him, finally landing on the cold, wet grass. Rolling onto my back, I look up and see to my astonishment that we made it out. 
 
    Above, a blanket of stars fills the night sky. 
 
    “There,” Deckard grunts, “did you... Did you ever really doubt me?” 
 
    Turning, I'm shocked to see the extent of his injuries. A heavy black wound has crushed part of his chest, just below the left side of his collarbone, with blood glistening in the moonlight. There's another wound a little further up, on the side of his neck, with more blood dribbling down. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Me? I'm fine, but what about -” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Looking down at my chest, I realize that somehow, almost miraculously, I made it out with no broken bones or blast wounds. Scratches, sure, and more aches to add to the list, but I'm basically fine. Turning to Deckard again, however, I can't shake the nagging fear that his injuries are far more serious. 
 
    “We have to get you fixed up,” I tell him. 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    “Deckard -” 
 
    “There's no time,” he says firmly, and it's clear that although he knows I'm right, he's not going to stop to treat his injuries. “Anyway, what would you fix me up with?” He tries to move, but instead he lets out a gasp of pain as he slumps back against the grass. “The plan worked. That's the main thing.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I reply. “In what possible way was that your plan?” 
 
    “They think we're dead, don't they?” he replies, forcing a faint smile even though his eyes are filled with fear. “Right about now, Ben and Leanne will be getting back to Steadfall and telling Harold that they saw us die. More importantly, that they saw you die. He'll be bolder now that he thinks you're gone, he'll start taking risks, and that's when he'll start to become vulnerable. We only get one chance to take him down, but that's one more chance than we had earlier.” 
 
    “You're bleeding,” I tell him, reaching out to touch the wound on his chest before thinking better of it. I don't even know where to begin when it comes to dealing with an injury on this scale. 
 
    “They have guns and grenades,” he replies, sounding a little weaker than before, “and probably more besides. I'm pretty sure they had some kind of night-vision back there, otherwise they never would've been so accurate with their weapons. One thing we can count on, Asher, is that they're definitely not following the rules of the island. They were sent here to do a job, and they'll go to any lengths to get it finished. We're just lucky Harold's a psychopath, or the whole town would be dead by now.” 
 
    “How do we fight back?” I ask. “We only have knives and rocks. It's like a pair of prehistoric cavemen going up against modern soldiers.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” he replies, starting to laugh before the pain kicks in again. He winces and tries to sit up, but after a moment he has to settle back down. “I'm not going to be very mobile right now,” he continues, “but that doesn't mean I'm useless. Help me up.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You need to rest and -” 
 
    “Fine!” he hisses, pushing me away. “I'll help myself up!” 
 
    He lets out a grunt as he tries to get to his feet, and finally I put an arm around him, figuring that I have no option but to help. As he leans against the rock-face, however, I suddenly feel a little dizzy. 
 
    “Asher,” a voice whispers, “don't leave me.” 
 
    I freeze, instantly recognizing that voice. 
 
    “Mads?” I whisper, turning and looking across the moonlit patch of grass. There's no sign of her, of course, but at the same time I feel as if a long-forgotten memory is somehow leeching back into my mind. I was with Mads when she died. I'd forgotten until now, but she was hurt, she was really hurt, and there was blood all over - 
 
    “Asher?” Deckard says suddenly. 
 
    Turning to him, I feel a shiver pass through my chest. 
 
    “Are you okay there?” he asks. “Looked like you were zoning out for a moment.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I reply, not wanting to admit that I lost my focus. There'll be time for memories later. “We don't have long, though.” I glance around one more time, but there's definitely no sign of Mads. For some reason that I still don't quite understand, my memory seems to have been triggered by something, and now thoughts of the war are slipping back to me piece by piece. “Carly said ten people were sick now,” I continue, turning back to Deckard as I once again tell myself to focus on what's happening right now. For a moment, however, I can't help thinking about Carly's death. “They're cowards,” I mutter, feeling a flash of anger. “They shot her in the back.” 
 
    “Don't let anger rule you,” Deckard replies. “We'll deal with Ben and Leanne when the time comes, but Harold's the one who's in charge. If we can bring him down, the other two should be relatively easy.” 
 
    “We can't just go charging in,” I point out. “Even if he lets his guard down a little, Harold isn't going to make any huge mistakes. He's too smart.” 
 
    “That's why we have to plan carefully,” Deckard tells me. “They have proper weapons, which means our only advantage is the fact that they think we're dead. As soon as we blow that advantage, we're back where we started.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but for a moment I feel as if Mads is close. Turning, I look across the darkness and spot a figure on the ground, writhing in agony. I want to go to her, to help her somehow, but I blink a couple of times and she quickly disappears. 
 
    “Asher!” Deckard says firmly. “Stay with me!” 
 
    “I am!” I stammer, turning to him. 
 
    “You're not,” he continues. “You're losing it, I can tell. Whatever's going on in that head of yours, you need to stay focused on the situation we're dealing with. There'll be time to daydream later!” 
 
    I glance at the spot where I thought I saw Mads, but of course there's no sign of her now. 
 
    “Sure,” I mutter, turning back to Deckard. “I'm fine.” 
 
    “Flashbacks?” 
 
    I shake my head, but I can tell from the look in his eyes that he's not convinced. 
 
    “We need to scout the place out,” he continues, limping forward through the darkness. He's clearly in agony, and when I try to support him, I find that he accepts my help. For the first time ever. 
 
    “And then what?” I ask. 
 
    “And then we come up with an amazingly brilliant plan,” he replies, “that wipes that son of a bitch off the island for good.” He glances at me. “I get it, Asher. Sometimes I used to have trouble focusing. I used to let my mind wander and I'd end up staring into space while I was thinking about my wife, about what might have happened to her after she reached the island. Sometimes the past is just too tempting.” 
 
    “Your wife might still be alive,” I point out, as we make our way across the sloping rocky ground. 
 
    “You don't believe that and neither do I,” he replies, “but after all of this is over, I have to go and find out for sure.” We walk on for a moment, and I can tell from his pained gasps that he's in agony. “She used to have this little tattoo,” he continues with a faint smile, “on her left shoulder. It was a picture of a boat that we saw once when we were on vacation. We promised ourselves that one day we'd buy a boat just like that and sail around the world. I couldn't believe it when she got that tattoo, but she said it was to remind us of our dreams. We had no chance of ever being able to afford something like that, of course, but the hope kept us going through the darkest days. Until she finally snapped, anyway.” 
 
    “I'm sure there's a chance you'll find her,” I tell him. 
 
    “That's exactly the point,” he replies, wincing a little. “There's a chance, and however small -” 
 
    Suddenly a scream rings out in the distance, followed a split second later by another and then another. 
 
    “Steadfall!” I shout, filled with a sense of horror as the screams get louder. Without waiting for Deckard to reply, I start running through the forest, desperate to get back. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-two 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “Round them up!” a voice shouts in the darkness, as screams continue to ring out. “Don't let any of them get away!” 
 
    Sitting up in the dark little hut, I see that fires are burning outside, lighting up the clearing. The screams started suddenly just a couple of seconds ago, while I was sitting here in the darkness and trying to work out how to locate Asher. Stumbling to my feet, I limp to the doorway and look out, just in time to see the silhouettes of terrified figures being dragged across the ground. 
 
    A moment later I see a woman running toward the fence. Just as it seems she might be about to get away, an energy blast flashes across the darkness, hitting her in the back and sending her slumping to the ground. 
 
    Pulling back, I realize that Harold and his friends have started to make their move. More energy bursts flash against the night sky, and it's clear that weapons from outside the island are being used. Trying not to panic, I reach down to my belt, only to find that I no longer have my knife. 
 
    “Don't kill them all!” Harold calls out. “I want as many as possible to be left alive!” 
 
    Suddenly a figure runs into the hut, almost slamming into me. When she turns to me, I realize that it's Olivia, her eyes filled with fear. 
 
    “What are they doing?” she stammers. “I don't understand -” 
 
    A moment later, someone grabs me from behind and slams me against the wall. Olivia screams, but she's quickly shoved to the ground and kicked hard, knocking her out. 
 
    “Move!” a voice hisses, grabbing my collar and dragging me toward the doorway. I try to fight back, but I lose my footing and drop down, only to get pulled out through the mud. 
 
    All around, people are screaming as fires continue to burn. Some of the huts have been set alight, while the center of the town's main clearing is burning bright thanks to a huge bonfire made out of all the crude tables and chairs we've managed to build over the years. Everything we've achieved at Steadfall is being systematically destroyed, and energy blasts regularly flash through the air, cutting down anyone who manages to make a run for the fence. After a moment I spot Leanne walking past the fire, aiming her gun and then blasting a man who tries to grab her. 
 
    Stumbling to my feet while still being dragged by the collar, I turn just in time to see Harold marching past the inferno. 
 
    “Put her in with the others,” he tells the guy who pulled me out of the hut. He glances at me briefly. “She's worthy of special attention.” 
 
    I try to lunge at him, but something heavy slams into the back of my head, knocking me to the ground. Unable to get back to my feet, I'm dragged across the rain-soaked mud until we reach one of the other huts, at which point I'm pulled into the darkness and then shoved against a group of screaming women who've been tied like the corpses at the other town. I try once again to get up, but a moment later a rope is tied tight around my chest and I'm pushed back down. No matter how hard I struggle, I'm quickly secured on the ground, and the guy with the gun heads back out, no doubt to round up any more survivors. 
 
    “What are they doing?” screams one of the women next to me. “Where did they get those guns?” 
 
    “Guns aren't allowed,” stammers someone else. “They can't have them, they just can't!” 
 
    I try to pull free, but the ropes are too tight. Filled with panic, I look down at the front of my tunic and see that there's blood and mud smeared all over the fabric, soaking through to my flesh. The ropes are wrapped around my chest and waist, but the guy who put them in place was in a hurry, so I figure there has to be a way to get free. Feeling something bumping against my shoulder, I turn and see a woman still screaming and trying to get free. Looking around, I realize that everyone else is doing the same thing, and it occurs to me that maybe if everyone went limp for a moment there might be enough looseness in the ropes to let us slip free. 
 
    Unfortunately, I can't exactly explain that, and even if I could, I doubt they'd listen. 
 
    Figuring that this is my only option, I twist around slightly and watch the nearest woman for a moment, and then I slam my head forward, hitting the side of her face and knocking her unconscious. As she slumps down, I turn to the next woman and do the same. This time I feel a thud of pain in my own head, but at least I manage to knock her out. The ropes are a little looser now but still not enough, so I twist around and look at the woman on my other side. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she stammers, her eyes wide with shock. “Iris, please -” 
 
    Before she can finish, I headbutt her as hard as possible, knocking her out cold. Again I feel a jolt of pain, but the ropes are even looser now. I twist and wriggle some more, and suddenly my shoulder manages to slip free. After turning and pulling a little harder, I'm finally able to get out, dropping down onto the mud and then crawling over to the hut's far wall. Looking back at the women who are still tied together, I see that three of them are unconscious now while the other two don't seem to have noticed that they can get free. 
 
    I'll come back for them, but right now I need to move fast. 
 
    Making my way to the hut's doorway, I look out and see that the scene has begun to calm down. Most of the Steadfall residents have been captured and tied in the other huts, although there are several dead bodies in the mud. Voices are shouting in the distance, and after a moment I realize that I can hear Harold and his two friends trying to catch one final person who seems to have escaped. Seizing my chance, I hurry out of the hut and slip around the side, before dropping to the ground and waiting. I don't know exactly where everyone is right now, so I need to be careful. Desperately short of breath, I wait for a few more seconds and finally I spot a figure running through the darkness toward the trees, followed by Harold and Ben. Energy blasts race through the air, but the dark figure keeps going. Whoever it is, he seems to be giving them the slip. 
 
    I check both ways, to make sure that no-one is nearby, and then I start making my way toward the next hut, figuring that I can start freeing people and - 
 
    “Going somewhere?” 
 
    Something slams into the back of my head, sending me thudding face-first into the mud. Before I can react, I'm pulled back up and twisted around, and then I'm sent crashing into the side of the hut. When I turn, I see Leanne standing above me with a gun aimed at my face. Her eyes are filled with hatred, as the light from nearby fires dances across her face. 
 
    In the distance, voices are still shouting in the forest. 
 
    “You're lucky,” Leanne sneers. “For some reason, Harold really wants to deal with you himself. I told him, it's better to just -” 
 
    Lunging at her, I let out a gurgled cry as I slam into her waist and knock her back. Her gun fires, filling the air with a blast of energy, but I manage to land on top of her and slam my elbow into her face with enough force to knock several teeth from her mouth. She tries to push back, but I start slamming my fists against the side of her head. When she reaches out to grab the gun, which she dropped when she fell, I pull her arm away. I try to get the gun for myself, but she pushes me back against the mud and lands on me, pressing me down harder. 
 
    “You've pissed me off now!” she hisses, as blood runs from her mouth. She punches me hard on the jaw, almost knocking me out, and then she turns to reach out for the gun. “Harold can't complain if I kill you in self-defense!” 
 
    Grabbing her by the collar, I pull her back and shove her to the ground, and this time she lets out a cry of pain as I hear a faint snapping sound. Looking down, I see that I've managed to break her arm, but I know I still need to finish her off so I climb onto her chest. The gun is too far away to reach and I don't have a knife, so I reach down and wrap my hands around her neck. 
 
    “You're scum!” she hisses, spitting out teeth from her bloodied mouth. “You're just island scum and -” 
 
    She gasps as I squeeze tighter, and at the same time I push down with all my strength. She tries to reach up and force me away, but I focus every last ounce of energy on the task of crushing her throat. Gripping my wrists, she tries to push me back, but I know she'll kill me as soon as she gets the chance. Her eyes are wide now, staring up at me with a growing sense of fear. For a moment, she seems to stop fighting back, but then suddenly she starts panicking, desperately clawing at my wrists, digging her nails into my flesh as if she's realized that I'm not going to stop. Her whole body is shaking now, and she twists her hips in an attempt to push me off, but I squeeze my legs tighter around her waist in order to make sure that I can't be knocked away. My hands, meanwhile, are pushing harder and harder against her throat, and after a moment she starts letting out a series of choked gasps. 
 
    Even when she finally falls still, I don't stop squeezing. I need to be sure that she's dead, so I continue to squeeze until I'm sure that I've throttled the life out of her. Her dead, bloodshot eyes are staring up at me, and I swear they seem to be bulging out of their sockets just a little. When I slowly start to let go of her throat, I feel a flash of pain in my hands, as if I almost broke my fingers while I was strangling her. 
 
    In the distance, there's a flash of light as more gunshots blast through the forest, and a moment later I hear a loud, agonized scream. Whoever Harold and Ben were after, they clearly caught up to him. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I hurry around Leanne's lifeless body and start heading toward the fence. Stopping suddenly, however, I realize that instead of running away and coming up with a plan, I have to take this opportunity to free as many people as possible from the huts. Turning, I make my way past the inferno at the center of the clearing and I head to the first hut. When I reach the doorway, I see several screaming people tied together on the floor. I want to tell them that everything will be okay, but as I take a step forward I see that they're staring at me with fear in their eyes. 
 
    “Behind you!” one of them shouts suddenly. 
 
    “Impressive,” I hear Harold's voice say. 
 
    Turning, I see him smiling at me. Before I can react, his gun lights up and an energy blast slams into my chest. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-three 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    “No, wait!” Deckard shouts, grabbing my arm and pulling me back as I make my way through the dark forest. “Asher, think about it for a moment! You can't just go storming in there!” 
 
    Up ahead, screams are still rising from the burning town. Flames are filling the night sky, casting vast, constantly-shifting shadows through the forest. Staring in horror at what's left of Steadfall, I can't even imagine what must be happening there right now, but I know I have to help. 
 
    “Asher, I'm serious,” Deckard continues breathlessly. “You have to be smart! You have to do this the right way!” 
 
    “People are dying,” I stammer, with tears in my eyes as I watch the flames up ahead, lighting the darkness beyond the tree-line. “Steadfall's dying...” 
 
    “Throwing your life away won't change anything,” he points out, still holding my arm tight. “The fact that they're screaming means they're still alive, which at least gives us hope. Asher, we can help them, but not by running straight into Harold's open arms. Don't sacrifice yourself needlessly! We need a plan!” 
 
    Still watching the flames, I suddenly realize that I've been in a situation like this before. Long-buried memories are bubbling to the surface, and I start to remember a burning forest with the sound of vast, heavy machinery in the distance. There were soldiers all around and... No, I was one of the soldiers, and we were moving through the darkness, firing at the enemy. Up ahead, waiting for us, there were... 
 
    I almost remember who we were fighting in the war. In my mind's eye, I see figures darting between the trees, heading this way. 
 
    “Asher!” 
 
    Turning, I'm startled as Deckard slaps the side of my face hard. 
 
    “By God,” he sneers, “you will keep your head together, do you understand?” 
 
    “I know,” I stammer, even though that brief memory has sent a flash of fear through my chest. “But what do we -” 
 
    “Down!” he hisses, dropping to the forest floor and pulling me with him. 
 
    “What it is?” I whisper, but a moment later I realize I can see a dark figure making its way through the forest, heading back toward the burning town. After a few seconds, I'm just about able to see the figure's face and I realize with a shiver that it's Ben. I instinctively move to go after him, but Deckard holds me back. 
 
    “He must have been sent to mop up anyone who escaped,” Deckard replies, keeping his voice low. 
 
    Again I try to get up, and again he holds me down. 
 
    “He's got a gun,” he whispers. “He's twenty feet away, Asher, what exactly do you think will happen if you try to rush him?” 
 
    “He has to die,” I reply, keeping my eyes fixed on Ben up ahead. “I want to kill all three of them personally.” 
 
    “He'd cut you down before you got halfway toward him,” he continues. “Asher, be smart!” 
 
    I know he's right, but at the same time I feel physically sick as I see Ben heading toward the town. After a moment, however, he stops suddenly, silhouetted against the flames of the huts, and slowly he turns to look this way. 
 
    “Do you think he heard us?” I whisper. 
 
    We wait in silence, as Ben takes a few cautious steps in our direction with his gun raised. He's not looking directly at us, but it's clear that he's got an inkling that someone is hiding out here. 
 
    “Show yourself!” he shouts. “I know you're there, but hiding just means you'll die when I find you! If you come out with your hands up, you still have a chance to survive!” 
 
    “Liar,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    “I'm warning you!” he continues, taking a few more steps in this direction. He's barely ten, maybe fifteen feet away now. “Don't make me angry!” 
 
    “He's not going to give up,” Deckard whispers. “He knows someone's here.” 
 
    “What's the plan?” Ben calls out. “Do you think you can hide and I'll leave you alone? No chance. Do you think you can fight back? You're all by yourself and I will root you out!” 
 
    “He thinks there's only one of us,” Deckard mutters. 
 
    “But how -” 
 
    “When you see your chance,” he continues, turning to me, “take it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Be smart, Asher,” he whispers, reaching out and putting a hand on my shoulder. “You're strong and you're tough and you can do this, but you have to remember to be smart. If you can overpower him, we'll be able to take his gun and use it against the other two.” 
 
    “Where are you -” 
 
    Before I can finish, he gets to his feet and puts his hands up in surrender. I open my mouth to tell him to stop, but a moment later I realize that he's already been seen. 
 
    “Freeze!” Ben shouts, hurrying closer with his gun raised. 
 
    “It's me!” Deckard tells him, stepping slowly between the trees with his hands still in the air. “Don't shoot! It's me!” 
 
    “Deckard?” Ben replies, clearly shocked. “How the hell did you get out from those caves?” 
 
    “I had a little luck,” Deckard explains, still stepping further and further away from me. “I couldn't save Asher, but I managed to find a way out.” 
 
    I watch as he keeps limping away, and after a moment I realize that he's not heading toward Ben. Instead, he's trying to slowly draw his attention away from where I'm hiding, and it seems to be working. 
 
    “Some people just don't know when to die,” Ben sneers, keeping his gun trained on Deckard and, in the process, starting to turn his back toward me. “What's wrong? Too scared?” 
 
    “Kinda,” Deckard replies, edging further and further away from me. Screams are still ringing out from Steadfall in the distance. “I was thinking, maybe you could take me to your boss and we can see about cutting a deal.” 
 
    “What boss?” Ben asks, still turning to keep his gun aimed at Deckard. “Harold isn't my boss. We work together, but he's not in charge.” 
 
    “Doesn't seem that way to me,” Deckard replies. “He's the one giving orders. You and Leanne are just his little helpers, right? You do what he tells you to do?” 
 
    Realizing that he's luring Ben around so I can sneak up behind him, I start to carefully make my way through the darkness. I don't dare move any faster, and I know that one wrong step could ruin the entire plan. Still, reaching down to my belt, I feel for my knife. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ben continues, with his gun still aimed at Deckard, “but your sudden return wouldn't exactly go down too well. Harold already -” 
 
    “Just let me talk to him,” Deckard says calmly. “That's all I want. A chance. That's all anyone wants in this world, right? A chance to explain himself.” 
 
    He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to make my move, but I'm still too far back. 
 
    “I still have a lot to offer,” he continues after a moment. “I might be an old man but I've been on the island for a long time and I know how things work around here. I know how people work, too, and I know who to trust and who to give up on.” He pauses for a moment, and for a fraction of a second his eyes glance at me before he quickly looks back at Ben. “There are people on this island who I consider to be among the finest I've ever met, people I trust with my life. People I've believed in from the first moment I met them, and who I've still believed in even when they've doubted themselves, even when I've had to push them to achieve their best.” He pauses again, and this time his eyes stay fixed on Ben as I continue to sneak up behind. “People far better than a piece of scum like you.” 
 
    “Save the speech,” Ben sneers. “You're just -” 
 
    Suddenly he starts to turn, as if he's sensed my presence. Before I can react, Deckard lunges at him, and Ben turns back around. All I can do is watch in shock as Ben fires twice, hitting Deckard in the chest with two energy blasts. Crying out, I lunge at Ben, throwing all my weight against him as I send him toppling down to the ground. His gun fires twice in the process, hitting a nearby tree, but I quickly grab the weapon from his hand, snapping several of his fingers and then aiming the gun straight at his face. Filled with anger, I don't even wait to hear what he has to say. I fire three times, and for a moment the flash of energy almost blinds me. With the gun still in my hand, I fall back, staring in horror at the bloodied mess that remains of his head. 
 
    Looking down at the gun in my right hand, I realize that I've held one of these things before. 
 
    “Deckard,” I stammer, turning and scrambling across the wet forest floor. “Deckard!” 
 
    As soon as I reach him, I see that a huge, smoking hole has been blasted through one side of his chest. Dropping to my knees, I put a hand on the side of his neck to check for a pulse, but blood is erupting from his wounds, flowing out of his body and spilling onto the forest floor. 
 
    “It's going to be okay,” I tell him, as I start to pull his tunic aside to get a better look at the wound. My hands are covered in blood now, but I refuse to accept that I can't help him. “You'll be fine, Deckard,” I continue, “I promise. We'll get you patched up here, and then you can rest, and eventually you'll be on your feet again.” 
 
    Once his tunic is clear, I stare in horror at his bare chest, part of which has been completely burned away. 
 
    “Just stay calm!” I hiss, leaning closer to get a better look. There are pieces of twisted bone protruding through his mangled flesh, and more blood is running down onto the ground. “We'll make you better again,” I tell him. “We'll make you better, we'll find a way.” 
 
    Grabbing the torn section of tunic, I start ripping it into smaller pieces. My mind is racing and I have no medical experience at all, but at the same time I figure I can buy some time by patching the holes in his chest. 
 
    “Stay with me,” I continue, scrunching a section of fabric into a ball and then pressing it against the largest wound. Blood immediately starts soaking through the material, and it's clear that there's far too much for me to clean up. Within seconds, more blood has begun to trickle from the edges of the wound, as if it simply refuses to be stopped. 
 
    As panic fills my chest, I look around for something else, anything else, I can use to save him. 
 
    “It's going to be fine,” I whisper, with tears running down my face. “I'll save you, I'll...” 
 
    Spotting some wet leaves nearby, I scramble over and grab them, figuring that maybe I can use them to somehow seal Deckard's wounds. My hands are trembling, and when I crawl back over to Deckard I don't even dare look at his face. Instead, I start rolling the leaves between my hands, although after a moment I realize that there's no way this is going to work. I freeze for a moment, trying to work out what to try next, before finally I feel a kind of weight settle in my chest, and I force myself to face the truth. 
 
    Turning, I look at Deckard's face. 
 
    He's dead. 
 
    He probably died as soon as he was shot, several minutes ago now. 
 
    He died to save me. 
 
    There are still screams in the distance, coming from the town, but for a moment all I can do is sit next to Deckard's body. I feel completely numb, as if all hope has left my chest, but slowly something else starts to creep to the edge of my senses. Deckard believed in me, and he truly seemed to think that I still had a chance to deal with Harold and get Steadfall back. Maybe he was wrong, maybe he was completely deluded, but I have to take that chance now. 
 
    Reaching out, I gently close Deckard's dead eyes. I feel as if I should say something, but no words come to mind. 
 
    “I hope you find your wife now,” I mutter finally, before slowly getting to my feet. There are tears in my eyes, but I don't have time to mourn right now. I have to - 
 
    Suddenly I hear a vast, shuddering groan, as if something huge and metallic is lumbering through the forest. Turning, I look through the trees, and I feel a growing sense that I'm not alone. Everything around me feels somehow unreal, as if I'm in a dream, and the cold night air seems to be shimmering slightly. Still clutching the gun, I step past Deckard's body and then past Ben's as well. Still staring at the darkness ahead, I listen to the sound of engines getting closer, and after a moment I realize I can see lights hovering as they advance through the forest. I've seen them before, but I don't remember where. A moment later, trees start to come crashing down, and I realize there are dark figures running this way. All around me, the air is vibrating with a kind of tense anticipation, and I feel as if I should know what I'm doing. 
 
    The war. 
 
    This is what happened during the war. 
 
    “Down!” a voice shouts. 
 
    Suddenly several energy blasts come flashing through the air, slamming into trees and missing me by inches. I turn to run, only to find that there are soldiers all around me, already firing back at the enemy. Dropping to my knees, I turn and watch in horror as some kind of vast warship comes crashing through the forest. A moment later, energy cannons are engaged, sending a series of crackling red beams through the air. Unlike the blasters that simply send pulses of energy, these cannons produce a long, continuous beam that flashes over our heads, slicing easily through trees and then changing direction until they cut straight into the bodies of nearby soldiers. They scream as they're dismembered, and I stare at them for a moment before turning to face the warship and raising my gun. I start firing, even though I know I don't have a hope in hell of bringing the damn thing down. 
 
    “Asher!” a voice shouts, grabbing my arm. “We have to retreat!” 
 
    Turning, I'm shocked to see Mads next to me, dressed in full combat gear. 
 
    “Asher!” she hisses. “Move! We've got orders to drop back to the original insertion point. There's more cover there, and we can regroup for another push. Right now, we're out-numbered and we're losing too many people!” 
 
    “We can't retreat!” I tell her. “If we -” 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Pulling me between the trees, she forces me to duck as the energy beam slices through the air above us. Several more trees come down, slamming into the wet ground, as individual energy blasts are sent flashing toward our position. Other soldiers are already pulling back and diving for cover but, when I turn to look back, I see that the warship is still coming, smashing through the trees while foot-soldiers approach through the darkness below. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I stammer. 
 
    “Don't freak out on me now!” Mads shouts, aiming her gun and then firing several blasts at the enemy. 
 
    “Who are they?” I ask. “Who are we fighting?” 
 
    “For real?” she hisses. 
 
    I turn and fire some shots into the darkness. There are shapes up ahead, hurrying between the trees, but I can't make them out properly and I can't see exactly who or what they are. “This happened,” I whisper after a moment, as I realize that I'm reliving a memory. “This actually happened, we -” 
 
    Suddenly a blast fills my vision and I fall back. The shot misses me by inches, but a moment later I hear a cry as Mads slumps to the ground. Crawling toward her, I find that she's taken a direct hit to the chest, and the damage has broken through her armor. Blood is flowing from the wound, and she lets out a gasp of pain as she tries to get up. 
 
    “Run!” she shouts. “Asher, you -” 
 
    Before she can finish, blood starts bursting from her mouth. She tries to speak, but she simply brings up more and more blood. 
 
    “I'm not leaving you,” I stammer, grabbing her arms, ready to pull her to safety. 
 
    “Run!” she gurgles. 
 
    Hearing a loud creaking sound, I turn and see that the warship has begun to turn, heading straight toward us through the forest. Energy blasts are flashing through the air in both directions, and cries of pain are coming from all around. We're right in the heart of the war and there's nothing I can do except try to get Mads out of here. 
 
    “Don't get yourself killed,” Mads whispers, sounding weaker by the second. “Asher, leave me! Get the hell out of here and go back to join the unit!” 
 
    Ignoring the advice, I start pulling her across the damp ground, but after a moment I stumble and fall. By the time I've managed to get up, the warship is even closer, sending trees crashing down all around us. For a moment, all I can do is stare up at the vast lights of the machines as it starts to fly directly over us. The engines are deafening, whipping the air all around into a gale and causing the ground to shudder. 
 
    “Run!” Mads screams, her voice barely audible as the warship's engines enter a new surge-cycle. At the same time, the blast from the cannon is burning the air. 
 
    Nearby, foot-soldiers are screaming. 
 
    “Asher, run!” Mads shouts. “Get out of here!” 
 
    “Medic!” I scream, hoping against hope that someone from our side will hear me. “I need a medic!” I look around, but all I see are dead bodies scattered throughout the forest. “Medic!” 
 
    “Asher!” Mads continues. “It's too late!” 
 
    Filled with panic, I aim my gun straight up and start firing futilely at the warship's brightly-lit underside. The shots bounce off harmlessly, of course, and a moment later I realize foot-soldiers are getting closer and closer. Turning, I aim at them and fire, blasting them as fast as possible. They return fire, but their shots miss while I manage to hit two of them almost immediately. Overwhelmed by a sense of fury, I start running toward them, still firing, figuring I'll take as many of them out as possible before inevitably one of them - 
 
    Suddenly I trip and fall, landing hard against the ground. When I get up, I see no more foot-soldiers up ahead but I keep firing anyway, sending blast after blast into the cold night air before realizing that the sound of the warship has stopped. Looking up, I see dark trees rising toward the night sky, and then I turn to check on Mads, only to find that she's not here. With shaking hands, I look the other way and see Steadfall burning in the distance, with screams still ringing out. 
 
    Nearby, Deckard's body is on the forest floor, with Ben's a little further away. 
 
    When I look down at my trembling hands, I realize that I must have experienced some kind of flashback. Deckard's death seemed to trigger something, and for a moment I was back in a war I don't even remember fighting. Swallowing hard, I look around for a moment, but the foot-soldiers and the warship are gone. They were just memories, albeit of something that I think actually happened. 
 
    And Mads... 
 
    As screams from Steadfall continue to fill the air, I look down at the gun in my hand and realize what I have to do. Stepping over Deckard's body, I make my way toward the burning town. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-four 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Gasping with pain, I try to sit up, only to feel a stabbing sensation in my shoulder. The energy blast might not have hit me directly, but it still caused a lot of damage, and I can just about make out glistening flesh and blood beneath my torn tunic. Every time I take a breath, something sharp slices through my chest. 
 
    Nearby, in one of the other huts, people are screaming. 
 
    “We'll be next,” a voice says. 
 
    Turning, I see one of the town's younger women, Natalie, watching me with fear in her eyes. 
 
    “I don't know why he's saving us 'til last,” she continues, “but it won't be long now. He's burning the others.” 
 
    Despite the pain in my shoulder, I stumble to my feet and head to the door. I can't get too far, not with a rope around my leg that's securing me to the wall, but I manage to peer out and see that most of the other cabins are in flames. Harold is making his way to the cabin next to this one, and he stops for a moment to stare in at the people he's tied together. I can just about see their terrified faces, and while some of them are screaming, others are begging for their lives. 
 
    Ignoring their pleas, he tosses some kind of liquid over them. 
 
    “Please!” one of the women screams. “I'll give you anything you want, but don't kill me!” 
 
    Ignoring her, Harold takes a piece of tarpaulin and sets it on fire. 
 
    “Please!” the woman sobs. “Don't -” 
 
    Before she can finish, Harold tosses the burning rag into the cabin. Flames erupt, and for a moment I can see the people inside as they desperately try to get free. Their screams and cries continue for half a minute or more, and Harold simply stands and watches as they burn to death. Watching the back of his head, I start to realize that he genuinely enjoys their suffering, that he considers this kind of execution to be an art-form. Some of the figures in the heart of the inferno are still moving, as if they're struggling to get free, but they quickly slump down and fall still. Finally, as the flames continue to burn, Harold turns and stares straight at me. 
 
    “We're the last ones,” Natalie sobs behind me, as Harold smiles and starts walking this way. “He's going to burn us next!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Please!” Natalie shouts as we're led through the forest, with a few other women ahead of us. “I'll give you anything you want! Just don't do this!” 
 
    “I can already take anything I want,” Harold replies calmly. “You're not in a very good bargaining position. Just keep walking.” 
 
    “No!” one of the other women shouts, turning to him with fear in her eyes. “Please, just -” 
 
    Before she can get another word out, Harold fires a shot that hits her in the upper chest. She falls back and slumps to the ground, and her body twitches for a moment before falling still. One of the other women turns to run, but Harold dispatches another couple of shots, one of which hits her in the back and sends her clattering into a tree before she, too, drops dead to the ground. 
 
    “Anyone else want to run?” he asks, turning and aiming that gun at the rest of us. There are only four of us left now, and I can see from the murderous glint in his eye that Harold is itching to kill again. He pauses for a moment, before turning to Natalie. “Get on the ground,” he tells her. 
 
    “Why?” she asks. 
 
    “Get on the ground!” 
 
    Clearly too terrified to resist, she does as she's told. 
 
    “Use these,” Harold says, tossing a couple of wooden pegs at one of the other women, Elizabeth. “Drive them through her palms.” 
 
    “I can't,” Elizabeth replies, dropping the pegs. 
 
    “Do it or you're dead,” he continues. “Only one of you four ladies gets to survive this night, and it'll be the one who pleases me the most. Now drive the goddamn pegs through her goddamn hands!” 
 
    “No!” Natalie shouts, trying to get up before the fourth woman, Miranda, suddenly drops down and holds her in place. 
 
    “Do it!” Miranda hisses at Elizabeth. “We have to save ourselves!” 
 
    I watch, stunned, as Elizabeth takes the pegs and kneels next to the struggling Natalie. There's fear and shock in Elizabeth's eyes, but nevertheless she starts forcing a peg through the palm of Natalie's left hand, ignoring the woman's screams as she carries out her orders. 
 
    I take a step forward to stop her, but Harold aims his gun straight at me. 
 
    “Want another shot?” he asks calmly. “One can most definitely be arranged.” 
 
    Staring at the gun, I realize that although I need to stop him, I can't just lunge at him wildly. Hearing another scream from nearby, I turn and see that Elizabeth has finished driving the pegs through Natalie's hands. 
 
    “Very good,” Harold says with a smile. “I want all four of you in the same position. After that, we'll work out who I let go.” 
 
    “How do we know you won't just kill us all?” Elizabeth asks, her voice trembling with fear. 
 
    “You don't,” he says firmly. “I guess you're just going to have to trust me.” 
 
    He's lying, of course. I remember seeing the bodies of his torture victims from the previous town and I don't believe for one second that he's even capable of showing mercy. I watch in horror as Miranda and Elizabeth tentatively sit on the ground and settle flat on their backs, as if they genuinely believe they can survive if they just give him what he wants. 
 
    “You know what to do,” Harold mutters, tossing some wooden pegs at me. When I let them fall to the ground, he smiles. “I don't have to explain it to you again, do I?” he asks, stepping closer. “One of you gets to live, but only by obeying every order I give.” He pauses, eying me with a hint of caution. “I'd like it to be you, Iris. I feel we made a connection when we talked earlier, but you need to prove that I can trust you. Get on the floor.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “No?” he replies. “You don't believe me?” 
 
    I want to tell him that I've seen his murderous work first-hand, but of course I can't say a word. 
 
    “Do it,” he says firmly. 
 
    I pause, before shaking my head again. 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, before taking a step closer. 
 
    I wait for him to say something, but he seems to be studying me. 
 
    “Go to hell,” I mouth silently, hoping he can understand. 
 
    He smiles. 
 
    Suddenly he cracks the handle of his gun against my face, sending me stumbling back as a sharp pain radiates across one side of my head. Dropping down, I blink several times, but the sight in my left eye seems blurred now. When I reach up, I feel a tender spot at the edge of the eye socket, and I realize he must have cracked the bone. Wincing, I'm about to get to my feet when he grabs me from behind and pushes me down. Before I can react, he drives one of the sharp wooden pegs through my left hand, pinning me to the ground. I cry out, but a moment later he does the same thing to my right hand. 
 
    “There!” he sneers, leaning close to my face. “Now, let's hope I've managed to attract Asher's attention!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-five 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    By the time I reach the fence at the edge of Steadfall, I realize I'm too late. The whole town is burning. 
 
    Flames are racing through the huts, some of which have already begun to collapse. I climb over the fence and make my way toward the large fire in the main clearing, but I stop when I see that there are several dead bodies burning in the nearest hut. With a sickening sensation in my gut, I head over to take a closer look, but all I can do once I reach the doorway is stare inside and watch as the flesh on one of the corpses continues to burn away, exposing the increasingly-charred skull beneath. 
 
    They're dead. 
 
    All of them. 
 
    Spotting another dead body on the ground nearby, I make my way over and see to my surprise that it's Leanne. Her eyes are wide open and there's discoloration around her neck, as if she was strangled. 
 
    At least someone managed to fight back. 
 
    Maybe there are more. 
 
    Maybe someone managed to escape. 
 
    Just as I'm about to turn and look at the other huts, I realize I can hear a scream in the distance. With Ben's gun still in my hand, I make my way around the edge of the clearing and over to the fence on the far side, and now I can hear the scream more clearly, along with a couple more. Clambering over the fence, I start to make my way past the tree-line. The first rays of morning sun are starting to appear now, spreading a low, misty light through the forest, so I make my way cautiously, in case someone spots me. Keeping low, I head toward the source of the screams, and finally I drop down behind a tree when I realize I can see figures on the ground up ahead, along with another figure who seems to be kneeling next to them. 
 
    Peering around the edge of the tree, I have to squint to see properly. A flash of pure anger ripples through my chest when I see that the kneeling figure is Harold. The four on the floor are all women from the town, and I quickly recognize Miranda and Natalie. The figure next to Harold, meanwhile, has a bloodied belly, but I finally realize that it's Elizabeth. Squinting a little more, I try to make out the fourth figure. 
 
    Suddenly I see her features. 
 
    It's Iris. 
 
    I don't know how, but Iris is back. 
 
    I look down at the gun in my hand and see that the charge is low. These things can pick up power from the sun, but part of the charge unit is cracked and, besides, the long night means it'll take a while before the gun can fire much more than a few more shots. As I examine the casing around the trigger, I start to feel as if I've handled this type of weapon many times before, back in the - 
 
    Suddenly an agonized cry fills the air, and I look around the side of the tree just in time to see that Harold seems to be cutting Elizabeth's belly open. Realizing that I can't waste another moment, I get to my feet and hurry toward them, while aiming the gun directly at Harold's face. 
 
    Just as I fire, he glances in this direction and sees me. He ducks out of the way and grabs a gun, quickly firing back at me. 
 
    I step behind a tree as the blast misses by a couple of inches. Several more blasts flash through the air, hitting the ground a little further away. I wait, taking slow, deep breaths in an attempt to stay calm, and then I duck down before peering around the edge. At first I don't see Harold at all, only the four women staked to the ground, but a moment later I spot movement behind one of the trees. Several more energy blasts slam into the ground next to me and I take cover again. 
 
    Checking the charge unit on my gun, I realize I only have two or three shots left for now. 
 
    I need to make them count. 
 
    Stepping out from behind the tree, I fire at Harold just as he tries to grab something from the ground. I almost hit him, but he ducks out of the way just in time. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Two shots left at most. 
 
    Trying to stay calm, I realize that I need to find some way to draw him out. 
 
    “You should be careful firing that thing, Asher!” he shouts suddenly. “You might miss and accidentally hit one of these lovely ladies! Why don't you put the gun down instead and we can talk? You and I have so much to discuss!” 
 
    Suddenly there's the sound of a shot, and I hear a cry of pain. Looking around the side of the tree, I see that he's blasted Elizabeth, leaving a smoldering wound in her chest. He takes aim at Iris, but I quickly raise my gun and fire, hitting him in the shoulder and sending him crashing back to the ground with an agonized grunt. Before I can fire again, however, he shoots back at me and I'm forced to take cover. 
 
    Checking the gun, I see that there's just enough charge left for one shot. 
 
     I wait, my mind racing as I try to work out what to do next. I'm sure I was in worse spots during the war and somehow I managed to get through them, but maybe that was down to pure luck. Even if it wasn't, I don't remember enough of my training to make a move. 
 
    “He's gone!” a voice calls out suddenly. 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    This could be a trap. 
 
    “Asher, he's gone!” the voice shouts, and I realize it's Natalie. 
 
    “He ran!” Miranda adds. “Asher, help!” 
 
    Peering around the side of the tree again, I spot Harold in the distance, stumbling away while clutching his injured shoulder. I raise my gun to fire, but I know I won't be able to hit him from this range so, instead, I hurry over to where the others are pinned to the ground. When I reach them, I see that metal spikes have been driven through their hands. 
 
    “Everyone's dead!” Natalie stammers, with tears flowing from her eyes. “I think a few people got away, but he burned the rest!” 
 
    “I know,” I mutter, shuffling over to check on Elizabeth but quickly seeing that she's dead. Turning to Iris, I feel a rush of relief when I realize that although she's badly hurt, she's conscious. “This is going to hurt,” I tell her, crawling over and immediately pulling the spikes from her palms. She gasps, but then she sits up and helps me as I do the same for Natalie and Miranda. 
 
    Finally, once they're all free, I turn and look toward the spot where I last saw Harold. He's clearly wounded and he chose to run rather than fight, but I have no idea where he might have gone. 
 
    “They were screaming,” Miranda sobs, as if her mind is shattered. “He burned them to death!” 
 
    “Get the survivors back to Steadfall,” I tell Iris, turning to her. “Fix up your wounds and wait for me there. We'll work out what to do when I get back.” 
 
    She tries to tell me something, but her lips are moving too fast for me to understand. 
 
    “Iris,” I continue, “I don't have time. We'll do this later!” 
 
    I turn to go after Harold, but she grabs my arm. 
 
    “Iris!” I hiss, looking back at her. 
 
    “I don't think he's running,” she mouths. “I think it's a trap. He's trying to lure you away.” 
 
    “He's hurt,” I reply. “He's getting desperate. Please, Iris, I can handle myself. Right now, I need you to get back to town. Put out the fires, see if there are any more survivors. Ben's dead and I saw Leanne's body, so we only have to worry about Harold now.” I wait for her to reply, but I can see the fear in her eyes. “I'm going to go and make sure Harold can't cause any more trouble.” 
 
    She taps herself on the chest. 
 
    “You can't come,” I tell her. “Please, Iris, I'll be fine, but you have to take Natalie and Miranda back to town. Do you understand?” 
 
    She pauses, before nodding. 
 
    “I'll be back soon,” I add, turning to follow Harold. “I can deal with this asshole.” Stopping suddenly, I turn back to her. “I didn't think you were coming back. Deckard said you'd make it, but I...” My voice trails off for a moment as I realize that I should never have doubted her. “Did you find that other town?” 
 
    She nods, but I can see from the expression in her eyes that something's wrong. 
 
    “Get back to Steadfall!” I tell her. “I'll find Harold.” 
 
    With that, I turn and make my way between the trees. I might only have one shot left in this gun, but one shot is all I need and, besides, I've got my knife and my bare hands. If I let him go, there'll always be a risk that he might come back, so I have no choice. 
 
    I have to finish this. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-six 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    “They're dead,” Natalie says, her eyes filled with shock as she looks into another of the smoldering huts. “They're all...” 
 
    Her voice trails off for a moment, before she turns and vomits. Dropping to her knees, she lets out a series of sobs. I make my way over and reach down, putting a hand on her shoulder, but I know there's nothing I can do. 
 
    Glancing into the hut, I see a pile of burned corpses, and I spot one skeletal face in particular before finally turning away. 
 
    I've seen enough death and pain for one day. 
 
    Nearby, Miranda is sitting on the muddy ground with her head in her hands. Whereas Natalie is crying loudly, Miranda seems to have gone the other way, disappearing into her own sense of shock. Again, there's nothing I can do to help, so I simply make my way across the clearing, tramping through ankle-deep mud until I get to the spot where Asher's old Steadfall sign has somehow managed to survive, high up on one of the posts. 
 
    Hearing movement nearby, I turn and see a couple of figures approaching cautiously through the forest. My first instinct is fear, in case somehow Harold had more people with him, but after a moment I realize that it's just a few survivors from Steadfall heading back to see if it's safe to return now. They look lost and bewildered, but at least they're alive. I guess Harold was wrong when he thought he'd managed to round everyone up. 
 
    “Are they...” George asks cautiously as he gets closer. Clearly shocked, he looks around at the devastation. “Did everyone get away?” 
 
    I pause, before shaking my head. 
 
    “Is it just us?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “What about Asher?” 
 
    I want to answer him, but I can't. Instead, I turn and look back over at Natalie, who's still sobbing on the ground. 
 
    “Are those bodies?” George asks, heading to one of the nearby huts before stopping and turning back to me. “Are we really the only ones who survived?” 
 
    “I heard them screaming,” Olivia adds, coming closer. “I didn't know what to do, so I just hid.” 
 
    Looking out at the forest, I wait for a moment, hoping that I might spot more people wandering back this way. There's no sign of anyone, however, so I guess any other survivors have probably just kept running, trying to get as far from here as possible. I don't blame them for that. Steadfall is in ruins, and it's hard to believe the town can ever recover. At the same time, we built it up from nothing before and we can do it again. Looking up at Asher's hand-carved sign, I see that the edge has been singed by flames, but that the main part is still intact. 
 
    Just as I'm starting to wonder where to begin the recovery work, however, I hear a faint thumping sound in the distance. We all turn, and a moment later we spot a helicopter heading for the island. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-seven 
 
    Asher 
 
      
 
    There's still no sign of Harold, but after a few minutes I spot a familiar tree and realize that this is the spot where I saw Ben using some kind of communication device. 
 
    Heading over to the side of the tree-root, I reach in and pull out the device. I don't specifically remember using anything like this before, but at the same time I seem to have some kind of instinctive understanding of how it works. I guess there are still plenty of buried memories in my mind, memories that I can't recall right now, but maybe in some way I'm able to remember a few things. There's a blinking red light on one side of casing, which I think means an emergency call was sent. I guess Harold came by this way and sent for help. It only takes a moment before I'm able to get a channel open on the device, and I hear a brief burst of static followed by a buzzing sound and then a faint hiss, which can only mean one thing. 
 
    Someone has picked up the other end of the line. 
 
    “This is Asher,” I say after a moment, my voice trembling with anger, “calling from the island. Do you hear me?” 
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. I know someone is listening, though, and I'm pretty sure it's someone on the mainland. 
 
    “I know what you did,” I continue. “I know about the people you sent to disrupt our lives here. I know you wanted to make sure towns couldn't grow and prosper. I know you sent thugs with guns and other weapons, and you taught them to spread disease, and you broke every goddamn rule you -” 
 
    Catching myself just in time, I realize that I'm in danger of going on a long rant. 
 
    “It didn't work,” I add after a moment. “Leanne and Ben are dead, and Harold's about to join them. It's over.” I glance around, to make sure that there's no chance he might jump me, and then I look back down at the device. “The same thing will happen to anyone you send to interfere in the life of the island,” I continue. “A lot of people have died today. Good people, people who suffered at the hands of your agents, people who came here because you promised that they'd be left alone. I want you to know that it doesn't matter who or what you send next, we'll fight them. We'll fight anything you try to do, so the best solution would be for you to respect the idea of the island and leave us alone. Do you understand?” 
 
    Again I wait, but the only reply is the hiss of the line. After a moment, however, I hear a faint clicking sound, and I know that there's someone listening to me. Just a coward who won't even speak up. 
 
    “Steadfall will always be defended,” I say firmly. “The island, too. So if you want to try something, maybe -” 
 
    Suddenly I realize I can hear a sound in the distance, thumping through the air. When I turn and look between the trees, I immediately start to worry that maybe I'm having another flashback, but a moment later I realize that it's actually the sound of a helicopter approaching the island. They never usually make drops so early in the morning, so I figure there's only one reason it could be here. 
 
    Harold called for help, and now he's being evacuated. He's running like a coward. 
 
    “Not so fast,” I mutter, tossing the communication device aside and then hurrying through the forest, heading toward the sound of the helicopter in the distance. I almost trip and fall several times, but I manage to keep going until I see the ocean glittering under the morning sun, just a few hundred feet ahead. I make my way forward cautiously, constantly looking around in case I spot Harold, but finally I get to the edge of the forest and look down at the beach. A moment later I hear the helicopter getting closer, and I duck back to make sure they can't see me as they soar high above the tops of the trees. 
 
    Hearing a rushing sound, I turn just in time to see a red flare launching into the sky from nearby, which I guess must be Harold's way of letting them know where to find him. With the gun still in my right hand, I hurry between the trees, desperate to get to him before he has a chance to be rescued, and finally I spot him up ahead, standing on the beach and waving at the helicopter with his remaining good arm. When he turns to look up toward the sky, I see that I got a good shot when I hit his shoulder, and he's clearly badly hurt. 
 
    Checking the gun, I see that I definitely have one shot left, but probably no more than that. 
 
    I have to make it count. 
 
    As I make my way along the edge of the beach, I stay low so that Harold won't see me approaching. I could probably take him out from here, but I want to be absolutely certain that I don't miss. I can hear the helicopter getting closer as the flare continues to burn in the sand, and I know I don't have long left before he'll be rescued. Finally I scramble down onto the beach and aim at his back, but at the last moment I realize I want him to see me before I pull the trigger. Somehow, deep down, I feel a strong sense that I can't shoot a man in the back. He still has a gun in his hand, but I know I can fire before he has a chance to threaten me. I take a few steps closer, and slowly he turns around as if he's sensed my presence. 
 
    “You took your time,” he says with a faint smile, his voice sounding much more frail now, as if he's in immense pain from the wound on his shoulder. “I was actually starting to think that you weren't coming after me.” 
 
    “We were supposed to be left alone,” I say firmly, with the gun aimed directly at his face. The wind is picking up all around us now, and I can hear the helicopter getting closer over the tops of the trees. “That was the deal! We came to the island to get away from the rest of the world!” 
 
    “The rest of the world wanted to keep an eye on you,” he says with a smile. 
 
    “The rest of the world promised -” 
 
    “The rest of the world lied!” 
 
    I pause, resisting the urge to pull the trigger and end his miserable life right now. 
 
    “Do you want me to explain it to you?” he asks. “Is that why you haven't finished me off yet? Or is there some other, deeper reason you can't quite explain? Do you want me to tell you exactly why they sent me, and why I worked with such slow, painful precision?” 
 
    I adjust my finger on the trigger, ready to fire if he tries anything. 
 
    “This was all for you, Asher,” he continues. “I persuaded a reformist branch of the government to send me here, I told them we needed to crush any attempts to build a new society on the island, but that was really just a cover story. I enjoyed the work, of course, but I was always keeping an eye out, waiting for the inevitable day when I found you. Every time I walked into another town, I wondered if I was finally going to see your face again. I knew, I just knew, that you'd still be alive somewhere in this miserable place.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask, convinced that he's trying to distract me. “We never met before you came to Steadfall!” 
 
    “Didn't we?” His smile grows. “Come on, Asher, you were right all those years ago. It really is possible to recover the memories they wiped after the war. I managed it, and you were always smarter and stronger than me.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him he's lying, but deep down I can feel something clawing at my gut. 
 
    “We fought so long and so hard, Asher,” he continues. “You, me, Collins... Mads. Do you remember Mads? We fought in one of the most successful units the army has ever seen, and what was our reward? Beached alone due to a tactical error, and left to be slaughtered. The others all died, Asher, but you and I survived. We should have been treated like heroes, but instead they just wiped our minds and shoved us back out into society.” Slowly, cautiously, he takes a limping step toward me. “It took a while, Asher, but finally it all came back to me. And I can see from the look in your eyes that it's coming back to you, too. Everything we went through... No-one can take that away!” 
 
    He's wrong, he has to be. 
 
    At the same time, I can hear a voice calling to me from far away. Mads is crying out, terrified and in pain, on some distant battlefield. This time, however, there's another voice, telling me to give him cover. 
 
    “You remember,” Harold says finally. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Yes,” he continues, “you do.” 
 
    “No,” I stammer, taking a step back with the gun still aimed at his face. “You're trying to make me remember things that didn't happen...” 
 
    “You don't really believe that,” he says with a smile. “I came to the island so I could find you and take you back to the world. I couldn't admit that, of course. I had to lie and trick my way into a deal that'd let me travel here. Your town was the eighth we destroyed over the past four years. Eight towns, can you imagine that? Humans really seem to want to clump together, even when they're supposedly out here to be free. Must be something in our nature, huh?” He pauses, still watching me intently. “The others had no idea. They thought I wanted nothing more than to kill and destroy. Maybe that's my fault, maybe I enjoyed my work too much, but the war left me with certain... bad habits. Ben, Leanne and Walter believed in the cause. The world never seems to run out of useful idiots, does it? Still, at least they were useful, for a while. So few people even manage that in their miserable lives. But Asher, you and I -” 
 
    He steps closer. 
 
    “Stop!” I shout, still holding the gun in my trembling hand. “You're just -” 
 
    Before I can finish, the helicopter swoops low and fast over us, racing back out to sea and then starting to turn around. 
 
    “I wonder what my friends make of this,” Harold continues, as his smile grows. Behind him, the helicopter is already heading back this way. “When they see me on the beach, with a gun pointed at me, I'm sure they understand the situation. And they'll help me test that you haven't lost that old fighting edge that I remember so well. You have no idea how much I've missed seeing you in combat. It's almost an art-form, Asher.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly I see something moving beneath the helicopter. In a flash, I realize it's a gun assembly. 
 
    Suddenly Harold ducks out of the way. I turn and run, just as the helicopter opens fire. Energy blasts crash into the sand all around me, but I manage to throw myself past the tree-line and into the forest as the helicopter flashes overhead. With my heart pounding, I stumble to my feet and look up, watching as the helicopter turns around and heads back this way. I start to run, desperately trying to get further into the forest so I won't be seen, but the helicopter opens fire and I dive for cover as blasts crash into the trees all around me. Fortunately I don't take any direct hits, although one shot hits a dirt bank just a few feet away. As the helicopter turns and starts coming around for another attack, I get to my feet and race between the trees, but seconds later the air is once again filled with blasts, and this time one of them glances against my waist. I pull away and slam into a tree, which sends me dropping to the ground. Breathless and desperately trying not to panic, I look up and - 
 
    Something crashes into the back of my head, knocking me to the ground. Dazed, I turn just in time to see Harold standing over me, and he quickly slams the heel of his boot against my face. 
 
    “You have to learn to take your chances when you get them,” he grunts, grabbing my arms and starting to haul me back through the forest. 
 
    I try to twist free, but I'm in too much pain and I can barely even stay conscious. 
 
    “If you came to find me,” I gasp, “why do you keep trying to kill me?” 
 
    “To test you,” he replies, dragging me to the edge of the tree-line and then down onto the beach. “I had to make sure that you were still you, but you passed every test with flying colors. You've survived everything I've thrown at you, and that's proof that the real, old Asher is still alive. We just have to get you home and help you recover the rest of your memories. And then we'll make our move against the monsters who sent us off to war in the first place. One by one, we'll make them pay for everything they did to us!” 
 
    Dropping me onto the sand, he turns and waves at the helicopter, which starts to descend above us, getting closer and closer as its blade whip the air into a frenzy. 
 
    “It's time to get out of here, Asher!” Harold shouts, so I can hear him above the sound of the engines. “You'll thank me later, I promise. I'm rescuing you from the pit of your own oblivion. I mean, seriously, were you seriously trying to run an entire town? I understand that you needed to divert your mind to some practical project, but I think you went a little too far. What was that place called again? Starfall? Sadfall?” 
 
    “Steadfall,” I murmur, struggling to stay conscious as I feel Harold picking me up. Before I can react, I feel myself being loaded onto the helicopter and pushed across the cold metal floor. I reach out, but my hands are too weak to grab hold of anything. “It's called... Steadfall...” 
 
    “This reminds me of our great escape from Talton V,” he tells me. “You don't remember that yet, but you will. It was one of our finest moments during the war. We were heroes, Asher, but they stole that away from us. They had their drugs and their needles, and they made us forget everything that happened!” He turns toward the helicopter's two pilots. “Get us out of here!” 
 
    “No,” I stammer, trying to roll back out, but I'm shoved further on-board and all I can do is watch helplessly as Harold climbs in to join me. I reach over toward the door, just as he slides it shut. When I try to grab the handle to pull the door back open, Harold shoves me further across the floor. 
 
    “You don't belong on the island, Asher!” he continues. “I understand why you ran away, but it's time to go back and face those bastards! Phillips, Logan, Montreath and all the others, I've tracked them down. One by one we're going to make them pay for how they treated all of us, all the soldiers who were used in that war and then tossed aside! And when we're done with them, we'll move up and deal with the real hypocrites, the people in power! The revolution's finally coming, Asher, and we're going to be right at the eye of the storm!”” 
 
    Again I reach for the door, as the helicopter rises from the ground. I see the tops of the trees far below us, and I quickly realize that we're about to head back over the island and then toward the mainland. For a moment, everything starts fading to black, but I force myself to sit up just as the helicopter swings out toward the sea and then dips, turning fast so it can speed back across the island. 
 
    “I'm going to need to get this checked out,” Harold mutters, wincing as he examines the wound on his shoulder. “I guess I shouldn't be surprised that you're such a good shot, since -” 
 
    Turning, I slam my weight against the glass partition that separates us from the two pilots in the front of the helicopter. The glass holds, however, and I simply slump back down, but somehow I find the strength to try again and again, finally letting out a grunt of pain as I fall to the floor for the fourth or fifth time. 
 
    “There's no point fighting this,” Harold continues. “Be smart, Asher. I'm sure you had fun on the island, maybe it was even therapeutic for you in some crazy way, but those days are over now. I couldn't let you rot there for the rest of your life, that would have been obscene. The people of the world need us to make a stand and change things!” 
 
    Forcing myself to sit up, I look around, hoping desperately that I'll spot some kind of weapon that has been just tossed aside. There's nothing, of course, but after a moment I see a fire extinguisher tucked under one of the seats. It's big, it's heavy, and it's better than nothing. 
 
    “Asher -” 
 
    Grabbing the extinguisher, I'm about to pull out the pin when I realize that the main nozzle arm might be more useful. Using all my remaining strength, I twist the nozzle free, and sure enough the broken end is sharp enough to use as a weapon. 
 
    “Asher!” Harold says firmly, as if he suddenly senses danger. “You need to grow up and remember who you really are! We're on the same side here, I came all this way to fetch you! What do you think you're going to achieve by -” 
 
    Letting out an angry cry, I throw myself at him. The helicopter lurches, flashing over the forest, but I manage to land directly on top of Harold and drive the broken metal shard into his belly. He gasps, and I see pure shock in his eyes as I twist the shard and then pull it out. 
 
    “She doesn't have the killer instinct,” I hear a voice whispering in my ear, from my days at the training academy. “She always hesitates.” 
 
    “Asher,” Harold gasps, “it's me! We're friends, remember? We both hate the same -” 
 
    I drive the shard into Harold's belly again, then again and again, stabbing him as hard as I can. With each thrust, I move a little further up his body until I drive the shard into his chest. He stares back at me, his eyes filled with shock, but when he puts his hands on my arms I immediately realize that he's too weak to fight back. 
 
    “They took our memories,” he whispers. “Without those, we're not ourselves. I can give you all your memories back, Asher. I can make you... I can... make you... remember who you really are...” 
 
    The pilots are shouting from up-front, but I don't care if they manage to break through and shoot me. All that matters right now is that I make Harold pay, and I slowly start twisting the shard in his chest. No matter what I do, however, he doesn't scream or beg for mercy, and he doesn't even try to push me back. With blood running from one side of his mouth, he simply stares at me with an expression of confusion, as if he can't believe I'm doing this even as I continue to drive the shard into his belly. 
 
    “They tossed us aside after the war,” he whispers finally, sounding weaker than before. “We can... Asher, we have to make them pay for...” 
 
    Suddenly the helicopter takes a sharp turn, sharp enough to send both of us clattering off the seat and down onto the floor. I lose my grip on the metal shard, which tumbles away, and then I turn to see Harold bleeding profusely and clutching his gut. His blood is sloshing around on the metal floor now as the helicopter tips one way and then the other, and I can tell the pilots are trying to knock me off my feet. Turning, I see that one of them is frantically trying to get the partition open, and then I glance back at Harold and find that he's staring calmly at me, although blood-loss is making him look increasingly pale. 
 
    Struggling to the door, I try to pull the handle, only to find that it's secured somehow. Filled with panic and determined to get off the helicopter before it's too late, I pull back and lean against one of the seats, and then I start kicking the window. Just when I'm starting to think I might have to try something else, the glass cracks a little, and then it shatters when I give it one final kick. The helicopter tilts around, and I know I don't have long left. Crawling through Harold's blood, I reach the broken window and then start to haul myself out. 
 
    “Stop!” Harold calls out. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I see that he's reaching out to me. 
 
    “Asher, we can fight them!” he stammers, with more and more blood pouring from his belly and chest. “It's not just us, there are others too!” 
 
    I want to grab the metal shard into his gut again, to really finish him off, but he's clearly going to die before he can get medical attention. Instead, I look out the window one last time and see the tops of the trees flashing past below the helicopter, and then I haul myself through the gap. I know this is probably suicide, but I'd rather die on the island than live on the mainland. I belong here now, away from the rest of the world and away from anyone who wants me to remember my past. As the tree-tops flash beneath us, I drag myself out through the broken window. 
 
    “Asher, I know who we were fighting!” Harold shouts. “Asher, they lied to us! Asher, listen to me!” 
 
    Without even hesitating, I throw myself clear of the helicopter. 
 
    For a moment, I tumble through clear air. If this is my last moment, if this is how I die, then at least - 
 
    Slamming into the tree-tops, I immediately feel branches snapping under my weight. After a couple of seconds, however, I hit part of a trunk, and this time my entire body shudders as the impact sends me deeper into the forest below. Hundreds of broken branches scratch my face and tear my clothes, and I feel bone after bone being shattered as I fall through the trees, until finally everything goes black. 
 
    I'm unconscious before I hit the ground. Ghosts are waiting for me in the dark. Ghosts and memories. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-eight 
 
    Iris 
 
      
 
    Three months later 
 
      
 
    “Haul it in!” a voice shouts. “Haul it in now!” 
 
    Turning, I watch for a moment as several people lug a crop-filled canopy through the town's main gate. I have no idea what, exactly, they've got in there, but I'm sure someone'll manage to turn it into a meal. We still eat a lot of wild rabbit, but at least the diet around here is diversifying a little. Some wild pigs were recently found near the island's eastern shore. I have no idea where they came from, but they've made for a welcome change to the menu. 
 
    “Iris!” George calls out excitedly. “Iris, over here!” 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I see him waving at me frantically. He's been busy working on some kind of secret project for a while now, although he was never willing to show anyone what he was doing. Now, however, he suddenly seems keen to share, so I make my way over. When I get around the side of one of the rebuilt huts, I'm surprised to see a large section of wood that he has somehow managed to fashion into a meter-wide disc. 
 
    “It's a wheel!” he says proudly. 
 
    I can't help frowning. 
 
    “I know just one wheel isn't very useful,” he continues, almost breathless with excitement as he holds the disc up for me to get a closer look, “but it's a proof of concept.” He runs a hand along the edge. “See how smooth it is? That took real work, Iris, and craftsmanship! I'll only get faster, too, so I think we might actually end up with wheeled transport! Sure, it'd be great if we had horses to pull them, but at least we can have wheelbarrows!” He waits for me to reply, and it's clear that he's extremely pleased with himself. “What do you think?” he asks finally. “Should I keep going?” 
 
    I pause, before nodding. 
 
    “I can have another one done within the next two weeks,” he explains. 
 
    I nod again, and then I watch as he gets back to work. It's strange to think that a man could be so pleased with himself for making a wheel, but I guess he's right when he says it could have some practical applications. I stick around for a few minutes as he starts cutting more wood, and then I make my way to the other side of the hut and stop for a moment, watching the town as its inhabitants go about their business. It's hard to believe that Steadfall didn't fade away after everything that happened a few months ago, but something about this place seems to keep attracting people. Now that the sickness has passed, we can look to the future. Whatever was in that foul soup that caused people to become ill, it died off, and I didn't get sick even though I fell directly into a pit of the damn stuff. Walter mentioned that it required a few extra ingredients, so I guess I was lucky. 
 
    Meanwhile, we're gaining two or three new arrivals every month. They come from other parts of the island, though, not from further afield. It's been a while now since the helicopters came to drop anyone on the island. Sometimes I wonder whether the rest of the world has forgotten about us. 
 
    I still feel a shiver whenever I head out to the south-east and see the crude cemetery that contains the bodies of everyone we lost. Deckard, Elizabeth, Carly, and so many more... The list is too long, and sometimes I find myself staying awake when I should be asleep, going over and over the events of that awful night. There were even times when I felt we should shut the town down as a mark of respect, but eventually I realized Steadfall was somehow taking the decision out of my hands. For reasons that I still can't quite fathom, people seem to believe in the town's ability to survive. It's almost as if Steadfall refuses to die. 
 
    We rebuilt the huts, of course. After all the bodies had been taken out and identified, we started again with every building in the entire town. It was a tough job, but somehow we got it done. I just wish Asher was able to see it, and to help out. Everyone talks about her all the time, and a lot of people have faith that one day she'll be among us again. 
 
    I'm not so sure. 
 
    “Any news?” a voice asks. 
 
    Turning, I see that Miranda is working nearby, peeling the skin off a duck. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Asher's strong,” she continues. “If anyone can come back from what happened, it's her. We all know that.” 
 
    I want to ask her what she means, exactly, by that word. Strong? What really makes a person strong? I sure as hell don't feel strong, and I'm not sure Asher would feel particularly strong right now, if she could feel anything at all. A moment later, however, I realize that someone is waving at me, and I turn to see that Olivia is trying to get my attention from one of the other huts. 
 
    “Asher's going to be fine,” Miranda continues, as if she thinks she can make it true simply by saying the words. “I know it. I feel it deep down.” 
 
    Making my way across the busy clearing, I finally reach the hut where Olivia is waiting in the doorway. Before she can even say anything, however, I can see from the expression in her eyes that there's no good news. 
 
    Slipping past her, I step into the hut and see Asher's unconscious body still laid out on a crude, makeshift bed. The light in here isn't very strong, but when I get closer I realize that the thick bruises covering her entire body have barely changed since the last time I was here. When we finally found Asher after she'd fallen from the helicopter, I honestly thought she was dead. She had so many broken bones, so many cuts and tears, she looked less like a human being and more like a chunk of meat that had fallen from the sky. Somehow, however, she's managed to cling to life long past the point where most people would have given up. She's stayed unconscious, most likely comatose, but her body refuses to die. 
 
    Her mind, on the other hand, shows no signs of life. 
 
    “I think the splints are working,” Olivia says after a moment. “I was feeling her legs and...” Her voice trails off for a moment. “If she woke up, I honestly believe she'd be able to walk again. Eventually, at least. It's not her body that's the problem, at least not anymore.” 
 
    Stepping closer to Asher, I look down at her swollen, bruised face. I'd give anything for her to open her eyes, or for her to show some sign that her mind is still in there. 
 
    “It's not impossible that she'll wake up one day,” Olivia continues. “I was a nurse, remember? It's unlikely, it'd be almost miraculous, but miracles do happen from time to time. I mean, the fact that she's still alive at all is a miracle, so why shouldn't we get one more?” 
 
    If I could speak, I'd probably try to temper her optimism, to remind her that Asher will most likely just wither away and die. That her heart will just stop beating one day, and that her body will finally give up its long fight for survival. Then again, maybe it's a good thing that I can't say those words out loud. For some reason, people tend to interpret my constant silence as a form of wisdom. Even when they see the stump of my tongue, they think I must be compensating for my inability to speak by somehow becoming smarter and more thoughtful. I wish that was true. 
 
    “She's pretty,” Della's voice says suddenly. 
 
    Glancing to my left, I see my dead sister watching Asher's face. 
 
    “I hope she wakes up,” she continues. “She probably will. She wouldn't have stayed alive this long, if she was just going to die in her sleep.” 
 
    That's just the kind of thing Della would have said in real life, if she was here. 
 
    Figuring that I've already got more than enough to be doing, I turn and nod at Olivia and then I make my way to the door. Outside, the town is so lively and full of noise, full of people calling out to one another, that I feel certain Asher would be proud if she only knew that Steadfall had survived. Maybe somehow they're keeping each other going. Asher's staying alive because of the town, and the town... 
 
    “There's something else,” Olivia says suddenly. 
 
    I turn to her. 
 
    “I think I know why she's still alive,” she continues cautiously. “I think I finally understand what her body is fighting for. I first became suspicious about a month ago, but it seemed impossible so I didn't say anything. I've been watching, through, and I've finally realized that I was right.” 
 
    I wait, and then I watch as she makes her way to Asher and pulls the front of her tunic up to reveal the flesh of Asher's belly. 
 
    “I can't even begin to understand it,” she says after a moment, “but she's pregnant.” 
 
    Staring at Asher's belly, I feel a sense of shock. There's no way Asher could possibly be pregnant, I can't believe she'd have slept with anyone here on the island, but I can't deny that her belly looks slightly larger than usual. It's also hard to comprehend that a child could be surviving in there, but I know Olivia too well to doubt her. She's a calm, thoughtful person who never rushes to judgment. If she says Asher's pregnant, than I guess she must be pregnant. 
 
    “I've begun to change how I look after her,” Olivia explains. “Whether I can keep either of them alive is...” She pauses. “Well, at least I can try. As long as Asher's heart keeps beating, there's hope.” 
 
    I know she's right, but as I step outside and make my way across the clearing I can't help feeling that her sense of optimism will be short-lived. Asher can't possibly carry a child all the way to delivery, not in her current state, so it's inevitable that at some stage her heart will give out. Then again, I guess this is another reminder that my lack of a tongue can sometimes be a positive thing. If I could talk right now, I'd probably annoy everyone with my negativity. As I head out through the gate and into the forest, to check the snares I set yesterday, I have to fight the urge to speak to Della again. I need to keep my head clear, and that means cutting out the long, meandering conversations with my dead sister. I can no longer indulge myself in those flights of fancy. My sister is dead, and I have to accept that fact. 
 
    When I reach the snares, I crouch down to start pulling the dead rabbits free. For a moment I lose myself in this simple task, although I can't help feeling a little sorry for the poor creature. Still, after everything that has happened, it's good to focus on work. 
 
    And that's, suddenly, I realize I can hear a beeping sound from somewhere nearby. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I listen to the steady, repetitive beep as it rings out from beyond the next ridge. Getting to my feet, I cautiously make my way closer, while constantly glancing around to make sure there's no-one nearby. It takes a couple more minutes of searching, but finally I find that the source of the beeping is some kind of device that has been left wedged near an old tree-root. Again I look over my shoulder, just to be sure that I'm not about to be jumped, and then I get down on my knees and take a closer look at the device. 
 
    I instantly recognize it as an old-style long-range communication rig, the same kind that I used to see being sold in the market back home. Ex-military, I think. I fiddle with the control panel for a moment, before pressing the button to play back a message that seems to have been left on the system. 
 
    The beeping stops. 
 
    I wait, as a faint hissing sound emerges from the machine. 
 
    “This is a message from the Board of Island Affairs to anyone capable of picking up this signal,” a voice says calmly, filled with static and distortion. “Please stand by.” 
 
    A shiver passes through my chest as I realize that I'm hearing someone from the mainland. 
 
    “In accordance with paragraph five, sub-section one of the new draft resolution, and the fifth clause of the constitutional script, it is hereby announced that the program to support and tolerate the island's existence has been annulled. The island is therefore to be terminated. Members of both the senate and the courts have been made aware of the recent incursion and deception perpetrated by Harold Mars, which was an unsanctioned action carried out without the government's endorsement. Following a series of meetings at the highest level, it has been decided that the island is no longer a viable project and -” 
 
    His voice cuts out for a moment, replaced by swirl of static, but the distortion fades after a few seconds. 
 
    “This automated message is the only warning that will be issued. If anyone hears this, be aware that the island is now scheduled for destruction, and that relocation will be offered for all inhabitants. Those who refuse this offer will be destroyed along with the island. These measures have been ratified by the senate, and signed into effect by both the executive and the chair of the Board of Island Affairs, pursuant to the fifth and sixth cardinals of the constitution, overseen by the eminent lords.” 
 
    There's a faint clicking sound, before the message starts to repeat. 
 
    “This is a message from the Board of Island Affairs to anyone capable of picking up this -” 
 
    More static bursts into the signal for a moment, before the voice returns. 
 
    “The island is therefore to be terminated.” 
 
    I hit the button on the side of the device, cutting the message. For a moment, all I can do is sit alone on the forest floor, replaying those words over and over in my mind. Finally, trembling with fear, I look up at the vast, empty blue sky. It's hard not to imagine helicopters already heading this way, preparing to clear the island and then destroy what's left. They'll swarm all around us, killing anyone who resists and taking the rest back to the mainland, back to the madness and cruelty of modern civilization. A flash of panic bursts through my chest as I imagine myself back in the old marketplace, surrounded by the chaos of the city. 
 
    Stumbling to my feet, I start hurrying through the forest, heading to town. I don't know what we can do, but I have to warn the others. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Many years earlier 
 
      
 
    “Hello Asher,” Doctor Phillips says calmly, “why don't you take a seat?” 
 
    “I'd rather stand,” I reply, taking a step back. 
 
    I know she's irritated, but she's too smart to turn this into another petty confrontation. She always thinks she's so much smarter than me, that she has me under control, but she's wrong. I won't bend to her will. 
 
    “You've grown up to become a fine young woman,” she continues finally. “How long has it been since we last met? A year? I thought I'd give you some space to think about things. During our previous encounter, it was very noticeable that you seemed...” She pauses, as if she's trying to find the right words. As if that matters. “Stressed,” she adds after a moment. “On edge.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I ask. 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    “I'd really rather not.” 
 
    “Asher, sit down.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Damn it, I sound like a petulant child, but I will not obey the woman who did all of these things to me. 
 
    She sighs, before making a note on her chart. “I was warned that you have a tendency to be stubborn,” she says after a moment. “Your most recent clinical observation found that you can be extremely stuck in your ways, to the extent that you'll sometimes pursue the wrong option purely to prove a point, even though you know you're making a mistake. It's hard to understand how a supposedly intelligent young woman might choose the path of irrationality over the path of logic.” 
 
    “Shows what you know,” I reply darkly. 
 
    “You think I'm wrong about you?” 
 
    I can't help smiling. 
 
    “You think you're special?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “What about strong? Do you think you're strong?” 
 
    I don't reply, while still maintaining eye contact with her. I refuse to look away. 
 
    “Do you know what I want to talk about today, Asher?” she continues with a faint, smug smile. “I want to talk about what happens when we send people to war. I want to talk about the human mind, and how it copes with those horrors.” 
 
    “Then go find someone who'll listen to you,” I reply. 
 
    “You know we have a program that helps ease the burden of the soldier's life, Asher.” 
 
    “You wipe people's memories.” 
 
    “That's right, and -” 
 
    “You won't wipe mine.” 
 
    She pauses, eying me with a hint of amusement. “Won't we?” 
 
    “I can't stop you sending me to fight,” I continue, “but I can promise you that I'll remember every moment. You can do your worst when I get back, but my memories are mine and I won't let you take them from me.” 
 
    Her smile grows. 
 
    “You'll see,” I tell her. “You won't be able to make me forget.” 
 
    “Yes, well...” She makes another note on his clipboard. “That's what everyone says, Asher, but the process is extremely effective.” 
 
    “Not on me.” 
 
    “You'll thank us when the time comes,” she continues. “Who wants to remember such awful things? When you return from the battlefield, you'll be begging us to help you forget.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Oh, you will,” she adds, fixing me with a firm stare. “And I will make sure that I'm personally present to watch as the procedure is administered. I will make sure, Asher, that I am the person you beg.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I hate her!” I shout, slamming my fist into the locker door. “You have no idea how close I came to just losing it and...” 
 
    I pause for a moment, trying to think of all the inventive ways I could have beaten Doctor Phillips into submission. 
 
    “I just wanted to wipe that smug grin off her face!” I hiss. 
 
    “But you didn't,” Mads points out, putting her hands on my shoulders from behind. “Asher, you did way better than most people. I heard Phillips actually got attacked by a recruit last year. Someone actually tried to throttle her before security ran in and stopped it all. I spoke to a guard who was there, and she said Phillips squealed like a baby. Apparently she was on the floor, crying out for help.” 
 
    Turning to her, I can't help finding that story slightly amusing. “Did that really happen, or are you just trying to make me feel better?” 
 
    She smiles as she nods. “Really happened. So I was told, anyway.” She turns and looks over at Harold as he hauls his kit-bag onto his shoulder. “You heard about that, right?” 
 
    “Who do you think stitched the bitch's lip up?” he replies with a smile, heading to the door. “Such a shame I'd run out of anesthetic that day. See you guys later. I have to talk to a man about dog.” 
 
    “I don't get it,” I continue, turning to Mads once Harold has left. “Why can't the mind-wipe be optional? Why does it have to be enforced? If they take our memories of the war, then how do we even know who we are?” 
 
    “They don't want anyone to know who we're fighting,” she replies. “They tell us they want to take away our bad memories, but really they just want to keep the identity of our enemy under wraps. I suppose it's a type of control. This vast, all-consuming war has been going on for so long now, and still no-one outside the government knows who we're fighting. Who knows? Maybe they're right to do it that way.” 
 
    “We're not children,” I point out, once again struggling to keep my temper. “We should be told! Whatever happens out there, I can handle it!” 
 
    “We'll find out when we go to fight,” he continues. “We'll see the enemy. We'll even kill a load of them, hopefully. And then, if we survive, we'll be forced to forget.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not me.” 
 
    “You'll resist?” 
 
    “Damn straight. I've started practicing techniques that'll help me to hold onto all my memories.” 
 
    “Asher,” she continues cautiously, “I don't mean to worry you, but you might not have time. There's a rumor going round that we'll get sent off to fight sooner than planned, maybe even within the next couple of weeks. If that happens -” 
 
    “I'll be ready,” I tell her, even though the news is a shock. “It's what I've been training for.” 
 
    “But if they wipe our memories when we get back -” 
 
    “They can't actually do that,” I reply, interrupting her. “Not completely, anyway. I talked to a guy who works in the psych division and he told me it's a hit-and-miss process. They might be able to make it so we don't remember specific incidents during the war, but they can't make us forget everything.” 
 
    She pauses, before smiling again. “You can be very confident sometimes. Almost arrogant.” 
 
    “I won't forget the important things,” I tell her. “I've been teaching myself recall techniques so that I can bypass any attempt to wipe my mind. That guy I spoke to? I got him blind drunk and then I persuaded him to give me some tips. I know what to do, and I've been practicing.” 
 
    “And you don't think they know you've been doing that? They monitor everything that happens in the barracks.” 
 
    “I don't care. I'm strong enough.” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment. “You know what?” she says finally. “I truly believe that you believe what you're saying. Whether you're right or not, I don't have a clue, but if anyone can beat a memory-wipe, I think it's you so... Good luck.” She pauses. “Now come on,” she adds, taking a step back. “If we're really getting shipped out soon, we need to make the most of our time here at base, whether we end up remembering it or not. How about we lose our memories the old-fashioned way with a trip to the bar?” 
 
    “I'll catch up,” I tell her. “I just have a few things to do first.” 
 
    “Gonna sit around brooding?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Sometimes I worry about you, Asher,” she continues. “You need to learn to let go and just operate on instinct. I've seen during training programs how you always pause to over-think everything. You take so long to make big decisions. Sometimes you've just got to do what feels right.” 
 
    “I'll catch up,” I tell her again. “I promise.” 
 
    “Don't take too long,” she replies, heading to the door. “I'll have a drink waiting for you!” 
 
    Once she's gone, I get to work. Taking the small plastic kit from a nearby cupboard, I open the lid and slip out a needle, along with a vial of black ink. Turning away from the mirror, I look over my shoulder as I dip the needle into the ink and get ready for the inevitable flashes of pain. I figure this is important, in case I need to jog my memory after the war. After all, if they take my memories – even the bad ones – I won't really be myself anymore. The oncoming war is going to be a part of me. Slowly, carefully, I start tattooing a word into my flesh, a word that means more to me than any other in the world. 
 
    A word that'll contain all my memories, and then give them back to me after this war is over. 
 
    Steadfall. 
 
   


  
 

 Coming soon 
 
      
 
    THE ABYSS 
 
    (THE ISLAND BOOK 3) 
 
      
 
    Facing the threat of an imminent invasion, the island's inhabitants are forced to work together as they prepare to defend themselves. For Iris, this means taking charge of a disparate group of people, some of whom believe surrender might be a better course of action. Watching the skies day after day, and night after night, they all wait for government helicopters to appear. Finally, however, they come face to face with a much greater threat, and soon the island itself looks set to sink to the depths of the sea. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE ISLAND 
 
    (THE ISLAND BOOK 1) 
 
      
 
    “The revolution never came. We all waited, but it didn't happen. Eventually we just had to accept that the world was never going to change.” 

In the near future, it's not hard to end up on the wrong side of the law. Every lie counts, every minor mistake. Build up enough points, and you'll be hauled off to work for the government. The only possible escape is the island, a remote wilderness with no rules and no laws. But if you choose to go to the island, you can never come back. 

Everyone knows that only crazy people go to the island. 

Arrested for a crime she didn't commit, Iris soon discovers that she already has a long criminal record she never knew about. When her world comes crashing down, she makes the ultimate choice and invokes her right to be sent to the island. There, she quickly discovers the horrors of a land where anyone can do anything they want, free of all rules and laws. She also meets Asher, a mysterious girl with a dark past and a crazy plan to establish her own town in the midst of the island's chaos. First, though, they both have to face a deadly group with a taste for human flesh. 

The Island is the first book in a new series, about two people trying to establish their own order in a mad world, and about the horrors that take place when humanity is let off the leash. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE FARM 
 
      
 
    No-one ever remembers what happens to them when they go into the barn at Bondalen farm. Some never come out again, and the rest... Something about them is different. 

In 1979, the farm is home to three young girls. As winter fades to spring, Elizabeth, Kari and Sara each come to face the secrets of the barn, and they each emerge with their own injuries. But someone else is lurking nearby, a man who claims to be Death incarnate, and for these three girls the spring of 1979 is set to end in tragedy. 

In the modern day, meanwhile, Bondalen farm has finally been sold to a new family. Dragged from London by her widowed father, Paula Ridley hates the idea of rural life. Soon, however, she starts to realize that her new home retains hints of its horrific past, while the darkness of the barn still awaits anyone who dares venture inside. 

Set over the course of several decades, The Farm is a horror novel about people who live with no idea of the terror in their midst, and about a girl who finally has a chance to confront a source of great evil that has been feeding on the farm for generations. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    ANNIE'S ROOM 
 
      
 
    1945 and 2015. Seventy years apart, two girls named Annie move into the same room of the same remote house. Their stories are very different, but tragedy is about to bring them crashing together. 

Annie Riley has just broken both her legs. Unable to leave bed, she's holed up in her new room and completely reliant upon her family for company. She's also the first to notice a series of strange noises in the house, but her parents and brother think she's just letting her imagination run overtime. And then, one night, dark forces start to make their presence more keenly felt, leading to a horrific discovery... 

Seventy years ago, Annie Garrett lived in the same house with her parents. This Annie, however, was very different. Bitter and vindictive and hopelessly devoted to her father, she developed a passionate hatred for her mother. History records that Annie eventually disappeared while her parents were executed for her murder, but what really happened to Annie Garrett, and is her ghost still haunting the house to this day? 

Annie's Room is the story of two girls whose lives just happened to be thrown together by an unlikely set of circumstances, and of a potent evil that blossomed in one soul and then threatened to consume another. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    ELI'S TOWN 
 
      
 
    “Someone really should go check on Eli...” 

Every year, someone from the Denton family travels to the town of Tulepa, to check on weird old uncle Eli. This time around it's Holly's turn to make the journey, but when she arrives she discovers that not only is Eli missing, but the locals appear to be hiding something. 

Meanwhile, a strange curse seems to have struck the town. Every day, at exactly noon, one resident drops dead. Is the string of sudden fatalities just a coincidence? If it's something more sinister, why does no-one seem to be trying to uncover the truth? And what do these deaths have to do with the disappearance of Eli Denton, a strange old man who has barely even left his house in more than a decade? 

Eli's Town is a horror novel about an eccentric but seemingly harmless man who discovers a new way to live, and about his niece's desperate attempt to uncover the truth before she too succumbs to the town's mysteries. 
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