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Preface

Welcome to Book 4! We hope you've enjoyed the series so far, and we appreciate you sticking with us. 




THE LAST COMMAND is the culmination of several plot lines in The Last Survivors. Answers are revealed. Battles are fought and won, or lost. Motivations change. Several of our characters undergo radical transformations in this book—things we have been leading up to, but that are shocking to us just the same (and will hopefully shock you.) As General Blackthorn leads his army into the wild, intent on delivering his last command, no one is safe. 




I wish I could say all our characters will survive.




I don't want to lie to you.




We hope you enjoy THE LAST COMMAND. Bobby and I agree that it has been one of the most intense of the series to write so far. But don't get comfortable. The remaining few books will be even crazier.




See you in Book 5.




Tyler Piperbrook & Bobby Adair

January 2016














The Last Survivors – Book 1 Recap

Three hundred years after the fall of society, the last fragments of civilization are clinging to life, living in the ruins of the ancient cities in nearly-medieval conditions. Technology has been reduced to legend, monsters roam the forests, and fear reigns supreme. But that is just the beginning.

The wind-borne spores are spreading, disfiguring men and twisting their minds, turning them into creatures that threaten to destroy the townships. Among the townsfolk—the political and the religious—dissension is spreading.

Ella Barrow has discovered that her son is infected with the spore and has spirited him out of Brighton before he can be burned on the pyre. General Blackthorn's soldiers are in pursuit. She has fallen into the company of an unscrupulous Warden named Bray, who for the moment is helping her and her son on the journey. 

Minister Beck and his scholars have discovered that through poor management of town resources a famine is inevitable, but Beck is frustrated by his inability to convince the other ministers to do something about it.

Father Winthrop comes to the realization that a council of three ministers led by a brutal General Blackthorn is a form of government that has outlived its ability to rule. His desire to lead a rebellion is growing. He doesn't understand that his pompous, selfish ways have lost the loyalty of his novices Franklin and Oliver, who are unlikely to follow his lead.

Ivory—the son of a man named Muldoon who was taken to the pyre at the last Cleansing—has traveled to the Ancient City where he has met his teacher, an enigmatic man infected by the spore.

The Last Escape – Book 2 Recap

After the massacre in Davenport, Ella, Bray, and William flee into the forest to escape pursuing soldiers while at the same time trying to find Melora, Ella's daughter who might still be alive. William starts to exhibit aberrant behavior due to the spore growing in his body. After a violent encounter with soldiers, Ella, Bray, and William find a disheveled, frightened Melora, clinging to the body of her dead friend.

Ivory learns that his father Muldoon was burned on the pyre on Cleansing Day. Beck, having discovered books on Ivory's person, offers to take Ivory into the Academy as a Scholar if Ivory provides him with more books. Beck believes Ivory has found them in the Ancient City. Confused and disturbed by his father's death, Ivory flees back to the Ancient City to talk to Jingo. He is pursued by the Warden Jeremiah, who Beck has sent after him.

Franklin struggles under Father Winthrop's growing cruelty while he develops a relationship with a girl from The House of Barren Women named Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald later gets caught stealing a priceless relic from Father Winthrop's personal collection, and Franklin steps in to save her from the pyre.

Blackthorn grooms Tenbrook to take his place as the leader of Brighton. Meanwhile, Blackthorn prepares the army to march to the Ancient City for a battle that seems destined to be the death of them all. 

Beck and Evan begin to plot to overthrow the government, or to escape west and start anew with a group of educated settlers. They recruit Oliver as a messenger boy, sending him on several errands.  All goes well until Oliver is stopped by a few guards who eventually report back to Father Winthrop. Fed up with Oliver's antics, Winthrop threatens Oliver's life.

 

 The Last Humanity - Book 3 Recap

Father Winthrop forces Franklin to beat Oliver. Franklin reluctantly complies. Initially angry with Franklin, Fitzgerald comes to the realization that Winthrop is evil, and she and Franklin devise a plan to ensure Winthrop goes out with Blackthorn's army. 

The plan succeeds, but not without its unexpected outcomes. Franklin becomes the new appointed Bishop, but only after burning Father Nelson in a decision forced on him by Blackthorn. Fitzgerald is brutally attacked by Tenbrook, who agrees to trade political favors in exchange for sexual favors. 

Beck and Evan continue their plot to overthrow the Brighton government. Beck is to abscond after the army leaves. Evan is to manage the recruit of insurgents, led by Tommy and Timmy Dunlow. Just before the army leaves, Tommy Dunlow reveals the plan to Tenbrook and gives up Scholar Evan's name. As the newly appointed General of Brighton, Tenbrook swears to uncover the plot and punish all involved. 

Ivory escapes the warden Jeremiah and reunites with Jingo in the Ancient City. Ivory tells Jingo about Muldoon's (Ivory's father's) death, and also that Beck has offered to make him a Scholar. Afterward, Jingo gifts Ivory a compound bow and takes him into the Ancient City to reveal a secret. They evade Jeremiah, who finds them, but they escape in Jingo's secret—a sailboat.

Melora bonds with her new family—Ella and William—and Bray, as they travel away from Davenport. William is acting more strangely as he succumbs to the spore. They decide to head to the Ancient City to seek refuge. Bray splits off and heads to Coventry to get supplies. While in Coventry, he realizes he's developed feelings for Ella. He rejoins the group and they reach the Ancient City. 

Tired of being abused in Brighton, Oliver decides to flee into the wild. He secures knives, coin, and chainmail to assist in his journey. At the last moment, he decides to go out with the army, with the goal of murdering Father Winthrop.





Chapter 1:  Oliver

Mist and drizzle soaked Oliver's clothes. The air hung heavy and warm, turning to sweat under Oliver's arms and on his face, leaving him chafing under the weight of his shirt, coat, and mail. Manure dropped by hundreds of horses at the head of the marching column, mixed with road mud, stuck to Oliver's boots and pants, adding to the stink of nineteen thousand sweating men and women marching three and four abreast in a line four miles long, soldiers and camp followers, the largest army ever assembled, all on their way to the Ancient City to bring a resolute end to the centuries-old demon scourge. 

Oliver didn't care about that. He even had his doubts whether it was true. Too many schemes were at play for him to have faith in the lies on men's lips.

Oliver had his reasons for sweating under the load of his wet garments and mud-caked boots as he strove to keep pace with full-grown men and women on the march. He was going out as a night thief, intent on finding Winthrop's tent in a moment when his lazy guards were inattentive. Oliver was determined to sneak into that tent and ram his dagger deep into Father Winthrop's skull.

Afterward, Oliver would make his escape and find a place far from Brighton where he could grow up without the constant threat of the belt and pyre, without being forced to tend to the needs of a pompous, cruel buffoon, who wore a fluttery woman's dress that he called a robe.  

The march out of Brighton took most of the morning. The cavalry went first, wearing their prissy uniforms atop their fine horses with glimmering swords and colorful flags. The ministers, Blackthorn, Beck, and Winthrop rode among them. And why wouldn't they? It was the safest place. Everybody in the three townships respected the cavalry's skill at slaughtering demons.

Blackthorn's blue shirts filed out next, three abreast, all in step, a thousand toy soldiers, not good enough for the cavalry, but more than willing to make up for their lack of skill with excessive brutality. They were the city guards, the men Blackthorn called on to enforce his law and keep the townships in line. They rarely had demons' blood on their hands. They were better at making unarmed men bleed.

The militia filed out next, organized in cohorts of five hundred. They were sloppy compared to the blue shirts—either unwilling or unable to walk in step—not uniformed but wearing whatever clothing kept them warm when they were going about their daily chores. Most carried spears and axes, some wore swords in scabbards on their belts. 

Between each of the militia cohorts were several hundred camp followers mandated by General Blackthorn to come in support of the army. They were charged with herding the livestock, hauling the food and supplies, cooking meals, repairing shoes, weapons, and clothes—or, in the case of the Barren Women—seeing to men's pressing intimate needs. With most able-bodied men having been pressed into service in one of the militia cohorts, the camp followers were made up of aged men, children apprenticed in a trade, and older women. 

Oliver walked among this last group, out through the gate leaving the circle wall behind and past the meadows that grew wider with each passing year as men cut more and more timber for Brighton's needs. They marched into the forest growing thick along the edges of the road, putting the army in the shadow of overhanging boughs. The women around Oliver all carried loads in packs big enough for Oliver to hide inside. None of them paid attention to the forest. Their minds were set on shouldering their burdens and watching the feet of the woman in front or talking about anything to keep their minds off the journey in front of them.

When the first demon cried out, everyone tensed. All chatter ceased. Women stared at shadows in the trees. A few screamed. The woman next to Oliver turned and clutched his arm. 

"Did you hear the rumor?"

Oliver shook his head. He'd been so preoccupied with thoughts of Winthrop that he hadn't paid attention to the whispers. 

"They say the soldiers ahead killed a thousand demons."

"A thousand?" Oliver stared at the woman, whose face was ashen with fright. She had long, gray hair and dark eyes. She nodded as if she knew what the number meant, even though he was sure she didn't.

Oliver started looking for dead demons beside the road, but saw nothing but thick trees and endless, wilting brush. A commotion in the ranks ahead changed his mind. Several of the old tradesman and women broke formation, weaving a frightened circle around a demon's wart-covered, bloody body in the road. Eyes went wide. Anxiety rose in voices. Oliver shuddered and kept a wide berth, as if the demon might spring to life and grab him. 

More dead demons appeared, lying alone or in gangs of a few or a dozen. The monsters were no match for such a massive army, but they weren't intelligent enough to understand their numeric disadvantage. After the army had marched for another hour, the bodies lying in or near the road felt more like a distraction than a threat. Enough of anything novel turns boring after people see too much of it. The women stopped screaming, and confidence set in among the camp followers. The howls of demons no longer frightened anyone. They were no longer harbingers of running death, but simply annoying stink-beasts that had caused them all to have to leave their homes and friends for a trip into the wilderness. Hopefully a short trip.

Maybe even shorter for Oliver. 

He reached into his shirt, ensuring his dagger was still there. As nervous as he was about using it, he was still resolved in his plan.

A band of demons burst from the trees. 

A group of women several rows ahead of him screamed. Before Oliver could react, more demons poured out of hiding.

Twenty or thirty. Maybe forty.

Oh, no.

Oliver's heart hammered as the demons tackled several women. He wanted to run as he drew his dagger, but there was nowhere to go. Everyone was pushing away from the demons, a barrage of frantic bodies knocking against each other. Women called for help, but the soldiers were up the road and behind. None were close. Oliver, too small to fight against the push of adults twice his size, was swept in a wave of motion. He cried out as he almost lost his balance.

"Watch out!" the woman next to him shrieked.

In a blur of dirty skin moving too fast to allow a reaction, a demon pounced, knocking them both into the mud. All Oliver saw were skirts, boots, and skin as he struggled to get free.

Oliver's dagger got away from him in the mud. He scrambled to get a hand back on it.

A woman kicked him in the gut by accident, trying to kick the demon that had mounted the woman next to him.

Blood gushed and splattered Oliver.

Another demon grabbed Oliver's foot, pulling him toward the trees. With the dagger still out of reach, Oliver wrapped his arms around someone's leg and took a few smacks as a woman tried to shake him off. Oliver kicked at the demon.

It unclenched its fingers.

Oliver broke free, tucking his feet beneath him and rolling toward the center of the road, getting a hand on the hilt of his dagger just as he got up on his knees. When he looked up, he found himself within arms' reach of the demon that had jumped the woman. 

With a mouthful of bloody teeth, it looked at Oliver, started to get off the woman, and leaned forward.

Oliver slashed the dagger across the beast's face and it screamed, covering its bloody wound with a hand.

A booted foot caught the beast in the chin, sending it over on its back. Walking sticks and an old spear poked at the beast until it scrambled into the trees and ran away.

Oliver got to his feet, his dagger in front of him, ready to take a swipe at another demon.

But they were gone.

The howling monsters retreated, taking several screaming women along with them.

Oliver looked up and down the road. Some women stood at the edge, looking into the forest, brandishing makeshift weapons.

Screams from the forest made it clear that some of the women had been kidnapped.

A dozen militiamen came running up the road. There was an exchange of words. The women pointed into the forest to implore the militiamen to chase the demons and rescue the women.

None of the soldiers pursued the demons into the woods. 

Shaking and covered in blood and dirt, Oliver located the woman he'd been talking to. She lay dead on the ground. Her vacant eyes stared into the sky. Her gray hair was matted with blood.

What have I gotten myself into? 

Oliver shuddered.


Chapter 2:  Melora

"It's beautiful," Melora whispered.

Melora, William, Ella, and Bray walked with their heads tilted upward, temporarily forgetting the danger of the Ancient City. They were on an endlessly straight ancient roadway with tall buildings on either side of them. The forest had faded behind, giving way to rows of ancient stone, evenly spaced and swathed in thick yellow foliage. Deep, dark gaps in the sides where windows had once been spoke of hidden treasures, waiting for adventurers to seek them out. The windows extended all the way to the rooftops, where white-tailed hawks circled the crumbled remains of the buildings. In the distance, roadways curved off from the main one, leading to unknown destinations. They passed building after building, each as remarkable as the next.

"I can't believe we're here," Ella whispered to Melora.

Melora wondered how many people had walked the streets before her. What had the Ancients looked like? How many had lived in each building? 

Did each of the Ancients have his or her own?

Several times, Melora envisioned human faces poking out of the dark recesses, ready to whisk her away and show her secrets. The thought of preserved, hidden treasures still lurking in the ruins gave her a sense of elation she'd felt only as a child. A smile stuck to her face as they walked further away from the forest, navigating around chunks of ancient stone.

Ella pointed at the sky. "I've never seen so many birds."

Melora looked up and saw them flying, or perched along edges of the buildings' roofs, squawking. 

"And so many rats," William added, pointing at the street ahead as he walked.

Melora looked down at the rats a breath too late and tripped over a gutted carcass in the road, partially hidden and jutting out from behind a rock. She stifled a scream and caught her balance.

"Be careful," Bray warned.

Melora snapped to attention. She studied the carcass. Judging by the snout and the protruding, half-chewed ears, it was a wild pig. The animal had been caught in the clutches of a beast and devoured. She shuddered as she envisioned its final moments, torn apart at the hands of a heartless demon. 

"The same will happen to us if we aren't careful," Bray said solemnly. "We need to keep watch." He spat on the ground and kept moving.

Sobered by the discovery, Melora straightened up and followed. She glanced over her shoulder, ensuring that Ella and William were close behind. 

"We need to find shelter," Bray reminded them. "Be on the lookout." 

Melora didn't need Bray to tell her to do the obvious, but she kept quiet as she looked up the face of a building with six rows of windows, like six houses stacked perfectly atop one another. Gargoyle cornices hung on either side of a weathered entrance. Beams with intricate carvings separated each of the massive floors. "How about that one?"

"It's impressive," Ella agreed. "You can still make out some of the detail on the carvings."

"But you can also see the path worn away by demon's feet at the door," Bray warned, pointing at the threshold.

They continued past several more dilapidated buildings, stopping when William called their attention to something at ground level.

"What about down there?" he asked.

He gestured at a gaping hole in the earth to their right, obscured by dying brush. It appeared to be a tunnel, with walls made of cracked, ancient stone. A collapsed overhang shielded the tunnel from the elements. Several steps led into darkness. 

"We don't want to venture down there," Bray said.

William guessed, "Did the Ancients live down there?"

"Some people say that," Bray said, rubbing his chin. "Those tunnels run everywhere beneath the Ancient City. I've always stayed away from them. Lots of demons lurk down there. Although…they say the demons pile gold in mounds as tall as a man down there and have herds of naked virgins."

William furrowed his brow. "Really?"

Ella swatted Bray. "Don't listen to him, William."

William relaxed his face. "You couldn't see anything without a light. And the demons would find you if you carried a torch. It wouldn't be safe."

"Smart thinking," Bray said.

"It's the perfect hiding place for the demons," William said, prompting a suspicious glance from the Warden.

Melora stared into the blackness, trying to imagine what manner of horrors and treasures might lie underneath the city. The familiar odor of demons floated up from the tunnel's bowels. A long, shrill cry sounded from deep within. 

She shuddered as Bray waved them on. 

Melora scanned the nearby buildings for something less ominous, but still defensible. The structures in the immediate vicinity were tall, although not as magnificent as the ones deeper in the city. Some were better preserved than others, but most were choked in wiry vines and invaded by tree branches. She cast a glance behind her, noticing that they'd traveled far enough away from the forest that the trees had become a green blanket covering the foothills in front of the mountains.   

"We should keep near the forest," she said, feeling a familiar nostalgia for the wild. "Then we can hunt for food."

Bray followed her gaze. "As soon as we find a suitable building, we'll stop. Hopefully, it'll be soon."

"I'll keep a close eye for a building without trails in the dirt," William offered. "And places without animal bones or demon droppings."

"Sounds good. We'll need a structure with lots of visibility, but with tight entrances," Bray advised. "That way we can guard them and look out for demons and soldiers. We can fortify the windows and doors once we settle in. Then we can get some rest."

William looked at him curiously, a question on his face. "Do demons sleep?"

Bray stroked his stubbly chin. "They sleep a lot less than people. They usually keep moving so they can hunt. Though some of them have been known to return to the same spot. Some of them lay claim to particular buildings."

"Almost like houses," Melora said in awe.

"More like nests." Bray shook his head in disgust. "If you stumble on one of those, you'll know it."

"How?"

"The stench will make you retch."

Melora wrinkled her nose. "Maybe we can stay on the roof of one of the buildings." Her suggestion called to mind the story told to her by Roger, the settler she'd stayed with after fleeing Davenport. He'd hidden on one of the ancient roofs during his time here. 

Unlike several of her friends, Melora wasn't afraid of heights. She had vivid memories of climbing the church ruins in Davenport, disregarding the adults' warnings. She fondly recalled climbing the bell tower at the outskirts of the Andersens' farm. She'd gone up with Rowan, venturing to the top until they could see the whole village. Rowan urged her not to, but she'd leaned out from the crumbled top, waving her hands in the wind and thinking she was queen of the world.

With Rowan gone, she'd cherish that memory forever.

"We'll figure out where to stay when we get there," Bray said.

They continued traveling. After walking the space of several roads in Davenport, but coming no closer to an end, they reached an intersection where a thinner road ran parallel to the one they were on. Melora peered down the weathered, rubble-strewn street. 

"What's that in the distance?" William asked excitedly, pointing at a massive structure a half mile away. Melora and Ella held their hands above their eyes. An enormous, circular building under the remnants of a dome occupied most of the road. Rusted steel girders curved over the top, some of them falling out of place and disappearing into the vegetation around the building's base. 

It was impossible to tell what it was from where they were standing, but Melora guessed it could fit all the people of Brighton.

"Unbelievable," Melora whispered. "It's the size of several farming fields. What is it?"

"Can we get closer?" William asked.

"We're better off admiring it from here," Bray warned. "Years ago, the roof collapsed, and the inside puddled with rainwater and moss. Lots of nasty things live inside." 

"Why would the Ancients build something like that?" Ella asked.

"Maybe they gathered there," Melora guessed. "Perhaps it's like the square we use for the Cleansings." She felt a tinge of nervousness as she spoke the words.

"No," Bray said confidently. "It was used to watch games."

"Games?" Melora asked.

"Yes, like the harvest races or the pig pulls. There's a nickname for it among the Wardens who have ventured here. We call it the Ancient Circle."

"The Ancient Circle…" Melora repeated, the words falling from her tongue. "I wish I could see what went on there."

"The rules of their games are too complex for us to understand. They wrote whole books on them. Only a Scholar could read them, and probably no one alive today could understand them." Bray snorted. "Of course, we're here today, and the Ancients are gone. That has to mean something."

Melora and William furrowed their brows. The Ancients were smarter than anyone. No one disputed it.

"In one sense, you're right," Melora finally admitted. "I'm not sure how they had time to play games, with all the farming and hunting that needed to be done."

Bray shrugged. "Maybe the merchants played."

That statement triggered a thought in William. He cocked his head at Bray. "Why do you think the Ancients disappeared?" 

"Probably because they spent too much time with useless contraptions instead of catching food to feed themselves." Bray grinned sarcastically. "Come on, let's get moving before they tell stories about us."


Chapter 3:  Oliver

It didn't make sense to Oliver. They'd only marched for half the day, and now the mass of cavalry, militiamen, and drafted townsfolk were spreading out in a field of tall, brown grass to spend the night. Soldiers went to work setting up tents in orderly rows. The townsfolk, many of whom never had the need to travel, many of whom had never been outside the circle wall, banded together around stacks of damp wood, which they hoped to turn into fires. Some had blankets propped up with sticks. A few, brave or stupid, went into the surrounding forest and strung their blankets over branches. The mutterings of those who stayed in the grass, well away from the tree line, all tended to agree that those in the trees were dooming themselves. The demons would come at night and murder them in their sleep.

Oliver shuddered at the thought of demons creeping through the night to feast on his flesh. He missed the comfort of knowing the circle wall was out there, that the city guard watched the streets, always on the lookout for demons. The adventure Oliver had dreamed existed outside Brighton was so far mostly fraught with dread.

Looking for a safe spot to make his camp, he walked amongst the thousands of women, boys too young to use a weapon, and men too old to carry one. None of the tradesmen, their apprentices, or their wives showed him anything but a suspicious glance. In their eyes, he was a burdensome boy for whom they didn't want the responsibility.

Oliver had only the clothes on his back, some food in his bag, his knives, a bag of coins, a few relics stolen from Winthrop, and a single blanket. His choice with the blanket was to wrap himself in it and lie beneath the clouds, hoping they didn't turn to rain. Or to prop the blanket on some sticks to convert it into a tent. Either way, he expected to wake in the morning, cold and wet. If he woke at all.

Finding Winthrop's tent was an alternative to bedding down among the camp followers. If Oliver could get into Winthrop's tent unseen, he could murder the slovenly hypocrite and sneak into the forest when he was done. He imagined if he did do the deed, he wouldn't stay in camp, so bedding himself down for the night would not be a necessity. He'd walk through the dark until he was so far away from the army and so far from Brighton that he'd never be found.

The sound of demons howling in the forest—and the attack he'd faced earlier—made him worry about the viability of his plan.

Campfires were starting to burn damp wood, and thick clouds of smoke floated through the camp without rising into the sky. Oliver passed through one cloud that had lost all of its warmth but still stung his eyes. He passed through another that left him smelling like he'd rolled around in the bowl of a pipe, wet with an old man's spit.

Groups of men tromped into the woods with bows, hunters looking for game to feed the mass of marchers. Other bands of men armed with axes attacked the trees at the edge of the pasture. They groused about a cold night to come and looked at the sky with worry.

That gave Oliver pause. What would happen if the unusual winter warmth turned back to cold and froze the mist into snow? Despite Oliver's humble life prior to coming into Winthrop's service, he had never slept without a roof over his head. 

He came to the part of the camp set aside for the militiamen. The neat rows of tents belied the sad shape of the canvas from which they were made. Though of a roughly similar tan color, the tents' cloth was worn and patched. Many had holes that had never seen a needle and thread. 

The militiamen grumbled and bellyached. None liked the camp followers, though whenever one of the Barren Women came into sight, the soldiers let their gaze linger and betray their thoughts. The older men who looked like they had the experience of many campaigns behind them complained that they'd never reach the Ancient City if it was the General's plan to bed down so early every day. The old soldiers wanted to march forth, face the demons in the ruins, and be done with it. They wanted to get back to their houses, warm fires, and wives. The younger soldiers sat on the ground and rubbed their feet, complaining about the march. Some questioned whether they should be out in the wilderness at all. Why not stay within the circle wall and let the hordes come to them? One of them chased Oliver off and told him to go back to his mother's teats.

The cavalrymen that Oliver came across did not complain. Their uniforms, though damp, were clean from their time on their horses, well above the muddy road. They looked down on the militiamen with disdain in their eyes but said nothing of it. They were in their element, on their way to war, eager, even, but displeased to be babysitting such a mass of inexperienced militiamen and camp followers.

When Oliver spied an enormous tent with a dozen fine horses standing behind it and two dozen stern soldiers surrounding it, he knew he'd found General Blackthorn's quarters. Far in front of the tent, much too far to provide any warmth, dirty militiamen were leaning long logs together into a pyramid shape. When they were done, they'd light a bonfire that would be visible from everywhere on the pasture. On the side of the bonfire opposite General Blackthorn's tent, a lesser tent stood, giving all the appearance of having been abandoned. Its front flaps whipped back and forth when the heavy air found enough strength to gust. A handful of guards stood near the tent, looking at it from time to time. They were only a grunt past apathy where the tent was concerned.

Winthrop's quarters.

Oliver walked slowly around the area, observing, learning. If he was going to kill Winthrop and get away with his life, he needed a plan.

"Hey! Get out of here!" a guard cursed, shooing him away.

Oliver turned his head, lest he draw any more attention. 

"Go back to the other side of the pasture with the other sluggards, where you belong!" 

"Sorry," Oliver muttered.

"If I see you again, I'll give you a beating," the guard added.

Oliver cursed under his breath, wishing he were a full-grown man who didn't have to suffer the threats of bullies with swords.

One day, he thought. One day soon.


Chapter 4:  Melora

Melora tensed as a demon screeched in the distance. She held fast to her sword. 

She and the others found themselves among several pieces of fallen ancient stone, some as big as Melora's house in Davenport. In some cases, the stones had sunk into the dirt, creating massive holes surrounded by overgrown weeds and plants. Melora looked up. She bit her lip as she pictured hunks of stone falling from the tall buildings, crushing anyone beneath them. She looked back at the forest. It was even smaller than before.

 "It's like a maze," Melora said.

"The stones will get thicker up ahead," Bray warned. "We'll have to be careful navigating around them."

Bray was right. A few were short, but most stood taller than her, prompting her to keep her distance. Melora's fear was that something would jump out and attack. Scuttling sounds reminded her that rats lived in the gaps and crevices. She tensed at several such noises, certain that demons were close by.

"Stay close," Bray warned.

They moved as a unit, keeping only enough distance to swing their swords. William's sense of wonder seemed to have faded. He hung next to Bray in fear while Melora and Ella traveled behind them.

A gasp from Ella forced Melora to a halt. 

Melora spun.

Ella raised her sword. A demon had clambered onto a nearby rock, hissing as it prepared to leap. Ella cried out. Without waiting for it to attack, she charged at it, swinging her blade, cleaving the beast's ankle. The demon yowled and pitched to the ground. Melora leaped to her aid, spearing the demon, finishing it off.

More cries implied more beasts were coming.

"Come on!" Bray urged, weaving between the rocks. 

Melora and Ella kept close, panting as they hurried through mounds of stone. Melora felt like she was in an ancient trap, navigating a path to which only its creators knew the ending. She whipped around rocks, praying their speed and constant change of direction would throw off any demons. Demon cries were everywhere, but with the rocks obscuring her view, she couldn't tell from where they were coming. Underneath one of the huge stones, she saw a broken arrow and an emptied traveler's bag; evidence that someone else had been here and possibly perished. 

And then they were out in the open.

Melora spun in all directions, inspecting the clear, straight roadway. The debris was spaced out enough that she could see no threats were waiting. 

"We might've gotten lucky," Bray whispered. 

They traveled hurriedly until they'd crossed a dozen overgrown cross streets and the demon cries had faded in the distance. The sky was gray and colorless, a solid blanket lowered by the gods to protect or crush them.

Soon it'd be dusk.

"We need to find a building before nightfall," Bray said. "So keep looking."

William pointed at a cracked monolith. "The roof of that building is gone, and the inside is all black as if there was a fire."

Desperation crept through Melora's veins as she studied a building with a caved ceiling, rubble, and stones collecting in the center. 

"That one's no good, either," Bray said, pointing to a rectangular building with eight floors that reeked like death. "Who knows what will be scuttling over you at night in there." Bray grinned sideways at Ella. She ignored him. 

They finally spotted a large, circular building tucked between the ruins of two others. Unlike the buildings on each side, which were covered in layers of brown and green weeds, this one had aged better. Through the open doorway, Melora saw support beams in what appeared to be a cavernous, rounded room. Some of the beams were crumbling, but most weren't. The walls and ceiling were relatively intact. 

"How about there?" she asked. 

Bray, William, and Ella studied a set of steps that led up to it, covered by an overhang. They stopped in the street, listening to the squawk of scavenging birds. Bray cocked his head and peered through the entrance. He looked behind them, studying the street.

"Do you think it's safe?" Melora asked.

"It might be."

"It looks much better than most of the buildings we've passed," William said.

"If it's in good condition, chances are others might've noticed it, too." Bray wrinkled his nose. "We'll have to be careful. That's all."

They veered toward the building. Melora searched the ground for demon paths. Although a few weeds and stones were disturbed, she didn't see any obvious signs of demons having passed.

After a minute of scrutiny through the entrance, Bray said, "Let's go."

Melora shivered as she stepped into the building. The air was cold. It was dry and didn't smell like demons. The enormous room had plenty of lighting. A few windows placed high above the entrance allowed light to filter to the floor. The rounded roof only had a few cracks, enough to add illumination but not enough to leave it exposed to the elements. A few plants crept through cracks beneath their feet. Stairs wound up the left-hand side of the wall.

William reached down and rubbed some dirt off the floor.

"It looks like it was polished!" he said. "And the walls are made of smooth granite."

"What kind of building was this?" Melora wondered.

Melora looked around the enormous main room. It was filled with waist-high platforms. Most lined the edges of the room, but some were in the middle. She walked to the nearest one and ran her hand over its cracked surface. Her boots crunched on shards of glass. It wasn't often she encountered glass unless she was looking through a rich merchant's windows.

"It looks like the platforms were holding something," she said aloud. "What do you think it was?"

"Skulls of the Ancients' enemies encased in glass," Bray said with a confident smile. 

"I'm not sure if it's that," William said, frowning as he looked around. "Maybe they kept old things here. Maybe the glass was a way of protecting those things."

Bray gave him an irritated look when he noticed Ella was listening to William instead of him.

"An entire building to house things encased in glass…" Melora whispered. "It's remarkable to think about."

She imagined finding some of the treasures—or discovering some of the secrets behind the Tech Magic she'd dreamed about since she'd heard her first tales of the ancient city when she was small. They wandered the cavernous room for several minutes, exploring the platforms as if they might unearth a treasure. The only remnants were the immovable stone and fragments of glass. Melora's gaze wandered up the cracked stairs on the left-hand side of the room, where the upper halves of several doorways were visible. A balcony along the top floor blocked most of their view of what was inside those rooms.

"What's up there?" she wondered.   

"We'll check, but we'll need to be wary," Bray warned. "Look out for holes in the stairs where a foot might get stuck."

Melora, Ella, and William followed the Warden up the stairs, heeding his warnings. William slid his hand along the wall, his face painted with excitement. Melora looked out over the rows of platforms, fantasizing about the objects they'd once held. How incredible it must've been to be one of the Ancients, surveying the room.

A gasp ripped her attention away. 

Ella reached protectively for William. They'd traveled halfway up the stairs, enough to see a demon hunched against the inside of the balcony at the top of the landing. The creature's head was bowed into its lap.

"It's dead," Bray proclaimed.

Bray mounted the remaining stairs, walked over to the demon, and prodded it with his sword. The reek of decay filled Melora's nose as the creature's head and arms swung to the side. It toppled onto the floor, and its entrails spread around it. 

"It probably came here to die in peace," Bray said. "Demons eat each other when nothing else is around. You're lucky I'm here to protect you." Bray grinned.

Ella and Melora frowned as the Warden walked past, heading into the hallway. 

**

The upper floor of the Ancient building was lined with empty doorways. The hallway curved, creating a half circle over the main floor. Melora glanced at each of the thresholds, but didn't see any movement. Convinced they were alone, other than the demon corpse, Melora, William, Ella, and Bray ducked into the first room.

"If others were here, they would've run out at us by now," Bray said assuredly. "Or we would've smelled them."

Like the expansive platform at the top of the stairs, the room was barren save rectangular display pedestals that lined the walls. An archway formed a half-circle between the first two rooms, providing a view from one room to the other.

Getting comfortable with the certainty that the floor was free of demons, William wove from one room to the next. The others smiled.

"Can we stay here?" William asked, pausing long enough to wait for the answer.

"It seems safe," Bray said. "The stairs should give us a buffer. We won't have time to find another building. Night will be here soon."

"We can barricade the doorway downstairs, right?" Melora asked.

"Yes. That'd be a good idea," Bray said. 

"I saw some broken stones that we should be able to move," Melora suggested. "It won't be perfect, but it might give us some time to react if the demons decide to come in."

William's nod betrayed his excitement. "I've never stayed in a building with two connected rooms before. Can Melora and I sleep in the second one?"

Melora smiled, flattered. 

Ella studied him with trepidation. "You'll need to sleep close to the archway. If some demons come in…"

"I'll be careful, Mom. I promise."

"I guess it should be okay."

No sooner had Ella answered than William traipsed off, unslinging his bag. He set it on the floor in the adjacent room. Noticing Melora's gaze, he said, "Come on, Melora! Pick your spot!"


Chapter 5:  Fitzgerald

Fitzgerald sat in a chair in Father Nelson's guest quarters. She had no desire to leave. Of all the places in the Sanctuary, no one would look for her here. 

She'd already made Father Nelson's bed, tucking in the sheet corners as he liked, dimming the lights down to one candle so he could do his evening readings. Father Winthrop had instructed her to take care of Father Nelson during his stay, and she'd heeded those instructions, even after Nelson's death.

One of his novices had already come for his belongings. Fitz thought she'd seen a smirk on the man's face as he'd taken the bag filled with clothing and who knew what other valuables. 

She knew the items would never make it back to his family.

Thinking of Father Nelson's family brought with it the memory of his papery white skin turning to ash. She'd heard his screams as his body mingled with the smoke in the air. Even though she hadn't killed Father Nelson herself, Fitz had played the game that had cost him his life, and that game had overwhelmed her with guilt. 

As much as she wanted to blame Franklin, she understood why Franklin had burned Father Nelson on the pyre, just as she now understood why he'd beaten Oliver.  

A position of power was no guarantee of free will. 

She might not have to clean Winthrop's filthy chamber pot, but she'd have new challenges, all the same. Fitzgerald's tears were already spent. All she wanted to do was sleep.

She smoothed the red merchant's dress over her knees, covering the remaining scabs and bruises left by Tenbrook. The wounds would heal, but her memories of the brutal attack would remain. She'd given a lot of thought about what to tell Franklin. 

She couldn't say anything.

If she told Franklin, he'd make some rash move that might get them both killed, ruining everything they'd built. She told herself what she'd done had been worth it, though the crusted scabs and the twisted memories screamed otherwise. 

The idea of Franklin ruling next to Tenbrook made her sick. The memory of what he'd done would live in every movement, every glance he gave her. She envisioned Tenbrook counting his soldiers, eyeing the next woman he'd attack. The thought chilled her blood. But she remembered what Blackthorn had told her. As far as Tenbrook goes, he'll forget you once you're not in his house. She prayed that was the case. She gritted her teeth and choked back thoughts of killing Tenbrook in his sleep. Even if she could get past the guards and the thick doors and manage to kill him, people might suspect her or Franklin. She couldn't risk that.

It seemed like such a short time ago she'd been Mary's dispirited servant; now she was a woman in a position of relative power. 

Franklin would do a better job than Winthrop.

"He has to," she whispered, with no choice but to believe it.


Chapter 6:  Winthrop

Winthrop looked across the throngs of people in the campsite, realizing he'd walked so far that he couldn't see a single cavalryman or militiaman. He couldn't tell which of the distant tents was his. All he saw around him were the staring eyes of pig chasers and dirt scratchers, cobblers and tailors, harlots and whelps, all with questions on their faces, questions that said: give me answers, give me comfort, give me food, give me warmth.

They were stupid. They were lazy. They stank of dirty clothes and unwashed bodies. 

Winthrop hurried through them, wishing he could run, wishing he could elude the frightful shadow that was nipping at his heels but was always gone when he cast an eye behind. He wished he could eat something and keep it from running through his gut so fast that he was squatting before he finished chewing. He wished he could close his eyes and sleep without quaking at all the ghosts clawing at him out of the darkness. 

His back and his legs hurt from sitting in the saddle on that sadistic beast of a horse. His crotch was chaffed raw. He was wet to the bone, sweating. His life was misery, and that wicked Blackthorn was the cause.

Blackthorn's name was like that of an ancient, unspeakable devil, sending shivers up Winthrop's spine. 

If only there were a way to exorcise that devil.

The fear came nipping at Winthrop's heels again, and he hurried through a gang of gawking onlookers, bowling over an apprentice boy and his wretched master.

Hurry. Hurry. Don't let it catch you.

He headed for a distant bonfire, hoping to keep the shadow at bay.


Chapter 7:  Oliver

"It's god-speak."

Oliver looked and listened.

A scrawny old militiaman to Oliver's right looked at the big, meaty soldier who'd spoken. "How would you know that?"

It was a good question, and Oliver wanted to know the answer as well.

The meaty man looked over at Father Winthrop, who was sitting on a log, much too close to the fire, staring at the flames as they swayed and crawled into the air. He looked back at the skinny man. "You understand what he's saying?"

"No," the skinny man answered. 

"That's how you know it's god-speak. Gods talk in a golden tongue that mortal men don't understand."

"How do you know that?"

The big man turned toward the skinny man, his brow furrowed. "I listened to my elders when I was a boy. They didn't live in a shack with their pigs like your ignorant parents did. They were educated. They knew things." The tall man puffed himself up. "My grandpop could read. He even showed me a word or two."

The skinny man laughed. "You can't read."

"Didn't say I could read. I said a word or two. But that's neither here nor there." The meaty militiaman pointed at Winthrop. "I know god-speak when I hear it."

"What's he saying then?"

"I didn't say I understood it." The tall man leaned close and in hushed tones said, "If you listen close, some of his words come through to your ear, and the words turn clear in your head."

Oliver listened intently. The people of the camp, those who weren't exhausted from the day's short trudge on the muddy road, were collecting around the campfires for warmth and the perceived safety of numbers. At first, most were talking, sharing stories, and bragging. As the night settled in and more demon howls echoed in the forest, the mood among the peasants grew more anxious. 

That's when Oliver had found Winthrop at one of the bonfires. 

Winthrop's mutterings had taken center stage. The attention drew others in to see what had everyone's attention.

Men brought in logs and stacked them over the fire's embers to build the blaze up.

Oliver appreciated the warmth, but he knew the men were doing it to appease Father Winthrop. No one cared about the lowly onlookers such as him.

"Hear that?" the tall man just over Oliver's shoulder pointed discreetly at Winthrop.

"What?" the skinny man asked.

Oliver listened to see if he could understand any of Winthrop's mutterings. All of it sounded like crazy talk. 

The meaty guy was losing his patience. "He said the demons are coming."

The skinny man looked at the dark over his shoulder. "I don't need gods talking to me to know that. I can hear 'em out in the woods."

"He doesn't mean those demons, you frightened woman."

"Hey, I'm no woman."

The tall man said, "He's talking about the hordes that we're going to kill."

"They're coming for us?" The skinny man gulped. 

The tall man nodded. "Earlier, when you was over there pissin' by the trees, he said the wicked are going to die."

"Are you telling me the demons are coming to kill the wicked?"

The tall man tucked his thumbs in his belt and looked over the heads of Winthrop's huddled audience. "That's exactly what I think."

"Who are the wicked?" the skinny man asked. "Us? Because if he's talking about us," the skinny man looked over his shoulder again, "I don't want to stay and find out. I'll go back to Brighton and take my chances behind the circle wall. I'm not going to die of demon bite out here in the cold."

The tall man hushed his voice again and leaned in close. "I don't think he means us. Besides, you're not wicked, are you? I know I'm not."

The skinny man shook his head. "I'm a good man. I herd my pigs. I keep my wife and kids fed." He looked around again. "I go to The House of Barren Women from time to time."

The tall man slapped him on the back and laughed. "Everybody does that. It don't make you wicked."

"Who is wicked, then? Who is Father Winthrop talking about?"

In a whisper, the tall man said, "It's that Blackthorn and that bunch of prissy cavalrymen. That's my bet."

"Don't say that." The skinny man's face turned to fright, and he took a long look around. "Blackthorn hears everything. He'll put us on the pyre for talking like that."

"Blackthorn's wicked, but he's no god. He's a man like us. He can't hear what we say. If the demons eat anybody, it'll be him."

The skinny man snorted. "No demon can kill General Blackthorn. Everybody knows that."


Chapter 8:  Beck

The sound of Blackthorn's baritone made Minister Beck shiver. 

He peeked out of his tent. Across the campsite, on the other side of the pyramid of flaming logs, Blackthorn stood in front of a handful of his cavalry officers and blue shirted ruffians. He was pointing and ordering. Beck wasn't able to make out most of what Blackthorn was saying, but he put enough together to know that a band of demons was coming. A hundred, maybe two hundred strong. They'd been spotted following the road toward the camp.

One only had to listen to the sounds coming from the forest to know they weren't alone. Demons howled from every direction. Not thousands. Maybe not even hundreds. But they were everywhere. Some near. Some far. 

Nineteen thousand soldiers and camp followers marching up the road had made enough noise to draw in every demon from miles around. The howling would attract even more. It was going to be a long night for the cavalry and the militia.

Ideas germinated in Beck's imagination. Not only would the night be long if the demons got close, but it would be chaotic. Dangerous. His plans to sneak back to Brighton were a lot easier to fathom when he wasn't in the wild, listening to the shrieking of twisted men whose only ache was to feed.

His hope was that the four soldiers assigned to him might not stay to do so. Duty might call them elsewhere. Even if they did stay, it was a near certainty that their attention wouldn't be focused on a tent holding one sleeping minister. They'd be watching the shadows beyond the light of the bonfire. They'd be watching for a horde of demons to burst through the trees.

Maybe an opportunity was coming together. Beck looked at the trees at the edge of the forest. 

He needed to escape. 


Chapter 9:  Melora

Melora readjusted under the blanket Ella had given her, looking through several thin cracks in the ceiling of the Ancient building. The moon looked the same as always—a bright, wondrous bulb. It was hard to believe she was viewing it from the Ancient City. A mixture of excitement and fear kept her awake. 

She swallowed as she listened for William. She hadn't heard him for a while. She assumed he was asleep, run down from the exhaustive journey. She rolled over, trying to find comfort in her thin blanket. Tucking her hands under her chin, she smelled on her fingers the apple Bray had given her earlier. She had a meal and a place to stay.

Melora was grateful. Not only to be out from the wild, but to be bedded down in a place with protection. Her hands stung from the cold of night, but it was better than being outside, roaming among the beasts. Every so often, a demon wailed in the distance, but the noises were far enough away that she convinced herself that she, William, Ella, and Bray weren't in danger.

She'd just started drifting off when she heard voices. She snapped awake and looked around. 

Bray was whispering to Ella. Melora strained to make out their conversation, but could only pick up a word or two. The Warden was keeping his voice low, but the casual lilt in his voice was one she'd heard before, normally by men who were trying to bed a woman or take a wife. Melora instinctively reached for her sword. She told herself that Ella could take care of herself. If Ella didn't like Bray's advances, Ella would tell him.

Right?

She recalled Ella's warning at the campsite when Bray had gone to Coventry. Despite the fact that the Warden continued to help them, Ella was mistrustful.

That made Melora wary, too.

Melora kept alert as the conversation continued. She heard the banter of voices as Ella deflected whatever suggestions Bray was making. 

I should've stayed in the same room with them.

Bray had assured her and William they'd be safe. 

Of course, he had.

He probably meant to separate them so he could employ his devious plan. Melora was about to spring to her feet when she heard Ella turn over. The conversation faded, leaving only the lingering sound of insects that were brave enough for the weather. Melora kept a silent vigil, but the noises had stopped. Eventually, she convinced herself it was all right to sleep. Thoughts of lustful men were replaced by dreams of Tech Magic. Now that they'd found a place to stay, maybe she'd find some of the Ancients' secrets that she'd fantasized about since she was a child.

Melora didn't remember drifting off, but she did.


Chapter 10:  Beck

From far up the road, the sounds of a battle carried back to the campsite. Beck stood outside his tent, looking both at the woods and at the sprawling camp spread out past the rows and rows of tents that housed the sleeping militiamen. Or that's to say, the tents that housed the few soldiers who did sleep.

As Beck understood it, a third of General Blackthorn's draftees and half his cavalry were either patrolling the camp perimeter in platoon-sized formations or had gone up the road under Blackthorn's direct command, to take on the noisy horde of monsters that was moving down the road. As for the militiamen who had the chance to sleep, most weren't in their tents. Some stood by the fires, weapons in hand, watching the forest. Others walked the camp looking for food, Barren Women, or any other distraction that might take their minds off the danger of being outside the circle wall. Of the camp followers, few appeared to be sleeping. The camp was nearly as active as it had been hours ago before the sun went down.

Beck's four assigned guards were nowhere to be seen. Whether they'd merged with the platoons of men who were covering the empty pasture between the ministers' tents and the edge of the forest, Beck didn't know. He did know that a better chance to escape might not present itself. He already had his boots on his feet and his warm coat to protect him from a night that was turning to harsh cold. He had a knife in a sheath on his hip. He was ready to steal away.

But out there in the trees, the demons lurked. Shortly after they started howling, they attacked. They'd been attacking the camp since the sun went down. At first, they came in ones, twos, and threes, never at the same time. They had the camp frazzled, but they were easily handled by the platoons of soldiers guarding the camp's perimeter.

Thinking about escape, two unresolved questions kept Beck immobile. If he fled, how could he keep Blackthorn from sending horsemen out to find him? Short of that, what would stop Blackthorn from sending a rider back to Brighton to alert Tenbrook of the desertion? In that case, Tenbrook would scour the city until he found Beck, and then Beck would spend the last moments of his life breathing searing hot air from the pyre flames as they burned away the flesh on his body. 

Beck trembled.

The more pressing question was whether Beck could evade the beasts in the woods. If they attacked him, he didn't believe he could defend himself. He had only the most rudimentary skills with a knife, and no experience in fighting anything but a thick slice of pork on his plate. He had no sword. No spear. 

He couldn't steal the horse Blackthorn had given him to ride. To do that would be the clearest proof of escape.

A commotion to Blackthorn's left caught his attention. People screamed. Men cursed, and swords glinted in the light of the fires. Demons howled—half a hundred, maybe twice that. They were attacking.

Beck stepped quickly in the direction of the noise, getting away from the light of the fire, hoping to see what was happening.

Men ran in the direction of the fight. Others fled.

However many demons were attacking the camp, it was easily the largest group of the night.

Thousands of people across the encampment were on their feet, looking in the direction of the commotion. More were standing up and coming out of their tents.

Beck started to fear that he might not need to worry about escape. The night was only half over, and the demons were coming in greater and greater numbers.

He might die before he got away.


Chapter 11:  William

After waiting for Melora to fall asleep, William slipped from underneath his blanket. He held his breath, certain the slightest exhalation might awaken the others. With cautious, creeping fingers, he reclaimed his sword. He got to his haunches. A sliver of moonlight shone through a crack in the walls, providing enough light to see Ella in the same position she'd been in when she fell asleep. Bray was dozing. William had watched the Warden over the past week. He'd studied him enough to learn his habits. Though Bray was observant in the ways of the demons, William was pretty sure he'd miss a cautious, lightweight boy who already knew the path he was taking.

William crawled on hands and feet until he'd reached the stairs, then slipped down them, avoiding loose stones and rubble. He pressed his boots firmly but quietly, his heart pelting his ribcage. His palms were sweaty on the sword handle.

Reaching the barricade they'd placed in front of the door, he set down his sword and quietly moved the smallest of the stones.

Soon he was in the open air. Cold air filled William's lungs as he drew a breath. The moon turned the buildings into hulking, irregular masses, giants that might uproot and follow him on colossal legs. He kept to the shadows, sneaking down the street, exploring. 

The smell of demons was a potent reminder of the creatures around him. William kept going, driven by curiosity. 

I'm one of them, he told himself. They won't hurt me.

In truth, he wasn't certain. William reached down and brushed his knees. The hard, swollen lumps were still there. He'd noticed more knots when he'd taken a bath in the stream. Thankfully, his mother and sister hadn't seen.

The spreading lumps were proof of what he was becoming.

Two more reasons for Ella, Bray, and Melora to kill him.

Would Ella and Melora join Bray when he swung his sword? William wasn't sure. He no longer knew whom he could trust.

Swallowing, William let go of that thought and concentrated on the road. He took stock of where he was. He recognized a few of the buildings, even in the looming darkness. They were taller than any he'd ever seen in Brighton, constructed in a fashion he could hardly fathom. Despite the crumbling, decayed edges, the pocked walls, and the faltering tops, he could envision how they'd once looked: tall, proud and unblemished.

William continued, weaving down several streets, keeping track of where he was. He'd never been alone before. He'd run from his mother a few times, sure, but only far enough to earn a scolding.

The smell of the demons thickened. A fallen, rectangular shape of stone blocked the roadway. Something rustled behind it. A hiss escaped into the air: mucous-filled and thick. A demon. William stopped and stared at the piece of rubble, shaking. He held up his sword.

The moonlight revealed the edges of the stone, but nothing more. He gulped. Something else shifted in a nearby building, coming toward him and stopping. He sensed the demons' presence. Watching. Waiting. Perhaps they knew what he knew.

They were waiting for him to speak. 

That had to be it. Right?

Finding his courage, William took a step forward and announced his presence.

"Come out and show yourself," William said, his voice tinny and weak. 

His words died almost as soon as they came out of his mouth. They were accompanied by a shot of fear. He'd given himself up. If the demons didn't know where he was before, they knew it now. 

He suddenly doubted the authority he'd asserted in the woods. Had the encounter in the forest been a coincidence? Maybe the creatures that'd attacked Ella and Melora had never listened to him at all.

He glanced over his shoulder. For a brief moment, William considered running back through the streets, calling out for the others. 

But he was too far away. He knew it, and so did the demons. They had him. 

They'll overtake me before I make it back. It's too late.

The first demon crept out soundlessly. William wasn't sure when it had appeared, but suddenly it was there, lurking next to the rectangular stone like a specter in the night. It stared at him, its eyes glinting moonlight. If it weren't for the beast's scraggly, naked form, William might've mistaken it for a villager, coming out to greet a passerby. Another demon crept into the open, emerging from a gloomy building to his right, then another, to his left. The three demons took several insidious steps forward.

William's panic thickened. Not only had he left his family behind, but he'd also made a decision that might cost him his life. Gritting his teeth, he held up his sword and prayed for bravery.  

"Stay where you are!" he commanded. 

He pushed courage into his words, projecting deepness he'd never found in his young voice. He waited for the beasts to charge, to overtake him in a flurry of limbs, but instead they halted. He blinked to ensure he wasn't imagining things. The beasts had stopped. Just like they'd done in the woods. 

Just like he'd hoped.

A smile crept across William's face. Ignoring his pounding heart, he stepped forward. The demons made no move to intercept him. They hovered in silence, as statuesque as the buildings around them. If it weren't for the hiss of their hot breath through their broken teeth, he might've convinced himself he was alone.  

William kept walking. He scuffed the ground, testing the beasts' reaction, but none moved. It was as if the command he'd given before had rendered him invisible.

Soon the demons were around him in a half-circle.

The fetid stench of blood and sweat filled William's nose, reminding him of whatever animals or humans had been unlucky enough to cross the creatures' paths before. Their breath plumed the night air. He watched their knobby, wart-covered shoulders hitch as they waited for his instructions. 

He pointed to the rock from where the first creature had emerged.

"Get behind it," he said. "All of you." 

He swallowed, hoping they wouldn't hear the crack in his voice. The creatures stared at him, their red eyes glistening in the dark.

Then they listened.


Chapter 12:  Tenbrook

Tenbrook roamed Blackthorn's dining hall, barely noticing the ornate fireplace or the sprawling table that had enthralled him in his prior meetings with Blackthorn. He'd earned the General's seat, but he had no time to enjoy it. 

He was focused on the information he'd heard from Tommy Dunlow—a tale of traitors about which he needed to learn the truth.

Like many other soldiers, he'd learned to tune out the noise around him and focus on a plan of attack. That ability to concentrate was one of the reasons he'd risen in the army's ranks, outlasting those with less patience and surviving them in the battlefield.

He stopped pacing the dining hall, running his hands over the decorative boxes that had once contained Blackthorn's tongue collection. He'd already dumped the remaining tongues into the fire. He had no use for a dead man's lessons. 

It was time he created his own.

He reviewed what the backpedaling deserter Dunlow had told him.

General Blackthorn was to be murdered. That fact alone didn't concern Tenbrook. Any doubts he might've had about the General's returning were solidified by the insurgents' foolhardy plan. Let them kill him, or let them die trying. He didn't care. Even if they failed, Blackthorn would succumb to the disease that had driven him to the wild in the first place, leaving Tenbrook in charge.

Or Blackthorn would die in battle.

The deserters on the other hand—they concerned him. Tenbrook had no doubts in the abilities of the soldiers under his command, but a sufficient number of rabble-rousers might be able to overwhelm his army, depending on their numbers. That would leave Tenbrook susceptible to attack. Especially if others in the clergy or the Academy were involved and helping. His best plan was to ferret out the leaders, squeeze the information out of them, and dispose of their bodies. He'd burn the sedition from Brighton, one way or another. 

No one would question him with Blackthorn gone.

He wasn't worried about Franklin. Franklin was as weak as Winthrop had been. Tenbrook had seen Franklin's indecisiveness as he'd burned Father Nelson. Others might not have noticed his trembling hands, but Tenbrook had. The hopelessness on Franklin's face was almost as satisfying as hearing the quick-tongued clergyman scream. 

That memory gave Tenbrook a stir in his trousers.

That left Scholar Evan, the weasel-faced man that Beck had left in charge, the one that Tommy Dunlow had pointed to as the leader. Evan had never concerned Tenbrook, other than walking in Beck's shadow. Tenbrook wondered if Evan's intelligence had allowed him to devise a proper plan. 

More than likely Minister Beck was behind it. 

Beck would die in the wild.

That left Evan to deal with.

Tenbrook was pretty sure Tommy Dunlow was telling the truth. The threat of the pyre was enough to make most men tremble. He wouldn't be surprised if Tommy had gone home and laundered the piss from his trousers.

Of course, he had to consider that Dunlow had given up Evan to preserve his life. Perhaps Evan was the scapegoat that would clear Tommy of all wrongdoing.

Tenbrook pondered that twice. 

He scratched his smooth chin.

Tenbrook would keep the Dunlows and their family close by while he sorted things out. Whether that led to the pyre or some other torture of his imagining, he wasn't sure yet.

Footsteps beat the hall outside Tenbrook's door. The footsteps softened as someone approached the room, probably considering what kind of mood Tenbrook was in, or how lightly he should knock. The respect Tenbrook had gotten from his men before had amplified with his new appointment.

"Captain Tenbrook?" A voice rang out, a combination of courage and compliance.

"Come in," Tenbrook said.

The door opened, revealing the tall, uniformed figure of Captain Sinko. The man had served at Tenbrook's side for several battles. Tenbrook trusted him as much as he trusted any man—never fully.

"I've requested the rider secure the list of deserters from General Blackthorn's army, as you ordered," Sinko said. "He'll leave in the morning."

"Thank you," Tenbrook said, unable to suppress a smile. "That will be very helpful. Make sure the census-takers know the importance of naming these deserters."

"Of course, sir."

He dismissed Sinko and returned to looking at the empty boxes. The army should already be at their first camp, bedding down for the night. He'd have the list of deserters soon. Once he had all the information he needed, he'd start filling Blackthorn's empty boxes.

Once Evan's plan was discovered and taken care of, he'd figure out a way to take care of Franklin.

Then he'd be the sole ruler of Brighton. 


Chapter 13:  Oliver

Sitting by the fire watching Winthrop, still surrounded by more than a hundred militiamen and camp followers, Oliver took his dagger out of its sheath. After his experience with the demons earlier in the day, he didn't want to be empty-handed when they were getting close. Judging by the wailing from the western edge of the camp, the demons were nearby.

Winthrop's voice rose to a bellow of fast words that sounded half like a song and half like a plea to his invisible gods. He stared at the fire. He could have been begging for mercy or calling down thunderbolts. Whatever the purpose, Oliver was bolstered as Winthrop's babble turned into a droning chant. 

Tens or hundreds of beasts howled. Urgent shouts preceded dying screams from one side of the camp. The demons were attacking in force.

Winthrop found a new rhythm and a higher octave in his chant.

Many of the men around the fire chanted with Winthrop, and the mumbo-jumbo noise took on the tenor of a primal song. The soldiers stomped their feet with the rhythm. More men joined in the tune, imagining power in the god-speak language they were repeating. Above the deep voices, Winthrop's voice soared, enormous and loud. He stood and raised his fists at the sky, shaking them and spinning around.

The men swayed, bumped each other, and growled.

Oliver inched toward the fire to get away from the men. He feared he might get bumped to the ground and stomped.

The sound of the battle at the edge of the camp grew louder and spread over a wider area. More demons were coming.

The men around the fire seemed to be falling into a trance, rooted by fear, but growing in courage, a rage at a demon foe hiding its cowardice in the darkness.

Somebody shouted the word "demon."

Winthrop took up the word and all the men chanted it, louder and louder, faster and faster.

A frenzied lust for demon blood.

Winthrop shouted a command in his new gibberish and the men roared and broke into a charge.

Oliver hid from the flow of feet by getting as close to the fire as he dared.

A moment later, only Winthrop was left, chanting at the sky. Women who'd been in the crowd were the only ones left in a ragged, thin circle around the fire. They drew in close with crazed looks on their faces. They were under Winthrop's spell as strongly as the men who'd just charged off.

Oliver took a quick glance around, thinking about taking his big knife and ramming it through Winthrop's ribcage. He knew immediately that he'd never get away with it. Judging by the looks on the women's faces, Oliver guessed they'd catch him and beat him to death. Or throw him on the fire.

Winthrop would have to die another night.

That left Oliver to decide what to do with himself. With demons attacking in growing numbers, he figured his chances of surviving the night would be better if he were surrounded by a couple of hundred angry, armed men than if he was huddling by a fire with an old fool and a dozen women with only their fists for protection.


Chapter 14: Beck

Demons ran through the camp. Beck saw their naked, warty forms and their misshapen heads in the silhouettes of the fires. People screamed everywhere. Some chased the demons. Some fought. Some ran.

Still, there weren't many. Beck only saw seven or eight. He heard a lot more in the camp and in the forest. All around the camp's perimeter, sergeants and officers barked orders, telling their platoons to stand fast, to guard their sectors. Men shouted as they walked among the tents, waking any soldiers who might still be sleeping. Men formed up into squads and platoons near the tents and jogged across the camp, searching for demons.

More screams in the darkness. People were dying.

Beck looked around. No demons or soldiers were near him. The bonfire between his tent and Blackthorn's tent was alive with flames, flowing twenty feet into the air, not only illuminating the council's tents but illuminating Beck. He realized any demon in the woods or running crazy-legged through the camp could likely see him, standing, not moving, not raising a weapon, not running to fight, not running away, waiting for nothing else but to die.

He couldn't let that happen.

It was time to take advantage of an opportunity that might not come again. 

Beck ran into his tent and drew his knife. At the tent's back wall, he slashed at the worn canvas, cutting half a dozen gashes big enough for a man to leap through. After the last slash, he climbed through the hole and ran away from the bonfire and into the darkest shadows he could see.

He veered toward the trees, taking time to pause and hide behind tents, looking around and planning his next sprint, his next hiding place.

People and demons ran in every direction.

The thunder of hooves rumbled through the ground. The cavalrymen still in camp were mounted and hunting.

Or General Blackthorn was returning.

Or the cavalry Blackthorn had taken up the road had been slaughtered, and the horses were stampeding back to the camp, covered in blood and whinnying in fear.

Beck wasn't sure.

He wasn't going to find the answer to that question. He bolted across the last patch of dry, brown grass and came to a stop behind a thick tree trunk. He peeked into the dappled black shadows. The forest was darker than he'd imagined. He caught his breath.

He didn't see anything moving that wasn't obviously a bush or a branch—at least no demons seemed to be close by. He heard no beasts crashing through the woods.

Beck took a last glance at the camp. The situation was the same, chaotic. He made a choice. 

He ran deeper into the woods.


Chapter 15:  Oliver

Running near the back of the mob, Oliver didn't realize what was happening until it was near done. The men who'd taken Winthrop's words as courage had spread out into a wide circle that Oliver nearly ran into before a man grabbed him by the shoulder, yanking him back. "Not so anxious there, tyke."

The men in the circle jeered. Two demons in the center crouched and howled. They were afraid, and their animal terror emboldened the militiamen who pointed their weapons and inched closer. Oliver stepped with them, keeping his dagger pointed in an outstretched hand, but having the wherewithal to look behind him as well. These weren't the only two demons in the camp. 

The shouting around him grew louder. Men waved their spears and axes, in wild, exaggerated swings.

The beasts turned in a circle, back to back, growling and swiping at the air.

Oliver got squeezed out as the circle shrank. He became surrounded by tall men, able to see only those close enough to reach out and touch. 

Metal clanged. 

The beasts howled, and men cursed.

Curses turned to cheers as blood lust filled their shouts. The men celebrated and hopped around. Even without seeing what happened, Oliver knew. The two beasts were dead. 

He squeezed his way out of the mob. The men were feeling their victory, lopsided though it was. But to kill the beast of their nightmares, even when outnumbering them a hundred to one, had an empowering effect that fascinated Oliver. Men were strange creatures when caught in the frenzy of a mob.

The circle burst apart, and Oliver nearly got trampled again. Six men ran out of the group holding the bloody, malformed corpse of a beast over their heads. Another group of men followed, carrying the second beast. All the men cheered again and ran after the bodies.

Oliver followed. As raucous as these men were, as unconcerned as they were with him, he had no choice but to stay with them. They were his safety.

The men raced through the camp, shouting and losing none of their bravado until they came to the fire in front of which Father Winthrop still chanted with the women huddled close behind him. The men dropped the dead demons on the ground at Winthrop's feet, and all of them formed into a circle again, taking up Winthrop's chant. 

Oliver squeezed through the crowd to see Winthrop and to feel the warmth of the fire.

Winthrop fell to his knees and laid his hands on a demon's chest. His voice left him.

The militiamen stopped chanting and shouting. Even their breathing was near silent as they strained to listen.

Winthrop bowed his head over the beast and rubbed his hands through the demon's blood. In a whisper, he said, "You've killed the beast to protect me."

A few men shouted, "We killed the beast."

Winthrop raised his bloody hands in front of his face and looked at them. "You killed the beast to protect The Word."

The men took up the chant.

"WE KILLED THE BEAST TO PROTECT THE WORD!"

Winthrop pressed his hands to his chest, leaving bloody palm prints there. He looked at his hands again and then dropped to his knees to get more blood. Finding a new power in his voice, he raised his bloody hands to the sky. "Demon's blood will protect us. With demons' blood, we will live forever."

"SO SAYETH THE WORD." 

Only a handful of men spoke it. Oliver recognized the catechism from Winthrop's religious service. 

"Demons' blood will protect us," Winthrop said in a stronger voice. "With demons' blood, we will live forever." 

"SO SAYETH THE WORD."

One of the soldiers ran forward and dropped to his knees across the demon's body from Winthrop. "Bless me, Father."

Winthrop stared at the man for a second, as though he'd appeared out of the ether and not from the mob. Winthrop looked around him with crazy eyes that seemed unable to find a focus.

"Bless me, Father, please. Grant me the protection of the demon's blood."

Winthrop pressed his hands to the man's chest, leaving two bloody palm prints. 

The soldier jumped up and marched around the circle, showing off his marks and yelling victoriously at the sky.

Another man ran over and dropped to his knees in front of Winthrop, awaiting the same mark. "Bless me with demons' blood father."

Winthrop pressed two bloody palm prints onto the man's chest.

Oliver shivered.


Chapter 16:  Beck

Beck stood amongst the trees feeling something he'd seldom felt in his life: inadequate. Somewhere in the general direction behind him, men fought with demons in the camp he was running from. In every other direction, things moved through the forest—big, man-sized things. Some howled. Near. Far. In between. A demon could be lurking behind the tree right in front of him, and Beck wouldn't know it until its warty hands were grasping for his throat and its bulbous head full of bad teeth and stinking breath were leaning in for the kill.

Assuming he lived through the night, could Beck learn how to survive in the forest? Sure. He could develop the skills to defend himself with a weapon. If those dunces in the militia could, then Beck could as well. But because they were all ignorant men with dim thoughts, Beck had always assumed that life outside the circle wall was something he could figure out with ease as he went along. It was the basis of his escape plan: sneak away from the camp and figure it out as he strolled his way back to Brighton. Simple.

Only it wasn't.

In fact, Beck was faced with such a host of little and big problems that he kept thinking the same thought over and over again: that he'd made a mistake that would cost him his life.

The night was getting colder. Beck's coat wasn't thick enough to keep him warm. His first mistake.

Or maybe his second.

He couldn't start a fire to warm himself. The simple truth was that he didn't know how. He'd never done it on his own and had only watched with the vaguest curiosity while a serving girl started the fire in his hearth. But even if he could build a fire, would it be wise to do so? Fire would draw the forest monsters in.

Beck hadn't troubled himself to think about how he'd find his way through the woods. Having lived his whole life with marked roads in a town he knew well, and being a man of high intellect, he assumed he'd figure it out by watching the direction the army traveled. Now he'd lost his sense of direction. The frenzy of the escape had confused him. As he stood in the shadows of the moonlight, wanting badly to go home to Brighton, he had no idea which way to travel. He only knew that the army had marched a half day prior to settling down to set up camp for the night. So Brighton was a half-day in some direction from where he stood in the woods.

On the question of food and water, Beck hadn't had time to grab provisions. The escape had been a spur of the moment decision, brought on by opportunity and fear. If he got lost in the forest and wandered for days, food and water would become an increasingly urgent need. If he came across a river or a stream, he could drink, but he had no clue how to catch a rabbit or a bird. He didn't know what a berry bush looked like. He didn't know which trees bore nuts.

Beck spun in a slow circle, looking at what little he could make out in the dark: trees, shrubs, and shadows. 

Could he even find his way back to camp? Had he already lost that option?

He wasn't sure. 

Beck chastised himself. To go back was to admit cowardice. It was an admission of failure. It was likely to lead to his death. General Blackthorn might put him on a pyre as punishment.

Beck stepped quietly in the direction he'd been moving. 

He decided he'd know where the demons were because they were noisy. Their problem. Beck knew he could be quiet. That was the advantage of intellect. He'd already figured something out that was important to staying alive. Maybe the most important thing. Silence saves lives.

His confidence growing with each step, Beck realized that his worries were magnifying the problems he was facing. He started to keep count of all the noises he heard in the woods. He tried to guess how far they were from him, and in which directions they moved. Tracking all the noises that he assumed were demons, he kept busy until he came to a creek and stopped.

He knelt by the water, feeling pretty good at already having found a solution to one of his problems. Impending thirst. 

A sound of splashing from down the creek didn't sound like water running over rocks or cascading off of ledges. It sounded like feet. That got his attention.

For a time much longer than he should have, he squatted on the bank of the creek, watching the water's silvery surface disappear far downstream around a high bank. The sound came from down there, and it seemed to grow louder.

He breathed deliberate breaths and told himself not to let his panic rise again. The sound could be the creek flowing over rocks, and his imagination was making it louder.

 Still, he couldn't take his eyes away from where the creek disappeared around a bend. 

A howl echoed up the creek. 

Beck's breath caught in his throat.

Grunts and yelps mixed with the splashes. A handful of demons were coming up the creek.

It was time to panic.

Beck leaped across the water and slipped in the mud on the other side. He scrambled to hold onto roots and pull himself up the steep bank. Muddy stones rolled down and splashed into the water. A branch snapped in his hand. Dry leaves on a small bush rattled. Beck got a handful of a thorny plant, cursed under his breath as he let go, and rolled onto level ground at the top edge of the bank with his feet still hanging over the edge.

The noise from up the bank stopped. 

Beck looked far downstream. Two demons stood in the water, their misshapen, wart-covered heads silhouetted by the moonlight. Beck froze and held his breath. Maybe they hadn't seen him.

One howled and sprinted.

Beck didn't need to know what that meant. Instinct took over, and he scrambled to his feet and ran as fast as he could.


Chapter 17: Melora

When Melora opened her eyes, her brother was slipping back under his blanket. 

"William?" she whispered.

She sat upright, certain she was dreaming. But the guilty look on William's face showed her she wasn't. An early morning sun had replaced the moon through the cracks in the ceiling. William's face was red from the cold. He looked around, meeting her eyes for a second before pulling the blanket over his head, lying perfectly still. 

"William?" she whispered again.

Melora wiped the sleep from her eyes. She looked through the archway, wondering if Bray or Ella had seen what she had. Ella was facing the other direction under her blanket. Bray sat hunched against the wall, his sword in his lap, his eyes closed.

What had William been doing?

Melora sat upright, contemplating waking the others. 

"William?" she whispered again.

No answer. 

Maybe he'd been going to the bathroom. That might explain the guilty look in his eyes. Perhaps he was embarrassed.

Melora lay back down on the floor and closed her eyes. She listened until she heard the rhythmic sound of William breathing again. It seemed like he'd fallen back asleep. Whatever he'd been doing, he didn't appear to be hurt.

She'd talk to him about it in the morning. 


Chapter 18:  Oliver

Oliver sat on a log, watching. The sun wasn't up yet, but its light had turned the cold sky from black to gray. The fire blazed tall with branches and logs added through the night. Winthrop, his voice hoarse from babbling, still murmured and laid his hands in the blood of the dead demons scattered around. Earlier, when the sky was still a blanket of black sparkled with stars and the demons still ran through the camp, Winthrop had drafted the women nearby. He declared them priestesses and laid his bloody hands on their cheeks. They followed Winthrop around the fire. They knelt when he knelt. They chanted when he chanted. They stood when he stood.

All through the night, men kept coming in for his blessing. Oliver had no guess as to how many of the militiamen wore Winthrop's bloody handprints on their chests, but it was more than the few hundred that had started gathering around the fire at the beginning of the night.

Curious about the camp now that the morning light was coming, Oliver stood on his log and looked around. The rushing and running had come to an end. No more demons afoot. No more came out of the woods. Men walked aimlessly, some proud and tired, others dragging their weapons on the ground, exhausted by their first night outside the circle wall.

The familiar smell of burned wood and burned flesh floated with the smoke. Demon carcasses were being burned elsewhere in the camp. Nobody was cooking breakfast.

Oliver realized how tired he was after having gone the night without a wink of sleep. He remembered stories he'd heard when he was small about heroes in the cavalry who'd gone days and days without sleep during their demon wars. Oliver didn't see how that was possible at the time.

Now he did. 

He looked around for the cavalrymen and saw some on horses patrolling the perimeter. He looked toward General Blackthorn's great tent, standing out near the edge of the camp. Men and horses were there, but they were all too far away for Oliver to identify individuals. Blackthorn might be sitting on his horse there by his tent, or he might be inside, sleeping. Or he might be dead.

Not likely. Half the people in Brighton believed he couldn't be killed.

Oliver hopped off the log and sat back down. He didn't know what was going to come of the day, whether Blackthorn was going to march the army or rest it. Either way, nothing was going to happen soon. None of the tents were taken down. Nobody had eaten yet. If the army was going to march, it would take hours to get it organized and get moving.

Oliver took one more look around to make sure no demons were still around. Satisfied that they weren't, he unrolled his blanket, laid it on the ground beside the log, curled up on top of it, and pulled it over his body.


Chapter 19: Ivory

Ivory gripped the edge of the strange metal contraption, listening to the keen of the wind and praying he wouldn't pitch into the water. The night before had been terrifying, floating in the bay, watching the bear-man circle the beach until darkness blended him into the shadows. The thin blanket in Ivory's bag had hardly kept him warm. Between the waning daylight and the lack of decent wind, Jingo hadn't wanted to sail until morning. 

Now that the sun was up, they were moving.

The towering, flapping piece of fabric above Ivory felt like some ancient monster, ready to come loose and enfold him in a deathly embrace. His face paled as the Ancient City receded to the north.

"With the wind gusting, we should be able to get some momentum and escape the man on shore," Jingo said. "But we'll keep to the coastline. We'll travel south for a while."

"Okay," Ivory said, his hands shaking.

"There's no need to be scared," Jingo said, seeing his nervousness. He pulled at the ropes and cords of the ancient device in some pattern Ivory didn't understand. 

"What if we tip over and fall into the water?" Ivory asked nervously.

"We won't. This thing was made to stay afloat as long as you operate it correctly. See this?" Jingo pointed to the piece of fabric, which he'd pulled taut using the ropes. "The sail was meant to run on the wind. I made it myself."

Ivory watched the bear-man on the distant banks, skulking back and forth. After a while, he faded into a distant dot and disappeared as they sailed further out. The danger of being caught had been superseded by the hazard of falling into the ocean and drowning in the bottomless water.

A gust of wind carried them even farther.

"What if an animal reaches out from the ocean to grab us?" Ivory asked, peering cautiously over the edge of the floating object, watching it churn through the water, thinking he'd see a pair of eyes staring back at him. All he could think about were the species Jingo had told him about.

"Don't worry. The creatures that live in the water don't have hands. You don't have to worry about them, as long as we stay on the boat."

"I've never been this far from the shore." Ivory chewed his lip. Although he'd swum in the River of Brighton, as some of the more rebellious youth did, he'd never strayed far enough to put his trust in the current.

"At one time, millions of ships sailed on the ocean. Remember I told you about them?" Jingo asked.

"Tech Magic," Ivory whispered.

"I know you think they're Tech Magic, but they were pretty common."

"I thought all the Ancients' contraptions decayed over time. How does this one still function?" Ivory asked with a frown.

Jingo pointed at the compound bow, which Ivory was still clutching in his lap. "The hull is made of aluminum, like your bow. That's why it didn't rust. Of course, I had to do some work on it."

"The hull…?"

"The bottom of the ship. I haven't sailed this ship before now. I was waiting to take our first trip together."

Ivory felt a swell of gratitude. "I appreciate your waiting for me. Is this what you do all day in the Ancient City? Work on ancient boats and other devices?" 

"Among other things," Jingo said. The look of pride in his eyes showed that he hadn't taken offense to Ivory's remark.

"If I knew such wondrous things were possible, I'd never leave the Ancient City. I'd never go back to Brighton."

Looking out over the water, Ivory couldn't focus on any one thing. The dark blue water was as awe-inspiring as the boat they were riding on. The massive, plant-fused buildings were smaller—but no less impressive—than when Ivory had looked at them from the shore. Massive towers dotted the land in various sizes, losing their imperfections, such that Ivory could imagine the Ancient City as it must've looked all those years ago to the people who had inhabited it.

"The boat is the surprise you wanted to show me," Ivory reiterated.

"Yes." Jingo let loose one of the ropes as a gust of wind ripped through the sail. "We were lucky that we reached it before the bear-man got to us yesterday."

"How does it work? Can I learn?"

"I'll show you once we clear the Ancient City."

"Okay."

The boat rocked and swayed as they navigated the water, cutting through the ocean as neatly as someone might walk over land. Ivory had never traveled so fast. If someone had told him he'd glide over the ocean one day, he'd never have believed it.

And now look at me… 

Finding a burst of courage—and relaxing now that they were rid of the bear-man—Ivory let go of the edge and dangled his arm off the side of the ship, letting the cold wind ripple through the fabric of his shirt. A tingle of exhilaration drifted through his body. The Cleansings of Brighton and the teeth of the demons had never felt so far away. 

"How long have you been working on this?" Ivory asked.

Jingo let out a laugh. "Quite some time," he said. "I haven't sailed in many years."

"You haven't?" Ivory asked with shock.

"Not since I was very young. But I've been reading books."

A heavy gust of wind took the sail, drowning out the end of Jingo's sentence. Ivory waited until it subsided before speaking again.

"We could live out here," Ivory marveled. "No demons or soldiers or bear-men to contend with ever again!"

"The ocean is a very dangerous place," Jingo warned. "Without navigation systems to tell us where we're going, and with no access to weather forecasts, we'd be risking our lives with each trip. That's why we have to stick to the coastline."

"I don't understand half of what you just said."

Jingo smiled patiently. "The Ancients used to have ways to predict the weather, and to tell them where they were headed. They had devices to tell them where to go."

"I can't imagine that." Ivory waved to the vast ocean. He thought for a moment. "There must be other people out here, perhaps doing the same thing we are, right? What if we run into them? There could be other people we've never met out here."

"Without those systems, it'd be very risky for anyone to travel." Jingo pointed to the distant shore, where waves crashed against the banks. "The power of the ocean is beautiful, but also deadly. If you get caught in a storm, you might never make it back."

Ivory stared at the blue ocean, feeling the urge to reach out and dip his fingers in the swells. "We could make it work. Why not try? We could be free of the townships. Free of everything!"

"The idea is tempting," Jingo admitted.

"I don't see ever returning to Brighton, or to Beck. We can find a place where there are no demons. Maybe we'll even find more people. Imagine what they could teach us!"

"I suspect most of the world is the same as here," Jingo said cryptically. 

"You mean most people are demons?"

"Yes. Most. And besides, there is still more to be done in Brighton and the other townships."

"I don't understand," Ivory said, his hope deflating. He'd always felt that Jingo expected something from him, but he still wasn't sure what. "We already know what's back there. We have no idea what's out here."

Ivory waved a hand at the endless swath of ocean, hoping to convince his teacher. Jingo peered out over the water, letting the sail go and reducing speed. The wind died, leaving them to float gracefully. They remained in silence for a few moments, taking in the tranquil landscape and the distant land. Ivory already knew the argument was over.

"My father and my uncle are dead," Ivory tried, tears stinging his eyes. "Brighton seems to be getting worse and worse. And the man chasing us is a threat to both of us. We might have lost him now, but he'll find us again. He'll discover our books. He'll bring others."

"That may be true, but there's a chance what you'll find out there is worse." Jingo waved his hand at the ocean and distant land, a solemn expression on his face.


Chapter 20: Beck

Exhausted and panting, Beck leaned against a tree. His face dripped with sweat despite the cold. His knees were ready to buckle. He looked up the game trail he'd been running on. The demons were out of sight, but they were still back there, following.

Damn beasts. Can they run forever?

Beck knew he couldn't. 

Much earlier, Beck had tried hiding among some rocks at the base of a cliff. He'd gotten a chance to rest, but the respite had nearly cost him his life when the demons realized they'd lost their quarry and retraced their path. Beck had been so exhausted by then that he convinced himself that he'd succeeded in evading the demons and wasn't paying attention to the sounds around him. 

By the time he realized the demons had come back, his only path of escape was to scale the sheer wall of rock. The damn demons came right up after him, forcing him to climb faster than was safe. By some miracle, he made it to the top just ahead of snapping teeth. He ran into the trees.

Beck eventually found another stream and he'd run down that for a good part of the night, but didn't lose the demons on his trail.

He thought about climbing a tree and gave up on that idea almost immediately. A tree was a dead end.

When he came across the game trail, he ran fast, giving up on thoughts of staying quiet. Stealth hadn't served him as well as he'd hoped. Instead, he chose to test brutish endurance versus will. Beck bet his life that he could run farther and faster than any stupid beast with an off-balance head covered in calcified tumors. He bet his joints, untainted by fungal roots, would glide smoothly over enough miles to lose the demons on his trail.

Though that plan seemed, at first, to be on the verge of success, it also nearly killed him. In his hasty formulation and execution, he'd focused too much on the demons at his heels, forgetting that the forest was teeming with them. 

Now, hearing him noisily running up the game trail, a beast waited in ambush. Only the demon's mistimed pounce saved Beck's life. In missing Beck, the monster slammed its head into a tree so hard it dazed itself and fell to the ground. Beck took the opportunity to sprint away as the beast howled. Before long, the sound of more demons came up the trail behind him, fresh ones that hadn't been running all night already.

Out of new ideas, Beck had no choice but to keep running—a race he feared he'd lose.

With the sun up, Beck spotted a wash of morning light up ahead. Thinking it might be a stream or a river, hoping it might be the army's camp, Beck ran hard on reignited hope. 

When he got close, he saw that it was a road. 

Good enough!

Roads were for people and horses. Maybe he'd find help.

Beck burst out of the bushes and immediately stumbled among dozens of bloody corpses. He scrambled to his feet, seeing slain demons, dead horses, and the bodies of some of Blackthorn's cavalrymen around him. Looking down the road in one direction, he saw bodies lying across the muddy tracks and sprawled in the underbrush on both sides.

In the other direction, the road ran straight for a long, long way. Down a hill and half way up the next, Beck spotted horsemen, a squadron of Blackthorn's cavalry. They were riding away.

Beck shouted at them, running with all he had left. 

"Help! Help!"


Chapter 21:  Ivory

Ivory and Jingo fell silent as the waves lapped gently at the boat. The wind had died down, leaving them to the gentle whims of the current. 

Gaining courage and taking comfort in his teacher's presence, Ivory leaned over the water, glancing at the side of the boat. He'd hardly had a chance to see it in the dark building in which Jingo kept it. 

The smooth metal of the boat was as beautiful as anything Ivory had seen. He surveyed the craft from end to end, marveling at the sleek composition. He got up and walked to the other side. He was surprised to find words gleaming on the hull. His brow furrowed as he considered how something could still be written there. 

"Did you write that?" he asked Jingo, beckoning to the phrase. 

"Yes." Jingo's smile was coy, almost mischievous. "I did that when I fixed it up. Can you read what it says?"

It took a moment for Ivory to determine the meaning of the letters. When he did, he found himself more confused than ever. He repeated the words to Jingo.

"She got the house?"

"Yes."

"Who's 'she'?"

Jingo released the ropes, peering out across the ocean. "It was a reference to the family I spoke of before. It was a joke."

"I don't understand."

Jingo laughed. "I don't expect you to. Like I said, Ivory, every place has its problems. Even the Ancients with all their Tech Magic had plenty of things to deal with."

Deciphering the meaning behind Jingo's subtle phrasing, Ivory asked, "Do you mean you had things to deal with?"

"Yes." Jingo's head tilted and he took a pained expression. "I'd do anything to see my wife and child again. Regardless of the differences we had."

"I'm sorry to bring back the memory."

"Don't apologize." Jingo cleared his throat. "I think it's about time to tell you some things, Ivory. Things I haven't spoken about in years."

"About what?"

"I'm going to tell you about my family."

Jingo's face was melancholy as he stared out into the vast expanse of ocean. Unusual white birds with black-tipped wings circled and cawed.

Gesturing at the now tiny buildings, Jingo said, "I came to the city as a young man. Before that, I lived in a small town."

"How small?" Ivory asked.

"I use the word "small" only because it would be more familiar to you, so you can understand the scope of how many Ancients there were. The town I lived in had twenty-seven thousand people."

"That's bigger than each of our townships," Ivory remarked in awe.

"Yes. And that was considered a modest town. There were many small towns like that everywhere, and then there were the cities, such as the one in the distance."

"Was it always called the Ancient City?" Ivory asked. 

"No. That is a name used by the people of Brighton. Ancients called it something different. It doesn't matter anymore." Jingo paused to chew his lip, and Ivory saw the memories flicker across his face. "What matters is that I came there as a young man, receiving my education, just as you are receiving yours."

"Was your teacher as knowledgeable as you?"

"I had many teachers. So many that I don't remember all their names and faces."

Ivory's jaw stuck open in awe. He couldn't imagine being taught by so many people. "Is that why you're the smartest man?"

Jingo's mouth curved into a smile. "Not all teachers are as wise as they think they are."

"I think you're joking with me again."

With a laugh, Jingo continued, "Each of the teachers taught a particular topic of study. Some were masters of science. Others were masters of the spoken language. Others were masters of art."

"Art?" Ivory asked, confused. "I can't imagine someone being entirely focused on that."

Jingo laughed again. "Survival was easier then. Systems were in place so that people could devote their energy to specific things."

"That sounds incredible."

"The Ancients were more worried about trivial things than survival—at least, most of them were. In hindsight, they should have been more careful."

Looking past Jingo's cryptic message, Ivory asked, "Which of these things did you study?"

"Liberal Arts."

"You were an artist?" Ivory asked. He imagined Jingo painting the depictions he'd seen on the wall in the Sanctuary.

"Not quite as you imagine. I studied different ways of thinking, the way different types of people lived, the ways we perceive things."

"Is that why you became a teacher to us?"

Jingo shook his head, a grin on his face. "I wasn't a teacher back then. Instead of using my Liberal Arts knowledge, I became a painter. I painted the insides of people's houses."

"So you did paint pictures on the walls?"

"Yes, but my job wasn't related to my studies. The Ancients coated the walls with paint. It was both aesthetically pleasing, and a way to protect the wall. It was a tradesmen skill."

"Did you make a lot of coin?"

"No," Jingo said bemusedly. "The pay for painters was low. My intent was to do something greater, but it was hard to market my particular skills. Or maybe I just became too complacent."

"Complacent?"

"Used to things. With all the technology we had back then, many people lost their motivation. Or at least, I did. That's when I met Cecilia."

"Cecilia," Ivory said, rolling the mysterious name off his tongue. "I don't think I've ever met anyone named that."

"It was a common name back then," Jingo explained. "But the woman attached to it was far from common. She was beautiful in a way you might view one of the queens when Brighton used to have them."

"It sounds like you were lucky."

"I was. Cecilia was desired by many suitors, but in the end, she chose me."

Ivory furrowed his brow. "You say she chose you. Shouldn't it be the other way around?"

Jingo shook his head and laughed again. "Not back then. Things were different, Ivory. Maybe if they hadn't changed… Well, we could speculate on that all day."

Ivory frowned, wanting to understand his teacher, but having difficulty. "Women choosing their men. It seems so strange to me. You said she bore a child?"

"Yes. She became pregnant. We were happy, but it was a surprise to both of us."

"You thought she was barren?" Ivory deduced.

"No. It was the opposite," Jingo said. "We hadn't planned on conceiving any children. Cecilia's job paid very well. She worked in one of the tall buildings you see from the top of the tower."  

"Wow. I can't imagine that," Ivory said. "Did she make more coin than you?"

"Much more. She paid me to paint her apartment. That's how we met."

"I see."

"We fell in love, and I moved in with her. A few months later, our daughter was conceived, and nine months later, she was born. Her name was Andrea."

"Andrea," Ivory said. Picturing Jingo holding a baby in his arms was as difficult as picturing him without all the warts and bumps.

"She was beautiful," Jingo said sadly. "I loved my daughter. And I loved my wife. Raising Andrea was difficult because most of our family lived elsewhere. We paid for someone to watch her while we worked. But the cost for her care was almost as much as I earned painting. So Cecilia and I discussed it, and we decided that I should stay home and raise her."

Ivory shrank back in surprise. "You watched your daughter while your wife earned silver?"

"That wasn't uncommon, either." Jingo barely noticed his reaction. "Anyway, those years were some of the best of my life. I taught my daughter how to walk, how to speak. She learned so quickly. Watching her grow was the most rewarding experience I've had. Nothing has eclipsed that feeling, before or since."

A sad smile crept across Jingo's face, and Ivory could tell the joy in his memories accompanied the pain in his heart.

"But those years bred jealousy between me and Cecilia. My daughter and I grew closer, but Cecilia and I grew apart. When Cecilia got home from work, she was tired, unable to spend much time with us. The hours she didn't spend at work were spent on a personal device that connected her to the tower. She was miserable. Soon Andrea was in school, and I found another job. I told Cecilia she should leave her position, but she refused. And then the tower laid her off."

"Laid her off?"

"We don't have an appropriate term for it now. But it meant the people in the tower no longer wanted her to work there. They stopped paying her silver."

"Nobody tells the farmer to stop farming, or the blacksmith to stop making metals. They do what they have to do to survive."

"Things were different back then."

"It sounds like it. If she was miserable there, shouldn't she have been happy at home?"

"Perhaps. But years of unhappiness led her to twist the blame onto me. What should've been a blessing ended up ruining our marriage. We fought a lot. She blamed me for things, and I blamed her. Who knows, I probably deserved it." Jingo squinted out into the ocean as if he might find the answer in the waves. "Less than a year later, Cecilia divorced me." 

"Divorced?"

"Almost half of the marriages in the ancient world ended when the man and woman split up, taking their share of the possessions."

"The only way to take a new spouse in Brighton is when someone is infected with the spore, or when someone dies of illness."

Jingo gave Ivory a long look. "The people of Brighton have their own methods of getting rid of their spouses."

"What happened then?" 

"She told me to leave, and she kept most of my things. More crushingly, she kept Andrea."

Putting the pieces together, Ivory asked, "Is that why you painted the message on the boat?"

"You learn quickly, Ivory," Jingo said with a laugh. "I wanted to fight to keep Andrea, but I didn't want my daughter to resent me. And I still loved Cecilia. So I left without a fight. Whenever I wasn't working, I visited. I did what I thought was right."

"What happened to Cecilia?"

"Cecilia found another tower to work at. She found another husband."

"And you?"

"I kept working. I saved. I visited when I could. But something happened to Andrea over those years. She got older, and she didn't want to see me as much. She became comfortable with her new life and Cecilia's new husband. The bond we shared seemed to be fading, and I didn't know how to fix it. She started skipping our weekends together. She spent time with friends instead. She stopped answering when I left messages on her ancient device. I could feel the distance growing, and I felt like I'd lost her."

"How'd you get her back?" Ivory asked, figuring Jingo must've found a way.

"I didn't." Jingo opened and closed his eyes, giving a look of pain. Normally, it was an expression he wore when his joints were flaring up. Ivory could tell this pain was worse.

"What do you mean?"

"The spore had already started spreading. Nobody knew what it was, at first. If we had, maybe I would've insisted on staying with them, despite our differences."

"Did they become demons?"

"They never made it that far. By the time I got to them, they were dead."

Jingo dabbed at a spot next to his eye. The boat rocked on the waves, splashing water over the side and onto Ivory. Jingo pulled his hood over his wart-covered face. Ivory couldn't tell if he was cold or crying. He fell silent, knowing better than to ask. After a few moments, Jingo composed himself.

"Do you know the building you see when you look out the east window of my tower? With the cracked columns?"

"Yes." Ivory nodded, visualizing the collapsed building with the barricaded entrance. Jingo had pointed it out many times. He'd often wondered what treasures lurked within.

"That's where Cecilia, Andrea, and I lived. That's why I chose to live in the tower that we spend time in now. So I can be close to them, even though they're dead."


Chapter 22: Melora

The next time Melora opened her eyes, the sun was high in the sky, and Ella and Bray were awake. The muffled conversation she'd heard the night before came flooding back. She pushed aside her blanket, watching her mother and the Warden. Neither acted differently. Ella's smile seemed sincere; Bray grunted his usual hello. If anything had happened, Ella showed no signs of it. Melora looked for William.

He was still asleep.

Her memory from the night before seemed like a dream. She walked over to check on her brother. His mouth hung open, and he was snoring. Noticing Melora hovering over him, Ella walked over to join her. They stared at William together.

"He's tired," Ella whispered.

"We all are," Melora agreed. 

"It took me a while to drift off." Ella's expression was grave. "I heard demons screaming from far away."

"I heard them, too," Melora said. "Never close, but always there."

"I don't sleep the way I used to," Ella admitted. "Not without the circle wall around us."

Melora had the brief thought of telling Ella about William, but a rustle from the other room reminded her that Bray was there. For some reason, she didn't want to speak in front of him. She'd wait and speak with William when he woke up. Then she'd figure out what he was up to.

She got her chance after breakfast. After cleaning, Ella and Bray excused themselves to go to the bathroom outside. Melora agreed to stay and watch William, who was still sleeping.

She hovered next to his blanket, rousing him with a shake. William's face was groggy. He looked at her with a blank expression, slowly taking in his surroundings as he came to consciousness.

"Where's Mom?" he asked.

"Outside," Melora said, looking in all directions to ensure that was true. "Listen, we need to talk. I know you went somewhere last night."

William's face went from confused to nervous. "What did you see?"

"I saw you coming back. Where did you go?"

William bit his lip and looked away. Melora had seen the look enough times to know he was conjuring a lie. "Tell the truth. I'll be able to tell if you're lying." 

William studied her for a moment before answering. "I stepped outside for a minute. I wanted to see the buildings at night."

"Why would you do that?" Melora held his gaze.

"I only went a few steps."

Melora watched him intently, trying to determine if he was lying. His guilty stare could just as easily be nerves. "You can't do that here, William. You can't go roaming around on your own."

"I'm sorry. I won't do it again. Are you going to tell Mom?"

Melora softened her tone as she watched William. He was sick. He was turning. Did it even matter anymore? She recalled hunting rabbits with William the day before, watching his excited expression. "Not if you promise me you won't go out again. Can you do that? Can you promise me?"

"I swear it," William said. "I won't go out again."

Melora nodded. Casting aside the blankets, William blinked the remaining sleep from his eyes while Melora went to fetch him some breakfast. She came back and handed him a piece of dried pork. He took it gratefully, munching and watching her. Melora smiled as he wiped the remnants of the jerky from his face. 

"There's something else I wanted to ask you about," Melora said.

"What is it?"

"Did you hear Bray and Mom last night?"

"No." William furrowed his brow. "What were they doing?"

Melora stared out into the hallway before answering. "Talking, I think. I'm not sure, but it sounded like Bray was bothering Mom."

"Bothering her?" William's body bristled, and he stopped chewing.

"Not in a violent way," Melora clarified. "In a…different way."

"Like he wanted to lie under her blankets?" William asked.

Melora cracked a smile at his observation. "Yes, exactly that. Have they done that before?"

"No." William's face was stoic. "Mom hasn't been with a man since Dad died."

Melora nodded. "I'm sure that's true. But we'll keep an eye on Bray, just the same." 

"Okay," William said.


Chapter 23: Blackthorn

General Blackthorn dismounted in front of his tent. Holding the reins, he ran his gloved hand over the horse's snout. It was a sturdy horse with a strong heart, but after an entire night carrying Blackthorn, it needed rest. It didn't understand the necessities of duty. It only did as it was commanded.

Blackthorn looked at the camp spread over most of the meadow. It was a vast, disorganized throng. Tents were everywhere. Many were down. Some had been trampled in the night. Fires burned. People gathered around them. In other places, they sat in groups. Platoons of militiamen guarded the perimeter between the camp and the forest. From the look of them, they were tired. Tired and undisciplined. Their ranks were ragged. They shuffled rather than marched. Some dragged their weapons and hung their heads. 

They disgusted Blackthorn. Real men shouldered their burdens and rose to the challenge, no matter what the hardship. These weak militiamen were letting the rigors of battle defeat them after just one night.

Blackthorn hated their weakness. 

His aversion to them made easier what had to be done, relieving some of the guilt of his deceit.

Captain Swan stepped up. "What are your orders, sir?"

"See to the horses. Give them until mid-morning, and then we'll march." Blackthorn gestured at the rabble under his command. "Let them know. That will give them time to eat as well."

"Shall I send out scouts for a place to camp?"

"We'll camp on the hill by the river, in the pass." 

Captain Swan nodded. Both he and Blackthorn knew the place, as did most of the cavalry. The pass was a narrow trough of a valley seven miles long, between walls of stone a thousand feet high. A river ran down the center, placid in places where it flowed through meadows and the valley floor widened to a half mile. In other places the water ran swift through forests of tall pines. Just over half way through the pass, the canyon bent in a hairpin turn and at the inner elbow of the turn a hill rose up twice the height of the pines but still much shorter than the granite walls. With views both up and down the canyon, it was a favored campsite for the cavalry when they were ranging in the area on patrol away from Brighton. It was defensible, and on those nights when the demons came, they only approached from one end of the valley at a time. The demons didn't have the ability to coordinate an assault from both sides of the mountain range. 

Swan asked, "Shall I send a squadron to ensure the valley is clear?"

Blackthorn shook his head. "We'll keep scouts out, as usual. In front, behind, and to our sides when possible. As for the valley, if it is full of beasts, it matters not. The mission of this army is to slaughter them. If we find them there, we'll put this militia to the test."

"Yes, sir." Captain Swan stepped away and then stopped. "What of the distance? If we stop in the meadows along the river, it is only a half day's march from here."

"These soldiers," Blackthorn's reluctance to use the word was obvious from his tone, "will be lucky to march that far today."

"Yes, sir." Captain Swan looked to his left toward a handful of cavalrymen standing close to a tattered Minister Beck. "What of him?"

Blackthorn passed his horse's reins to his attendant. "Find eight dependable men. It seems Minister Beck was too slippery for the previous four to handle. Is Father Winthrop still in camp?"

"Yes, General." Captain Swan scanned across the meadow and pointed. "Down there. You see that large gathering? He's at the center of it."

General Blackthorn squinted. The last he'd seen of Winthrop, he'd been stumbling around aimlessly and mumbling. "Why are they around him?"

"Some kind of ceremony. I don't understand. I've never seen anything like it."

"Is he preaching?"

"Sort of." Captain Swan turned back to the general. "He's singing. Touching the corpses. Wearing demon blood."

Blackthorn grimaced.

"The men down there seem to believe he's made them invincible."

"Superstition only protects from monsters of the imagination. We'll see how invincible these men are when the demons come to eat their flesh. Send some of your men down there to keep on eye on Winthrop." Blackthorn looked back at Beck. "I'd as soon watch a young mother's toddlers than keep these ministers on a leash." Blackthorn saluted his captain. "That'll be all." He waved Minister Beck to come over.

Beck walked up, haggard, bruised, and bloodied, but with no wound that had done more than break the skin. He stopped in front of Blackthorn.

"You're lucky to be alive," said Blackthorn. "The forest is no place for a man who has spent his life with his nose buried in ancient books."

Beck pointed to the tent he shared with Father Winthrop. "The demons came and—"

Blackthorn stopped Beck with a raised hand. "I'm too tired for lies. I've doubled your guard to protect you from the demons. If my captains or I find you outside of their company again, I'll assume you are a deserter." Blackthorn leaned closer to Beck. "In my army deserters are burned." 

"I—"

Blackthorn turned and walked toward his tent. "Good day, Minister Beck."


Chapter 24: Bray

Bray stood at the entrance of the ancient building they'd spent the night in, surveying the magnificent towers up and down the street. A thin mist encircled the tops, making its way from the ocean. Birds circled in slow, lazy patterns. He looked over at Ella. 

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

"Yes. It is."

Her eyes sparkled with a wonder he hadn't seen since she'd found Melora. The Ancient City was magnificent to behold. He recalled the first time he'd seen it when he'd had the same look in his eyes. He'd been fourteen. Fuller had taken him through the woods and into the outskirts of the Ancient City, showing him the marvelous buildings and crumbled ruins, just like he was doing with Ella, William, and Melora. 

"How'd you sleep?" Bray asked.

"Good, thank you."

"It would've been warmer if we shared a blanket." Bray smiled.

"We wouldn't want to give William and Melora any ideas." Ella dusted off her pants and looked away. He thought he detected a smile. After a few moments of silence, she cleared her throat.

"You said the ocean is close?" she asked.

"Yes. Off that way," Bray said. "We can see it today if you'd like."

"I'd love that. I've heard so many stories. I can smell the salt in the air, just like people said."

"Not many are lucky enough to smell it and come back to tell the story. I should scout the area first. Make sure there are no demons. Maybe collect a few skins." Bray pulled his sword, wiping at a stubborn stain. "I'll check out the area and come get you when it's safe."

"How long will that be?" Ella asked.

"Long enough to make you miss me." Bray smiled at his evasive answer.

"I'm going to check on Melora and William," she said, turning toward the doorway. "No need to hurry."

He watched her go for longer than was necessary before venturing away from the building. She might have rejected his advances, but he'd win her over eventually. In any case, he was glad to be back with her. 

Bray smiled as he walked down the cracked street.

**

Bray crept through a thick pocket of dying foliage, making his way down a steep slope and into a paved gulley at the bottom. He was careful not to bend any branches or forge a trail, even though the ground was hard. 

He didn't want anyone following him.

Not when his wealth was concerned.

Across from him, a steep slope similar to the one he was traveling curved down to the gulley in the center. Normally the middle was puddled with rainwater, but now it was encased in a thin layer of ice. As Bray broke through the underbrush and onto the ice, he looked left, studying a protruding wall of stone that housed a single, circular tunnel at the end of the gulley. A gray squirrel scurried ahead of him, chattering as it fled. He studied the entrance carefully.

Nothing seemed disturbed. The opening was partially covered by a piece of ancient stone that he'd put there years ago. 

In all that time, it'd held up.  

Approaching the entrance, he looked around. No one seemed to be watching through the thick foliage on either side of the gulley or up the slopes. Setting down his sword, he moved the stone and climbed into the narrow entrance, letting his eyes adjust to the thin light. He retrieved his sword and crawled inside, his knees scraping against the stone as he ventured farther into the cave. At one time, the tunnel might've contained water, but it had dried up. Bray had no idea what the Ancients had used it for.

He didn't care.  

He crawled deep enough so that the light didn't penetrate, far enough to reach a small room with just enough light from the cracks above to see. He held his breath and listened. Occasionally he encountered a possum or a raccoon in the tunnel, but never anything bigger. The other entrances leading to the room were barricaded. He made sure of that. 

Satisfied he was alone, Bray located a thick, latched wooden box with metal hinges on the side. A swell of excitement went through him as he dug a key from his pack and opened the lid, admiring the piles of silver and jewelry he'd collected or stolen over the years. Several were rare—pieces he'd taken from merchants that were too rich to notice. He held up a long, thin necklace, smiling as he envisioned the wealthy woman he'd plucked it from. She'd fallen asleep in the front room of her house and had forgotten to lock her door. Bray had pilfered it from her neck, bristling when he'd heard her husband coming down the road. He'd escaped out an open window in the back of the house. He smiled at the daring encounter. 

Bray breathed a sigh of relief. His stash was safe. That meant he'd have something to sell when he was old and unable to slay demons.

Reaching into his bag, he pulled out the earnings he'd made since his last deposit, counted them, and tucked them into the box. He locked it.

Then he headed back to the ancient building.


Chapter 25: Blackthorn

Blackthorn watched the licking flames transform an uncertain fire into a raging morning blaze. In a few hours, they'd leave. All around him, soldiers unslung bags and prepared meat. The excited chatter of the day before had settled into road-worn comfort, an acceptance of the mission. It always did. Times like this bred memories of past battles, grim laughter, and recounting of old comrades. Blackthorn often listened to these conversations.

Not today.

Blackthorn wasn't thinking of demons or the decision he'd made. He was revisiting his younger years—memories he hadn't considered for some time. He knew that nostalgia was the path to a weak man's heart. His father had taught him that. But the aches and pains in his bones prompted feelings of weakness that he'd buried years ago. 

The disease was consuming him. His legs were swollen. Fatigue rode on his shoulders. He wished he could blame it on fleeting youth, but Blackthorn knew better. He was dying. All that was left for him was to carry out the plan, to save the people who'd grown to fear and hate him and hope they'd remember him as something other than a tyrant. 

Would Tenbrook carry on his legacy in the way Blackthorn hoped? The more he thought on it, the more uncertain he was. He'd given Tenbrook several lessons before he left, but nothing could bequeath the amount of experience he'd gained in his lifetime. Blackthorn's lessons were from riding on a horse, not talking in ornate dining halls and sharing stories that couldn't be seen with the eyes. Tenbrook would substitute his experience for Blackthorn's, coloring it with whatever interests he had in his mind.

Blackthorn hoped those interests were aligned with Brighton's.

Stretching his legs by the fire, Blackthorn resisted the urge to massage his swollen skin. Showing weakness would be as good as condemning himself to death. He looked around, but none of the soldiers were paying him attention. He gritted his teeth and numbed his pain with memories of his youth.

Instead of remembering his father, the man who had taught him to swing a sword, he recalled his grandfather, Phineas, the man who'd cared for him in General Blackthorn's absence. Among the many lessons Phineas had taught, there was still one that confused him.

**

Twelve-year-old Blackthorn walked through the forest, kicking off the pine needles that clung to his boots. Phineas followed a few paces behind. Even though they were within the circle wall, Blackthorn envisioned demons lurking behind the trees, waiting to spring. He swung his sword, wishing he were battling them. It wasn't until Phineas scolded him that Blackthorn realized he'd walked several paces ahead of his grandfather.

"Hold on," Phineas called, limping to keep up.

Blackthorn spun and found a look of shame as he saw his grandfather hobbling after him. Phineas walked with the assistance of a crutch. The left leg of his trousers was pinned up just above the ankle, the result of a nasty demon bite years earlier. That demon bite had condemned Phineas to a life in town. Or at least, Blackthorn thought of it as condemned. 

"Sorry, Grandpa," he said.

"I don't have the energy you have," Phineas admitted. "Not anymore."

Blackthorn didn't answer. 

Phineas took his grandson's side. He never admitted his weakness in town, but every now and again, he slipped up in front of Blackthorn. Perhaps sensing the look of guilt on Blackthorn's face, Phineas reminded him, "I was the General before your father rode out to battle. I taught him everything he knows. Don't forget that."

"You've told me, Grandpa," Blackthorn said, anxious to get back to his game. 

It was easier to envision his father, the current General Blackthorn, slaying demons and riding out with the cavalry than to imagine his grandfather doing the same. The man had been injured as long as Blackthorn had known him. 

Blackthorn's attention shot to the forest floor as a squirrel ran by. He raised his sword. If only the critters weren't fast enough to outrun him. He chased it back into the trees while Phineas hobbled after him.

The excitement of chasing the squirrel gave way to the anticipation of what they might find in the snares. Blackthorn smiled excitedly. His grandfather often let him collect the animals, finishing off the ones who were still struggling against the rope and hadn't been picked off by a larger predator. His grandpa had taught him the importance of keeping up with the traps. Full traps meant a fresh meal they could deliver to the cooks.

"Where do you think Dad is now?" Blackthorn asked.

"Probably a dozen miles from the circle wall," Phineas said.

"Do you think he's fought demons yet?"

"I bet he has. If the forest is filled enough that he had to call up the cavalry, there are bound to be some demons close to the circle wall."

Phineas' confirmation was enough to make Blackthorn's imagination wander. He pictured himself among the other soldiers, fighting bravely. "I wish I could be there with him."

"You will, in time. Don't rush your lessons. You'll know all you need to know soon enough."

Blackthorn's face settled into anxiety. "Sometimes I wonder whether he'll come home."

Phineas put his hand on Blackthorn's shoulder. "To die in battle is an honorable thing. You know that. We all do."

"Of course, Grandpa."

They continued through the forest. This time, Blackthorn stuck close to Phineas. Thick oak and pine trees gave way to a small clearing, and it was at the edge of that clearing in which Blackthorn and his grandfather liked to set their traps. Blackthorn kept his eyes peeled for a splash of movement in the forest, an animal writhing against a rope.

"Be careful," Phineas warned, as always. 

Blackthorn forced himself to slow down. The presence of a human sometimes caused the rare animal to break free of its binding. He didn't want to risk losing a catch. Creeping closer, Blackthorn's heart pounded as he saw something struggling against a trap. He snuck over to the snare, feeling a jolt of joy. A small rabbit had entangled its leg. Sensing Blackthorn and Phineas, it kicked frantically, spraying up dirt and debris.

Blackthorn knelt down next to it. He readied his knife as his grandpa taught him.

"Wait," Phineas said from behind him, startling him. He hadn't even been aware his grandfather had snuck so close. 

Phineas gently pushed him aside and grunted as he set down his crutch. He grabbed hold of the snare, inspecting the rabbit.

"What is it, Grandpa?"

"See these wounds?" Phineas pointed at some marks around the rabbit's neck. "It got free once already. It tangled its leg before it could escape again."

"At least we got it," Blackthorn said with a smile.

He looked at Phineas, expecting a smile in return, but his grandfather was still watching the rabbit. The animal stared at them with fear-stricken eyes. It kicked its legs as if it might manage a last ditch escape. Phineas turned the rabbit over in his hands, careful not to drop it.

"It's small," Phineas said. "Too small for eating."

"The cooks can make soup with it, then," Blackthorn suggested. "It'll keep us warm when the sun disappears. Isn't that what you always say?"

"Not this one," Phineas said after a reflective pause. 

"What do you mean?" Blackthorn asked.

"It's young. Barely old enough to have seen a winter."

"You always told me never to waste a fresh rabbit."

"We'll find another," Phineas said assuredly, untangling the rope while the rabbit continued kicking. He held the rabbit as if it were a curious piece of silver.

Blackthorn's brow furrowed in confusion. He'd never seen his grandfather release a rabbit before.

"What are you doing?" Blackthorn asked. "The other traps are empty. We won't bring anything back if we let it go."

For a moment, Blackthorn wondered if Phineas wanted to kill the animal himself. Maybe his grandfather was teaching him a lesson that he didn't understand.

"You can borrow my knife if you want," Blackthorn offered. He patted the sheath at his side, hoping the suggestion would bring the conversation back on track.

"We aren't going to kill it," Phineas said again, inspecting the rabbit's raw neck.

"It's injured, Grandpa. If we let it go, it'll be killed by another predator anyway."

"Maybe it will," Phineas said, biting his lip. "Maybe it won't. There's a chance it'll survive."

Before Blackthorn could protest further, Phineas let go of the rabbit, allowing it to dash into the woods. Blackthorn made a move to chase it, but Phineas held him in place.

"Let it go," he said firmly. 

Phineas kept his hand on Blackthorn's shoulder until the rabbit had disappeared. Then he began resetting the snare.

"I don't understand why you did that," Blackthorn said, frustration seeping into his voice. "I wanted to kill it. It will die anyway."

Phineas scratched his chin. "The marks on its neck are proof of the fight it has. Getting its leg caught was an accident."

"Accidents get people killed, Grandpa. You taught me that. So did Dad. The accident with your leg almost got you killed."

Phineas frowned for a long moment. He stared at Blackthorn with a scowl on his face, then let his face soften. He gestured vaguely in the direction of the circle wall, which was far enough away that Blackthorn could only imagine it. "Out there in the wild, that might be true. But inside, we sometimes have choices. And those choices are the only things that separate us from demons."

"But that choice means we won't have fresh rabbit tonight."

"Maybe not," Phineas stood, grunting as he picked up his crutch and tucking it under his arm. "But we'll survive. We'll kill rabbits tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. But right now, killing that rabbit wasn't the right thing to do. Sometimes, something has to matter."

Watching his grandfather hobble away, Blackthorn's face remained befuddled. He tested out those words. "Something's got to matter," he murmured, as he watched his grandfather walk away into the forest. 

**

Blackthorn chewed his lip as he recalled that moment. As a child, he'd puzzled on it for days, coming to no conclusion. Finally, he'd let it disappear in a haze of immature memories, destined never to resurface until now. At the time, he'd wondered if the rabbit had reminded Phineas of himself. Now he wasn't so sure.

Staring at the fire, the memory returned with such clarity that he turned his head to make sure Phineas wasn't standing next to him. He wasn't.

Several soldiers broke the silence, boasting about the demons they were going to kill that day. Another talked about his wife. These were the conversations Blackthorn was used to. Not memories of a dead grandfather. 

Still, he couldn't keep from puzzling over his grandfather's words.

He knew the nineteen thousand men he'd brought into the wild had to die. But still, Phineas's words echoed through his head.

Something's got to matter…


Chapter 26: Tenbrook

Tenbrook swung his sword in the empty courtyard behind Blackthorn's quarters, weaving his blade through the air in a sequence of drills. Behind each blow, he envisioned a shrieking demon, spewing blood from severed limbs, or better yet, a secret conspirator, plotting to unseat him. He'd rather be on the battlefield, slaying real enemies, but he knew that his patience would pay off. 

Soon he'd have the same thrills in Brighton. 

Several pairs of eyes bored into him from the fringes of the courtyard. Most were his soldiers, men he trusted; that is, trusted enough. A few were remainders of Blackthorn's blue shirts, left behind to guard the house. He knew that most would follow him with the same fervor with which they followed the General. 

But not all.

There were bound to be a few that were secretly envying his position, or questioning his abilities. His drills were a way to keep the battle-hardened edge of a cavalryman. A soft administrator would be an easy target for a strong-armed brute. A hard man with a fast sword would quash most insolent thoughts before they matured into ambitions to unseat him.

Giving one last swing, he sheathed his weapon and wiped a string of sweat from his brow. Only then did he realize the weather had warmed. The snow had retreated from Brighton's streets, leaving only the sting of the wind against his nose and cheeks. He wondered how Blackthorn's army was faring in the wild. He was glad not to be on a parade to his death with all those expendable men and women, but he envied them that they were marching to battle with the demons.

Looking in the distance, Tenbrook saw several of his soldiers opening the courtyard door, admitting a horse and rider. He watched with a solemn face as the man leaped from his horse, tied it to a nearby post, and crossed the courtyard. The soldier's stride was purposeful and invigorated. Tenbrook didn't have to ask the man to know he'd ridden straight from the army without stopping.

Tenbrook's orders were always obeyed.

"Do you have it?" Tenbrook asked, skipping the unnecessary colloquialisms.

"I do, sir," the rider stated. 

Wiping tears from his eyes—tears not born from sadness, but from the cold wind in the man's face on his hard ride—the rider dug a note from his blue shirt and handed it to Tenbrook. The rider waited expectantly as if Tenbrook might unfold it and read it aloud, but Tenbrook simply pocketed it.

"How's the army faring?" Tenbrook asked.

"They're tired, sir."

"Have they gotten far?"

"About twelve miles past the circle wall. They've suffered some demon attacks."

"Of course." Tenbrook nodded. Nowhere outside the circle wall was safe.

"I think the farmers and women are slowing them down. They're not used to the conditions."

Tenbrook knew that was true, as well. Blackthorn's army was aware of the risk, but the reality of the situation was that they'd probably die of the inevitable cold or starvation first. Either way, the nineteen thousand would never return. Blackthorn would make sure of that.

"Are those names accounted for in the list you gave me?"

"Yes. The list contains only the deserters."

"Thank you. That'll be all, soldier."

The rider glanced at Tenbrook, then at his pocket, probably hoping Tenbrook would reconsider his decision to read the note in front of him. Tenbrook waved him away.

The rider walked dejectedly back to his horse. Tenbrook waited until he'd mounted it and ridden away before he pulled out the note and stared at it.

Two hundred names were scrawled in neat handwriting. Tenbrook recognized a few names among the traitors—merchant's sons, or well-known farmers. He bit his lip in unexpected anger, tasting blood. Like Scholar Evan, he ruled by logic. He wanted nothing more than to bring all two hundred men to him and torture them, adding their tongues to his boxes. But he knew the deserters might inflict casualties he couldn't afford. He needed to find the scope of the plot against him.

He needed the leaders.

He'd call in Scholar Evan first.


Chapter 27: Franklin

Franklin walked the halls of the Sanctuary, his robe dragging the floor. Much like the position he'd found himself in, it was too large for him, but he was doing his best to manage. Ever since Winthrop had gone, the Sanctuary felt like a different place. Walls that once bled fear now whispered promise. For several days, Franklin had walked those corridors with trepidation, fearing the Bishop might spring from behind a closed door, waiting to accuse him. After the farewells had died, he'd grown more comfortable in his new existence.

The only thing missing was Fitz. 

He'd been looking for her for several days, but had been unable to locate her. A few times, Franklin had been positive he'd heard her voice in the hallways, but when he'd turned the corner, no one had been there. He convinced himself each time it must have been his imagination. Fitzgerald must be hiding. She must hate him. Not for his beating of Oliver—she'd gotten over that—but for his burning of Father Nelson. He couldn't blame her.

He was wrought with guilt.

All of the clergymen had treated him differently since that day. Whether it was fear of the same treatment or a newfound respect, Franklin couldn't be sure. But he knew he had to use it to his advantage. Blackthorn's lessons were a lingering voice in his ear.

"Burn one today or twelve tomorrow."

The lesson was true, as terrible as it was. On top of that, he still couldn't believe he'd allowed Oliver to leave. He tried to convince himself that it was the right thing to do. 

To ease his guilt, Franklin had thrown himself into The Word, wrapping himself in his recitations. He'd already spoken with the clergy, ironing out the details of his new role. It was time to prepare his sermon. 

Nearing the end of the hall, Franklin headed for his new chambers and opened the door. He expected to find his usual belongings and books scattered across the desktop, along with the notes he'd been taking. 

Instead, he found Fitzgerald.

Franklin gasped. He hesitated. For a moment, he feared he had walked into the wrong chambers, and that he was about to get a scolding. The familiar bed sheets and belongings assured him he was in the right place. 

"Fitz?" he managed, still not able to believe he wasn't dreaming.

She walked toward him. Franklin held up his hands, preparing for a slap or a tirade. He was surprised when she embraced him. Franklin buried himself in Fitz's hair, taking in smells that he thought he'd never inhale again.

"Where have you been?" he asked, tears in his eyes. "I've missed you so much."

She leaned back, studying him. "I needed some time to think things over."

Franklin paused, afraid to say something that might send her away again. "I know you must hate me. I—"

"I don't want to hear it, Franklin." She put her finger to his lips, silencing him. "Not that I don't want to, but I can't hear it. Do you understand?"

Franklin nodded gravely. "I understand."  

"We need to move past all of this. I can't think of death and suffering anymore. Winthrop is gone. That's what's important. It's the only thing that has allowed me to sleep these past few days."

"I know. I've been telling myself the same thing."

They embraced for several seconds. Franklin felt a rightness in holding her, a desire to forego his duties and devote all his time to her. Father Nelson's screams seemed to disappear as they hugged. Composing himself, he smiled.

She pinched the folds of his robe. "Where'd you get this?"

"It was Bishop Garrett's. It doesn't quite fit. I was going to have it tailored."

"You look silly," she said, batting at the folds.

Franklin nodded and smiled. "I'm getting used to it."

"I assume you're getting used to a lot of things." Fitzgerald beckoned around the room. "Like this new bed. Do you like your new quarters?"

"It's a lot bigger than a novice's room."

"It seems comfortable." Fitz smiled coyly.

"It is. I haven't been doing much sleeping, though. I was too busy worrying about you."

"It looks like you've been putting together some notes for your sermon." 

"I have mass coming," Franklin confirmed, nodding. "I've been studying the reference books that Bishop Garrett left to Winthrop. I don't think Winthrop ever touched them. I found them in his closet."

"Winthrop can't read, can he?"

"No. Even if he could, he wouldn't look at them. Winthrop can't imagine anything in a book that isn't already in his head."

"We won't have to worry about him anymore."

"I hope." Franklin smiled, feeling a vindictive happiness at the thought of Winthrop in the wild. He motioned to his desk, which was littered with papers and notes. "I've picked a lot of passages from these reference books. I'm thinking of incorporating some of them in my sermon. But I'm having trouble putting all of it together. It's a lot harder than it looks."

"I can help, if you'll read them to me," Fitz said. "This will be your first mass since Winthrop left. I know it'll be important."

"That would be great."

"First I have duties to attend to."

Fitz headed for the door.

"Wait!" Franklin said, not realizing how loudly he'd spoken. "Where are you going? I haven't seen you in days."

"I have beds to make, floors to clean. I'm behind on all of them."

"You don't need to do that anymore, now that I'm Bishop."

"Of course, I do. I can't just relax in your quarters all day." Fitz smiled.

"That doesn't matter anymore, with Winthrop gone," Franklin said. "I won't treat you like he did."

"Now that you're in charge?"

Franklin blushed, still not used to that fact. "Stay with me for a while longer?"

Fitz bit her lip. "I suppose I could."

"You can help me with my sermon."

Fitz smiled as she walked back toward him. He took her by the waist and pulled her onto the bed.

"I think you want me to help you with other things."

**

Franklin lay next to Fitz, staring at the ceiling. The anxiety and fear of the past few weeks seemed to have melted with his reunion with Fitz.

"It's hard to believe so many people are gone," Fitz said, clutching Franklin's hand. "The streets seem just as full, with so many people from other townships and villages. But I know they won't be here forever."

"Some of them are already sneaking back to their villages, with Blackthorn gone. Even though there is no military outside of Brighton to protect them."

"That's dangerous. Hopefully, they'll survive the journey. At least we don't have to worry about the famine. Those that remain here will be in Brighton for a while. Then they'll return to their own villages and use their own food stores. Blackthorn's army will feed themselves in the wild."

"That's true." Franklin bit his lip, thinking about the coincidence of that fact. "It's funny how that worked out."

Fitz propped herself up one elbow to look at Franklin. "We should probably get dressed so you can get back to your sermon. You don't want the clergy to think you lay with women all day, do you?"

"I could stare at you all day," Franklin mused. 

"I know you could, but you shouldn't."

"You're right," Franklin admitted. "You always are, Fitz." He sat up next to her and located his robe on the floor.

"I still say that robe looks silly."

"Oliver told me that, too." Having mentioned Oliver by accident, Franklin averted his eyes.

"Where is Oliver, anyway? I haven't seen him in a while." Fitz looked around the room as if Oliver might be hiding somewhere.

"He's not here."

"What do you mean?" Fitz's brow furrowed as she studied Franklin. "Not at the Sanctuary?"

"No. He's not in Brighton."

"Where is he?"

"He went out with the army."

"The army?" Fitz gasped, covering her mouth in shock. "What is he doing with them?"

Franklin paused as he tried to figure out the best way to explain things to her. Ever since Oliver had left, Franklin had fought the desire to chase him down, to force him back to the Sanctuary. The only thing stopping him was the promise he'd made to Oliver. He needed to be his friend for once.

I've hurt him enough.

With a sigh, he launched into his explanation.

"He practically begged me to let him go out with the army," Franklin said. "He hates it here."

"I know, but Winthrop is with the army!" Fitz said, shaking her head. "Why would he go with Winthrop, when he hates him? He could've been safe, especially with you as the Bishop!"

"That's the thing. He wants to…" Franklin looked around as if saying the words might be a betrayal. He stared at the thick wooden door on his quarters. "I don't know how to say this."

"Tell me, Franklin." Fitz stared at him with accusatory eyes.

"He wants to kill Father Winthrop."

Fitz sat up straight, the revelation sending her into panic. "Kill him? And you let him go? What were you thinking?"

"He wanted to leave, Fitz. I tried everything to stop him."

"You could've ordered him to stay! He's a novice—your novice—now that you have Father Winthrop's position!"

"He was determined. You should've seen his eyes, Fitz."

"All the beatings you and Father Winthrop have given him have tormented him, Franklin. He needs protection, not to be sent out in the wild!"

"That's the thing, Fitz," Franklin said, his lips trembling. "I could've forced him to stay. The person I was a few days ago might've done that. But after seeing Oliver's face, I know he would've hated me. He would've lived the rest of his life resenting me."

Fitzgerald shook her head, her face filled with concern. "Resenting you is better than dying. He'll be killed out there!"

"I'm not so sure," Franklin said, trying to put his mixed feelings into words. "He's…changed, Fitz. He bought himself weapons and some armor I've never seen before."

"Armor?"

"Some kind of strange metal shirt. It will protect against the demon bite. One of the blacksmiths made it for him."

"Where did he get the coin for that?"

"I'm not sure. He's resourceful. This is a strange thing to say, but I think he might succeed in killing Father Winthrop."

"Succeed?" Fitz shook her head. "My God. Then what? What becomes of him? We have to stop him, Franklin. We have to find a way to get him back to the Sanctuary. I hate Winthrop as much as you do, but Oliver must be stopped."

"Even if I could stop him, I wouldn't," Franklin said. "I promised."

Fitz stood from the bed, anger written on her face. She grabbed her dress. "If you won't go get him, then I will."

"Fitz, please!" Franklin jumped from the bed, taking her arm. He pulled her toward him. "I can't lose you, too. As much as I fear what might happen to him, I've accepted that Oliver needs to make his own choices. I promised him that, as his friend."

"I don't—"

"Trust me." Franklin put all his resolve into a stare. 

"A friend?" Fitz sat on the edge of the bed, smearing worried tears from her eyes. "And if he dies? What will you do then?"

"He has what he needs to succeed in his mission. I believe he will succeed." Franklin kept his eyes on Fitzgerald's. "I've been thinking about it. If Oliver is successful, this will be the last thing solidifying what we've worked for, Fitz. This could be our guarantee that the Bishop's seat will stay with me."

Fitz watched him with tears in her eyes. "You would trade his life to secure your position."

"If I send for him, it'd be more suspicious than letting him go," Franklin said. "Please. You have to trust me on this, Fitz. I have faith in him. I know he'll be back."

"I-I want to trust you." She reached over and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. "I just want Oliver to be safe."

"So do I, Fitz. So do I."


Chapter 28: Oliver

Oliver marched down the pass with the army for most of the afternoon. The road they followed had been there since the days when the Ancients wielded Tech Magic to shape the world. In places, the ancient stone was flat, smooth, and wide enough for a dozen horses to walk abreast. In other places, the only evidence of the road were the ruins of structures scattered solitarily and in clumps at inexplicable intervals along a muddy path.

When the march was ordered to halt for the day, it was immediately clear to Oliver that the army would not be camping together, but would be spread out in small meadows along the road and river. Worse still, most of the army had passed a bald hill and were setting up camp in a part of the canyon far away and around a bend. That seemed to Oliver like a wall dividing the army. 

Demon howls had been echoing off the rock faces throughout the day. And though no demons had attacked during that day's march, the old men and the women kept looking over their shoulders, thinking about what had happened the day before. The pigs and sheep bolted and ran ahead whenever the howls grew too loud. The only thing that kept everyone from running ahead of their slower comrades was the knowledge that two cohorts of militia—a thousand men—were at the rear of the column, there to protect the camp followers should the pursuing demons decide to come.

Adding to the tension of the demons up the valley, a new rumor was spreading among the camp followers. A supply train of a few hundred draft animals and soldiers bringing supplies from Davenport was supposed to have met the army along the road earlier that day. The stores were intended to make up for the obviously insufficient stock of food the army brought with them. The supply train didn't show up, and no one knew where they were. The prospect of empty bellies and a north wind growing colder by the hour had everyone griping.

Rather than camp in a small meadow among camp followers, Oliver decided he'd be better off spending his night as far from the tail end of the army as was possible. He left the company of the women he'd walked near all day and followed the road through a dense stand of pines, looking for the next clearing.

He came out of the trees to find himself among the men he'd been among the night before, those who'd huddled around Winthrop's fire, those with bloody handprints on their chests. Most of them were busy strutting and puffing their chests, displaying spattered demon blood on their faces and arms, and bragging of their exploits. They already had a fire burning with flames reaching twenty feet high. They were adding logs to it and others were in the trees nearby, chopping. They were preparing for another night of killing monsters. 

When a cheer rose up among the men, Oliver spotted Winthrop ambling up the road followed by the dozen women from the night before, all with Winthrop's bloody handprints on their faces. That's when Oliver realized that the number men in the meadow had grown significantly. Four or five hundred men, Oliver guessed, had deserted General Blackthorn's cohorts and chosen to band together under Winthrop.

Even Oliver knew that was a new problem in the making for Blackthorn's control over the army.

Winthrop, burdened by the fatigue of night upon night of little or no sleep, made his way to the fire. The men spread apart to open a reverent path for him. Once at the fire, Winthrop dropped to his knees and stared at the flames. His lips moved, but none of his senseless rants found their way to Oliver's ear. The bloody priestesses lined up in a semicircle behind Winthrop. Most of the militiamen gathered around. Camp followers came down the road and took spots around the fire. Unmarked men from other cohorts came to see Winthrop's bonfire-temple. A rumor of Winthrop's spiritual power was running through the army, and the lie of invincibility was tempting.

Oliver knew it was all a lie, people reading something into Winthrop's slip away from sanity. Oliver had been watching it for weeks as Winthrop sat in his room in the temple cowering from ghosts in the shadows. Winthrop had stopped sleeping. He'd stopped eating. And his mind was gone. Perhaps these foolish militiamen would figure it out, too. In the meantime, Oliver guessed empty tents likely lay somewhere up the road, deserted by men with more gullible curiosity than sense. If Winthrop found the stamina to yammer through the night again, Oliver might claim an empty tent and get a full night's sleep.


Chapter 29: Ivory

"I'm sorry about your family," Ivory said to Jingo, feeling a pit in his stomach as he reflected on the story his teacher had told him.

"You don't have to be sorry," Jingo said, lowering his head. "Regardless of my age, the peculiar nature of my infection makes my memories sharper than they would've been. I still have those." He tapped his misshapen head, making Ivory wonder how many other lessons he had stored there.

Hoping to take Jingo's mind in another direction, Ivory asked, "Can you show me how to sail?"

Jingo perked up. He glanced at the water around them, then at the distant shore. In the time they'd been talking, they'd drifted a ways, but Ivory saw the tips of familiar buildings in the background.

"We'll need to watch the sky for storms," Jingo said. "But we should be safe, as long as we keep the coastline in sight. Like I said, I don't want to get too far from land."

Ivory gave a cursory glance at the shore, but saw nothing menacing lurking there. The Ancient City looked quiet and peaceful on the northwestern horizon. If he hadn't known the dangers that lurked within, Ivory might've hesitated to believe them.

"Where should I sit?"

"Over here." Jingo made room, allowing Ivory to scoot over onto a bench with him while he showed him how to work the ropes. He pointed at an object hanging into the water behind them. "That's the tiller. Use it to head in the direction you want to go. But be careful; it works the opposite way you might think it does."

"Okay," Ivory said, his eyes wide. He gingerly took the ropes, asking for guidance when needed.

"We'll use the wind. Going downwind is much easier. On our return to the city, we might need to trim the sail and cut diagonal patterns. I'll explain those terms to you as we go."

Ivory nodded, absorbing Jingo's instructions. His start was precarious, but before long he was relying on Jingo only occasionally. The wind was moderate enough to make learning easy. At the same time, he worried about the strong gusts Jingo had warned him about. According to his teacher, a storm could throw them off course and into a dangerous situation. 

As they sailed further from the city, Ivory's wonder grew. It felt like he was riding atop some great ancient horse, cutting over the landscape effortlessly. Several times, he wondered if he might be dreaming, destined to wake up and find himself in Brighton. He recalled what he'd told Jingo earlier. He couldn't imagine returning. Not after this.

They progressed until the towers on the shore grew sparse, and the buildings became shorter ones, covered in weeds. Rubble jutted out of the water, carried away from the shore and battered against the rocks.

"I wonder how long it's been since anyone passed this far south," Ivory called wondrously.

Jingo smiled, cocking his head as he appraised the landscape. "Many of these areas used to be filled with docks and boats, but they've all sunk. People made their living here in ancient times, catching fish from the ocean."

"I think I'd like that," Ivory said, imagining being out on the water all day long. He tilted his head to the sky to take in some of the sun's warmth. Staring at the seemingly never-ending banks, he asked, "How far does the land go?"

"A lot farther than you can imagine," Jingo said. "We could sail for days and still keep sight of it."

"You've told me how large the world is. I guess it was hard to believe until now."

"We'll explore a little further. Then we should probably turn around." 

They traveled past the rubble to areas with less evidence of civilization. Ivory envisioned himself in the forest, living a peaceful life among the trees, hunting when needed, building a house away from the unrest of Brighton and the dangers of the Ancient City. That life would be much better than a life with Beck, or even a life as a Scholar. What better way to learn about the world than to explore it with Jingo? Books offered a view of the world, in one way, but exploring it was a different thing. 

Movement from the banks distracted him.

"What's that?" he asked, pointing at a cluster of trees. 

Jingo didn't respond. He didn't have to. A group of demons crept through the trees, wading into the water. They splashed one another, flailing their arms. One of them rolled naked in the muddy banks by the shore. Their shrieks carried over the ocean. Near to town, Ivory might've seen a family doing the same thing, cleaning and collecting water. 

This group was of a more malevolent nature.

Jingo and Ivory tensed as they watched the horde. Ivory's hand was stiff on the tiller as if the slightest movement might alert the beasts. He held his breath. They watched the beasts in silence for a few moments, praying they wouldn't be noticed.

Something jostled the boat. 

Ivory gasped and looked around. He clutched the ropes.

"What was that?" Ivory hissed, thinking some creature had come to tip them over.

"Just a rock, I think," Jingo whispered. 

Ivory looked over the edge, watching a dark shape glide underneath the boat. The scraping continued for several seconds before the boat floated into clearer water. They'd passed the obstacle, but they'd alerted the demons. 

The creatures' heads turned as they stared at the boat. For a moment, the two groups locked eye contact, stuck in an indecisive moment of scrutiny. The world fell silent except for the lap of the current. Ivory's heart rammed against his ribcage. He instinctively looked for his bow, which was tucked at his feet. 

One of the beasts broke the silence. It charged, shaking a disproportionate arm as it waded deeper into the water. The other creatures joined in the frenzy, running after it and filling the air with frustrated shrieks. Whatever happy ritual they'd engaged in before was gone. They kept coming until they were up to their chests, then stopped, watching the passersby.

Ivory grabbed the bow. He measured the distance to the shore, which was a few hundred yards. Thankfully the beasts weren't coming any further. He doubted they knew how to swim.

"They won't get to us," Jingo confirmed, but his tone seemed uncertain. 

The beasts crouched at the waist and screamed. Ivory didn't need an interpretation to know what it meant. If they were on shore, the beasts would shred them and feast on their bones. The creatures followed them down the bank until the boat had passed them, their shrieks mingling with the gentle winds.

Ivory's enthrallment with the ocean subsided.

"For a while, I hoped they were gone," Ivory admitted. "I was even thinking how nice it would be to pull up somewhere for a while."

"That wouldn't be a good idea," Jingo confirmed as he leaned over and inspected the hull. "If we hit another rock like the one we ran over before, we might sink. We should probably head back to the Ancient City."

Ivory looked around as if more beasts might emerge, but he saw only forest. His nerves rattled, he concentrated on sailing until Jingo beckoned for him to turn around.

"I'll take over. The wind has subsided a bit, so we might have to tack."

Ivory handed Jingo the ropes. He didn't ask what the terms meant. He knew Jingo would explain them when the time was right.

"We'll go a bit further out, so we don't rile the beasts up again," Jingo suggested.

"That's a good idea."

Jingo swung the boat around while Ivory stared at the shore. Now, instead of seeing a tranquil forest, he saw demons lurking behind each tree trunk, or hunkered behind each rock. Several times, he thought he saw the bear-man lurking in the woods, as if he, too, were watching. He gripped the edge of the boat as Jingo faced the other direction.  

He was still having paranoid thoughts when he saw something on the coastline behind the ship. Blinking to ensure he wasn't seeing things, Ivory cried out for Jingo's attention.

"Over there!" he said. 

He pointed to the distant trees, where several spaced-out tendrils of smoke drifted into the air. The disturbance was far enough inland that he couldn't see the source. 

"What's that?" he asked.

"I'm not sure," Jingo answered dryly.

"We should go back!" Ivory said excitedly.

"That wouldn't be a good idea," Jingo warned.  

"Why not? There must be people there! I'd never guessed there'd be people south of the Ancient City."

"It might be forest fires. There's no way to know for certain."

"I don't think so. It's people, Jingo. I can feel it."

Jingo frowned. Wanting to prove himself, Ivory listened through the keen of the wind, trying to detect any evidence of human presence, anything that might give credibility to his theory. But all he heard was the water, the wind, and the circling birds.

Sensing his frustration, Jingo said, "Even if it were people, they might be more dangerous than the ones you know, Ivory. We won't be able to see them without going ashore and hiking."

Ivory's heart pounded as he watched the smoke get further and further away. Clues to someone else's existence were erased with the passing miles. 

"It'd be more danger than it's worth," Jingo added, gripping the tiller and steadying his course. "Trust me."


Chapter 30: Evan

"Scholar Evan," Tenbrook said, flashing a smile that Evan couldn't decipher. "Or should I say, Minister Evan?"

Evan swallowed, uncertain what to say. Opting for the safe route, he said, "Only for a short time. I don't think of it as a title, so much as a set of duties until Minister Beck returns."

"Ah, duties," Tenbrook said, motioning for Evan to take a seat. "That's why I called you in. We've both inherited lots of them."

"We certainly have."

Evan pulled the chair out and sat, simultaneously trying to cut through the platitudes and figure out why Tenbrook had requested his presence. He still couldn't believe that he'd assumed Beck's position. Sure, he knew his duties; the ones that Beck hadn't drilled into him, he'd picked up. But practicing the role and sitting in it were two different things.

He swallowed as he eyed Tenbrook, whose aura seemed to have changed from conversational to contemplative. Evan wasn't ignorant about who was in power among the Elders. He knew Tenbrook's sword was swift enough to cut through the clergy's and the Academy's tongues, just like Blackthorn's. He was nervous. On top of that, he'd heard the rumors about Tenbrook. He trusted Tenbrook as little as—or even less than—he trusted Blackthorn. That was one of the reasons he and Minister Beck had organized the revolt in the first place.

He swallowed and waited.

After an intolerably long silence, Tenbrook made his way over to the table but remained standing.

Evan questioned whether he should've taken his chair. He knew social games. By sitting, he'd put himself in a position of inferiority. 

But he couldn't risk disfavor.

"I admit we haven't had much contact in the past, aside from several discussions on numbers," Tenbrook said.

"Of course. You were busy on the battlefield," Evan offered.

"I'm hoping that will change going forward. From what I've seen, you're quite intelligent. Your theory on the famine was quite astute and quite convincing." Tenbrook smiled, and Evan looked for insincerity behind that compliment. If it were there, he couldn't see it.

"Yes," Evan said. "I worked very hard on that."

Tenbrook stepped back from the table, eyeing a row of empty boxes on the mantle. "I'm not going to be coy. We both know there's a chance the leaders won't return. And if that happens, our temporary duties are permanent."

Evan looked around as if someone might be waiting to ambush him. He nodded without speaking, not wanting to implicate himself.

"That isn't a surprise to you, is it?"

Evan shrank in his chair without realizing it. "Of course not. Our leaders—and our soldiers—know the harm they place themselves in each time they go outside the circle wall."

"Of course. The soldier's commitment is to preserve the safety of the rest. It is a duty that sometimes turns into sacrifice."

"Of course."

"It was you who came up with the list of names to go outside the circle wall, was it not, Scholar Evan?"

"Yes," Evan said, swallowing as tried to determine if there was an accusation behind that statement.

"By providing that list of names, in essence, you controlled who might live and who might die. That was a powerful decision you made."

"In a way, yes," Evan said. "Though my intention was only to follow Beck's orders, which were, in turn, Blackthorn's orders."

"Of course. You did the best job you were capable of doing."  

"I always do." Evan was unable to resist the compliment this time.

"You do your job like a soldier does his." Tenbrook paused, examining Evan. "Even though you are a Scholar, you understand the mindset and the ambitions of The People. And that is why I trust you, Evan."

Evan kept his smile, knowing better than to believe it. 

"How many people are currently in Brighton?" Tenbrook asked, drumming his fingers on the table.

Evan paused. He knew the answer, but he still wasn't sure how quickly he should regurgitate it. "Twenty-eight thousand, including the people that were left behind from the other townships and villages," he said finally.

"And how many soldiers do I have under my command?"

"Enough to protect the farmers, merchants, and clergy," Evan said evasively, his nervousness returning.

"And the Academy," Tenbrook added. "We can't forget your Scholars. We protect you, as well."

Evan gulped, but didn't speak.

"Back to my original question, we have enough to preserve order." Tenbrook relaxed his tone, waving a hand. "But not enough to keep Brighton under our authority, if a widespread revolt were to happen."

"I don't know," Evan said evasively. "I haven't studied military strategies as you have. I'm sure you have those things covered."

Tenbrook smiled. "Even though our guards are well-trained, there is a large disparity in numbers between the guards and The People. Burning and spiking help enforce our authority, but they are no guarantee that people will follow the laws. Surely, your logic can tell you that."

"Of course." Evan swallowed.

"And that is why I called you in." Tenbrook lowered his arm and walked over to the mantel, running his hands over the boxes sitting there, the rumored contents of which weren't lost on Evan. He met Evan's eyes. "I fear we're facing a test already, only a few days into our leadership."

"What do you mean?" Evan asked. He felt as if his bladder might cut loose.

"I have come into information over the last few days. Information that troubles me, to say the least."

Evan kept Tenbrook's gaze, wanting nothing more than to look around and find the soldiers that were about to spring out and carry him to his death.

"What information?" Evan asked.

"A plot to overthrow our government."

"My God…" Evan gasped. How much did Tenbrook know?

"It has come to my attention that a group of people have deserted Blackthorn's army. They are planning a revolt on our government as we speak."

"A revolt?" Evan asked.

"I'm waiting on a list of names. Suffice it to say, these treasonists will be dealt with swiftly." Tenbrook paused. "But that's not why I've brought you in here."

Evan felt his heart beating behind his eardrums. He could feel his ears turning red. "I doubt these deserters will pose a problem for you, or for us." 

"My guess is that most of these treasonists are farmers or merchants, as harmless as the pigs that wander the streets. They're looking to capitalize on the adjustment of rule. A peasant's game." Tenbrook watched Evan as he spoke. "Or at least, that's what I thought initially."

 "What do you mean?"

Tenbrook lowered his hands from the boxes. "It has come to my attention that other people might be involved. People in higher positions."

"Higher positions?" Evan squeaked.

"Yes. I don't think those deserters came up with their own idea. They're not smart enough to organize." 

"You think someone else is behind this plot?" Evan asked, trying to swallow his encroaching bile.

"I do. According to my source, this plot wasn't unleashed in the streets, but in buildings such as this one. It's possible it might be my own soldiers. I haven't even ruled out the clergy, or perhaps someone at the Academy."

"The Academy?" Evan could barely contain his fright.

"Yes," Tenbrook said, shaking his head. "I was as surprised as you are to learn this. I knew the change in leadership would come with its challenges, but I never expected they'd come this suddenly or this soon." 

Evan lowered his eyes, hoping Tenbrook wouldn't see the fear in them.

"I need your help, Evan. You seem to have a keen eye for the goings-on of Brighton—at least, in the places that I have no reach: places like the Academy, the clergy, and the marketplace. I trust you. Your task—and one of which I hope you'll see the importance—is to find out who is behind this plot. We cannot burn these people if we don't know who they are. I will sort through the people in my army, and you'll do the same for these other groups. Will you help me get to the truth? Will you solidify my trust in you?"

"Of course." Evan nodded.

"The plan threatens not only our positions but our lives. I hope you understand the gravity of our situation."

"I do," Evan said. 

"In the coming days, you'll hear about some people disappearing, people who are on this deserter's list. We're going to use every tactic available to us to glean information from them. The safety of Brighton depends on it." 

"Of course. We do what we must."

"Needless to say, you'll be expected to speak a word of this to no one."

"I won't speak of it to anyone." The words made Evan's stomach churn as he held onto his breakfast. He thanked the gods he hadn't been named. Of course, he had no idea how long that silence would last. 

"I wouldn't have brought this to you if I didn't think you were capable of finding out the truth."

"I appreciate your candor."

"We'll do what needs to be done." Tenbrook waved his hand as if he'd rather be rid of the discussion. "And then we'll continue on to more important matters."

"I'll keep quiet," Evan reiterated, wanting nothing more than to get out from underneath Tenbrook's glare.

"Good." Tenbrook stared at Evan, his eyes dark and piercing. "I'm glad we agree on this."


Chapter 31: Blackthorn

The hill at the hairpin bend in the river was a favored spot for Blackthorn's cavalry to camp when they were hunting demons in the valley. The top was flat and broad, providing enough room for a hundred men and horses to spend the night. With all the trees on top having been chopped down for firewood in years past, it afforded an unobstructed view both up and down the valley. A horse could easily trot up or gallop down the gentle slope of the ancient road on its path over the hill. Apart from the road, the hill's slopes were too steep for a successful attack to be mounted. That gave defenders on the hill a significant advantage when the demons came.   

Astride his massive black horse, in a spot on the hill where he could survey his doomed army settling in for the night in the clearings along the ancient road on the valley floor, Blackthorn watched. Nearly a mile from end to end, campfires burned in the shadow of the mountains, marking where the soldiers and camp followers were cooking or huddling against the cold. Blackthorn doubted many would sleep.

The demons that had been following the army all day were gathering upriver. When they felt confident in their numbers, when the sun sank low enough and their blood lust ran high enough, they'd come.

The militiamen who'd been given the opportunity to sleep the night before were at the rear of the column in a narrow part of the valley. They'd built a row of fires stretching from the granite cliffs all the way across to the edge of the river. They didn't set up tents. They knew they wouldn't sleep. They were readying themselves for the long night to come. 

But they wouldn't be ready. In those two cohorts, fewer than a hundred had the experience of battle behind them. The rest were either afraid or overconfident, with heads full of childhood stories that bore little resemblance to real war.

Still, they had the advantage. They'd likely outnumber the demons coming down the road, and they had the additional resources of training, weapons, and bonfires. The row of fires, if the men set up their defensive line close behind, would ease the brunt of the demon attack and further leverage the militia's numerical advantage.

"How many do you think are out there, sir?" asked Captain Swan.

"With the echo, I can't put a number to it." Blackthorn stared at the distant line of fires that marked the defensive line at the army's rear. "Do you have a guess?"

"At least a thousand, sir. Perhaps two."

Blackthorn didn't agree, though he knew Captain Swan could be right.

Behind the line of fires, camp followers were trickling down the valley, moving away from the coming battle. Blackthorn said, "The fools should be resting. They'll get little sleep as it is."

"They're afraid, sir."

Blackthorn hated fear. He hated it more as he realized what he was seeing. "The reserve cohort, do you see the formation?" Five hundred men should have been camped just down river from the thousand tasked to defend the army's rear flank. The five hundred were gone, melted into the mass of retreating camp followers. 

Following the line of the road, Blackthorn pointed at a bonfire much bigger than any other fire in the valley. "Winthrop?"

"Yes, sir."

"How many men does he have with him now?"

"At least five hundred, sir."

"And what do your men tell you, the ones keeping watch on the situation?"

"The same as last night. Chanting. Sermonizing. Rituals. The men are bolstered by it."

Blackthorn appreciated the boost to the men's morale, but he didn't like how it was happening. As unlikely as it should have been, as unaware as Winthrop seemed to be of the reality beyond the craziness in his head, he was gaining power. That was a danger that could not be allowed to grow. Blackthorn put that aside for the moment, a problem to be solved at a later time.

Blackthorn turned his attention toward the other side of the hill, down river. He pointed to the lead elements of the Army setting up their defenses for the night. "Though it seems that all the demons on Brighton's side of the mountains have followed us into the pass, more than you can imagine live on the other side of these mountains. If they come, we'll need our strength from the front tonight more than we'll need it behind."

"Do you believe they'll come from both directions, sir?"

"It is not whether I believe they will; I know they could. That is what we must be prepared for. Send two squadrons forward. Keep them well back of the foremost defensive line. You stay with the other two squadrons camped on the hill. Support the forward squadrons as necessary. Rest your men as much as you're able."

"Yes, sir."

"We'll divide command of the battle tonight. I'll keep two squadrons of cavalry to support our position in the rear."

"Sir?"

"You do not understand?"

"Would it not be better for you to remain here on the hill to direct the whole army?"

"Yes." Of course, it would. Blackthorn didn't need that question from Captain Swan. "You're a capable captain. You'll have no trouble managing the defense at your end. Tonight, I may need to swing my sword and shed demon blood. It has been too long since I rode with my brothers into battle."

"I understand."

Something's got to matter…

As inevitable as the death of the army was, Blackthorn wouldn't die without a fight. 


Chapter 32: Evan

Evan hurried from Blackthorn's house, looking over his shoulder. Only when he realized he might draw suspicion did he slow his pace.

Calm down. You're not in danger. Not yet, he told himself.

The truth was, he wasn't sure. One or more of the deserters were untrustworthy. In only a few days, his and Beck's plan had unraveled. How could this have happened? Where were the Dunlows? Did they know about this?

And what was Beck doing now? Did he know the plan had been foiled? Evan's foolish hope was that Beck would've absconded by now and returned so they could make a decision on what to do.

I need to warn him. 

Evan needed to send out a rider to the army. He just hoped he'd catch Beck in time, before he did anything that implicated him too strongly or that Beck couldn't talk his way out of. Cursing the danger he'd put himself in, Evan scurried down the alley, trying to determine who might've spilled the information.

In truth, it could've been anyone. The deserters were peasants, not soldiers. Tenbrook was right. They were scared men, risking their lives, fearful of the pyre like everybody else. That was the downfall of his and Beck's plan. Not that he and Beck hadn't thought things through, but that the men they'd recruited weren't as motivated as he and Beck were. That thought led to another.

What if the Dunlows had betrayed him?

Evan had been so busy rounding up horses and weapons that he hadn't spoken with them in a while. A surge of dread coursed through him. If he'd spooked the Dunlows, they might've sold any number of lies to the new General. 

But that didn't make sense. 

If the Dunlows had spoken, wouldn't they have given him up to Tenbrook? 

It didn't sound like they had. 

He knew they'd used Minister Beck's name to do their recruiting. They obviously knew Evan was involved. Any one of those deserters could've flipped and gone to Tenbrook, hoping to curry favor.

Unless… What if Tenbrook already knew Evan was involved? What if the meeting was an attempt to stack the pyre kindling around his feet?

Evan swallowed.

Dammit. 

There was no way to know.

Evan felt like he was a man tossed into the River of Brighton with his arms lopped off, kicking desperately for the banks. For a second, he contemplated throwing the whole plan, blaming the whole conspiracy on the Dunlows. He might get away with it. Tenbrook would be more apt to believe an appointed Elder than a scorned merchant's family with a grudge against Brighton. Of course, that meant the plan was finished. Could he do that to Beck? 

What should I do?

Evan paused and looked around the deserted alley, his heart pounding. Even though he'd accepted that death might be the result of his participation, he wasn't ready to give up yet. He couldn't make a rash decision that would get him killed.

He needed to think logically. He'd promised Tenbrook he'd look into the conspiracy. That was all. That should give him leeway to figure out what was going on. 

I'll talk to the Dunlows.

I'll just make sure they don't suspect anything is wrong.


Chapter 33: Jeremiah

Jeremiah paced the muddy shore, waiting for the strange contraption to float back over the water, even though he knew Ivory and the strange man weren't coming back. His anger rose as he replayed the escape in his head. If they hadn't seen him yesterday, he would've caught them. He would've squeezed their necks until they divulged their secrets. Instead, he'd been squishing through the banks of the salty, shit-ridden ocean for more time than he cared to think about. He stomped the ground, watching wet soil cave around his massive boot print. 

Who was the hell was Ivory with, anyway? It appeared the man had been controlling the device, whatever the hell it was. That led Jeremiah to reconsider the man's features. He'd certainly looked like a demon when Jeremiah had seen him yesterday. Between his odd gait and his pale, swinging arms, he'd been different than any man Jeremiah had ever seen. The more Jeremiah thought about it, the more he was certain he'd been one of the beasts. 

Jeremiah grunted and spat in the water. It had to be a special demon if it was helping Ivory, instead of playing in its own shit. 

"Strange," he muttered. 

He'd never seen anything like it before. But that wasn't even the most interesting thing. If Ivory and the demon had Tech Magic, they might possess even more interesting treasures than piles of moth-eaten books. There might be a hoard of treasures close by, things that would make Jeremiah a powerful man, indeed.  

Jeremiah spun, his attention roaming from the never-ending ocean to the building the floating object had come out of. He squinted as he tried to see the cavernous, dark space. He took a step toward it. It was doubtful Ivory and the demon would return anytime soon. Not when they knew he was after them.

But maybe that would work to his advantage.

Grinning, Jeremiah pounded up the bank and toward the street, heading for the entrance to the building.  


Chapter 34: Tommy Dunlow

Tommy Dunlow peered out the glassless windows of the ramshackle house, hidden just past the busy corner of Market Street. Timmy stood next to him. Unlike the house they lived in, filled with opulent objects and sparkling treasures, this one was filled with sweaty men and sparse furniture. Bands of deserters milled around them with nervous grunts and clipped conversation, waiting for the stream of soldiers that would force them into a confrontation.

Tommy and Timmy knew Evan's plan had been hopeless from the beginning.

As much as Tommy and Timmy hated Blackthorn, they were smart enough to know a political move when it presented itself. The other day, Tommy had given up the conspiracy to Tenbrook. His hope was that he and Timmy would ingratiate themselves to Tenbrook, who in all likelihood would be the new General if Blackthorn didn't return. They would restore their family's status in Brighton. 

Tommy had also sold a lie that Blackthorn's life had been threatened. It wasn't true, as far as he knew, but it was enough to severely implicate Evan.

There was a good chance Blackthorn would die in battle. Rumors of the horde indicated that it was the largest band of demons Brighton had ever encountered. Regardless of Blackthorn's bravery, Tommy and Timmy hoped the sheer number of demons would strike him down. 

Either way, the Dunlows' hands would be clean.

At least, that was their hope.  

Tenbrook had promised he'd send a note to Blackthorn excusing the twins of their military duties. He promised he'd keep them safe.

They'd heard nothing since that initial meeting.

Several times, Tommy had sent messages to Tenbrook, hoping for another word with him, but none of his notes had been answered. He'd even crept close to Tenbrook's house, hoping for a conversation, but guards surrounded the property.

Tommy was afraid that showing his face again might lead to his death.

And so—after several days of frayed nerves and frantic conversations—Tommy and Timmy had moved their band of deserters from their house to this new location on Market Street and had hidden their family. Not wanting to spook Evan, they'd sent word to him. Now they were waiting. For what, Tommy didn't know. It was getting harder and harder to placate the men around them, who were expecting Tommy and Timmy to lead them into battle.   

Tommy swallowed with fright.

They were essentially hiding among a band of men they'd betrayed—men who would string them up and gut them if they knew. But what else could they do? If they remained at home, the neighbors would report them for deserting, and Tommy and Timmy's family—their father, mother, and sisters—would be implicated.

Tommy stared out the window, catching glimpses of the farmers and merchants down the road, peddling their wares. Fear burned in his belly. At any moment, he expected to see a cordon of soldiers rushing toward the house. He'd give up. Hopefully, the other insurgents would die in battle, and Tenbrook would spare Tommy and Timmy's lives.  

Timmy tugged on Tommy's arm, interrupting his thoughts.

"Who's that?" Timmy hissed, pointing a nervous finger out the window.

Tommy peered past a cluster of women with baskets, catching sight of a familiar form headed in their direction, a hood over his head. The man was walking hurriedly, staring at the ground.

"I recognize the walk," Timmy said.

"So do I."

"I think it is Scholar Evan."


Chapter 35: Jeremiah

Jeremiah drew his sword as he stepped into the ancient building. The smell of the salty, damp air bit his nostrils. He crept through a walkway in the interior that lined the left wall, temporarily forgetting the pain in his arm. Whatever he found in the building might make his injury worth it. 

Cracks in the building's walls shed rays of light into the building. Once his eyes adjusted, he had enough light to see water glistening to his right, more than he'd seen the night before. He assumed that was where Ivory and the demon had stored the strange contraption. He hugged the narrow walkway, wary of the several-foot drop into the water. He knew that losing his footing might lead to his death. Jeremiah couldn't swim. He had no idea how deep it was. His echoing footsteps added to the mystery of what might lay ahead of him. 

Jeremiah cursed as he crunched over loose stones and debris, following the path until he noticed a staircase. He huffed in triumph as he found dusty boot prints. The prints overlapped on the stairs as if someone had made numerous trips.

Demons' feet were bare. A person had been here.

His grin widening, Jeremiah traipsed up the staircase. His heart hammered as he carried his sizeable weight, but he didn't slow down, and he didn't stop. The prospect of a room full of treasure drove him on. 

Lungs burning, he reached the top of the staircase, finding several shut doors in a hallway at the top. Most of the doors in the Ancient City were broken down, ravaged by years of scavenging and demon activity. 

These were intact, or, at least, closed.

Although there were footprints next to every door, the majority led to one door in particular. Examining it, Jeremiah saw the tarnish worn off a metal handle. The handle alone would be worth something. 

My efforts are already paying off.

With a smug snort, he yanked the handle. The door wouldn't budge. He paused for a moment, considering whether it would be worth the gamble to break the lock. What if nothing was inside the room?  Outside, the waves lapped against the shore. Demons screeched in the distance. 

With a grunt, Jeremiah stepped back and heaved himself against the door. The door gave way on the third slam. 

He barged into a well-lit room.

He gasped.

Shelves lined every wall, filled with books. Some were stacked on top of each other. Several rusted metal chairs sat by the window, as if someone spent considerable time in one position. A book had been left on one of the seats as if the owner meant to come back to it. Looking around to ensure he hadn't entered a trap, Jeremiah lowered his sword and walked around, inspecting the books carefully. Although he had no taste for such things, he knew he'd discovered a pool of money.

The books dazzled him enough to make him forget the other treasures he'd expected. He picked the book up from the chair, unsurprised to find several pictures similar to the object he'd seen on the water. His grin widened. 

If he could read, he might be able to decipher the Tech Magic these books held. Even as he had the thought, he knew that was a fool's dream. Jeremiah would never have the patience for that. He might be adept at hunting creatures in the wild, but that was the extent of his talent.

Beck could read.

Beck had promised him a thousand coins. A grand sum, for certain. But what if Jeremiah could have the coins and the Tech Magic? What if he could force Beck not only to give him the money but also to provide him with powerful devices that might solidify his status? Jeremiah laughed as he pictured using some Tech machine to ride over the dunces that had wronged him.

A childish laugh escaped his throat. His body filled with such giddiness that he couldn't remember feeling this way since he was a boy. His future was sitting in front of him in yellowed pages and spines, and all he could think of was revenge. 

He laughed until his body ached and his sides felt like they might burst open. Then Jeremiah sat down on the chair by the window and pulled out his snowberry. 

It was time to celebrate.


Chapter 36: Evan

Evan scooted up the worn steps and rapped on the door at the end of Market Street. The conversation drifting from the open windows ceased. The men inside listened. Evan cocked his head enough to see a dirty face peering back at him through an opening. A few seconds later, the door swung open, and someone escorted him inside. Evan swallowed the thought that he might be in danger. He dug his hand in his pocket, verifying he still had his knife. 

Evan wasn't a fighting man, but he wasn't stupid.

Unlike the house he'd entered several days ago, this one was dirty and looked like it'd been used to store animals. The air reeked of men's bad breath and unwashed armpits. He looked for Timmy and Tommy in the room but didn't see them. All around him were faces of deserters whose names he didn't know, and probably would never know.

A dirty-faced man pointed him to a back room, indicating that he'd have to escort himself. Evan nodded at several groups of men who had stopped conversing to stare at him. They seemed agitated and nervous. He made his way through a main room and into a back quarters, crossing a threshold that didn't have a door. Tommy and Timmy were inside, watching him. He noticed they were standing by the window, next to a table filled with knives and swords. 

"We expected to hear from you yesterday," Tommy said, doing nothing to hide his agitation.

Evan looked for something deeper in Tommy's tone, but couldn't find it. "I'm sorry. I'm still gathering up horses and more weapons. I got your note about moving to the new location."

"When are we going to strike?" Tommy asked.

"I'm working out the details," Evan said evasively, realizing he hadn't thought the conversation through. His hope had been to find the truth in Tommy and Timmy's eyes. They looked nervous, but maybe those nerves were normal? Evan glanced through the open threshold. Some of the conversation in the main room had ceased, giving way to stares and eavesdropping. 

"Are all your men accounted for?" Evan asked, keeping his voice low.

"Of course." Timmy drilled Evan with his stare. "Why wouldn't they be?"

"I wanted to make sure none had reconsidered."

"Of course not," Tommy said, furrowing his brow. "You asked us to round up men, and we did. We trust them as much as we trust you."

"When can we expect word from you on the attack?" Timmy asked, his impatience growing.

"Very soon," Evan said. "I'll have word to you by tomorrow."

"We'll be here waiting."


Chapter 37: Tommy Dunlow

"Do you think he believed us?" Tommy whispered to Timmy as they watched Evan weaving between the market dwellers, his frock billowing behind him.

"I hope so. We have to get out of here, brother. The situation will only get worse."

"I agree. I think if we stay here, we'll end up dead."

"Did he seem strange to you?"

"It was hard to tell. Evan always seems strange."

"This silence from Tenbrook is making me nervous. Let's send another note to him. If we don't hear from him, we'll consider approaching his house."


Chapter 38: Oliver

Nobody paid attention to Oliver. Why would they? He was just a boy. 

As he walked up the road, he spotted Blackthorn's tent up on the hill at the bend in the river and made that his goal. Oliver knew another tent up on that hill would go unused, a big tent, probably with warm furs, thick pillows, and with any luck, food. Winthrop's tent. Since Winthrop had gone crazy and seemed content to spend another night chanting nonsense by a fire, while demons howled in the woods upriver and militiamen brought twisted bodies as offerings, his tent would go unused, again.

What safer place to sleep than on a hill in the center of the army's strength?

At the base of the hill, Oliver got off the road and worked his way up the hazardous slopes above the river. Few trees grew on the steep side of the hill, but plenty of bushes provided cover and something to grab onto when the footing grew treacherous. Saplings sprouted among the bushes where the steepness of the side of the hill eased near the top, providing more than enough cover to keep Oliver hidden.  

Oliver raised his head above the shrubs to get a look at the top of the hill and to get his bearings. 

Several rows of soldier's tents were lined up across the hill's flat top. Horses and men were among the tents, busying themselves with chores that were of no concern to Oliver. One part of the hill stood at a higher elevation than the rest, and that's where Blackthorn's tent stood, along with Winthrop's.

Oliver worked his way around the slope so that he'd come up again closer to Winthrop's tent. To his dismay, the slope of the hill grew steeper, falling away to the rocky river far below. Oliver looked down, but the height was frightening. He shivered, unsure whether it was the decreasing temperature or distance to the rocks below. He looked up and pressed on. 

Far down the canyon, the demon howls that had been growing through the late part of the afternoon seemed to double, as though the band of demons down there had been joined by another horde. Oliver was glad he wasn't at that end of the valley. He feared how things might turn out, even with Winthrop's brave peacocks strutting around his fire.

Hundreds of horses' hooves suddenly rumbled the dirt under Oliver's feet. Officers shouted commands, and Oliver saw a column of cavalrymen gallop down the hill, heading back up river in the direction of the coming horde.

Climbing to the top of the hill, raising his head above the height of the bushes again, Oliver realized why Blackthorn had chosen the hill for his camp. Oliver saw the whole army in the fading light, those up river, and those around the curve in the valley down river.

It was a magnificent sight that gave Oliver pause. In his entire life, he'd never seen further than when he looked across the fields to the circle wall. From time to time he'd climbed a tall roof to get a view over the wall and see the endless forest and the snowcapped mountains in the distance. But none of that seemed real. It was too far away, too unreachable. Below him, running up and down the valley, were men and women, part of a vast army that might be the most powerful thing the world had ever seen. 

A coughing man brought Oliver's attention back to his task as he sank lower into the bushes to keep himself hidden.  He looked around and spied the tent that had to be Winthrop's. Guards stood nearby—eight of them. None were watching the tent, though. Five were staring upriver, watching the squadrons of cavalry gallop away. The other three were watching downriver where it looked like the bulk of the army was camped in row upon row of tents with hundreds of cook fires glowing among them.

With the guards distracted by the cavalry, and with the rumble of horses' hooves still drowning out most other sounds, Oliver figured the best time to sneak into Winthrop's tent was at hand. He hurried between the bushes, crouching as he ran, looking right and left, keeping watch on the guards. When he got close, he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled quickly, still hearing the horses and feeling with his hands the power of their hooves beating the earth.

When Oliver reached the last of the bushes, he was only a quick dash of ten or twelve paces from the back of the tent. Because he was so close, and because Winthrop's tent was so large, Oliver was able to see only two guards, apparently stationed to keep watch on the rear corner of the tent. But they weren't. They were watching the cavalry head upriver. 

With the sound of the cavalry diminishing, Oliver felt an urgency to finish his task.

He heaved two quick breaths to shore up his courage and sprinted across the gap, dropped to the ground beside the tent, lifted the canvas, and rolled inside. He froze in the dim light of a single candle, feeling fur under his hands and smelling the familiar odor of Winthrop stench. 

He'd chosen the right tent.

Before Oliver's eyes adjusted to the light in the tent, he rolled to get himself away from the canvas wall. He sat up and looked around. The candle burned on a short pole hammered into the ground at the center of the tent, which was two to three times the size of the room Oliver shared with Franklin back in the temple. Most of the tent was hidden in shadows, though, too dark for Oliver's eyes to yet make out.

Someone coughed.

Oliver froze.

Was that the guard again? 

It sounded like it came from the shadow to his left. Oliver studied the shadow, ready to flee if he saw someone there. 

Would the guard's voices, their coughs, and sneezes sound so close through the canvas?

No. They should be muffled, at least. Oliver found himself caught between the choice to run or stay.

A man's voice said, "What are you doing in here, boy?"


Chapter 39: Blackthorn

Blackthorn heard the sound of fighting before the last of his cavalry was off the hill. It was a sound so familiar, he'd have known it if it had been coming from twice as far away, five times as far. Demons shrieked their guttural cry of war. Men yelled to lie to themselves that they had courage that wasn't within them. Others screamed as they took flight, like injured women discarding their dignity with their last breath. Those kind of men sickened Blackthorn. Those were the men who had so much cowardice in their hearts it shamed them not to throw it on their brothers after they'd proven to those very same men that they'd let them down. Weak men. Useless men. The kind of men that deserved to die.

Blackthorn called orders to rally the militiamen camped beside the road as he galloped past.

Conflicting goals battled in his heart, just as the battle was reaching a fury far ahead. From the sound of the men's voices, he knew his weak, poorly trained militiamen were being overrun. That urged him to spur his stallion to run faster, to rescue those he could, to form a defense that would stand against a demon horde. 

But Blackthorn's goal in bringing nineteen thousand feeding mouths into the wilderness was to get them killed so that Brighton would survive the coming famine. To meet that goal, he'd be better served turning his squadrons around and racing back to the top of the hill. If he did that, he knew in his heart that everyone upriver of the hill, everyone that he was riding past in their tents or by their fires, would die before morning. 

But Blackthorn had the soul of a soldier. He couldn't stand aside and allow the slaughter. 

Something's got to matter.

The cavalry charged past Winthrop's disciples, all standing by the road, looking upriver toward the battle as though they had no understanding of what was going on, as if they had no responsibility to pick up a weapon and run ahead to defend their brothers.

They sickened Blackthorn, too. Peacocks and braggarts.

A flood of women, old men, and apprenticed boys crowded the road and the open ground between the cliff and the river. The camp followers knew what was happening behind them. They had few weapons to defend themselves from the coming demons, and they were terrified.

Spurring his horse, Blackthorn charged into the fray.


Chapter 40: Oliver

Oliver recognized the voice of Minister Beck in the tent. He panicked. The voice was one of the sounds of Cleansing Day, one of the voices that sent men and women to the pyre. As softly spoken as Beck's words were, they carried the chill of death.

"Speak, boy."

Not knowing what to say, Oliver chose manipulation. Maybe Beck had some pity in his heart. Oliver whimpered, "I was cold." 

"You're dressed warmly enough." Beck shuffled and sat up. "Come closer to the candle so that I can see you clearly."

Oliver looked at the tent wall behind him. He could roll back out the way he came, run into the bushes and be halfway down the hill before any of the distracted guards thought to turn around.

"I mean you no harm."

"That's a lie." Oliver hadn't meant for that thought to turn into words. It just did. Like they all did.

Beck laughed. "Why do you say that?"

Oliver didn't answer. He'd made a mistake with his quick, sharp tongue. He looked back at the tent wall. He knew he should run.

"Come, boy." Beck got onto his knees and moved into the candlelight. "I'll make you a deal. I won't call out to the guards. Come into the light and let's talk."

"I'd rather not." Oliver shuffled away until his back was touching the canvas.

"You can leave if you like." Beck sighed. "But I'd thought you were smarter than that. More curious, at least. You don't need to come into the light. I know who you are."

"How?" Oliver was confident Beck was lying. 

"Your voice. I've heard it before. You're Winthrop's youngest novice, Oliver."

Oliver slumped. He'd been outwitted. He knew Beck was smart. Everybody said he was, but Oliver thought he could match wits with the minister. He'd let his arrogance convince him to stay when he should have slipped beneath the canvas and run at the first uttered syllable. He'd let his voice betray him.

"Go, if you like." Beck retreated into the shadows, and Oliver heard him lay back down. "Go." 

"You know who I am. You can have the guards find me."

"Not if you run now. I have no doubt you could get away."

"They'll find me in the camp in the morning, or when we march tomorrow."

"You're telling me you'd be stupid enough to stay with the army, knowing the soldiers would be searching for you? Why not run into the forest? Be done with this folly. Be done with Brighton and its ignorance and cruelty."

That seemed like an odd segue of questions. Oliver didn't run. "Cruel and ignorant?"

"You're smart enough to agree on that at least."

Oliver paused, then asked, "Did you send Evan to recruit me?"

Beck laughed. "These tent walls give us some privacy, but don't make the mistake that a determined listener would not hear all that goes on inside."

Oliver found Beck frustrating. "Talking to you is not like talking to Father Winthrop." 

"Because you can't toy with me the way you toy with him?"

"No," Oliver lied. It was a defense. 

"You do. I've seen you do it, on occasion. I've heard rumors that you do it frequently."

Caught in the lie, Oliver deflected. "I go unnoticed when I'm in the company of the ministers, standing by the wall with Franklin, or filling your cups with wine, but I've seen you do it, too. More so than me. And you're cruel about it as well."

Beck laughed again, so long and so loud that a guard pulled the flap at the tent's doorway partially open and called in, "Minister Beck, are you okay?"

"Go away," Beck ordered. "I'm reading an old book. Leave me be."

The tent closed up.

Beck got off his pallet and came to sit in the light of the candle. "Yes, young Oliver. I am cruel to Father Winthrop, overtly, as you've seen, because I want him to know the disdain I hold for his superstitious ignorance. But I wrap my barbs in kind-sounding words as well, just as you do with yours. We are both pitiless to him. To me, he can only sputter and turn red in the face. For your cruelty, he beats you. Is that true?"

"It is," Oliver admitted. 

"Yet you continue. Am I right?"

"You are."

"You don't enjoy the beatings, do you?"

"I don't."

"Why not remain quiet?" Beck asked. "You're a bright boy. Why not cloak your insults so fully that Winthrop doesn't understand them?"

Oliver thought about his motives before answering. The behavior had become as much a habit as anything. "I suppose I want him to feel humiliation. Whether he admits it or not, I want him to feel the embarrassment of his hypocrisy and stupidity. I want him to know that despite being a boy, I'm so much smarter than him that I can toy with him."

"And the beatings, they're worth it?"

Oliver thought about the scars on his back and the pain he'd endured while earning them. He realized that the beatings weren't worth the satisfaction he felt at belittling Father Winthrop. In Oliver's asymmetrical war with Father Winthrop, the blubbery hypocrite had won a long time ago. That was why Oliver had chosen finally to abandon sharp words and take up a sharp blade.

The insinuation in Beck's question was true.

The beatings weren't worth it.


Chapter 41: Blackthorn

Militiamen ran for their lives, diving out of the way as a double-file column of cavalry charged up the road. Demons were among the fleeing men, chasing and killing. Few men were fighting.

Leading the charge, Blackthorn raised his sword and swung hard to cut the neck of a demon racing beside the road. Blood sprayed. The demon's head spun through the air and bounced on the ground. Blackthorn felt the worries of his old, weak body wash away. He spurred his horse and swung his sword again. 

He kept fighting until there were no more running militiamen. The cavalry had charged into the midst of the demon horde. The monsters were in the grass fields, thick in the trees, and wading at the edge of the river. Those in the road got trampled by horses, which were trained to do just that. The demons near the road caught blades and lost their arms, hands, or heads.

Being at a narrow part of the valley with no room to maneuver, there was little Blackthorn could do to save the militiamen he'd passed except kill demons coming in their direction. He pursued the only tactic available to him, to continue charging straight down the road, slaughtering as many twisted men as he could find. The militia behind him was getting further by the second. They'd have to find the courage in their hearts to stand and fight, or at least, defend their lives from the demons in their midst.  

When the horde thinned and the valley widened into a meadow big enough for the column to make a galloping turn, Blackthorn led them off the road. He kept them running. To stop and turn the column around would be to lose momentum and to risk being overwhelmed by demons from every direction. Blackthorn veered right, away from the river, and over the grass. 

Demons fell. 

With only a hundred or so monsters spread across the field, getting confused about circling horsemen and the changing direction of the column, it was easy cutting most of them down, even easier than when they were running away in fright. Even fearful demons had the good sense to look over their shoulders and dodge the blades. Confused demons didn't.

Once back on the road, the job got easier. Most of the demons were running toward the screaming carnage ahead, trying to get a mouthful of slaughtered man-flesh before their brothers tasted all the warm blood for themselves. In their noisy running, panting, and howling, they didn't realize the cavalry was behind them.

It was simpler, but less satisfying work, cutting them down from behind. Blackthorn liked the feeling of killing a beast intent on ripping out his throat.

The column passed a pair of horses swarmed by demons and didn't slow to attempt a rescue of downed comrades. To do so would have cost many more lives. The cavalry's strength lay in their speed and the momentum of their galloping horses. To give that up was tantamount to suicide in a battle with the raging hordes.

Soon the cavalry charged through the thickest of the horde and came out on the other side among the routed militia. Just ahead, demons were rampaging among the weaker, unarmed women and old men, the fleeing camp followers. Angry over the collapse of the rearguard, Blackthorn searched for a place to wheel the cavalry around again, to make the charge back into the attacking mass.


Chapter 42: Franklin

Franklin walked nervously through the Sanctuary, noticing how empty it looked without rows of people to fill the pews. His footsteps echoed off the walls as he strode onto the stage. He stopped and inspected the room. Tomorrow, he'd give the first sermon since Father Winthrop left. 

He hoped he was ready.

He'd picked his passages and practiced his readings in front of Fitz, but reading them in front of the congregation was a different thing. 

Father Winthrop's chair sat in its usual spot, a lingering tribute to the foul, evil man. Franklin sucked in a breath as memories he'd rather forget came back to him. He envisioned Winthrop sitting in that chair, giving orders, looking down his pointed nose at his congregates. Worse, Franklin saw him sitting there as he gave Franklin the order to whip Oliver. That memory was the worst.

The chair's plush cushion bore the shape of Winthrop's gigantic backside. A wisp of fermenting sweat gave Franklin a shudder.

Franklin envisioned hacking that chair to pieces, burning it on the pyre. He clenched and unclenched his fists. Fear of Winthrop's return was the only thing that kept him from acting on that fantasy.

Movement in the back of the room distracted him. Startled, Franklin looked up and found Novice Joseph—one of the younger novices—scurrying in the other direction. He was holding a rag and a bucket. It looked like he'd been watching Franklin.

"Wait!" Franklin called, loud enough to panic the fleeing boy.

Joseph stopped and spun as if he'd been caught digging in the coffers. He stood in place, waiting for a scolding. His eyes were wide.

"Come here," Franklin beckoned. "It's all right." 

Joseph obeyed slowly, carrying the bucket in front of him as if it might save him from a blow. He stopped before the stage. 

"Come up here," Franklin said, waving him up.

Joseph hesitated before following his instructions.

"What are the rag and bucket for?" Franklin asked.

"I'm cleaning the windowsills, sir. Father Winthrop told me to do it before and after each sermon."

Franklin grimaced as he recognized another of Winthrop's petty punishments. "That seems excessive." He paused before adding, "Father Winthrop is gone."

"I wasn't sure when he'd be back. I didn't want to disobey," Joseph said, gazing at the floor.  

"I know the feeling." Franklin sighed. "What offense did you commit?"

Sensing that he wasn't going to be beaten, Joseph set down the bucket, his courage growing as he said, "He caught me eating the crust of his bread from the trash. Even though it was being thrown out, he said it was disrespectful to eat the remnants of another's meal."

Franklin shook his head. "I know how difficult it is to get enough food around here. Are you hungry?"

Joseph looked around the church as if he were being ensnared. He looked back at Franklin.

"A little," he admitted. 

"I'll tell you what. When you collect my meal from the cooks, tell them I'm especially hungry, and that I'll eat it in my quarters. I'll split it with you."

"You will?" Joseph's eyes showed his disbelief. 

"Yes. But you need to keep it between us." Franklin knew the ramifications of appearing too generous in front of the other clergymen. He projected a warning into his stare.

Joseph nodded eagerly before turning his eyes to the floor. "Thank you, Father Franklin," he said, starting to leave.

"Wait," Franklin said, halting him. 

"Yes?"

"Did you bring that chair in here?" Franklin waved a disgusted hand at Winthrop's plush seat, which was positioned in the spot where the lectern had been. 

"Yes. Father Winthrop asked me to bring it in here when we aren't performing service. I assumed you'd want to do the same."

"Take it back wherever it came from. I don't ever want to see it again."

"Yes, Father," Joseph said. He set down his rag and bucket. Franklin thought he saw a smile on the boy's face as he hauled the oversized seat away. 


Chapter 43: Blackthorn

With blood dripping from his blade and his horse sweating as much as he was, Blackthorn felt the weight of his efforts like never before. He spotted Winthrop's band of decorated nitwits, nearly a thousand of them, in a massive huddle around a bonfire, listening to the bishop wail at the darkening sky, while women and boys ran for their lives past them. Blackthorn's fatigue vanished, and his anger burned bright, refilling his failing body with the strength of his youth. 

Blackthorn led the cavalry toward Winthrop's blood-bedazzled acolytes.

Many of the men on the fringes were blooded, not with Winthrop's handprints but with fresh red from their comrades and from demons. They'd been in the battle up the road, and they'd run away. If they hadn't run, they wouldn't be so far ahead of the coming horde.

Blackthorn hated every single one of them.

He slowed the charging horses and ran them around the perimeter of Winthrop's encircled men. He yelled, "Now is the time to take your courage and charge the demons!"

Few of Winthrop's faithful paid Blackthorn any attention.

The horses ran another circuit around the men. "Come, charge!" Blackthorn yelled again. "If you stand where you are, you'll die!"

Not a man moved.

Blackthorn looked up the road toward the hill. Another fifteen hundred militiamen were ahead in their camps. If they were coming to the battle, they were forming into lines and readying themselves to fight as they'd been trained to do. Or they were dallying because like all the other militiamen, they were afraid and finding excuses to stay in the rear. 

If not for the women running and crying, Blackthorn would have ridden his cavalry out of the morass and made his stand on the hill and to hell with all of them. But no matter his goal—to lead them all to their extermination—he couldn't overcome instincts hammered into his soul through a life of service protecting the people. 

He had to fight.

Frustration took over, and Blackthorn motioned for his cavalry to wait outside the circle of Winthrop's folly and he drove his horse toward Winthrop, not caring if he was bumping or trampling Winthrop's glazed-eyed onlookers.

Once at the center of the circle, Blackthorn looked at a tall man with Winthrop's red handprints on his chest. "Are you afraid, man?" Blackthorn pointed at the throngs of women running past. "Do you let your women do your dying? I command you to charge." 

"When the gods command Winthrop," the tall soldier said, "and when Father Winthrop commands me, I will—"

Blackthorn slashed his sword down, and the man's head rolled across the ground. He wheeled his horse, looking for the most expeditious solution to his immediate problem, telling himself that when the battle was done, a thousand men with red handprints on their chests would lose their heads. 

Blackthorn stopped his horse in front of Father Winthrop, who seemed not to see him, but chanted and beseeched the sky.

"Tell your children to charge," Blackthorn commanded.

Winthrop didn't respond.

"Tell them!" Blackthorn yelled.

Winthrop chanted.

Blackthorn raised his sword and swung it down, slapping Winthrop across the face with the flat side of the blade.

Winthrop fell as his nose and lip spilled blood. From the mud, at the feet of his stunned priestesses, Winthrop looked defiantly up at Blackthorn. "You dare."

"I do. End this superstitious farce and tell these fools to raise their weapons and fight."

Winthrop bounced to his feet in a move so agile it surprised Blackthorn. "When the gods deem the time, I will tell them to march!" Winthrop raised his chin, exposing his neck. "Cut if you dare."

Tempted, Blackthorn resisted. The tactician in him knew that if he removed Winthrop's head, he'd as likely end up fighting Winthrop's foolish congregation as bringing them back to their senses. Knowing he couldn't fight with zealots and demons at the same time, he spurred his horse. The massive black animal reared up, whinnied, and spun around. Blackthorn charged through Winthrop's fools, doing his best to trample those in his way.

Once out of Winthrop's band, he called the charge and led his cavalry back down the road, back to kill the demons.


Chapter 44: Oliver

"Do you want something to eat?" Beck asked.

Oliver all but jumped at the offer. He hadn't eaten much since leaving Brighton, being very careful with the limited food he brought along for himself.

Beck stood up and walked across the tent. He picked up a platter from the darkness in one corner and brought it over to the ground beside the dimly burning candle. 

Oliver looked at the platter. A full loaf of bread, butter, and meat. 

Beck sat down beside the platter. "I've already eaten. This was meant for Winthrop, but I suspect he hasn't eaten a thing since we rode through the city gates. If you don't eat this, the guards will share it later when they come to pick up the platter."

Oliver moved over and sat near Beck. He resisted the urge to reach out for the meal.

"It's okay," Beck said. "It's rather delicious. Apparently Blackthorn saw fit to bring his cooks and maids on this expedition."

"Is this because of Evan?"

"What?" Beck asked.

"You're being kind to me because of my dealings with Evan," said Oliver. "I'm nothing. I'm one of Father Winthrop's toys. He beats me because he gets pleasure from it. I'll never be a priest. I'll never be anything more than I am now."

Beck rubbed his chin. "Your dealings with Evan? I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes, you do." Oliver had seen men lie before. Beck was good at it, but Oliver was pretty sure that he was lying. Of course, Oliver had a host of suspicions and deductions to support his conclusion. In a hushed voice, Oliver said, "You have no reason to be kind to me except that you feel an obligation to me, because, through Evan, I've been in your service." Oliver changed to a whisper. "Helping with your plot." 

"What did Evan tell you?"

"Is that an admission?" Oliver asked.

"It is a question," said Beck, "validly asked. If I were allied with Evan in this plot you speak of, or if I weren't, I'd ask the same question. Would I not?"

Oliver snorted his frustration. Beck was right. And damn him for outsmarting Oliver again. Oliver's clever little traps were not going to work on Beck, as they had always worked on Winthrop. "If you were the guiding hand behind Evan's actions, he never admitted it. He was steadfast about that."

Beck nodded and smiled.

"I suppose," said Oliver, "in having admitted to you now that I was involved in a plot of some kind with your top Scholar, and having done so based on the assumption that you were behind it, if I'm wrong," Oliver reached down and tore off a piece of the smoked meat, "I suppose this would be my last meal. I should enjoy it." He put the meat in his mouth. It was as delicious as promised. 

"Don't worry," said Beck. "You won't be going to the pyre. On my word." He cocked his head toward the tent wall. "Based on the sounds from down the valley, though, I can't promise you you'll live through the night."

Oliver silently agreed. Perhaps he wouldn't spend the night in the tent. Maybe he'd only stay if the battle died down. If it didn't die down, he'd likely have to find a place to which to run. "Do you think the cliff walls can be climbed?"

Beck laughed. "If the battle goes badly, I think many will find the answer to that question tonight."

Oliver ate some bread. "Why are you being guarded?"

"To protect me."

"I think that's a lie." Again, Oliver regretted what he'd just said. It was too blunt.

Beck smiled and leaned back on a pillow. "Why don't you tell me why you're here?"

"Warmth." Olive lifted the bread. "And food."

"You're in camp, but you're not with Winthrop. Why? Does he know you're here?"

Oliver didn't answer. He didn't have a lie ready.

"It seems we both have secrets," said Beck. "Maybe we can be of use to each other."


Chapter 45: Blackthorn

Behind Blackthorn, the cavalry charged down the road, clearing it of demons and fleeing militiamen. 

When they'd reached one of the many grassy meadows large enough to maneuver in, Blackthorn led the cavalry off the road and attacked the demons in their flanks as they ran toward a mass of screaming women ahead of them. Demons fell. 

The column made a circuit of the meadow and by Blackthorn's estimate, killed nearly half the monsters in it. Of those left, many continued and ran into the woods, hypnotized by the sound of screaming prey. Other twisted men charged the cavalry, and all of those paid for that choice with their lives. Other demons found their wits and ran away from the slaughter, back to the forests far up river. But for every demon, down or gone, more poured out of the woods, too frenzied by the carnage around them to know that death awaited them on the grass. 

The cavalry crossed the meadow and Blackthorn decided it was time for a different tactic. He'd line the cavalry with their backs to the cliff wall and ride across the meadow side by side, ridding it of the demons before lining them up to charge further up the road.

Blackthorn rode along the wall, putting that plan together in his mind, figuring out how many rows of cavalry was right given the width of the meadow. With his attention focused on the grass between him and the river, he didn't realize a demon was hiding in the rocks at the base of the cliff. A shout from the man behind startled Blackthorn into looking left, just as a demon pounced off of a rock at the height of Blackthorn's head.

Blackthorn tried to twist and duck. With his sword in his right hand and nothing in his left, he didn't have the option of raising his weapon and skewering the beast when it came down. Blackthorn did his best to dodge the demon.

But Blackthorn wasn't as young as fighting made him feel. He was old. He was worn out. And he was slow.

The beast hit him from the side, knocking Blackthorn off the horse. Without time to do anything but fall, Blackthorn hit the ground with his weight and the weight of the beast on top of him. The impact drove the breath from his lungs and ground and he hit his head so hard he didn't notice the sharp pain in his shoulder. 

On instinct, Blackthorn rolled away as the demon tumbled off. Blackthorn tried to raise his blade. His arm didn't respond. 

The beast shook its wart-covered head and got up on its hands and knees. 

His head still spinning, Blackthorn got to his feet, took his sword in his left hand, and awkwardly hacked the demon across its back.

The beast's spine severed, its rear legs went limp, and it howled as it turned to look at Blackthorn and grabbed at his feet. Blackthorn swung again, lopping off the demon's arm. The third slice from Blackthorn's blade severed the beast's head.

Blackthorn fell to his knees. He thought he might black out. He fell forward and caught himself with a hand. Pain in his right shoulder made him wince.

Two of his cavalrymen were suddenly beside him, asking questions and reaching in to help him up.

"Back to your horses!" he ordered. "Charge the demons!"

A captain shouted a command and cavalry hooves shook the earth. Still, the two men beside him stayed.

Blackthorn straightened up, and with a helping hand under each arm, he got to his feet, swaying and doubting if he could stay upright without support.

"Can you ride, General?"

Blackthorn nodded. "Of course." It was a lie. He could barely stand. "My horse."

Another cavalryman appeared with the reins to Blackthorn's mount.

One man said, "We need to get the General back to the hill."

Another said, "I'll get help." He hurried off, leaving Blackthorn with only one hand to support him.

Blackthorn stumbled forward, shrugging off the hand helping to hold him up. He reached out and grabbed the horn on his saddle. His head still swam, but it grew clearer with each breath. His right shoulder was doing him no favors. He tried to raise his right arm, but a severe pain obliterated his will to continue. He dropped the arm and gave up.

"Your sword, General." 

Blackthorn looked at a man holding his sword out. He hadn't realized he'd dropped it. An unforgivable sin. Blackthorn heard his father's voice in his head, telling him he was weak. Blackthorn took a deep breath.

"Sir? Sir?"

"I'm fine."

"Sir, can you ride?"

"I can ride." Blackthorn leaned his head on the saddle. "I need a moment."

"We need to get you in the saddle, sir."

Blackthorn drew himself up to his height. A half dozen of his men were around him, three mounted, the others standing close. Their orders were to leave a downed man behind. That was the rule in the cavalry. He knew these men had saved his life. He'd remember their faces and find a reason to send them all back to Brighton before the end came to his army.

Taking hold of his saddle horn, he planted a foot in the stirrup and heaved himself onto his horse as his right shoulder exploded with pain so severe it threatened to knock him right back off again. 

"General?"

Hands reached up to steady Blackthorn on the horse. He took a few more breaths as the pain in the shoulder swept past. He'd have to ride with just one hand, but that was a habit as ingrained as walking. The difference was that he wouldn't be able to swing a sword.

The cavalrymen around Blackthorn mounted up. Another six showed up. One of the soldiers barked an order, "Back to the hilltop."

"No!" Blackthorn countermanded. 

The horsemen looked at him, indecision and concern on their faces.

Blackthorn sat up straight in his saddle. "What cavalryman leaves the battle when the demons still run? No man in my squadron. Not I."

A few of the men looked at one another, but most of them smiled grimly and nodded.

"My right arm is of no use to me at the moment, but who needs a blade to run down demons?"

The men cheered, and for a moment, Blackthorn hearkened back to that moment when he took over his father's charge all those years ago. As much as Blackthorn doubted he'd be able to stay on his horse in a full gallop, he shouted, "Follow me!" 


Chapter 46: Winthrop

"It is time."

Every eye gazed on Winthrop.

Winthrop looked around, wondering where the words had come from. Certainly he'd said them. He hadn't planned to say them. He hadn't even thought them. He'd been singing the chant that lullabied his fears into submission, when down his tongue and past his lips, those words rolled as if dropped in the back of his throat by a god with a plan. So Winthrop repeated them louder, and with all the force that years of sermonizing had given him, he said, "It is time. Slay the demons. Bring me the dead. Go! Charge!" 

A thousand men roared and raced into the face of the demons coming through the trees all around them.

Screaming followed. To Winthrop's ears, the shrieks sounded like pyre music. That's what he called it in his head when the wenches and weaklings on the poles in the square angelically sang to the heavens. Pyre music. 

Demons feeling blades cleave their limbs sang the same song. Men with demon teeth tearing their throats harmonized the gods' tune. With the music in Winthrop's ears, his cloying fear finally dripped away, leaving only bliss so pure that tears rolled over his round cheeks. He changed his chant to match the victory the gods had put in his heart.

The priestesses took up the new tune.

Unable to stand with so much of the gods' dizzying ecstasy coursing through him, Winthrop fell to his knees and raised his hands to the sky, bellowing a happy wail above the sound of the dying around him. 

Harmony. 

Pyre music. 

Demon song. 

Man's dreams turned to heaven with biting teeth.

A body dropped on the ground in front of Winthrop, pulling him from his trance. Winthrop looked up. 

A man stood, panting, doused in blood. He slapped a hand on his chest. "I've earned the mark, Father."

"To your knees, my son."

The man fell to his knees across the body from Winthrop. 

Winthrop put his hands in the demon's warm blood and pressed his palms against the man's chest. "Bring me another, my son."

"I'll bring you ten." The man stood, hollered like an animal and rushed away.

"Gods be with you, my son." Winthrop leaned forward and pressed his hands on the dead demon's torso, squeezing warm blood out of a gaping wound in its chest. The blood pooled on the pale skin and flowed over Winthrop's hands.

Beautiful red.

Warm crimson.

Life in my hands.

Like a god.

Men bow to my will.

I'm more than a messenger for the gods.

I am a god.

I am a god!

It was true. It was obvious.

Winthrop realized he had always been a god, born into the tragedy of man's suffering, only to find the truth of his being in the cradle of bloodshed and demon's wrath.

I am a god.

All will bow.

All will grovel.

A god.

A woman laid a hand on Winthrop's shoulder, breaking his moment of perfect introspection, and he looked up to see a slobbering demon running at him with fire in its eyes and clawed fingers intent on tearing at his divine throat.

Oh, foolish beast.

Fear did not soil Winthrop's robes with the piss of a weakling. He did not collapse. He did not cry. 

Winthrop was invincible, untouchable to the hands of dirty beasts of a mortal world.

Still, the monster was close.

The hand on Winthrop's shoulder let go as the priestess ran past him, into the snapping jaws of the demon.

The demon grabbed her, bent her backward and sank his teeth into her flesh. Blood gushed. The woman added her scream to the pyre song. The demon stood tall and howled its victory at the sky.

Too soon.

The bleeding woman wrapped her arms around the monster's waist and pushed it off balance. Driving her legs as the demon tried to understand what was happening, the two fell into the heart of the bonfire. Then the pyre song trilled in earnest.

I am a god.


Chapter 47: Oliver

Oliver ate his fill while he and Minister Beck talked about life in the Academy and about Oliver's life before he'd come into the service of Father Winthrop. Despite the difference in age, despite the difference in station, the conversation started to feel like a talk with a friend, like a talk with Franklin when the two were sitting in their dorm room, sure that Father Winthrop had gone to sleep.

It was strange, one of the strangest yet most comfortable times in Oliver's short life.

"I think you may get to sleep here tonight, after all." Minister Beck cocked his head with an open-mouthed smile. "Do you hear?"

Oliver had stopped paying attention to the battle. He'd let the false security of the tent walls shield him from a world where cruelty lived in every man's heart, and death was raging by the thousands up the valley to kill every child, woman, and man. But the sound was nearly gone.

"Do you hear?" Beck asked again.

"We're victorious?" Oliver asked.

Beck laughed and shrugged. "Or all the soldiers are dead, and the beasts are running up here to slay us as I speak."

Oliver looked around and thought about his escape route: under the tent flap, through the blueberry bushes, down the hill, into the river. It ran fast around the bend below. He could lose any chasing demons there and climb the tumble of rocks on the far side of the river. It had to be full of crannies small enough to hide a boy his size.

"Victory," said Beck. "I'm sure it is victory. I don't hear the demons howling like they were before the fighting started."

Oliver nodded.

Beck stood up. "I'll check." He walked to the flaps covering the tent's entry and let himself out.

Oliver heard conversation outside though he couldn't quite make out what was being said.

A moment later, Beck came back into the tent, bringing with him a cold wind that chilled the comfort of the tent. "Our army has won again. The only demons left up the river are running away."

"And around the bend going down river, at the front of the army?" Oliver asked.

"No demons came that way. The soldiers there are resting and telling each other false stories about conquests in love and war."

Oliver laughed, near giddy to have the threat of death gone again, at least for a while. "Why do men tell lies, when the truth is interesting enough?"

"When you get old enough to feel desperate to impress a woman, tell me then."

"There are no woman up there with the army," said Oliver. "They're all back with the camp followers."

"Habit, I suppose."

 "May I ask you a question?" Oliver straightened up.

"Your curiosity has no bounds."

"I apologize."

"Don't," said Beck. "It was an observation, not a judgment. I wish more people were as curious as you."

"Really?"

"Truly. What do you want to ask?"

"When Scholar Evan convinced me to join in his conspiracy, he told me that I might one day be able to leave Father Winthrop's service and join the Academy. He said I was a smart boy. Was that true, or was Scholar Evan lying to me to get his way?"

"About that, Oliver, he was telling the truth. I've observed you from afar for some time now."

"You watch me?" Oliver figured that had to be a lie.

"I watch everyone I happen to find myself in a room with. You know, for those times when men tell lies and other men pretend to believe, I only pretend to listen. Instead, I watch others to see what they're doing, how they're reacting, and what they're saying. You came to my attention some time ago. I've known for a long time that you were intelligent. Until tonight, I had no idea how bright you were. I wish I'd have brought you into the Academy long ago. I wish on that day when your parents were taken to the pyre, your father had asked me to accept you as a Scholar. Unfortunately, he asked Father Winthrop to take you as a novice."

Oliver didn't believe Beck. "I've seen you on the dais from my place in the square when I was younger. I've heard mothers and fathers make that request of you many times. I may be wrong, but you've never taken any peasant child into the Academy."

"I've taken some," said Beck. "But not in a long time. When a parent's dying wish is that I accept their child, I most often agree, but I have to evaluate the child for aptitude before I allow them into the Academy. Sadly, most children are mentally capable of nothing more challenging that planting seeds and hauling wheat at harvest time. You're different. I'd have lied to your father that I would accept you, but then after evaluating you, I'd have made that lie into a truth."

Oliver smiled, pretty sure the compliment was sincere.


Chapter 48: Blackthorn

The sun had long since set. The last of the demons had run back up the canyon with the echo of hoof beats branding terror into their fungal brains. Two fresh cohorts of militia were in place to guard the rear, in case more demons came down the canyon for what remained of the night. The cowards that ran when the demons first attacked, or what was left of them, Blackthorn put to work hauling the bodies of their comrades to the funeral pyres. Those fires would burn through the night and into the next day, long after Blackthorn marched the army out the other end of the pass.

As for the camp followers, Blackthorn could only guess at the number who'd died. Maybe a third of them. It sickened Blackthorn that the militia could be so weak of heart as to let the demons run past them to slay the wives and mothers of their comrades. Thankfully, that choice had cost most of those militiamen their lives. It would save Blackthorn the trouble of seeing to their early demise.

That left Winthrop's blood-bedazzled lackeys. Judging by the number of them walking among the dead, and by the few Blackthorn saw lying dead in the mud, they had not paid much of a price for their insubordination.

Blackthorn wanted all thousand of their heads on spikes to line the road of the canyon from end to end, a reminder to everyone who passed what price was to be paid for failing your brothers in arms. And that was what they did. When the time came for them to raise their swords and axes to fight the demons as others were fleeing, they did nothing but listen to that lard Winthrop moan at the fire.

They'd finally chosen to enter the battle once the cavalry had broken the back of the demon charge and half of the demons were fleeing. With overwhelming numbers relative to those demons still in the fight, of course, Winthrop's handprint brothers had lost so few; no wonder they felt victorious. But their victory was a lie. They were little more than wash maids, cleaning up the battlefield after the cavalry had done its work.

Of Blackthorn's two squadrons, two hundred experienced horsemen, nineteen were dead and nearly that many were wounded. Some of those could still ride. Some of those would die of infection in the coming days.

The remainder of General Blackthorn's two squadrons followed him down the road and trotted into the meadow, where Winthrop's imbeciles were on their knees among the bodies of their kills, dipping their hands in demons' blood and covering one another with handprints.

Blackthorn ordered his men to draw their weapons, line up across the end of the meadow, and wait. It angered him that his arm had been injured and he was unable to unsheathe his own sword. With only twenty of his horsemen following him, Blackthorn rode into the morass of bloody, worshipping fools.

Some of the fools stood and watched Blackthorn's horses come among them. Some looked at the lethal cavalry lined up across the end of the meadow. Some of Winthrop's worshipers were so enthralled with their work that they didn't notice Blackthorn's horses coming their way. Those mesmerized worshipers paid for inattention when a hoof came down and broke their legs or crushed their skulls. 

Blackthorn's twenty horsemen, trotting in the chevron formation so favored by his father, were callous toward the fools in front of them.

At the center of the meadow, the bonfire had been restocked and cast a flickering orange and yellow light outward. Beside it, Winthrop stood and chanted. His arms were red to the elbows with the blood of the demon corpses surrounding him. Several dozen women knelt in a semi-circle behind him, all with bloody handprints on their faces.

At the edge of the open ground that was Winthrop's court, Blackthorn raised a hand to halt his cavalry. They formed their own semicircle around the fire.

Blackthorn, without a word to Father Winthrop, walked the big horse around the fire and into Winthrop, knocking him down.

Winthrop fell onto the bodies of the demons behind him. He huffed and spat and tried to get up. 

Blackthorn kept his horse moving at a steady walk and knocked Winthrop down again.

Winthrop tumbled onto a row of his priestesses who skittered away.

When Winthrop tried to get out of the horse's way, Blackthorn turned and bumped Winthrop again, knocking him over, herding him to the river.

All of Winthrop's minions were on their feet. Some had hands on swords, but none had the courage to raise a blade. Blackthorn almost wished one would. He decided he'd like to pit the remains of his cavalry against these thousand men. He'd kill them all and spike their heads. 

Winthrop fell over again, sputtering something about being a god. Blackthorn didn't care. No words Winthrop could utter would make a difference to anything of consequence in Blackthorn's mind. Winthrop was no god. He was a bipedal pig. 

When Blackthorn's horse bumped Winthrop into the river, Winthrop shrieked with the voice of a startled crone, "It's cold!" He got precariously to his feet to look at the rushing water at his knees.

Blackthorn stepped his horse into the water to knock Winthrop onto his butt.

Winthrop shrieked again.

Blackthorn leaned down, fixing Winthrop with a hateful glare. At that moment, had Blackthorn been able to raise his arm, he'd have cleaved Winthrop in two and watched his intestines and brains float over the rapids as they went downriver. "If your flock ever refuses to fight when I call, I'll stake you to your fire and burn you on the spot."

Blackthorn wheeled his stallion and galloped away.


Chapter 49: Winthrop

Winthrop sat in the river as a thousand eyes stared at him. He watched Blackthorn go. Blackthorn, the blasphemer. Blackthorn, the heretic. Blackthorn the devil.

I am a god.

The mouths of his followers were silent. Their eyes were humiliated for him. Their faith was shaken. The god fire he put in their souls, the demon-blood invincibility he marked on their chests, would fail without faith. 

Winthrop felt his night ghosts swimming in the darkness over his head. He felt them sliming through the icy cold water, dragging their dead skin against his. They wanted to pull him into the rapids. They wanted to take his life. They thought Blackthorn's humiliation had exposed his weak soul.

I am a god.

Spit-drenched syllables dribbled out of Winthrop's mouth.

Sounds became words. Words turned into sentences, none of which sounded like language to Winthrop, but the words didn't come from his head. Winthrop looked at the sky. Somewhere up there, his god brothers and sisters lived with the stars and the moon, and they were speaking to him. They were speaking through him. 

But Winthrop wasn't understanding.

He'd felt their touch. He'd been one with them. His divinity flowed through him and out to the faithful, and through their faith, they'd conquered the demon horde. 

The water around Winthrop's legs and butt lost its cold. In fact, he felt nothing at all but the pleasant wash of the current on his skin.

More sounds came, god-speak. He didn't understand it with his head. He had to understand it with his faith. That's where he'd become weak. When Blackthorn's black beast horse had startled him out of his trance, he'd lost the grip on his faith. He'd fallen from god to man. He'd turned back into the weak, fearful thing he'd been in Brighton before god-speak and demons' blood freed him.

Winthrop jumped to his feet and raised his hands to the sky. He shouted, "Victory!"

The move surprised the onlookers.

Winthrop turned and marched farther into the river. He stopped when the water was at his waist and the current threatened to pull him downstream. He dunked himself in the cold, grabbing onto a large rock to hold himself to the bottom, while his face and chest felt the freezing water. He stayed on the bottom while his lungs urged him to surface. They burned. They told him he was no god. He was a man who needed to breathe. He was mortal and they were going to prove it.

But that changed. His skin stopped feeling the cold. He was a god again.

Winthrop jumped to his feet, cleansed of dirt and blood by the river's current. 

I am a god.

He started to chant. "Victory!"

Men on the shore joined in, some with enthusiasm, some not.

Dozens of the priestesses waded into the water. They dove in around him. When they each surfaced, they stood and braced themselves against the current and sang Winthrop's victory chant.

More men on shore took up the song. 

Winthrop felt the fire of inspiration in his god voice and he bellowed, "The demon came for us when the moon was high. We killed him."

"VICTORY!"

"He came this night in a horde, like the stars in the sky."

"VICTORY!"

"Like the grass on the prairie."

"VICTORY!"

"We killed him. We killed them all."

"VICTORY!"

"Children of the gods."

"VICTORY!"

"My children."

"VICTORY!"

 "Come to the water. Wash away your weakness. Wash away your fear."

Men walked into the water.

"Wash away the devil's grip on your souls."

The river filled with men walking in and dunking themselves in the cold water.

"Follow me to divinity. Let us be gods together."

Winthrop trudged out of the river, dripping and chanting, energized by the faith of his priestesses and men. 

They love me.

I'm a god.

When he got to the side of the fire, Winthrop looked down at his robes, cleaner and whiter than he'd seen them in a long, long time. The caked mud was gone. The demon's blood was gone. He looked like a beautiful white god, come to save the weak-minded pig chasers and dirt scratchers, his flock, his worshipers.

VICTORY.

But Winthrop was not a white god. He was a god of vengeance and death. He was a war god, a slayer of demons, a killer of devils. Winthrop glared at the hilltop downriver where Blackthorn's tent stood, pristine and apart.

Devils must die.

"Blood me."

The priestesses knelt and put their hands on the dead demons at their feet, pushing their fingers into open wounds, squeezing their hands to cover them with blood. They put their hands on Winthrop's flowing white robe, covering it with prints.

I am a war god!

"Blood the clean souls. Blood them all!"


Chapter 50: Oliver

Oliver slipped out of Beck's tent before the sun rose. He'd had his fill of sleep. He took the rest of the food from the platter and packed it in his bag. 

The guards didn't see Oliver as he was leaving, though they seemed to be paying more attention to Beck's tent than they were to what might be coming to kill its occupant. It became apparent to Oliver that Beck was Blackthorn's prisoner. A curious circumstance. The politics of Brighton were laced with hidden plots and agendas of which Oliver had only seen the surface. As complex as the politics were, Oliver was going to simplify them by taking Winthrop's life.

He needed to figure out how.

Oliver's first choice for assassinating the loathsome lard had been to sneak into Winthrop's tent and run the dagger through Winthrop's throat. That plan seemed to be off the table. As far as Oliver could tell, Winthrop hadn't slept a wink since they'd left Brighton. 

Oliver hadn't seen Winthrop take a single bite of food. Neither had he seen Winthrop drink. But surely Winthrop had to be drinking something. Oliver just didn't know what, or when. Unfortunately, with Winthrop putting no food in his mouth, he wouldn't be going to the bathroom, which meant Oliver couldn't plant his dagger while Winthrop was privately attending to his personal needs.

Frustration.

Oliver spent the early morning hours scouting the road—not the road ahead of the army, but the road around which the army was camped. As Oliver walked among soldiers preparing their morning meals and tearing down their tents, he couldn't help but hear the rumors burning through their ranks: General Blackthorn had nearly drowned Winthrop the night before. Winthrop's brigade of the faithful had beaten back a horde ten thousand strong and saved the army from certain death. Winthrop walked on the water across the river, and Blackthorn's horse drowned. Blackthorn's arm had been bitten off by a demon.  The cavalry was dead. The camp followers were all dead, but Winthrop had brought most of them back to life. 

The only piece of certainty Oliver got was that Blackthorn and Winthrop were feuding, and some factions of the militia were choosing sides between them. Those that chose Blackthorn cited his reputation for killing demons since before most of them were born. Those that chose Winthrop argued their faith in The Word. Given the feud, Oliver felt certain that Winthrop would not be riding at the head of the column with Blackthorn and Beck. 

He'd be in the rear with his followers.

As Oliver scouted the road, he looked for narrow spots where the trees grew thick on both sides, or the cliffs towered above. He looked for places where he could pounce out and jam his knife through Winthrop's throat before anyone could react. He looked for places from which he could roll down heavy rocks to crush Winthrop. He needed a place that looked promising but had an escape route. As much as Oliver wanted Winthrop dead, he wasn't willing to trade his life for the pleasure, and he certainly didn't want to stand on a pyre to feel the fire burn his flesh away.

No murder was worth suffering that kind of pain.

Late in the morning when the army finally marched, Oliver was near the front, having found no good place from which to stage his ambush. He found a gap between the cohorts and walked alone with ranks of militiamen marching in formation thirty paces ahead and another cohort walking similarly thirty paces behind. He was proceeding quietly when a sergeant yelled at him.

"Get to the side of the road! Wait for the other camp followers!"

Oliver glanced up, wanting to argue but afraid he'd draw attention to himself. To his relief, one of the soldiers leaned into the sergeant's ear, and in a voice loud enough to overhear, said, "That's not a camp follower. That's Novice Oliver, sir, one of Winthrop's men."

That quieted the sergeant.

When the army reached the end of the pass, the ground fell away steeply, and the river ran over a fall that rumbled like thunder and threw a mist in the air that glowed with rainbows in the sun. The army crossed a bridge over a deep ravine and started down a road that zigzagged down the front of the mountain all the way to the coastal plain. 

Oliver climbed on a rock that put him well above the heads of the men marching below. From there he saw the whole of the snaking path back and forth, back and forth. In the curve of the mountain range, he saw the waterfall through a series of pools and cataracts all the way down to the plain where it formed a lake at the bottom before flowing east to spread into a thousand fingers and a marsh. Past the marsh was something Oliver had only heard about in stories. It was the most marvelous sight he'd seen. It was the ocean, blue and endless, stretching across the horizon, merging with the clouds in the distance so far away that Oliver couldn't tell where the ocean stopped, and the sky started. 

Waves lined up to crash the shore, and out there in the endless water, something triangular and stark white left a tiny foamy wake behind. Oliver wondered if it was some kind of bird sitting on the water, or a great fish swimming with its fine thrust above the surface. To see it from so far away, the thing had to be huge.

He wondered what it would be like to be a man, somehow floating in the middle of that ocean, even though he knew it wasn't possible.

Looking down the coast far, far in the distance to the south, Oliver saw strange gray, geometric textures at the border between the land and the ocean. He had no way to guess how far away the small gray shapes lay, a day's walk, a week's walk, but he knew what it was: the most magical of all things to a boy from Brighton. 

The Ancient City.


Chapter 51: Franklin

Franklin paced the back room of the church, listening to the murmurs of conversation and the scuff of shoes from the other side of the door. The townsfolk were lining up in the pews for mass, sliding down to accommodate one another, engaged in casual conversation as they waited for the clergymen to enter. 

Franklin studied his peers. A few fastened their robes. One or two gave him surreptitious glances. In the back of the room, several novices assisted the elder clergymen, and Franklin had the panicked thought that he'd rather be back there with them, performing a more comfortable role. Despite a novice's tribulations, the pressure was certainly less than he was feeling now. 

"Ready, Father Franklin?" Clergymen Abbot asked. The man's sizeable head glinted in the torchlight. Franklin saw a hint of doubt in the man's eyes.

Recalling Blackthorn's words and hoping to keep his respect, Franklin simply said, "Yes."

Novice Joseph scurried to open the door, carrying the same look of hope in his eyes that one day he might be the one wearing the robe and walking out to a roomful of people. Franklin smiled. Suppressing his nervousness, he waited for the others to line up behind them. The door opened. The melodic tones of harps and woodwind instruments floated through the doorway.

Sucking in a breath, Franklin stepped out into the open. 

His heart thudded. The room was full. All conversation had ceased. The parishioners sat, still and expectant, watching the procession of clergy. Watching him. Franklin didn't need to see the individual faces to know people were sizing him up, waiting for him to falter or fail. He strode across the room with a focused gait, afraid that he might trip. Thankfully, he didn't.

He didn't realize he was at the pulpit until the music stopped. Out of the corners of his eyes, he saw the other clergymen veer off and take their positions. 

They were waiting. Waiting for him.

A bead of sweat trickled down his face.

Franklin looked over the crowd—a blur of expectant men, women, and children. He felt nauseous. He'd prepared for this role in his head so many times that it hardly seemed like it was happening, and yet it was. This time, there was no Fitz to nod and smile. The room was pin-drop quiet. He needed to say something. The silence felt like it had gone on forever. Speak! Franklin sucked in a gulp of air, smiled, and prepared to greet his followers. A few coughs and whispers echoed across the room as he spoke his first words.

"Good morning, people of Brighton."

The parishioners murmured a response.

"We are gathered here today because of our devotion to The Word, our devotion to each other, and our devotion to Brighton. The spirit of faith is strong in each of your hearts."

"So sayeth The Word," the crowd answered.

Franklin watched, surprised, as the crowd bowed their heads, listening. They were no longer sizing him up, but staring at the pews. Franklin was surprised to find how loud his voice was. The confidence behind his words grew with each phrase.

"We gather here as our founders, Lady and Bruce, gathered all those years ago, with strength in our hearts and confidence in our leaders. Ours is to give back to Brighton, to give back to the gods, and to follow the laws of The Word, in order that we might avoid the spore."

"Our duty is to follow those laws," the crowd responded.

Franklin nodded at his clergymen, prompting them to sit in unison. The congregation followed suit. In the back of the room, Franklin found Fitz, sitting where she said she would. She was listening intently, her head bowed. Strength he'd been searching for moments earlier leaped inside him, as if it'd been waiting for him all along.

"The Word tells us we must suffer. We have accepted that suffering. But what happens when our faith is tested? What do we do then?" A hushed silence fell over the crowd. "Do we give up?"

A few people answered "No," even though it wasn't a required response.

Franklin looked from one face to the next, suddenly able to discern the nervousness behind those expressions. Perhaps these weren't so different than him, after all.

"Together we watched Brighton's army march out to defend the townships, to valiantly fight the threats to our people. I watched that army from the square with faith in my stone heart, and I could only think one thing. I saw a crowd of similar faces. Farmers rode next to merchants. Tradesmen rode next to apprentices. Women rode in support of their men. The distinctions that separated them in Brighton unified them as they left into the wild. They will suffer, but they will suffer together. This is the will of The Word. Unity rises above suffering. In so uniting, we protect ourselves from the spore."

Franklin paused long enough to see several heads nodding vigorously. He saw a few women wiping their faces with tears.

"And so I've picked a reading for you from Lady, one of our founders, as she addressed the first fifty-seven. This story was recounted to one of the descendants. I'll read it for you now, so we might share in Lady's joy and in her pain. For Lady knew then what we have discovered now: our greatest strength lies together, not apart."

"All hail Lady!" A man stood, yelling from somewhere in back.

      In the back of the room, someone wept.


Chapter 52: Blackthorn

With the two cohorts of his blue shirts leading the way down the winding path, General Blackthorn followed on his horse, with Minister Beck beside him. Two squadrons of cavalry came after. The rest of the militia, the cavalry, and camp followers strung out along the road. Last in line, Winthrop's band of acolytes—now two thousand strong—brought up the rear. 

Two thousand. 

Blackthorn wished he'd let his horse trample Winthrop in the river the night before and brought an end to the problem. Blackthorn hadn't anticipated that Winthrop's hand-printed braggarts would proselytize the lie of their victorious role in the battle in the canyon. Blackthorn underestimated the wanton gullibility of undisciplined farmers hoping for a spiritual lie to soothe their sore feet and alleviate their anxiety. 

But that was Blackthorn the general having those thoughts. Blackthorn the butcher, the pragmatic politician saving Brighton from itself by leading forty percent of its population to their deaths, didn't care that a holy lunatic was undermining discipline. It was a difficult dichotomy to hold simultaneously in his thoughts.

At least, it wouldn't last.

At the pace the army was moving, it would be four to five days to the Ancient City. After last night's fighting, Blackthorn didn't have any confidence the army would last more than a couple of days once they reached their destination. If they even made it there. 

The forests and savannahs on the plains between the mountains and the sea were thick with demons. And when the demons started to howl, when they heard the army march, when they saw the fires at night, the twisted men would come from miles and miles around. They would spill out of the Ancient City's vast, rotting, ruins and flow north, maybe by the hundreds of thousands.

When they did, the army would be engulfed. Winthrop's braggarts would be shredded in the demon's maw. All the cowering militiamen would be murdered. The cavalry and all of their fine horses would fall as a thousand screaming monsters pulled them down. They'd all die like his father did, just as Blackthorn himself would meet his glorious, inevitable end, the end he was always supposed to have. 

Blackthorn recalled from his youth the times he'd been to the Ancient City. He'd led a squadron there on three occasions. He'd had reasons each time, but those reasons were long forgotten. They were lies he told to assuage the worries of the council members at the time. The truth on that first trip was that he wanted to see the Ancient City with his own eyes, to find out if any of the legends were true.

Some were. Most weren't. But that was the way of it with legends. 

Though there were no treasures buried under every rock and no fairies in the air, neither were there monsters of any sort except the usual warty demons that Blackthorn had been slaying or dreamt of slaying his whole life. The only thing the legends got exactly right were the vast numbers of twisted men living in the crumbling ruins. Beyond number, he'd been told as boy. Beyond number was what he experienced, enough to blood his sword and put him at peace for the months while he waited for the next horde to emerge from the city and venture into Brighton's realm.

Those days were long gone.

As Blackthorn tried to stay in his saddle, he felt more and more like an old man with each mile. Each clomp of his horse's hooves on the ground seemed to sap a small measure of his strength. When he'd awoken that morning, he'd needed his mute maid to help him out of bed. His muscles protested with stiffness. His joints ached when he bent them, and his head pounded at every movement. His right arm was useless. Nothing seemed broken. His physician had come to him and moved it all around, and no bones moved about beneath the muscles. In fact, the shoulder didn't feel much different when the doctor moved it than when it hung immobile by his side. It was when Blackthorn tried the move the arm himself that the pain overwhelmed him. The injury made no sense to the doctor though he said he'd seen such on two occasions in the past. Blackthorn asked what became of the men. The answer: they eventually regained use of their arms, but they were always weak, never what they once were, and continually had flares of pain.

The long-term prognosis did not matter to Blackthorn. He'd only hoped the doctor would do something with the arm to allow for the swinging of a sword for a few more days.

Now he only hoped to stay on his horse. 

Military matters took his mind off his weakness and aches as he made his plan on a place to camp. Their path would take them near a knoll next to the river. That would be the most defensible place. The wide river was deep enough to protect one flank. Though the hill was covered with copses, most of it was grass, and for a mile in all directions, the vegetation was much the same, leaving room for Blackthorn's cavalry to maneuver. The militia could be set up on the hill in defensible positions, and the cavalry could ride free and slaughter demons at will. 

Blackthorn had no illusions of victory. He intended only to kill as many demons as possible before defeat came. In fact, if he set the militia to building ramparts from behind which they could hack down at demons with little risk of injury, even the inexperienced militia might kill tens of thousands, perhaps a hundred thousand, before they were finally overrun. 

Perhaps the knoll was the place to make their stand.


Chapter 53: Franklin

"You were amazing," Fitzgerald said, her face curved into a beautiful smile. "I saw several women in the congregation weeping. And that sermon you gave! I don't think I've ever heard you speak like that."

Franklin nodded, unable to suppress a grin of his own. "I'm barely able to understand it myself. I think we picked the right passages, Fitz. Especially with what's been happening in Brighton."

"We did." Fitzgerald reached out to take his robe from his shoulders.

Franklin stopped her. "You don't have to do that. I'll do it myself." Franklin kissed her hand. The power of the successful sermon coursed through him, a rush of adrenaline that he'd never experienced. And she was part of the reason he'd succeeded.

"Some of the clergymen were talking in the halls. They called you a natural," Fitz said.

"A natural." Franklin felt his face flush. "I'm not sure how I feel about that. Who said that?"

"Deacon Carbone. He said it to one of the others before he retired to his chambers."

"Wow." Deacon Carbone was one of the oldest members of the clergy. Normally, his demeanor was solemn and irritable. To hear that Deacon Carbone had given Franklin a compliment was unbelievable. "Hopefully, my luck will repeat." 

"It's not luck, Franklin," Fitz said supportively. "It's what you've been working toward all these years."

"I guess it is."

"You'll get even better with each one. The congregation will follow you the way they've never followed Winthrop." Fitz smiled.

The thrill of having completed the mass was tempered by the fact that Franklin had work to do. He'd won over the congregation—perhaps some of the clergy. But he'd need to keep giving sermons like that if he wanted to maintain his position.

Sitting on the bed, his face turned from proud to worried. Fitzgerald sat next to him, rubbing his shoulders. 

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"I just have so many ideas, Fitz. So many passages I want to share with everyone."

"You'll have plenty of time for them," Fitz said.  "Don't worry. We'll do it together. I'm here to help you."


Chapter 54: Oliver

From atop his rock, Oliver watched camp followers herd pigs and sheep over the wide bridge, proceeding as though it was just another stretch of road coming down the canyon, and not a bridge of ancient stone, hundreds of years old, on cracked columns spanning a chasm so deep and rugged it made Oliver nervous to peer down into. 

Following the animals and the slowest of the women and old men, Winthrop walked in a flowing white robe covered in bloody red handprints. He was surrounded by thirty or forty fawning women, none of who carried any burden—no packs, no weapons, only the clothes on their backs. Oliver wondered what those women used for blankets and shelter at night. What did they eat? 

Most of the men in Winthrop's disorderly mob looked like militiamen. Some wore the blue shirts of Blackthorn's full-time soldiers. Some were old tradesmen who'd been among the camp followers, who now fancied themselves as soldiers, carrying sharpened sticks tempered in fire with black tips, all with bloody red handprints on their faces and on their clothes. As the mob flowed down across the bridge, some of them dropped to their knees near Winthrop and burst into strange songs. Others in the ranks sang a repetitive dirge that seemed to give them strength. Some hunted in the trees along the road, rabid for anything to kill. Some screamed and seemed to have no direction. The latter were carried along with the flow of the rabble. 

There were thousands.

Oliver, aspiring novice to Father Winthrop, and with no knowledge of military matters, knew right away that the cancer of Winthrop, formerly benign and living only in a reeking temple, had metastasized. The rabble that had been in their disciplined ranks when they left Brighton didn't look like they could do anything now except stumble over one another and die. They'd fallen under the spell of Winthrop's eloquent lunacy, and it was going to cost them their lives.

Worse still, that band of forty or fifty from the first night out of Brighton had turned into a thousand or two, a portion of the army that Oliver guessed Blackthorn could not afford to lose. A fist couldn't punch as hard when missing a finger or two. The army was the same. Blackthorn's army was a fist, and Winthrop was stealing the fingers and turning them into demon food.

If Winthrop wasn't stopped, his caustic stupidity and arrogance would result in the slaughter of the entire army.

The importance and urgency of Oliver's task took on the added weight of nineteen thousand lives—or however many were left, after two nights of fighting. 

Oliver needed to kill Winthrop tonight.


Chapter 55: Tenbrook

"How did Father Franklin do at his mass?" Tenbrook asked, watching Captain Sinko intently.

"Surprisingly well," Sinko said, averting his eyes.

Tenbrook bit his lip, prepared for different news. "What do you mean by that?"

"He gave an inspiring sermon, sir. The entire congregation watched him without a whisper."

"They were judging him, I suspect."

"Yes. At first."

"But then?"

"But then he won them over. A few women were weeping in the pews. In fact, the clergymen seemed awe-struck. By the end, the entire congregation was talking about him in front of the Sanctuary. Many of the farmers stayed outside instead of heading back to the fields, discussing his passages. His style is very different than Winthrop's, indeed, but he seems to have a real way with The People. And he can read."

"I'm surprised," Tenbrook said, clenching his fist around the pen in his hand. Tenbrook liked to think he was a good judge of character—especially when it came to detecting threats. Perhaps Franklin's humble demeanor had all been an act.

Perhaps he was in on the plan.

Tenbrook would watch Evan and see if he met with Franklin.

"Is there anything else, sir?" Sinko asked.

"Keep after Scholar Evan. Make sure to report back to me on wherever he goes. And let me know if you catch wind of any of his conversations."

"Will do, sir."


Chapter 56: Evan

Evan nervously paced his room in the Academy. He hadn't touched his books in days. His room was disheveled, his bed unmade. He'd been falling asleep at odd hours, napping when he could. He'd dismissed the servants that knocked on his door to clean up after him.

He couldn't think about anything but his meeting with the Dunlows.

That meeting gave him a mixture of trepidation and relief. Tommy and Timmy seemed nervous but forthright. He couldn't imagine they'd mingle with the other deserters if they were guilty. But that question begged another.

If it wasn't the Dunlows, who was it?

He'd been chewing on that thought ever since his meeting. He already knew it was no one else at the Clergy or the Academy. At least, no one he had recruited.

In all likelihood, the man who had given them up had most likely fled town or was holed up under Tenbrook's protection. Evan wished he could ask Tenbrook outright. But even if he did, he doubted Tenbrook would tell him.

There was a good chance the man was dead.

Everyone was accounted for, according to Timmy and Tommy. The only other person who knew was Beck, who was on the road with Blackthorn's army. And Oliver.

Oliver.

The name hit Evan like a punch to the stomach. His eyes grew wide with fright. He'd thought of Oliver in passing, but he hadn't seen him in a while. The last time Evan had spoken with the boy was a few days ago, and it seemed like he'd been done with the plan. He'd even mentioned going over the circle wall. Oliver had promised he wouldn't speak of what had transpired between him and Evan, but he was also angry; he'd been beaten. 

Maybe the secret of their collusion hadn't died there.

Oliver didn't know the details of the plan. But he knew enough to implicate Evan. What if he'd found a way to decipher Evan's letters to the Dunlows? What if, instead of going over the circle wall, he'd gone to Tenbrook out of anger for the way he'd been treated?

What if Oliver is Tenbrook's informant?

Evan felt a surge of panic that made him sick. He hurried from his room, bumping into one of the other Scholars on the way out. 

"Sorry, Scholar Evan," the man mumbled. 

"It is no matter."

He could barely think. He needed to find out what had happened to Oliver. That was the only way to alleviate his doubts.


Chapter 57:  Beck

Everything about the journey left Beck at a loss for words. Despite the stories he'd heard as a boy, the stories all children of Brighton were told, despite the pictures he'd seen in those exquisite books Ivory had donated to the Academy, nothing could have prepared him for the natural landscape. 

The canyon that the army had been in for a day, a night, and the morning opened up to a view of a plain that ran along the base of the mountains and spread all the way to the ocean. The grass-covered fields were dotted in copses and striped with fingers of forest that stretched and wound until they faded at the horizon. Everything in the grandeur he saw was beyond his experience.

In the grasslands below the mountains, Beck found himself fascinated by the patterns. Long lines, grids, squares, and rectangles dotted the grass, as though the dirt had been piled into designs and the grass grew over them. Some of the lines curved in wide ribbons that stretched for miles. In many places, the grass was too thick or the patterns in the dirt worn away with time. In other places, the forest obscured the patterns beneath.

As Beck rode with the army down the road to the lower reaches of the mountain, the patterns in the grass grew hard to see and were lost. But Beck saw the remains of walls in the grass, some barely visible, others as tall as a child, a few taller than a man, straight and sturdy. Some ruins marked the remains of buildings so large it was impossible to imagine what purpose they could have served.

Beck saw movement, as well. At first, he thought the tiny specks were large herbivores grazing on the plain or galloping through the grass. But the closer the army got to the grasslands, the more those beasts solidified into what they were: twisted men, hundreds and hundreds of them from across the plain, all converging on the point below where the road led away from the mountain and disappeared into the patterns beneath the grass. 

The army was going to have to fight their way through to keep marching toward their destination.


Chapter 58: Oliver

After rounding the final hairpin turn on the ancient road, Oliver saw the column of the army snake off, not toward the Ancient City, but in a roughly northeasterly path toward a bean-shaped hill beside the river. Having spent the previous night in a tent on Blackthorn's hill in the pass, and feeling a little bit safer because of it, Oliver guessed the bean-shaped knoll was going to be the army's campsite for the night.

The road spilled the army into a sprawling grassy field at the foot of the mountain, where the bodies of hundreds of demons lay waiting for the black birds to come and scavenge their flesh. The bodies of dozens of Blackthorn's most precious foot soldiers, his blue shirts, lay dead among them. 

The skirmish was already over. It hadn't even slowed the march. The number of demons was tiny compared to the many thousand under arms in Blackthorn's army.

By the time Oliver passed the bodies. Winthrop and his zealots in the column just behind Oliver resumed their chanting. Men and women knelt by bodies and dipped their hands in blood, touching one another and leaving red prints, dragging their fingers across their cheeks and foreheads, striping their faces in blood. 

Oliver left his place in line and trotted through grass stomped flat by those who'd already gone by. He dropped to his knees by a demon body that looked to have some blood in it, and sliced his dagger across the demon's thigh. Red flesh split apart. Oliver stuffed his hands into the wound and pulled out some innards, pressing them to his chest. He dragged his fingers down his cheeks. He marked his shoulders with red blood, hoping he wore enough blood to mark him as one of Winthrop's faithful. 


Chapter 59:  Franklin

Franklin blinked as he surveyed the piles of books and notes around him. Ever since his successful sermon, he'd felt his confidence growing. The words of Lady and Bruce seemed to come alive, providing new meanings that he'd never been allowed to consider. With Father Winthrop gone, he was able to see The Word as what it was meant to be: a doctrine meant to inspire rather than bring fear. 

He smiled as he found a relevant passage in one of his reference books, underscoring the need to provide assistance to neighbors in times of famine and hardship. He reached for a piece of paper, bent on jotting down some notes.

A knock on the door distracted him. He leaned back in his chair, setting down his pen. 

"Who is it?" he called.

Joseph peered into the room. "You have a visitor, Father."

"Who?"

"Scholar Evan."

"Is he behind you?"

"No, he's in the Sanctuary. Should I fetch him and send him in? I didn't want to bring him into your quarters."

"I could use a break. I'll meet him there. Tell him I won't be long."

Franklin listened as Joseph's footsteps retreated in the hallway. He stood, shaking the stiffness from his legs, and tried to clear the sermon he'd been working on from his head. He walked from his room and down a long corridor, navigating his way to the main Sanctuary room. What could Evan want? He realized that he hadn't seen the Scholar since their induction at the square. He assumed that like him, Evan had been busy performing the duties of his new role. It'd be good to catch up with his friend.

Opening the door, he found Scholar Evan standing in between the front row of benches. 

"I'm sorry to disturb you so soon after the sermon, Franklin," Evan said, rubbing his hands together.

"That's quite all right," Franklin said. "How are things going?"

"I just wanted to congratulate you on your successful mass the other day." Evan's eyes roamed from the pulpit to Franklin. "I wish I could've attended."

"It is no matter. I know you have your people at the Academy to look after."

"I heard a group of merchants talking outside in the market. They couldn't believe the succinct delivery of your words. Several of the farmers said it was the best sermon they'd heard in years. Better than Winthrop's. Of course, they said the last part thinking no one else would hear."

Franklin blushed, unable to help himself. "Thanks."

"I have no doubt that they're right," Evan said.

"How are things at the Academy?"

"I'm doing my best." Evan smiled. "The duties are overwhelming, but I'm hoping to make Minister Beck proud."

Both Franklin and Evan had climbed from the roles of subordination to leadership in a matter of days. Franklin imagined it was as much a shock to Evan as it was to him. 

Evan shifted from foot to foot, as if he had something more to say. Franklin knew him well enough to know there was another reason for the visit.

"Is there something else I can do for you?" Franklin asked.

"I know you're probably busy," Evan said. "I don't want to take up too much of your time."

"It's no matter," Franklin said. 

"I was just looking for Oliver."

"Oliver?" Franklin's smile morphed to nervousness. He hadn't been asked about Oliver in days, since shortly after he left. He wasn't looking forward to telling the lie about Winthrop requesting him.

"Yes. Have you seen him?"

"He left a few days ago," Franklin said.

"Left?" Evan's face went white. "Did he tell you that?"

"Yes. He went with Blackthorn's army." Franklin paused, then added, "He went to assist Father Winthrop."

Composing himself, Evan said, "I didn't know about that."

"Depending on what you need, I might be able to lend you another novice. Is your back hurting you again? Do you need help at the market?" 

"No, it's a matter of little importance."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure. I just wanted to answer a question he had about the Academy. He asked me when we went to the market last week. I said I'd look up the answer and get back to him."

"Oh, I see."

"Congratulations again on your successful sermon. I know what a challenge that must've been. I'll be there for the next one."

"Thanks for the—" Franklin started.

Without another word, Evan scurried through the doorway, his footsteps echoing off the cavernous ceiling.


Chapter 60:  Beck

Minister Beck and General Blackthorn sat on their horses on the crest of the hill. From there Beck saw most of the top of the large hill and a good share of the gently sloping sides, not the back side facing the river with its near vertical cliffs, but the ones that were approachable from the savanna in front of them. All over the hill, men were busy.

"Pardon me for saying so," said Beck, "but you don't look well."

Blackthorn said nothing.

"Perhaps it would be better to leave the construction of the defenses to your captains. Rest would do you good. An army needs a healthy general."

"Rest is for weak men," Blackthorn spat. Blackthorn turned and looked at Beck. "Scholars." He shook his head and looked back at the goings on below. "Merchants, clergy, farmers, harlots, and orphans. Children have their stories about glory on a horse, but nobody knows the reality. Cavalrymen know suffering like no fat resident of Brighton ever will. They sit by their fires when the cold rains come while we cavalrymen ride. Farmers stay inside when the snows are deep while we go out and do battle. When a Scholar nicks his finger with a quill, what does he do, Minister? Does he rest in his bed until he is well? A cavalryman does not. When his bones are broken, and his blood is flowing over his horse, a cavalryman raises his blade. Beyond the circle wall, there is no rest, no mercy. Out here, you kill the demons, or you die. So go rest if you want." Blackthorn pointed to the tents. "Your quarters are ready."

Beck wanted to shoot back with something snide, but another part of him found admiration in the general's little diatribe. The cavalry did sacrifice a great deal, and the people in Brighton lived in the comfort of their duty. "General?" Beck had a hard time making the words come.

"Speak, man," ordered Blackthorn.

"I apologize."

Blackthorn laughed. "Another game of words? What do you try to bait me with now? Do you ever tire?"

"No," said Beck. "I mean it. I apologize. You're wounded. You can't raise your arm. I've been riding in your company all day. More than once I thought you'd fall from your horse, but you surprised me. You sat tall. I appreciate the sacrifice you and the cavalry make, even what the blue shirts do for the safety of us all. I am sincere."

"But?"

"Why should there be a but?" Beck asked.

"We've shared the council too long. I know you, Beck."

"I'd planned to say no more, General. I appreciate what you do. I would not be able to do it. If I were to say anything, I would say that I hope one day you will appreciate what the Scholars do, as different as it is from what you and your men do. But I was not going to add that. I am learning as this venture continues that the two are not the same. Allow me that. Accept my appreciation at face value."

Blackthorn turned and gave Beck a hard stare. "I will."

"You're a more complex man that I'd thought." Beck let his gaze wander over the activity on the slopes of the hill. "I see men are digging trenches and piling the dirt only on one side."

"Defenses," said Blackthorn. "The men can stand atop the mound of dirt. Charging demons will fall into the trenches and will have to climb the side defended by the militia. Men chopping down at demons whose heads are at the soldiers' knees are not likely to be injured. They can't be overrun no matter how many demons come at them. The trenches and the earthen ramparts stop them."

"Why here?" asked Beck.

"The slope of the hill adds to the advantage of the defenders."

"I see," said Beck, "but what I was asking is, why are we building defenses here, and why have we not done so at our other campsites?"

"The twisted men in the plain between the mountains and the sea are more numerous than any other place I know of, besides the Ancient City."

"Is this where the demon horde you spoke of is?" Beck asked. "The one we came here to annihilate?"

"It is in the city," said Blackthorn, "but we cannot engage it until we deal with the demons on the plain."

"Are we staying here, then," asked Beck, "on this hill?"

"For a time," answered Blackthorn. "The demons will come to us. They might all come. We'll fare better in battle if we give our militia the advantage of defenses."

"It'll be like our circle wall, only here, instead of around Brighton."

"Not as formidable," said Blackthorn, "but yes."

"With the earthen ramparts," asked Beck, "will we have a chance to live through this?"

"More than without."

"Will we live through this, General? Honestly?"

Blackthorn turned to look at Beck again. "Perhaps out here, where life is simple, we can live without the lies that life in Brighton seems to require of us."

"I would like that," said Beck.

"Men don't like the truth when it is hard," said Blackthorn. "They'll do anything to pretend the truth is false. They'll lie to themselves. They'll believe the lies of others. That is the nature of men."

"And the truth about our chances of living through this?"

"You're a smart man, Beck. You've known the truth all along. You chose to hide from it because it was too brutal to accept. We are here to die so that Brighton will have enough food to live through the winter. We will kill as many demons as we can so that future hordes coming through the canyon to seek out Brighton's innocent souls will be smaller. With our lives, we are laying the foundation for a future where humankind has a chance."  


Chapter 61: Tommy Dunlow

Tommy and Timmy walked with their backs straight as they approached the door to Blackthorn's house, trying to project what little confidence their trembling hands would allow. The guard at the front door watched them. Tommy searched for any sign of recognition in the guard's face, but he seemed bored, rather than interested, at their arrival. 

Tommy hoped that was a good sign.

"Who are you here to see?" the guard asked.

Tommy and Timmy traded a nervous glance before one of them spoke.

"Tenbrook, sir," Tommy said. He stuffed his hands in his pockets, trying to calm his nerves. 

"Is he expecting you?"

"I don't think so," Tommy replied.

"What he means is," Timmy cut in to explain. "We were supposed to meet with him. We just weren't sure when."

"He'd send for you if you were needed," the guard said with a frown. He spat in the dirt as if he expected them to leave. When they didn't, he asked, "What are your names?"

"Tommy and Timmy Dunlow," Tommy said without hesitation. He was used to his family name bringing respect. The guard simply grunted as if he'd never heard of them. "Hold on, I'll check."

The guard dipped inside the door. A moment later, he reappeared. 

"Come in. Tenbrook will see you now."

Tommy tried to tell himself that they'd passed a hurdle, but he still couldn't stop his heart from pounding as they walked through the threshold. He walked side by side with Timmy, glancing at the gorgeous, high ceilings and the bustling servants. Most were too engaged to notice the newcomers. A few gave casual glances as they carried dishes or piles of clothing from room to room. Tommy marveled at the building's extravagance. An ornate wooden railing ran up to a balcony, which gave way to a series of hallways and rooms. The main room they'd entered was full of furniture of various shapes and sizes, wrapped in fabrics and woven materials that looked like they'd taken weeks to fashion.

He looked around the main room for Tenbrook as if the General might come out and greet them, but the man was nowhere in sight. The guard motioned them down a hallway on the ground floor, leading them down several more twisting corridors before they reached a thick, wooden door. The guard stopped to open it, ushering them inside without going inside himself. The noise of the servants had died off. 

Tommy and Timmy were left in relative quiet.

Tommy peered through the doorway, expecting to catch a glimpse of Tenbrook. The room was empty. A long table sat in the middle of the room. Several paintings depicting scenes of battle were hung on the walls. There were no windows. It looked like the room hadn't been used in a while. Tommy wasn't surprised. With as many rooms as the house held, he wouldn't be surprised if some were forgotten.

Tommy and Timmy edged into the room as if it might be a trap, even though they knew they'd come too far to make a choice. The guard grunted, then left them without another word, shutting the door. The click of the doorjamb was an ominous reminder of the danger they'd put themselves in.

"Where do you think he is?" Tommy asked, wishing the guards hadn't stripped him of his knife. 

"I'm not sure," Timmy said, matching his nervous tone.

Neither dared speak anything else, incriminating or otherwise. They looked around the room, torn between the paintings and the doorway. Neither made a move to sit down. They remained that way in silence for several minutes.

Footsteps in the hall startled Tommy. He strained to hear how many people were approaching—several pairs of footsteps meant there were guards—but heard only one pair of boots. The footsteps ceased. The doorknob turned. Tommy gulped.

Tenbrook walked in, a half-smile on his face. He greeted Timmy and Tommy, shaking their hands, insisting they take seats at the table. Tommy breathed a sigh of relief. Tenbrook's casual demeanor assuaged some of his doubts, but he knew better than to trust the man. He pulled up a chair next to his brother and waited for Tenbrook.

"I bet you're wondering what kind of room this is," Tenbrook said, waving at the paintings on the wall.

In truth, Tommy wasn't, but he knew better than to disagree. "Of course."

"We call this the war room. We have a few rooms like this, many much larger and used more often. This particular room was used by General Blackthorn's father during the planning of The Great War. Because of that, it has historical importance."

"We've heard stories of that war." Timmy nodded eagerly as if that fact might increase Tenbrook's respect of him. "Our great uncle fought in it."

Tenbrook ignored him and patted the table. "Unfortunately, that war had its costs. They all do. As you're probably aware, General Blackthorn's father died during The Great War. And because of that, the General hardly visits this room. I only know this because I inquired with one of the servants. I wanted to make sure the room was available so that I could use it."

Tommy nodded. "That makes sense."

"I wanted a room that would make me feel at home here in Brighton since I consider the wild my home most of the time. The pictures remind me of my battles." Tenbrook paused. "And because Blackthorn won't mind if I mess it up."

Tommy laughed nervously, hoping there wasn't an implied threat in that statement. He looked around the room, noticing a few closed doors, but didn't see any guards. He had the brief thought that he and his brother might be forced into a battle with Tenbrook. Even if they managed to win, they'd never get past the doors.

"You're probably wondering what took me so long to call you here," Tenbrook said. 

Tommy frowned. Called us here? He wanted to ask why Tenbrook had never sent for them. They had come of their own accord. Perhaps Tenbrook's plethora of new duties had him confused.

Nodding, Tommy said, "Yes. We wanted to make sure you had all the information you needed."

"And to ensure we're protected, of course," Timmy said, a little too hastily.

"Of course." Tenbrook sighed and leaned back in his chair. "As you can imagine, the information you provided was very useful. I'm sorry I didn't send for you earlier. We've already identified the deserters of whom you spoke. And I've been keeping a close eye on Evan. I've had my men following him since shortly after we talked."

"That's good news," Tommy said. "I'm glad we could be of service to you. He came to visit us once, but we didn't tell him anything, of course."

"I knew you could be trusted."

"We're just glad to play our part in keeping Brighton safe."

"I appreciate that." Tenbrook nodded as if they all shared a sacred duty.

"When will the deserters be brought in?" Timmy asked. Another hasty question, in Tommy's opinion, but he didn't say anything to correct his brother. 

"I'm not sure we'll bring them in at all." Tenbrook sat back and smiled, making Tommy wonder what sort of strategy he'd devised. He waited for the answer. "As you know, both the pyre and the occasional spiking go a long way toward keeping Brighton safe. With those measures in place, most men don't stray too far beyond the rules. It takes intelligent leadership to turn whispers in an alley into an organized mob."

"We wouldn't know much about that," Tommy said nervously. "But we'll take your word."

"It takes even more than that to overthrow a government entirely." 

"That makes sense." Tommy chewed his lip as he followed Tenbrook's logic.

"I don't need to burn everyone involved to halt the coup."

Timmy leaned forward. "What you're saying is that now that we've told you Scholar Evan is behind the plot, you can bring him in and dissolve it. That sounds easy enough to me."

"Yes, if I were convinced he was the only ringleader," Tenbrook said with a shrug. "That's why I've been having him followed, to determine if that is the case."

Timmy swallowed audibly as he considered their meeting with Evan might've been watched. "If you don't think we're telling you the truth, I can assure you that—" 

Tommy grabbed his brother's arm.

"I'm sorry for my brother's tone," Tommy said apologetically. "We just want to assure you that we've told you everything you know. Scholar Evan is the one behind it. We told you everything."

"I mostly believe you."

"Mostly?" Timmy asked, his voice wavering.

"I want you to know that I appreciate the information you've given me," Tenbrook said with a solemn nod. "Even though it won't save you from what needs to be done."

"What do you mean?" Tommy's blood froze as he watched Tenbrook's expression.

"I've been speaking with your father, mother, and sister. Sadly, I don't think they know any more than you do. They've convinced me of that."

Timmy leaped from his chair. "What are you talking about?"

Tenbrook pounded the table.

The thick wooden doors in the back of the room opened, unleashing several guards. Tommy shouted as his brother was pulled from his seat. Soldiers pinned his arms. They pulled the kicking, screaming Tommy and Timmy from the war room, dragging them into a dimly lit corridor. Tommy struggled to see, but the frantic commotion made him lose his bearings. 

Suddenly they were in a dank, musty room with devices on the wall. 

Tommy saw his mother, father, and sisters hanging from chains. Their arms were tied behind them, their faces marred with blood and bruises. Several torches lit the room enough for Tommy to see the pain in his sisters' eyes. They screamed into the rags stuffed in their mouths.

Tommy broke free. He swung his fist at the nearest soldier.

The soldier grabbed him and wrenched his arm behind him, forcing him to the ground. Tommy screamed in agony. Tenbrook closed the door and joined the others. His voice was eerily calm as he instructed the soldiers to hold down Tommy and Timmy.

"Oftentimes traitors tell lies," Tenbrook said. "But the screams of a suffering relative compel most men to tell the truth."

"You son of a bitch!" Timmy swore. "I'll kill you!"

"If you resist me, your family will die. If you cooperate, I might consider letting them live, but it won't save you from death."

"We've already told you everything!" Timmy screamed frantically.

"Then this will set my mind at ease."


Chapter 62: Jeremiah

Jeremiah didn't realize he'd slept until the cry of a bird woke him up. He sat up in the chair, knocking the empty flask to the floor. The clatter exacerbated the growing pain in his skull. 

He squinted, groaned, and looked around him. The books were in the same place as he'd left them; several were on the floor. He vaguely remembered looking through them, laughing at the ridiculous pictures. He'd even set a few aside to look at later.

The sun was gone. It was almost dark. How long had he slept? He'd had too much snowberry. He grunted. The Ancient City wasn't a place he'd wanted to stay so long. But what about the books?

He looked around at the rows, realizing he couldn't carry them all. Beck had wanted him to count them using lines on a paper. 

Fuck.

Jeremiah snorted. Between his headache and the volume of books, he had no interest in counting. He'd take a few books back. If that wasn't good enough, then Beck could find the damned stash himself. Jeremiah bent over, scooping up the book with pictures of the strange contraption he'd seen. He'd take that one, for sure. That should entice Beck enough to make him pay any amount of coin Jeremiah demanded.

He recalled Ivory and the strange demon-man. Had they returned? If they had, he hadn't heard them. 

They probably fled to some distant shore, terrified that I'd catch them. 

Jeremiah laughed. He glanced out the window but saw only the dark blue ocean. No sign of Ivory or the demon-man. He packed as many books as he could carry in his bag and sealed it, flinging it over his shoulder. Then he walked toward the door. A disturbing thought stopped him, making him reconsider his plan.

What if Ivory and the demon-man were to move the books before he got back? He'd already taken enough to fetch him a fancy sum, but he wanted all of them. Jeremiah couldn't take the chance that the boy and his shit-ridden friend might steal the rest of his riches. 

I'll do one last check to see if they returned. 

If I don't find them, I'll hide the books where they can't be found. Then I'll head back to Brighton. 

Satisfied with his plan, Jeremiah headed for the door.


Chapter 63: Beck

By the time it was full dark, all of Blackthorn's cavalry squadrons had come to the top of the grassy hill and set up camp. Blackthorn and Beck still sat on their horses, with two cohorts of Blackthorn's blue shirts camped around their position.

Below them, all around the perimeter of the hill and about half way up the slope, a ring of bonfires burned. In front of those fires, men toiled in trenches, digging and moving dirt. Uphill from the ring of fires, men worked on another row of trenches. More fires burned on top of the hill. On the backside—the one that faced the river—no one worked. The slopes dropped too steeply down to the river to worry about building additional defenses there. As Blackthorn explained to Beck, that side was naturally defensible. A few hundred men could hold it against any number of demons attacking across the river.

"You've been silent longer than I've ever seen," said Blackthorn without turning away from the men at work.

"I have."

"Are you surprised by what I told you?"

Beck sighed. "I suppose you're right. I knew. I didn't want to accept it. I'm not ready to die."

"Perhaps you won't."

"I thought lies were in our past," said Beck.

"It is often as difficult to speak the truth as it is to hear it."

"I need to understand how this defense will work," said Beck.

"Are you planning to assassinate me and take over?" Blackthorn turned and gave Beck a wicked grin. "You might get away with it. You know better than anyone I can't raise my sword arm. As you said, I'm barely keeping myself in the saddle."

Beck laughed. "Honesty is an interesting territory to live in. I may learn to like it, I think. But no, I have no plans to kill you. No man is more competent to lead this army than you. As I see it, a living General Blackthorn is my best chance to see the sunrise each morning. The longer you live, the longer I stay alive."

"Let us hope you're right," said Blackthorn. 

"If you fall, who will take over?"

Blackthorn looked at Beck again. "Winthrop is insane. You'll be the last minister any man will listen to."

"Militarily, who will be best to command the army in your stead?"

"Captain Swan will follow. If he should fall, Captain Vaughan will come next. The cavalry has a chain of succession all the way down to the sergeants. In battle, we need it. We never know whom the demons will take. If the commander dies, the squadron cannot fall apart."

"Is Captain Swan capable?" asked Beck.

"He is," answered Blackthorn. "All of the captains are. Of the junior officers, none stands out to my notice. Perhaps Captain Swan will have a recommendation after I am gone. My guess is that if it comes to that, any junior officer will do. We'll likely be trapped on this hill by then with only one decision left to us: stand behind our ramparts and fight until we're all killed."

"I understand." Beck gulped. He pointed down the slope at the two lines of defense. "Why two? Would it not be better to have a single line higher up the hill? That way we could concentrate our strength over a smaller line of fortifications? I don't see that the second line does us any good."

Blackthorn smiled. "Perhaps you'd have made a good soldier, had you chosen that path instead. If you had to guess, why would you think we have two lines?"

Beck looked across the defenses and thought about it. "I suppose if this were Brighton, it would make sense. Defending the town is paramount. It is full of noncombatants. Here we have the camp followers. They are not militiamen, but I think all will fight when the battle comes. So there is nothing to defend but your lives. So, a backup wall of defense seems to do no good, unless you're protecting the cavalry."

"The cavalry are valuable, and they are worth defending," said Blackthorn. "They can sally forth and kill demons in greater numbers than this militia ever will, but the horses need time to rest. They need to graze and drink."

"So that is the reason for two lines then?"

"In truth, no, it is not," said Blackthorn. "I have two lines of defense because I have two enemies."

"Two enemies?" Beck was lost but only for a moment. "You're putting Winthrop and his followers behind the first wall?"

Blackthorn nodded. "And many of the weaker militiamen and the remainder of the cohorts who ran last night. Winthrop will be the death of us all if I don't solve that problem."

"Do you think Winthrop will understand what you're doing?" Beck asked.

"Winthrop is lost in a dream." Blackthorn grunted. "I doubt he understands much of anything. But I have had my captains provide to him the rationale that we must defend the cavalry for the very reasons that you and I talked about. They told Winthrop and his men that the hilltops are a relatively safe zone to which each cohort will be rotated during the fight over the days to come. The hilltops are the place where men can rest and regain their strength before returning to the battle."

"But you won't rotate the men?"

"No, I won't," said Blackthorn. "Not Winthrop's bloody fools. They and the remainder of the cowards will stay on the line until they die."


Chapter 64: Oliver

Oliver was frightened. 

Demons were howling out in the dark, a lot of them, from every direction. It didn't sound like as many as had been in the canyon the night before, but the hour was still early. 

When the sun had been up, and the cavalry squadrons were working their way across the fields between the trees, the demons had been held at bay. Oliver had seen the horsemen kill every band of monsters that threatened Blackthorn's men. None were a match for them. They ran, screamed their demon nonsense, and died.

Now they were out there massing.

 The cold set in for the night. The men worked in the trenches, trying to dig them deep and trying to connect them into a solid line of fortifications around the hill. They weren't going to finish before the first attacks came. Even Oliver, with his two nights of experience, saw that. No doubt the officers in Blackthorn's army saw it, and all the militiamen saw it too. But they desperately dug, because they knew the fortifications were their best chance of living through the night. Running wasn't an option. They were backed up on a hill that dropped off to a river. Few men in Brighton knew how to swim. 

But some did, Oliver among them. He'd been disobedient his whole life, even when his mother was washing at the river in those years before she'd been taken to the pyre. Superstition frightened most people away from getting into the water, and that made the river all the more intriguing to Oliver. His friends said monsters lived in the depths. Others told of ancient treasures beneath the surface. One kid even told a story of a man his father knew who'd found a trove of valuable steel in the water not far from Brighton. That man's family was never hungry again.

That's what Oliver was thinking about that day he first jumped into the water and nearly drowned. It was in the weeks after that he taught himself to keep his head above water and get from one side of the river to the other. Now, it seemed that risk of learning to swim might produce a benefit. If the demons overran the fortifications, Oliver had the option of jumping off the cliffs into the river and swimming to the far bank.

He tried to tell himself that wasn't an awful plan, but it was better than feeling like he had nowhere to run.

Oliver was on the hill, halfway between the two defensive lines, close enough to keep an eye on Winthrop, but not so close that Winthrop would see him. Winthrop hadn't noticed him in camp so far, but until now Oliver had been surrounded by Winthrop's zealots. Now, they were all busy digging, and Winthrop was kneeling in the grass near a bonfire. Winthrop's priestesses, dozens of them, knelt in semicircular rows behind him, taking turns fawning over him, whispering in his ears. They chanted what he chanted. They encouraged him when he slipped into his god-speak gibberish. They moaned and swooned as though the words were caressing their lonely hearts.

The demons' familiar cry of battle, though it was expected, sent a shiver through Oliver's cold bones. He stood up and looked at the dark. The moon was up again, but the night beyond the firelight was black, impenetrable, and alive with the sound of demons. 

All the digging stopped. All the talking and chanting ceased. Every man and woman was doing what Oliver was doing: looking at the dark, guessing at numbers, and trying to figure where the monsters were attacking.

Oliver looked to his right. He guessed a hundred or so were coming toward the hill's eastern slope, where it was hidden from most of the army's sight.

In the trenches, men were getting back to work at a fevered pace. Many of the men from the previous nights battle climbed out of their trenches and stood atop their low ramparts. Oliver doubted they were positioning themselves to fight. Most were looking uphill rather than out into the dark.

A rally cry of men sounded—weak at first, but building. 

Winthrop made a noise like a toad being stepped on, and then changed the pitch of his wail into a chant, powerful and quick, like a dirge for those in a hurry to get to the grave. The priestesses took up the song. The men joined in. The song spread as Winthrop's bloody men hauled themselves out of their shallow trenches and onto their incomplete ramparts. 

They were done digging and were now shepherding their energy for the long night of bloodshed to come.


Chapter 65: Melora

When Melora awoke, William was gone again. 

She listened for the sounds of his steady breathing, but the room was silent. Heart hammering, she cast aside the blanket and scrambled over to check his bedding. Her stomach plummeted when she found it empty.

He promised he wouldn't leave again.

The loud screech of a demon in the distance made her pulse pound. She spun to the archway, certain it would've awoken Ella or Bray, but neither stirred. A pang of responsibility coursed through her. She'd seen William leaving the other night, and she hadn't said anything. This is my fault. I've done this.

What would Ella and Bray do if she woke them? Was this the incident they needed to convince them that William was turning? She knew he was infected. She knew he was acting strangely. But she'd seen his face when she'd confronted him. The look of guilt and shame wasn't a reaction a demon would have. He didn't need to die yet. On top of that, he hadn't been acting strangely when they'd been exploring the Ancient City.

Maybe he's just outside the door.

She'd collect him. She'd bring him back before anyone noticed.

Scurrying for the other side of the room, Melora treaded quietly into the hallway. Pale moonlight seeped through a crack in the ceiling, illuminating her path as she avoided divots in the stairs. She envisioned William sneaking down the same steps. When had he left? Had it been minutes? Hours?

She tried to convince herself he hadn't been gone long, but her uncertainty led to panic. Crossing the main room downstairs, she weaved around the ancient platforms, careful not to brush into any. A rustle made her tense. Or was she hearing things?

"William?" she hissed, loudly enough so that he might hear her.

No answer. Reaching the entrance, she noticed some of the rubble had been moved. He must've done it quietly enough that she, her Mom, or Bray hadn't heard it. That fact did little to assuage her guilt or her conscience.

Turning sideways, she slipped through the entrance, as William must've done, biting her lip as the rubble scraped her. She ignored the pain and sucked in a breath of night air. She looked around. In the moonlight, the hulking buildings and toppled rubble seemed like giant creatures, ready to spring to life.

William was nowhere.

Melora pulled her sword. She strained against the dim lighting, convincing herself that if she looked hard enough, she'd find him. But nothing stood out. The latent demon scent was a reminder that her brother was in danger.

"William?"

A rustle snapped her attention to the right. A figure broke from behind a piece of ancient stone. The figure looked at her. It ran. It was about the shape and size of William.

Melora chased after her brother, her pulse thudding behind her ears as she kicked up loose stones.

"William!" she hissed. 

It had to be him. A demon would've run toward her, not the other way. What if he's having delusions? If she could get him and bring him back, she'd convince him to go back to sleep. She'd tell Ella. She'd tell Bray. She'd make sure he never left again.

Rounding a corner, the figure looked back at her, but William didn't slow, and he didn't stop. She followed him down several more streets, winding past relics and stones, things that would have given her pause in the daylight but were little more than obstacles now. 

Melora stumbled. One minute she was running full speed; the next, her boot stuck in a hole in the ground. She caught herself before falling, losing hold of her sword. The clatter echoed through the empty street. The figure disappeared down a distant alley.

"William!" she cried out in a futile attempt to reach him.

Picking up her weapon, Melora noticed the silence had deepened. The clatter of her sword rang in her head—a betraying sound that she couldn't erase. She looked around, the adrenaline of the chase giving way to fear of the unknown. The shadows seemed like they were encircling her. Too late, she realized she hadn't been keeping track of the turns. She had only a vague idea of where she was, or how to get back. 

Panicked, Melora spun and looked behind her, as if someone might show her the way. But no one was there to guide her.

She was alone.


Chapter 66: Winthrop

War god.

Man beast.

Maker of The Word. Cast aside your fear. 

Feminine fingers danced over Winthrop's shoulders and down his back. Girl voices echoed his song. Men took up the tune, carrying the words that only Winthrop understood, words from the language in his head. Words of the gods revealed themselves to him one at a time, floating powerfully in the air.

The demons were coming; some were attacking the militia to the right. More ran out of the shadows, individuals, rogues, fearless. 

A man screamed, left his place in the line, and ran up the hill.

Other men piled more wood on the bonfires. Swarms of sparks rode the heat into the sky. Orange light flickered across the hillsides and the faces of the men.

Out in the blackness, far from the reach of the orange light, near the limit of hearing, a host of demons thousands strong howled as a single twisted beast.

Winthrop gritted his teeth.

I am an immortal god of war.

He wet himself.


Chapter 67: Jeremiah

Jeremiah had searched the building and the beach for a while. The only light left was from the moon.

Ivory and the demon-man hadn't returned.

"Afraid," Jeremiah muttered, liking the way the word sounded. He grunted and spat snowberry-laced snot in the sand.

A whiff of something foul led him to his armpits. He wrinkled his nose. It'd been a while since Jeremiah had a bath. Normally, he was impervious to his stench. Not today. Days of hiking up snow-covered mountains and battling wildcats had worsened his odor. A warm tub and a refill on his drink were high on his priority list, maybe even more important than giving the books to Beck.  

He laughed at the thought. His path to wealth and power was certain. Did it matter if he frolicked with a barren woman on the way? Jeremiah headed back up the beach, intent on returning to the building. Maybe he'd stay for one more night before he relocated the books in the morning. 

Movement on the road next to the book building startled him. Jeremiah readied his sword, squinting into the dark road. He could only see shadows in the moonlight. Who—or what—was it? Cursing, he progressed off the beach and onto the road. He measured his footsteps, trying not to give himself away. 

Something rustled. He sniffed the air, trying to ferret out demon smell, but nothing except the ocean and the latent odor of demons graced his nose. He walked further. If it were a demon, it'd be running at him by now. The flash of a pale face in the darkness gave him confirmation that it was a human. 

Probably Ivory worried about his cache of books.

Smiling, he decided it must be Ivory and continued more hastily. The figure moved in the opposite direction, kicking rocks up from the road. Jeremiah fought the urge to call out. More noise would draw demons. 

The moon glistened off errant pieces of metal and cast a dull sheen over the streets. He followed Ivory for several streets, taking turns and keeping his sword high. The pain in his arm returned, as if it'd come to claim penance for what Ivory had done earlier. He didn't see the demon-man, which meant he'd already fled or was waiting for Ivory somewhere. Either way, Jeremiah would get more information from Ivory. He'd force it out of him using whatever methods he needed.

Jeremiah's body shook as he charged up the street. Regardless of how things had turned out, he wasn't happy with being forced to run. He was delighted when Ivory took a turn down another street and promptly halted. The moon revealed an alleyway with buildings on either side, a large mound of rubble at the end. Ivory feinted in several directions, caught between poor choices. Jeremiah smiled. 

Ivory was trapped.

"Finally caught you, eh?"

Ivory didn't answer. His winded gasps were proof that he was contemplating escape. He was probably running on adrenaline, unwilling to give up. But Jeremiah would beat the fight out of him until there was nothing left.

As Jeremiah got closer, he realized something. The figure was too small to be Ivory, probably by a foot or so. That meant another young person—a boy—was wandering the demon-infected streets alone. 

Whoever it was, Jeremiah could exploit him.

"Lost, are you?" Jeremiah asked with a grating chuckle, guessing that the boy was part of a pack of settlers. 

The boy said nothing, at first. If Jeremiah had encountered him in the woods, he might've put away his sword.

"Can you speak, boy?" he asked.

The boy didn't answer.

"What's your name?"

Growing agitated, Jeremiah waved his sword. He took an intimidating step forward. He didn't have time to babysit frightened settlers. 

The boy managed a frightened response. "William."

"Are you alone, William?"

"No." At least, the boy was being honest. He'd probably already pissed his trousers.

"Who are you with?"

"My family."

"Where are they?"

"Further in the city. Are you going to hurt them?"

Jeremiah hesitated. "No. I'm just going to talk to them."

Probably a lie. Jeremiah advanced a few more steps, cornering William. He pushed him up against the wall. The screech of a distant demon made Jeremiah spin and study the alley behind him, but he saw nothing.

"Where are they?" Jeremiah asked again, gruffly this time. 

He took hold of William's shirt and shook him. The boy struggled. Jeremiah's neck bulged as he thought of how he'd lost Ivory and the demon-man. He wouldn't let this boy escape. He couldn't have settlers running through the streets, catching sight of him moving the books. Another screech of a demon startled Jeremiah. Closer. He looked over his shoulder but saw nothing.

"Get off me!" William roared. 

The tone in the boy's voice was suddenly menacing. Startled, Jeremiah loosened his grasp. He studied the boy as if he'd misheard him, but William stared, the fear gone.

"Have you gone mad, boy?" 

"Take him!" William screamed.

"Take who?"

Jeremiah looked around him, wondering if the boy had lost his mind to the wilderness. A boy would be even more susceptible to that insanity. Something rustled from the top of the alley. A hiss echoed off the walls.

"Who's there?" Jeremiah asked. 

The alley went quiet, save the boy's rapid breathing. Had the boy's family come to claim him? Jeremiah let go of the boy. He stepped back. Whoever had made the noise had made a grave mistake.

Another hiss followed another set of footsteps. Jeremiah's blood froze as the odor of demons crept into his nostrils. He swung around and prepared his sword. He made out several shapes, but not well enough to know if they were men or demons.

"Over here!" William screamed. "Take him! Take him!"

"Be quiet, boy!" Jeremiah warned. 

The boy was insane or stupid. But it was too late. The demons moved in Jeremiah's direction. He clutched his sword, listening to bare feet pound the alley. Several sets of footsteps multiplied into more. 

Fuck.

Shadows burst from the darkness as if they'd been lying in wait for him. The stench of demon skin was so fetid that he thought he might vomit. 

Jeremiah snarled and swung his sword. He sliced off the hand of the first demon to reach him, listening to it screech in pain. He cut down another, lopping off its head. He roared. The boy had not only distracted him, but he'd drawn the attention of a horde. Maybe he was insane and stupid. Jeremiah tasted fear on his tongue as he swung and swung, creating a heap of demon bodies. For every one he cut down, several more seemed to appear.

Dammit.

Even as he swung, he knew the moment had arrived when he wouldn't be able to fend them off. The swarm was vicious and thicker than any he'd seen in months. He needed to do something else. He needed to escape.

"Get back!" he yelled to William.

The boy remained silent, standing against the wall. Watching.

He's insane. He must be.

Jeremiah felt a moment of panic as he tried to climb the alley wall. His hands slid uselessly down the worn bricks. One of his fingernails broke. The same alley that had allowed him to corner William had trapped him. He looked from side to side, finding no refuge. Even if Jeremiah were in proper shape, he wouldn't be able to run. He couldn't get out of the alley without going through the demons. Rotten luck. Stupid, rotten luck. That's what it was.

"Goddammit!" he roared. "Look what you've done, boy!"

A spark of pain pulled Jeremiah's attention back to the demons. One of them grabbed hold of him, taking a chunk of his arm. It was his injured arm, the one the wildcat had bitten. He screamed in pain as the creature took another mouthful. Another demon lunged, biting his sword arm before he could swing. His sword fell.

Then Jeremiah did.

Shit! Shit!

Dreams of the treasures he'd bring back to Brighton and the women he'd lay with were overridden by fear of death. Jeremiah pushed and kicked, his pulse thundering in his veins as he realized what was happening. This couldn't be the end.

Shrieks pierced the air as unwashed bodies fell all over him. A stinking, biting mass. Jeremiah tried fighting the demons off, but teeth and hands weighed down his limbs, fighting for flesh, suffocating him. He shrieked as pain ignited in his leg, his stomach, and his neck. He tried screaming, but managed only a gurgle. Blood soaked his face and clothing. Somewhere over the commotion of the demons, Jeremiah heard William's voice, yelling as he urged the demons on.

"Take him! Take him!"

The boy isn't stupid, after all.

He's controlling them.

That final thought lingered in Jeremiah's mind as he tried screaming an angry response. His world went black before he managed a sound.


Chapter 68: Blackthorn

"Fools." Blackthorn watched the onslaught from his vantage. 

Men ran away from the line, and though it was dark and he couldn't see their faces, Blackthorn knew in his heart they were the same cowards from the night before. There were still thousands of men down there who believed tenuously in the glorious fantasy of their bravery, but with men beside them dropping their weapons and shovels and running, the good men would crumble and flee as well.

Blackthorn wheeled his horse around, ignored Beck, and faced his captains. "I'll lead a squadron down to rally the troops on the east hill. Captain Vaughan, take your squadron down to the west hill and ride between the defensive lines. Let the men hear the thunder of hooves. Two hundred brave horsemen will stiffen them."

"Yes, sir." Captain Vaughan turned his horse and galloped away.

"Captain Swan," said Blackthorn, "Any man who retreats from the defense below can dig in the trenches of the second line. Any man who tries to cross behind it, take his head."

"Yes, sir." 

"It's imperative you finish the ramparts before the first line falls." 

"Sir," said Captain Swan, "allow me to lead the squadron below." He looked at Blackthorn's swordless hand. "If the demons break through the line, I can fight."

"It is not the demons that need to be fought," said Blackthorn. "It is the fear of them that needs to battled. If I rally the militia, they'll stand and fight the demons for us. The defenses are far from complete, but with the advantage of the hill, they are enough. If these men do not hold, they deserve what they get. You needn't worry about my sword. I won't waste my squadron to give weaklings a chance to flee another day. If they do not stand, I'll return, and we brave men will make our stand together against fat, slow demons with bellies full of coward flesh." Blackthorn turned his attention to Minister Beck. 

Beck sat up straight in his saddle. "I'll ride with you, General."

Blackthorn laughed. "You'll do no good riding over this terrain. You'll as likely fall as stay in the saddle. You remain here. This is the high point. If the battle goes badly down the hill, the men up here will need a leader. Be that leader."


Chapter 69: Melora

Melora took a step forward. The screech of a demon in the distance gave her fear that not only had she been heard, but she was also being hunted. She'd lost William a while ago.

She crept back in the direction she'd traveled, hoping the excessive quiet might make up for the noise she'd made earlier. But the demons were getting closer. She smelled the putrid scent on the wind, intensifying as the bloodthirsty creatures drew near. Blood racing, she took a guess at where she was going. She could only hope that William had gotten away.

In the dim moonlight, the monoliths all looked the same, as if they were bent on tricking her. She didn't recognize any as ones she'd already passed. She held her sword tight in her fist, certain any moment she'd have to use it soon. 

Where was she?

A footstep slapped the cement. Not a running, frightened boy, but a monster in the shadows. She swallowed and kept going, taking a turn, hoping she was choosing the right direction. One of the buildings groaned. The wind keened through cracks in the walls. Melora fought the feeling that the whole city was conspiring against her.

She resisted the urge to scream for Bray and Ella. 

She'd only do that if she had to. 

Approaching an intersection, she passed a collapsed building. This one looked familiar. Had she taken a left? A right? The footsteps behind her multiplied as monsters sprang from the shadows. She didn't have time to stop. All she could do was choose a direction and hope she wasn't winding herself into a situation she couldn't get out of.   

A figure barreled out of a building in front of her. 

Melora cried out and swung her sword, cleaving one of the thing's arms. It shrieked as it fell.  She dodged to the right, avoiding another demon, and weaved into an alley. Looking around, she was certain she'd never been here. The screeches of the demons were everywhere. The alley was narrow and restricting. A trap? She had no way to know if there was an exit on the other end. 

Had the creatures lured her here?

She didn't think they were smart enough.

It didn't matter. She weaved into the darkness, her heart hammering as the creatures got closer. Soon, she'd have to stop and fight. No matter how many there were, she couldn't let them take her down. Not without swinging her sword. She felt the walls around her, searching for an opening that would admit her. The walls were hopelessly solid. 

And then they weren't.

Arms grabbed her and pulled her through a doorway. A hand stifled Melora's scream. She writhed and struggled, realizing only when she heard a human voice that she wasn't being attacked. 

"Stop fighting and follow me! Hurry!"

The hands let her go. She followed the insistent pull of someone tugging her shirtsleeve, leading her further into a building she could hardly see. The air smelled dank and musty, home to who knew how many corpses and demons. She had no choice but to follow. The shrieking grew louder behind her. 

Footsteps stomped the pavement. 

She almost stumbled again as the person pulled her up a flight of stairs, tugging her into a room that was equally dark save a few moonbeams filtering through the ceiling. Her eyes adjusted enough to watch the person turn and shut the door, sliding objects against it and then pulling her into a huddle. They heaved thick gasps as they caught their breath, listening to the frustrated shriek of demons outside.

"They shouldn't find us here," the strange man told her. 

"Who are you?" Melora asked.

"My name's Ivory." 


Chapter 70: Oliver

The demons didn't come in a wave; they poured across the grass and into the light of the fires like a squall: first a few raindrops at a time, then many, then a torrent.

The first of them perished as they tried to climb through the trenches or circumvent them. More demons came. Some of them ran through the gaps in the defenses, brushing past the men defending, tearing loose between the lines, blindly screaming and looking for someone to bury their teeth into. 

The screams of the torrent grew close, and Oliver felt the feet of thousands of running demons through the soles of his boots. He looked up the hill and gave a thought to fleeing, but made a choice. He'd kill Winthrop in the coming chaos and take the risk that the battle would not kill him, too.

The torrent hit.

The trenches filled instantly with twisted men falling over one another. Men on the ramparts hacked with the weapons they wielded. Oliver saw one slip and fall into the trench.

Demons fought their way through the gaps in the defenses and the chaos spread. More militiamen ran. Winthrop's blood-marked followers stood their ground. Some stayed organized in their formations, benefitting from their training in Blackthorn's drills. 

A pair of demons ran toward Winthrop and his kneeling priestesses. A handful of the women jumped to their feet and attacked. They dragged one demon into the fire. They tackled and kicked the other.

Oliver realized he'd probably made a mistake. With so many demons coming through the first line and the battle having just begun, the chances of—

Something hit him from behind, knocking the breath out of him as he tumbled to the ground.

Oliver shouted through the blood pouring from the lip he'd just bitten. A demon was on him, pinning him to the ground. Oliver heard the beast's pant close to his ear, felt its hot breath on his skin. Oliver punched the beast to no effect. He couldn't stab it. He'd dropped his dagger when the beast hit him. He remembered the first beast he'd fought off and had the fleeting thought that he wouldn't be so lucky this time.

The beast's jaws clamped onto Oliver's shoulder, and Oliver screamed.

The thunder of hooves rumbled down the side of the hill, shaking Oliver, distracting the beast.

Oliver reached for his small knife in its sheath.

The beast's interest in the coming horsemen waned as quickly as it had come. It bit again at the same spot on Oliver's shoulder, grinding its teeth and trying to tear the flesh away. Oliver screamed at the pain and stabbed the knife blindly behind his head.

The demon howled and flinched away, yanking the knife out of Oliver's hand.

The beast fell to the side. As soon as the weight of the monster was off his back, Oliver rolled to the side and jumped to his feet.

The monster shook its head and grabbed at the knife stuck deep into the bulbous warts around its ear.

On the ground, glinting in the orange firelight, Oliver spotted his dagger. Oliver scooped it up, gripped the handle with all his might, and lunged at the downed beast, pushing the dagger through its throat.

The beast collapsed, choking but not moving.

Oliver jumped away. Blood pulsed in gushes out of the beast's wound. Oliver stood for a second, not knowing what to do next. Run? Attack? With both hands he gripped the hilt of his dagger and dove on top of the demon, driving the point through the center of its back. 

It instantly went limp. 

Oliver knew he'd stabbed the demon's heart. 

He sat there for a moment, not believing what he'd done, not believing he was alive.

The sound of demon war all around him brought his attention back to the moment, and his thoughts raced.

The thunder of hooves blasted away all other sounds. General Blackthorn, followed by a line of sword-wielding men with determined faces, flowed past.

Militiamen cheered. Others screamed. Demons still howled everywhere. 

Oliver reached to pull the small knife out of the dead demon's skull, and his shoulder protested with pain. Oliver touched a hand to his shoulder and pulled it away to see no blood, none. "What?" He put his hand back, right where the pain was, but he didn't touch skin. The chainmail had become so much like a second skin to him that he'd forgotten he was wearing it. It'd saved is life. His shoulder was going to hurt, but it wasn't shredded. Oliver sucked in a breath at the pain and pulled his knife out of the demon's head. He jumped to his feet, dagger in one hand, knife in the other.

The cavalry had passed by, and they were cutting through the chaos leaving a wake of pale dead bodies.

Oliver looked around for the big bonfire, for Winthrop.


Chapter 71: Beck

Like the first line lower on the hill's slopes, the second line of trenches and ramparts was incomplete. In the light of the fires, Beck saw men and women furiously digging, throwing dirt out of the holes while more men stomped it down on the ramparts. Other men brought wood for the fires. Blue shirts and militia men manned the fortifications or stood in front of the trenches, defending the diggers from demons that had broken through the first line.

Of everyone in the army, only Beck, his eight guards, and the cavalry, most of whom were on the hilltop, were not actively engaged. The cavalry saw to their horses and rested. Their turn to fight would come again tomorrow when the sun was up.

The number of demons attacking the lines was small compared to the number of soldiers in the ranks. More than half of the soldiers stood behind finished fortifications. They were armed. And as Blackthorn had explained to Beck that day back in the fields inside the circle wall, they fought as a unit. The ones that were succeeding against the demons were adhering to their training. The soldiers who'd abandoned their positions and were caught in the gap between the lines, fighting demons one on one or running until they were tackled or trampled, were not faring well.

Beck tried to guess the tide of the battle, tried to tell who was winning. The chaos on both sides of the first defensive line gave him no clue. Bodies were on the ground everywhere. People and demons ran every which way. And though the lines of soldiers were fighting the first attackers, more demons streamed out of the darkness in an unending flow of reinforcements. 

The only thing of which Beck was certain was that the first line of defenses would not be completed, certainly not before the sun came up in the morning.


Chapter 71: Oliver

The priestesses were in disarray, unarmed, but outnumbering and wrestling demons toward the fire. Others were dying at the hands of twisted men. Many lay sprawled on the ground, dead or bleeding. Winthrop's marked men ran past, chasing and killing demons, doing their best to keep the demons away from their leader.

Amidst the bedlam, Winthrop was on his knees in front of the bonfire, rooted to the earth, hands stretched to the heavens, chanting god-speak.

It would be an easy kill.

Oliver ran around to come at Winthrop from behind. He dodged a demon and gave it a slice across the thigh. The demon stumbled.

Uphill from the bonfire, Oliver turned and ran straight down at Winthrop from behind. No marked man or priestess was close enough to do anything to stop Oliver, even if they did notice a boy running amidst the tumult. 

Seeing Winthrop's broad back silhouetted against the bonfire, Oliver paused. He realized he didn't want to kill Winthrop anonymously. He wanted Winthrop to see who it was holding the knife to his throat. Winthrop needed to feel the ironic shift of power from abuser into the hands of the beaten boy. He wanted Winthrop to know that the wages of his sins had finally come due. He wanted Winthrop to tremble at the overpowering certainty of his coming death.

Oliver's boots skidded on the flattened grass, but he kept his balance. He slipped beneath Winthrop's upstretched arm, came around in front of him, and tucked the point of his dagger under one of Winthrop's chins. "Look at me."

With his eyes closed, Winthrop chanted on.

"Look at me!" Oliver punctured skin, and a rivulet of red trickled down the blade.

Winthrop's eyes calmly opened. His face didn't change.

That angered Oliver. He wanted to see fear. He certainly smelled it in the form of Winthrop's piss. But Winthrop looked serene despite the blood. His hands didn't shake. His vile, chanting voice stayed strong.

"I'm going to kill you," said Oliver, "for all you've done and all you're going to do."

"My son," said Winthrop, "I'm so pleased. You wear the mark. You're one with your god."

Oliver willed his arm forward, but the dagger didn't move. Guilt stopped it. Morality stopped it. Humanity stopped it. Oliver cursed. He'd dreamed of this moment, he'd prayed for it, he'd lusted for it.

"I've loved you like a son," said Winthrop. "I've loved you as part of myself."

"I hate you."

"You wear the mark of blood. Your spirit will grow to love your god."

Damn Winthrop's soothing voice. Damn his inexplicable strength. Why couldn't he whimper and beg?

"I was like you, weak from my fears, tempted to sin, but I'm showing you the path. Embrace me, my son. Transcend the horror. Feel the love of war. Feel the power. I am a god."

Oliver looked at his blade, still drawing blood from Winthrop's throat. Oliver couldn't bring himself to kill the Bishop.

Winthrop laid two of his thick fingers on the blade, and the blood ran up over the fingernails and down to the knuckles. Winthrop raised his fingers to his mouth and licked the blood. He reached his bloody finger to Oliver's lips. "Take the blood. Be one with me, son."

Oliver turned and ran.


Chapter 73:  Beck

It was harsh and sad, the song of men who longed for death as they wallowed in the muddy blood of their comrades. They lusted for evil and emptiness. It was a song of begging to fight, kill, and suffer. All without words that any human mind, save lunatic Winthrop, could decipher.

Beck certainly couldn't.

The sky was bloody red, with the rising sun over the ocean and the mountains glowing in the west. Beck watched fires rage and smoke black, burning the flesh and fat off the corpses piled on the embers. The men who'd survived, ragged men who wore the carnage of a night's war in demon land, were adding their dead to the fires.

Where brown winter grass had covered the rolls of earth on the hill's sides, only black mud and twisted bodies remained. The number of the dead was beyond count. The carcasses of wart-covered twisted men, naked and pale, lay between the two lines of fortifications. Piles of them filled the trenches in front of the ramparts. Live ones squatted out in the field, some stood, all at a distance watching, perhaps horrified by the sight of so many deceased brothers, perhaps intimidated by the song of Winthrop's marked men, inviting the monsters to join them in giving their souls to the next world.

Beck had watched it all from atop his horse—slaughter on a scale no man's nightmare could conjure. All night long, the demons had come in gangs of a few dozen, mobs of a hundred and hordes of a thousand. The first line of defense was a porous obstruction, sometimes absorbing the attacks, but mostly diffusing and slowing the demons. The second line held. No demon reached the top of the hill. The killing ground lay between the lines of defense, and the men of the first line had fought the entire night.

Beck guessed about half of them had died.

Some of the men and women defending and building the second line of fortifications had been killed, too, but Beck had no way to estimate those numbers. The two squadrons of cavalry that charged down the hill in support of the defense had probably made the difference in the victory, but few of the riders were still breathing when the sun rose out of the ocean. Dead horses were spread across the lower slopes of the hill. Their riders were indistinguishable from the other bloody corpses.  

And General Blackthorn had fallen.

He wasn't dead. His cavalrymen had hauled him up the hill and taken him to his tent. It was explained to Beck that the General had looked more and more haggard through the course of the fighting, but had continued until he collapsed. They suspected that undiagnosed injuries from the attack he'd suffered the night before had taken their toll.

Father Winthrop, on the other hand, had come through the night unscathed. He knelt in front of a fire piled high with logs and burning corpses. The ground around the fire was a solid carpet of dead demons, laid there by Winthrop's marked men. Winthrop's men knelt and stood around the dead, singing and communing with the lunatic, and covering themselves in the blood of the dead before going back out to do Winthrop's work. They weren't hauling bodies to the fires. They were taking the dead demons and laying them in a growing line in front of the defenses, shoulder-to-shoulder, head to toe. Demons coming tonight were going to have to trample their dead brothers from the night before on their way to the fight.

"Minister Beck?"

Beck turned to his left to see Captain Swan. "Yes?"

"What are your orders?"

Beck smiled. It was an automatic reaction to his sudden discomfort. A cavalryman captain asking him for orders? "What do you recommend?"

"General Blackthorn would have the cavalry ride into the plain below the hill and clear it of demons."

"Clear it?" Beck looked at the vast expanse of grass, copses, and forests.

"We'll prevent any of the twisted men from getting close," explained Captain Swan. "That will give the militia time to finish the fortifications, and it will give them time to rest. The cavalry will come back to the hilltop by sundown."

Beck looked for duplicity in Captain Swan's face and wondered how much of Blackthorn's plan Captain Swan was privy to. He wondered if the cavalry was going to abandon the militia to die and ride back to Brighton. "Would it be better to leave two squadrons on the hill and defend our positions with the other two?"

"We'll do as you order," said Captain Swan.

"But you don't agree," said Beck. "Tell me why."

"We lost two squadrons last night. If we keep two here, that leaves us only two to fight the demons through the day. With so many demons in the area, I fear that two might get overwhelmed and destroyed. Four squadrons working together will have a better chance of staying alive."

"I understand." Beck swept his hand at the line of defenses. "What of the rest of them?"

"The captains of the cohorts have their orders. They'll finish the defenses and rest their men." Captain Swan smiled though the gesture didn't look like it belonged on his face. "Ride by and inspect them, if you wish. But let them work. They'll not need further guidance."

"And when the demons attack?" asked Beck. 

"After sunset, the demons will come again. I'll be back by then."

"General Blackthorn told me you were capable of leading the army. Shall I promote you to General?"

"Not while General Blackthorn lives." Captain Swan kicked his horse and started away. "I'll return by sunset."

"Thank you, Captain."


Chapter 74:  Beck

Beck walked into the dimly lit tent, glancing at a tray with breadcrumbs and smears of greasy meat. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he spotted Oliver sitting with his arms folded around his legs on Winthrop's bedding. "Are you all right?"

"I'm a coward."

"A coward?" Beck stepped closer and looked at the blood on Oliver's clothes and the bruises on his face. "Looks like you've been in a fight."

Oliver nodded.

"Is that your blood?"

Oliver looked at his sleeves and trousers. "Demon blood."

"Did you get attacked?"

"Yes."

"Are you hurt?"

Oliver shook his head. "Bruises." He rolled his left arm around at the shoulder. "I'm sore."

"You know you're a kid, right?" Beck squatted down. "Running away from demons is okay."

Oliver drilled Beck with a hard stare. "I didn't run."

Beck sat himself down. "Sorry, I—" 

"One jumped on me from behind." Oliver put a hand on his shoulder. "He tried to bite me." Oliver pulled his shirt aside to show Beck the chainmail. "He never broke the skin."

Fascinated, Beck couldn't contain his curiosity. He reached forward and touched the mail with his fingers. "This is—"

"Chainmail," said Oliver. "The blacksmith said he saw it in a book."

"In a book I sold to Kreuz?" Beck asked.

"I guess. He said Kreuz had the book."

Beck caressed the flexible mail again. "I saw that same picture in the book. Amazing." Beck leaned back.

"It's a long-sleeved shirt."

"Under your clothes." Beck smiled knowingly. "So no one would see it. Wearing that much metal, people will think you're rich. How did you convince the blacksmith to make it for you?"

Oliver pursed his lips. He looked away.

"Never mind," said Beck. "I'm impressed." He laughed. "I wish I had the same for myself. You say the demon bit you, but its teeth couldn't penetrate?"

"Neither will a knife or a sword," said Oliver. "We tested it at the blacksmith's."

"Amazing." Beck looked himself up and down, running his arms over his sleeves as he thought about how to get a coat of chainmail for himself. "How long did it take to make?"

"I don't know," answered Oliver. "He was already working on it when I came into his shop. He finished it to fit me."

"Well, it saved your life, that's the important thing. Tell me, how did you get away from the demon who bit you?"

"I killed it. I may have killed another as well," said Oliver. "I cut it." Oliver stretched a leg out and dragged his hand across it mid-thigh. "Deep. It probably bled to death, but I didn't stay to see."

"Two demons." Beck laughed. "And look at you. You're half the size of those beasts, and you think you're a coward. Your standards are much too high, young man."

Oliver shook his head and looked at Beck with a question hidden behind his expression.

"What are you not telling me?"

Oliver looked away again, and his eyes glazed. "I…" His voice caught in his throat.

"Take your time," said Beck. "It's been a hard night on all of us."

"Are we all going to die here?"

It was Beck's turn to look away. He avoided the answer with a question of his own. "Are you afraid of dying?"

"Of course, I am. As you say, I'm just a boy." Oliver looked disappointed. He paused and spent a moment thinking about what he was going to say next. "I ask because I think we are going to die. The General had the men build fortifications. He plans for us to stay. So many soldiers were killed last night that I don't expect the rest of us will last more than a week."

"But with the fortifications finished—"

"It won't matter," said Oliver. "More demons will come. Father Winthrop will sow too much chaos. General Blackthorn is injured. We'll all die."

Beck wanted to argue, to save the boy from despair, but he couldn't bring himself to spread a lie over so much insightful truth.

"I didn't come here to die," said Oliver. "I didn't come here to fight. But now that I know I'm going to die, now that I've failed at what I came here to do, I guess it won't matter that I tell you that I'm an assassin."

"An assassin?" Beck was taken aback.

"I came here to murder Father Winthrop."

"Why?"

Oliver's look told Beck his question was stupid. "I had the opportunity last night. I held my knife at his throat. His blood ran down the blade and onto my hand." Oliver raised his palm and showed Beck the dried red. "He called me his son and told me he loved me. I couldn't do it. I let him live. I ran away. I'm a weakling."


Chapter 75:  Beck

"Choosing not to kill Winthrop does not make you a weakling," said Beck. "It makes you a human, and that's a rare thing for a denizen of Brighton."

"Putting a fairy tale ending on my cowardice may work with the young pants-pissers at the Academy, Minister Beck, but I know what I did."

"You're a tough boy," said Beck, raising his hands to keep Oliver from arguing. "And don't tell me I'm patronizing you. Look at what you've done. You've marched with the army, and you've fought the demons. You were brave enough to put your blade to a minister's throat and even braver to choose humanity over hatred. Believe me or not. Just think about it. I hope one day you see that I'm right."

"None of it matters," said Oliver. "I'll die before that day comes."

"You won't die," said Beck. "Tomorrow morning, a handful of messengers will ride to Brighton. If they leave at first light and ride hard, they'll make it before sunset. I have an urgent letter for Scholar Evan that I'll need you to hand-deliver to him. You'll ride out with them."

Oliver laughed. "You're making that up. I know a lie when I hear it."

Smiling and shaking his head, Beck said, "I can make it true. You're a good boy, Oliver. You don't need to die on this hill with the rest of us. Will you go home if I can make the arrangements?"

Oliver thought about it for a moment and nodded. "Why don't you come, too?"

"I can't."

"Why?"

Beck laughed. "That answer is much different than I'd have thought yesterday."

"How so?" asked Oliver.

"It was my intention to escape this expedition as soon as the opportunity arose."

"That's why the soldiers outside are guarding you?" 

Beck nodded. "Now, with Father Winthrop losing his sanity and General Blackthorn unable to ride, perhaps unable to lead the army, I feel the weight of a responsibility I hadn't expected."

"You're in charge of the army?" Oliver didn't believe it.

"So it seems," said Beck. "The lives of all of these men are in my hands."

"But they're all going to die."

Beck nodded.

"Why not march away from this place at first light tomorrow and go back through the pass?"

Beck shook his head. "There are too many demons in the grasslands now. If the army leaves its fortified position on the hill, I'm afraid they'll get slaughtered."

"So it's a fight to the death right here?" Oliver asked. "All the men die, or all the demons die?" 

Beck got up and walked over to his bed. "General Blackthorn is sleeping. When he wakes, I'll take care of everything to get you sent with the riders tomorrow morning." Beck looked at the empty platter by the tent flap. "You've eaten?"

"Yes."

"Have you slept?"

"No." 

"Then do so. I need to sleep as well. I expect the fight tonight will be the worst we've seen. We need to be rested for whatever comes next."


Chapter 76:  Evan

Having determined Oliver was the rat—or, at least, having a strong enough suspicion to believe he was, after thinking about it most of the night—Evan hurried through the streets, making his way to the Dunlows. 

Everything about his theory made sense.

In their last meeting, Oliver had not only severed his ties with Evan, but had made it clear he felt angry and used. In an effort to preserve his life, Oliver had gone to Tenbrook and named Evan. Evan had recruited him, after all. It was Evan he blamed. He'd pulled Oliver into the plan that had risked his life.  

Dammit. Dammit.

That must've been what happened. Tenbrook knows everything.

Evan's legs and lungs burned from the exertion of running. He needed to get to the Dunlows before it was too late. He needed to warn them.

But that wasn't all. Evan needed protection.

Evan wasn't blind to his faults. He knew that his focus with numbers had left him inexperienced in matters of fighting and resourcefulness. He needed the protection of the Dunlows and the other deserters to give him the chance he needed to escape Brighton.

They had to abort the plan.

As he rounded the end of Market Street, Evan glanced from left to right, afraid someone would jump out and grab him. He approached the last cluster of houses preceding the house on Market Street. A few people glanced out the windows, watching him. Or at least, it felt that way. A woman carrying a basket gave him an appraising look. Was someone getting ready to turn him in?

Evan approached the deserters' house. Reaching the steps, he knocked, still catching his breath. The door swung open, revealing the dirty-faced man he'd spoken with before. 

"I'm looking for Tommy and Timmy," he said through frantic heaves.

The dirty-faced man furrowed his brow, sizing him up. "They aren't with you?"

"No," Evan shook his head vigorously. "I need to talk with them. Where are they?"

"No one has seen them." The man watched Evan closely, as if he were a suspect in their disappearance. 

"They left?"

"Yes. They left to meet with you. Or at least, we thought they did. We've been waiting for you to come back and tell us what was going on." 

"I haven't seen them since I was last here," Evan said, trying to throw sincerity into his voice. "I swear it."

"What the hell's going on?" The dirty-faced man was unable to hide his anger. "We've been holed up here for days, waiting for someone to give us direction. We've risked our lives for your—for Minister Beck's—plan. And now the Dunlows are gone?" He turned around, as if he was about to call someone else from inside. 

A noise up the street drew their attention.

Evan and the dirty-faced man swiveled to find soldiers running up the road. 

The soldiers were carrying a screaming, kicking man. They approached the deserter's house before Evan or the dirty-faced man could react, dumping the man in the middle of the street. His face was covered with burns. One of his eyes was gouged. He opened his bloodied mouth to let out an agonizing, high-pitched scream.

His tongue was missing.

Evan gasped.

Frantic voices spilled from inside the deserter's house as men grabbed weapons, preparing for a fight. Fearing for his life, Evan took a few steps sideways, intending to run. He didn't make it far. A soldier appeared out of nowhere, punching him in the side. A burst of pain made his eyes water. The soldier laughed as Evan doubled over, clutching his side. The soldier pushed him down, then kicked him. Evan lay on the ground, stunned.

All around him was the commotion of the deserters and the soldiers. The men traded curses and blows. A few drew swords. Frantic cries emanated from the marketplace as passersby sought places to take cover or hide and watch. 

Evan tried to move, but couldn't find his footing. A shout from the doorway spurred him to action.

"Scholar Evan is out there! Don't let him get away!"

All at once, Evan was on his feet, gasping for breath and darting through the emptying street. Sounds of battle filled the air behind him. He tore past startled merchants and screaming women, knocking into a pushcart, spilling bundles of carrots onto the road. The angered merchant screamed after him. Only when Evan was halfway to the Academy did he slow down. He ducked into an alleyway, fairly certain he'd escaped.

**

Evan gasped for breath. The screams and commotion still rang in his ears, even though he was far enough away that he could no longer hear them. The deserters had been discovered. The Dunlows were gone. 

He told himself he'd gotten the least of the injuries. 

Maybe the Dunlows fled, he tried telling himself.

Evan couldn't force himself to believe that lie.

The Dunlows were probably being held in the same place the tongueless man had come from, awaiting torture from Tenbrook. Even without seeing the evidence, Evan knew. He recalled the expression of the pain on the tortured man's face as he'd been dropped in the dirt.

That look told him that Tenbrook knew everything. 

Evan knew he was in the first moments of the end. He needed some last-ditch plan that would give him a chance at living. They'd be looking for him. They'd seen him conspiring with the deserters.

In the slim chance Evan hadn't been implicated already, he would be soon. The Dunlows would give him up. Either that, or the deserters would. Evan was chicken feed, any way he ran the logic. The Academy would be the first place Tenbrook would look for him. His only hope was to make some final play for his life, in the hopes that he could salvage some scrap of a plan.

Franklin.

Without realizing it, Evan was already running in the direction of the Sanctuary. Thoughts of Franklin's successful sermon gave him the hopes that the new Bishop might wield enough power to effect some change.

Maybe Franklin could save his life.

Even if Evan was to be killed, he needed someone to know the truth about the torturous monster that had taken over Brighton. He couldn't leave this world without doing that.


Chapter 77:  Winthrop

Winthrop had been walking most of the morning, carrying the message of his god song to the good soldiers who stood behind their piles of dirt. He knelt, looking up the hill at them, and sang. His priestesses joined the chorus. His disciples laid the evidence of their heroic deeds, the demon corpses, in rows, shoulder to shoulder, on their backs in front of the battlements. All through the day, his disciples worked, thousands and thousands of them, marked with the bloody handprint, dusted in dirt, spattered in gore. They built the fires tall. They burned their dead brothers. They laid the carpet of dead demons.

The hill was a heaven of Winthrop's making, a shrine to him, a prayer for war. The more Blackthorn's men looked down on the evidence of the victory, the more they took up the chant, climbing through their ditches and coming down to accept the mark from Winthrop's hands. They became his.

With the sun well past its zenith and the horsemen riding in silly circles out in the grasslands, Winthrop surveyed his domain and realized the most profound thing. Through all those sermons in that dusty temple back in Brighton, appealing to the sleepy hearts of ignorant pig chasers and dirt scratchers, their failure to find the passion of love and devotion in The Word wasn't his fault, at all. It was that stuffy building. It was the confining circle wall. Men could not be free to follow their war god when walls kept their minds and souls trapped.

Out here in the demon's realm, surrounded by the carcasses of the unworthy and the unclean, a man's heart opened, and Winthrop's words found fertile soil. Nearly all of the men, the working women, and even the harlots atop the hill chanted Winthrop's god song now. 

They were all his children. 

It was time to cast out the devil.

Winthrop walked around the hill to the break in the line of the trenches, the road the horsemen followed when they left the hilltop to frolic with their demon brothers in the grasslands. He continued up it with his priestesses following behind. 

Men on the uphill side of the defenses, men who'd stopped Winthrop's disciples from going uphill the night before, now did nothing. They chanted and accepted the disciples among them. They were all brothers and sisters now, children of a new god.

Winthrop crossed the hill, walking toward the highest mound on the otherwise flat hilltop. He passed through the blue shirts arrayed around the minister's tents. Scuffles broke out behind him as many of the blue shirts resisted the passing of his priestesses and disciples. Winthrop paid them no mind. His followers would soon resolve their differences.

From the top of the hill, Winthrop felt the cold wind flap his robes and clean air blow through his lungs. Behind him, the mountains towered and glistened under the halos of snow blowing off their peaks. In front of him, the ocean spread out to the edge of the world. Around him, the brown grasses and green trees painted patterns among which little horsemen and demons ran, making pretty, living art that reminded Winthrop of flower vines growing and dying, disintegrating and reforming.

Unlike the lowest slopes of the hill, where Winthrop and his children slaughtered the demons in the mud, the hilltop was covered in tall grass that swayed with the breeze around two tents, giant and aloof. One was bigger than the other, larger than any in camp, clean, without a hole to let the rain and cold come in, surrounded by a dozen stern-faced men. It was the home of the devil.

Winthrop strode up to the devil's guardians.

A stern man planted himself in Winthrop's path and put his mouth to work on a language that Winthrop didn't care to know anymore. It was the talk of mortal simpletons. 

Winthrop put a soothing hand on the man's shoulder and eased the man's soul with god-speak as he stepped around.

Another guard moved to bring Winthrop to a halt, but god-speak and will kept that man at bay as Winthrop let himself into the devil's tent.


Chapter 78:  Franklin

"Franklin?" 

A rap on the door made Franklin pause and set his pen down. He stared at the door. It sounded like Fitzgerald, but he wondered why she would knock. 

"I'm here, Fitz. What do you need?"

"Scholar Evan is here. He wants to speak with us."

Us? he almost replied. Franklin was used to Fitz's company, but he was aware that most people would prefer to dismiss her, at least when discussing matters of importance. 

He watched the door swing open, revealing the ashen face of Scholar Evan and the confused face of Fitzgerald. Evan looked in all directions before entering. He greeted Franklin with a nervous nod. "We need to talk," Evan said, as if that weren't already apparent.

"Sure. Come on in."

"I'm sorry to disturb you in your quarters," Scholar Evan started.

"It's no matter," Franklin said, exchanging a glance with Fitz.

"I pride myself on being perceptive when it comes to matters around me, although it might not always seem like it. As such, I knew that the subject of this meeting would be of importance to both you and Fitzgerald." Evan glanced from Franklin to Fitz. His gaze showed that he'd guessed the details of their relationship. 

Franklin didn't bother to ask how.

"I appreciate your speaking to both of us, if that is the case," Franklin said, neither confirming nor denying anything.

"Are you sure we can talk safely in here?"

Franklin glanced at the thick wooden door on his quarters. "It should be safe. Just keep your voice low, all the same."

"What I have to tell you might be a surprise, or it might not," Evan said, pulling in a nervous breath. "My hope is that I've chosen the right people to whom to give this information. If not, my body might be burning on the pyre before the day is out."

Franklin swallowed at the gravity of Evan's tone. "We're both newly-appointed Elders. We've always been friends. I promise it won't leave this room, unless you want it to," he said. 

Fitz bit her lip. "I won't say a word, either." 

"My hope is that we can work together on some pressing matters."

Franklin and Fitz remained silent as they waited for whatever Evan had to say. 

Evan's voice was low and nervous as he began his story. He recounted a string of logic and numbers that had led to the conclusion that Blackthorn had inadvertently caused a famine. Before he could go any further, Franklin interrupted.

"I've heard these calculations," Franklin said. "I was in a meeting with Blackthorn and Winthrop when Minister Beck presented your findings. But I wasn't sure whether to believe them."

"Oh, they're accurate," Evan said with a nod. "But that is not the entirety of it. As a result of these calculations, Beck and I were tasked to give a hypothetical number of people that needed to be eliminated so the rest could be sustained during the suspected oncoming famine. This number—nineteen thousand—was delivered to General Blackthorn directly. That number exactly matches the number that Blackthorn took on his expedition."

Franklin's eyes widened as he pieced together what Evan was saying. "Wait a minute. So Blackthorn called up the army not to fight the demons, but to die so a famine could be avoided?" 

Evan nodded gravely. "That is what Minister Beck and I suspect. It is as shocking to you as it was to us," Evan said. "What's more shocking is that it didn't seem Blackthorn wanted any of the other Elders to return."

"So the nineteen thousand are being brought to their death? Including Father Winthrop and Minister Beck?"

"Yes. That's the gravity of it. These are the ethics of our leadership in Brighton." 

"My God," gasped Fitz. 

"That information led us to a solution of our own. It is a solution that one might view as drastic, but one we felt was necessary. Brighton needs new leadership, people who can lead the townships with intellect instead of brutality." 

Evan's voice wavered as he broached the next topic. For a few moments, Franklin wondered if the nervous Scholar might walk outside and put himself on the pyre. 

"And so Minister Beck and I, knowing our lives were at stake, along with many others, planned a revolt. I was given a task of recruiting a band of deserters from Blackthorn's army, people who would be sympathetic to the cause. Among those were Tommy and Timmy Dunlow. You're familiar with the family?"

"Of course. The conflict between the Dunlow family and Blackthorn is a rumor in town," Franklin said. "Though it is never discussed in the open."

"I can assure you, it is true."

"What were the details of the plan?"

"We were to wait until the army was far enough away that they couldn't make it back quickly. Then, we were to determine when Tenbrook would run his next practice drills. We would strike his personal army unexpectedly. We would convince the remaining soldiers of our intent, and hopefully persuade them to join us."

"I can't believe this," Franklin said, furrowing his brow. "And what of the Clergy?"

"Our intent was never to harm the Clergy," Evan said. "I need you to believe that, Franklin."

"I don't know what to say." Franklin shook his head. He was stunned. He'd known Evan for years. He never would've expected him to be entangled in such a plot. "Why wasn't the clergy approached?"

"We needed fighting men to do battle, not men of The Word." Evan looked down. 

"No one in the Clergy knows? Not even Winthrop?"

"Winthrop is as much to blame for this situation as Blackthorn. His blatant abuse of The Word has contributed to our plight."

Franklin nodded, chewing his lip as he processed what Evan was telling him.  "I remember how he dismissed the numbers you gave him about the famine." 

Evan nodded grimly. "I can see that you are apprehensive about my loyalties. If you need further proof of my intentions to spare the Clergy, I can offer you something else. Someone you are close with was involved in this plot."

Franklin furrowed his brow as he tried to make a guess. "I thought you said no one in the Clergy knew about this."

"No one you'd suspect."

"Who, then?"

"Novice Oliver."

Fitzgerald gasped. "Oliver? Why would he be involved in this?" Fitz jumped from her chair. "What have you done?"

"I recruited him into it." Evan hung his head as he explained how he'd befriended Oliver and used him to deliver messages.

"You borrowed him to go to the market that time," Franklin put together. "That was when these meetings started."

"Again, please be assured that I never intended any harm to come to him." 

"He's just a child!" Fitz's face twisted in anger as she waved a finger at him. "How could you involve him in this?"

"I admit I was upset to learn he'd gone out with the army," Evan said solemnly. "That wasn't my intention."

"He probably did that to escape the danger you put him in! He probably fled Brighton so he wouldn't be burned!" Fitzgerald steamed.

Evan didn't disagree. It looked like he had more explaining to do. "If you'll listen, I'll explain the rest. I thought he fled, at first. But now I'm thinking that he left for other reasons. Reasons for which I might also be responsible." Evan bit his lip. "A few days ago, Tenbrook called me to his house for a meeting. According to Tenbrook, a confidential source revealed that a plot had been hatched to overthrow the government. He asked me to find out what was going on. In hindsight, I think Tenbrook already knew. I think Oliver told him before he left with the army."

Franklin felt a surge of panic and anger. Fitz opened her mouth, but couldn't formulate any words.

"You think Oliver gave you up?" Franklin shook his head in disbelief. But that might explain why Oliver had been so insistent on going out with the army.

"It's possible." Evan explained how he'd visited the Dunlows, and how the Dunlows had disappeared. He described how one of the deserters had been tortured and dropped in front of the house without his tongue. He went on to explain how he'd been injured, and how he'd escaped.

"In essence, I believe Tenbrook has uncovered our plan." His face beaded with sweat as he said, "Tenbrook is a violent, vicious man. Maybe even more cruel than Blackthorn. A revolt is more necessary than we knew. That is why I've come to you for help. As two of the three Elders, we need to work together and strike at Tenbrook before he comes at us."

The room fell silent for a moment.

"You mean comes at you?" Fitz spat. "That's the only reason you're here. To save your life!"

"I won't lie that my life is at stake. But that isn't the primary reason. If Tenbrook is allowed to rule, I think Brighton will see the darkest age it has ever seen. Quite frankly, I'm not sure anyone will survive."

Having finished his story, Evan sat with his hands folded. It looked as if he'd expended the last of his energy in telling his tale, and was waiting for a final pronouncement of life or death.

"I don't know what to say." Franklin shook his head. "These things you've told me are horrific. But how do we know what's true and what isn't? How do we know this isn't part of some scheme to overthrow the Clergy?"

"My assurances are all I can give. That, and my guarantee that if you decide not to help me, I will never repeat this information."

"What about Oliver? How will you make right what you've done?" Fitzgerald's face still burned with anger. "What if Tenbrook killed him?"

"My guess is that he's safe."

"How do you know that?" Fitz demanded.

"I saw him leave with the army," Franklin said. "I'm pretty sure he's gone."

"That doesn't mean he's safe," Fitz countered. "Not in the wild. Even if Tenbrook didn't take him." 

They fell into an uneasy silence. Evan's story was a demon in the room, snarling and swiping, preparing to pull them down and feast on their innards.

A knock sounded on the door. Franklin, Fitzgerald, and Evan jumped.

"Who is it?" Franklin asked, unable to hide the fright in his voice.

"It's Novice Joseph, Father." 

"Come in."

Joseph peered through the door. "Tenbrook has called a meeting."

"With the Elders?" 

"No, a meeting in the square."

"What's it about?"

"I don't know. He only said that the entire town should be there, and that it should happen right away. That's the only explanation I got. Soldiers are outside to escort all of us."

Franklin stared at Joseph, as if the boy might produce some more answers, but there were no more answers left to give. Franklin dismissed him, watching the novice hurry down the hall, disappearing around a corner and knocking on the next batch of doors. 

Franklin, Fitzgerald, and Evan stared at each other, panic burning in their eyes. No one had to speak to know what this might mean.

"We need to get out of here," Franklin said desperately.

Evan looked like he might wet his frock. "We'll never make it. They're waiting for us. We have no choice but to go."

Franklin swallowed, knowing Evan was right.


Chapter 79:  Winthrop

Winthrop stood over General Blackthorn's bed, listening to Blackthorn breathe. Blackthorn didn't look like a piece of iron in the form of a man. He was on his back with his mouth open, his face slack. His fierce eyes were wrinkled shut in dark sockets. His breath rattled through his rickety chest. His big hands were bony, with bulbous knuckles that looked like they might shatter as soon as bend.

Blackthorn was just an old man with discolored skin and brittle gray hair.

He'd made a life of looking handsome, with a straight back and wiry muscles sitting atop a horse, gazing down on peasants. He had a baritone voice that always seemed to threaten, a chiseled face that was the kind of ugly that women wanted to love. 

He was a weakling pretending divinity, whose mortality had finally come to the surface.

"What are you doing in my tent?" Blackthorn uttered.

Winthrop jumped back. The Blackthorn thing was awake.

"What do you want?" it asked.

Winthrop slinked forward, his conditioned dread getting the best of him. He blessed Blackthorn's ears with god-speak.

"Stop jabbering, man," said Blackthorn in a thin voice Winthrop could barely hear. "What news do you have?"

Winthrop gathered his courage and extended a slow, trembling hand. He laid it on Blackthorn's bony chest.

"What foolishness is this?" Blackthorn's anger sounded impotent.

Winthrop mumbled a singsong prayer in the god-tongue. Blackthorn had been a formidable enemy. He deserved a blessing.

Blackthorn snorted. "You've lost your senses. Get out of here."

Winthrop disobeyed. He reached over and put his other hand on Blackthorn's forehead, kneeling beside the bed. Winthrop bowed his head and let the words roll into a new tune as he followed the muse of his divinity.

Blackthorn stopped protesting. "You're praying for me? Don't waste your time. I assure you, I'll live longer than you."

Winthrop finished his prayer and stood up. He looked down at the weak Blackthorn thing with bewildered eyes. It was time to ascend.

Winthrop deliberately turned around.

Blackthorn moved on the bed behind Winthrop, probably trying to get up.

Winthrop looked around the dim tent for what he required.

"When you leave," said Blackthorn, "tell the guard to send my cleaning girl in." Blackthorn coughed up a gob of phlegm. He kept coughing.

Winthrop walked to Blackthorn's scabbard where it hung on a tent pole. He laid his hand on the sword's Spartan hilt, feeling the leather wrapped steel in his grip. He slid the sword out.

Behind him, Blackthorn was still coughing his way through a fit that had a way to go.

Winthrop turned around. He raised the long curved sabre.

Blackthorn was sitting on the edge of his bed, bent over and coughing into his hands.

Ascend to heaven on the corpses of the dead.

I am a war god.

Winthrop hacked through the back of Blackthorn's skull and the coughing stopped. Blackthorn fell face first onto the ground, blood pumping out of a gaping wound. Winthrop held the dripping sabre in his hands.

He sang on without changing his rhythm, without changing his words. 

The devil was dead. Just as it had to be. The devil had died the moment that Winthrop found the courage to kill him. It was no surprise. There was no resistance. How could there have been? 

Winthrop was a god.


Chapter 80:  Oliver

Oliver looked north where the cliffs fell away to the river, gazing upon miles of grasslands and forest; no man from the militia tainted his view. Except for the incessant, sad song in which every man in the army seemed to have joined, Oliver was able to imagine himself far from the carnage. Free. Happy.

 It was late, and Oliver was just realizing that he'd slept through most of the day, though he'd awoken before Minister Beck. Oliver turned back as he thought about whether to go to the tent and wait for the tray to mysteriously show up laden with bread and meat or to eat something from the limited supply in his bag.

He stretched his arm out and swung it around to loosen his shoulder. He was still sore from the demon bite the night before. The previous night's battle seemed to have made its way from between the defensive rings downhill all the way up to the formation of blue shirts that had been arrayed around the peak. Many of the blue shirts were on the ground, dead. More were putting their hands in the blood of their comrades and marking one another with bloody prints on their chests and faces. They all sang Winthrop's senseless song, and hundreds of militiamen from downhill, men who'd fought through the night, sang with them.

Uh, oh.

Oliver walked past Beck's tent to a point where he was able to see down the front slopes and the prairie beyond. The cavalry formations were riding back toward the defenses. Men all over the hills were watching the cavalry come. Most were close by, watching General Blackthorn's tent, silently waiting. Oliver looked too, feeling as though he'd missed something important, or was about to.

The flaps on Blackthorn's tent bulged out and then peeled away.

Father Winthrop, his face shimmering with blood, emerged from the tent with a naked, bloody old man with a split skull in his arms.

Oliver had seen Winthrop and his disciples move around so many bodies, reveling in their blood, that the body in Winthrop's arms didn't alarm him.

Winthrop walked toward his singing men, to a place on the top of the hill where he could see the slopes below and the men down there could see him.

The incoming cavalry passed the first line of the defenses at the bottom of the slope as they trotted into camp.

"The devil is dead," shouted Father Winthrop in a voice big enough to find the ears of thousands. "The devil is dead."

Oliver looked at the naked man in Winthrop's arms. It was General Blackthorn. 

"Oh, no!" Oliver turned and ran to Minister Beck's tent.


Chapter 81:  Tenbrook

Tenbrook sat at a small table in the corner of his new war room, staring at the wall. He'd enjoyed playing around with Evan and the Dunlows over the past few days. But that time had ended. It was time to act. 

He was pretty confident the lower members of the Clergy weren't involved. Neither were the lackeys at the Academy. 

But he'd gotten several reports about Evan conversing with Franklin. In fact, Evan was at the Sanctuary now. He knew Franklin was involved. Tenbrook had to put a stop to things before they got too far.

Timmy and Tommy had named several of the revolt leaders, men who had coordinated the movement between houses. He'd already had them brought in.

The question now was whether he'd burn Franklin, or Evan, or both.

Rising from his chair, Tenbrook called for Captain Sinko. Entering with a nod, Sinko smoothed his crisp blue shirt and waited for his instructions.

"Are The People headed to the square?" 

"Yes. The Clergy and the Academy are on the way."

"Thank you, Captain Sinko."

"Are you sure you don't want to meet with the other Elders first?"

"No," Tenbrook said. "That won't be necessary."


Chapter 82:  Beck

Beck peered from the tent, following Oliver's shaky finger. He didn't want to believe it. He couldn't.

Blackthorn was dead, and Winthrop was parading the body in front of his troops. The remaining blue shirts had joined Winthrop's faithful. The only thing that sounded like sanity at the moment was the sound of hooves. The cavalry was coming back.

Beck looked back at Oliver.

"What are you doing?" asked Oliver.

"I'm going out."

"What? You can't go out there now. Stay in the tent until dark. Then escape."

Beck crossed over to the tent's entrance.

"If you go out there," hissed Oliver, "they'll kill you."

Beck paused. He didn't want to believe it. He wanted to see for himself.

Oliver leaped in front of Beck, and he drew his dagger. He took Beck's wrist.

"Hey!" Beck protested. "What are you doing?"

Oliver held firmly to Beck's wrist. "Open your palm."

"Why?"

"Don't be stupid. I'm going to cut you."

Beck didn't open his hand.

"If you don't wear the mark, you'll end up dead like the rest of them."

Beck frowned and thought about it. "Don't cut my hand." With a finger, he traced a line on the meaty muscle just below his elbow. "Here. But don't cut deeply. You don't want me to bleed to death."

Oliver dragged the tip of the blade across Beck's skin. Beck jerked his arm away, sending a splatter of blood across the tent. "Ouch."

Oliver shrugged. "Rub it on your hands. Get them nice and bloody. Make two handprints on your chest. Put it on your face."

Beck reluctantly followed Oliver's instructions, taking a moment to compose himself before stepping toward the tent entrance again.

"If things go badly for you, I'm running," Oliver admitted. He pointed at the back of the tent, shrugging as if to apologize.

Beck did his best to smile. "If things go badly, that might be your best option. There'll be nothing you can do to help."

Oliver stepped away from Beck. He bit his lip as if his guilt was making him speak again. "If you sing that stupid song and stand with the idiots, it might prevent them from recognizing you."

Beck smiled and pushed through the tent.

Outside, the sun blazed orange and red behind the mountain peaks. Without the cavalry to keep them at bay, wailing demons ran by the thousands across the grass toward the fortifications. The cavalry was strung out up and down the hill, trying to get to their camp at the top. They were slowed by the crush of militiamen crowding around them, men who should have been manning their defenses, but had given up. 

Things were going badly. Beck was no general, but he saw that.

He walked across the clearing at the top of the hill to where Winthrop stood, still holding Blackthorn's body in his arms. Winthrop was chanting on in that pointless jabber that he'd been speaking for days. A dozen cavalrymen were on their horses in front of Winthrop.

Three of the captains were among them. 

Getting closer, Beck saw Captain Swan with a hand on his sword, yelling at Winthrop. "You'll tell me what happened, you mumbling fool, and you'll do it now!"

Winthrop threw Blackthorn's body on the ground. He put a foot on Blackthorn's chest. Captain Swan's eyes burned with fire as he drew his sword.

"Wait!" Beck shouted as he came close.

Captain Swan looked at Beck with disgust on his face. "You, too, wear the mark?"

Beck said, "Father Winthrop, was it demons? Did they attack? Did they kill the General?"

"There was no attack," said Swan, inching his horse toward Winthrop, ready to swing his sword.

Winthrop sang and stared at the sky.

Beck raised a hand to halt Captain Swan. "Wait." He walked up to Father Winthrop and put a hand on his shoulder. "Father Winthrop, what happened?"

Winthrop's eyes snapped open. He looked at Beck as though he'd never seen another human, then something clicked in his mind. He said, "My son. You wear the mark."

"Yes." Beck's eyes flicked to his chest. Then he pointed at Blackthorn's body. "What happened? Tell me, man, what happened?"

Winthrop looked at the body. For a moment, he seemed sad. Tears filled his eyes as he said, "The devil is dead."

"Yes, the devil is dead," reiterated Beck. "What happened to him?"

"The sword."

"What sword?"

Winthrop spun in a circle and looked up at the sky. He howled some musical nonsense and then he set his eyes on Captain Swan. He spat an insult in his god-tongue, then looked at his men, who were already surrounding the cavalrymen. "My sons, listen to me. The devil's children on horseback are here to take your god's life." Winthrop's voice found all of its practiced power. "Slay them!"

Without a moment's thought, without any hesitation, the militiamen attacked the horsemen.

Beck recoiled. He retreated a few steps. "What are you doing, Winthrop?"

"I killed the devil! I killed him with his sword!" Winthrop fell to his knees by Blackthorn's body and pushed a hand into the wound on Blackthorn's skull, causing more blood to seep out.

Beck walked backward. He looked up and down the hill. The militiamen were attacking the rest of the cavalry. The first of the demons reached the line of fortifications at the bottom of the slope.

There was nowhere left to go. 

He looked back at his tent.

Beck ran.


Chapter 83:  Oliver

Oliver watched Beck burst into the tent, panic all over his face.

Oliver already had his backpack on. "I'm ready."

Beck looked himself up and down. He put a hand on the hilt of his knife. "This is all I have."

"If you see a dead blue shirt, take his sword." Oliver peeked outside. He closed the flaps. "I saw everything."

"Not everything." Beck pointed. "The militia attacked the cavalry as they were coming up the hill. The demons are climbing over the fortifications. We need to head toward the river."

"Can you swim?"

Beck nodded. "How about you?"

"Of course."

Beck looked at Oliver, not entirely believing him. "The water will be near freezing. If we go that way and don't find a place to warm up tonight, the cold may kill us."

"If we stay, we'll die!" Oliver pulled the tent flap wide. "Come on." He ran toward the cliffs. The sound of demons howling and men fighting filled the air.

"Kill the minister!" Winthrop shouted, catching sight of them.

Oliver looked back. Winthrop, from fifty or sixty yards away, was pointing up at him and Beck. Some of Winthrop's disciples had stopped mutilating the bodies of the fallen cavalrymen and were now following Winthrop's crazed hollering. 

Beck ran ahead, urging Oliver to hurry.

Oliver ran as fast as his feet would carry him.

The men shouted. A dozen or more gave chase. But they were too far behind. Minister Beck's tent stood a few hundred yards from the edge of the cliffs. He and Oliver had already crossed half that distance by the time the first of Winthrop's men got up to speed.

"Do you know a way down to the water?" Beck panted.

"I saw a path down. It's steep and looks dangerous," said Oliver, knowing as he said the words that the trail wasn't a good option. They could start down the path, but they wouldn't get far. The men would catch up by then.

"Lead!" Beck panted. 

"Don't wait for me!" yelled Oliver.

Beck pushed out a laugh. "You think I'd abandon a child to save myself?"

Oliver didn't answer. They both ran as fast as Oliver was able. Nearing the edge of the cliff, Oliver's boots skidded on loose dirt at the top of the path that led down, cutting across the face of the cliff. Oliver looked back at the men. A few dozen were skidding down the hillside, gaining ground. He and Beck didn't have much time. "Follow me!"

Beck stayed on Oliver's heels. They worked their way down the trail, going as fast as the steep slope would allow.

"We're going to have to jump," said Oliver, swallowing as he realized the option he'd known, but had been too afraid to admit. 

"We're too high," said Beck.

"What if they start throwing rocks? If they hit us and we lose our balance—"

"We'll crack our skulls on the cliff face when we fall," Beck finished.

Shouts from behind made it clear that men had reached the trail.

Oliver looked at the water. It looked black, cold, and pretty far down. Being so close to the Ancient City, he hoped that none of the monsters from the fairy tales lived in the water below. He prayed that they didn't.

Voices shouted from the top of the cliff. Oliver didn't need to pinpoint how many were there. Even a handful was too many.

Oliver cursed, looked at Beck, and said. "Now!" He closed his eyes and jumped as far out from the cliff as he was able. He caught a big breath as he fell.

He kept falling.

He heard the shouts of the men over the edge of the cliff.

He heard the scuff of men's boots on the path.

Where is the water?

Oliver opened his eyes and looked down. The water slapped him in the face so hard he saw stars. The splash collapsed around him, popping his ears. 

Something big splashed beside Oliver. Was it Beck? He couldn't see.

Oliver started clawing his way out of the water, the pressure in his ears increasing. He was sinking. He swam harder, fearing it had been too long since he'd last been in the river. Had he forgotten how to paddle? That couldn't be it.

What's wrong? Why am I sinking?

Unable to get his head above water, Oliver panicked. He needed to breathe soon. He tried to remember what it was that had made swimming so easy when he was small. He needed to remember because whatever he was doing now, it wasn't working.

Oliver felt a tug on his collar. Something had him by the back of the neck. Something was pulling him.

No!

Oliver imagined one of those river monsters from the stories, with the gaping mouth and teeth longer than a big man's fingers. That monster could eat a boy Oliver's size in a single bite.

But it didn't matter.

Oliver looked up, seeing the silvery black glimmer of the surface. He wasn't so far away. He could get to safety, if he could kick his legs a little harder. Oliver struggled and flailed. But he couldn't swim up there no matter how hard he tried. All he could do was flail uselessly while the monster dragged him through the water.

Inexplicably, the surface got closer, close enough that Oliver imagined taking a breath. If he could get his head above water, get a big mouthful of air, maybe he could get away from the monster. Maybe he could get to shore and run away before it ate him.

Oliver's head broke the surface. He gulped as much air as he could suck in. He pushed his feet against a rock and spun, ready to punch the beast in the snout.

"Wait!" screamed Beck. "I'm just trying to help!"

Oliver couldn't believe it. There was no monster.

"Your chainmail pulled you down," Beck explained between ragged breaths. "You'd have drowned if I didn't grab you!"

The chainmail. Of course. Oliver felt like an idiot. Again, he'd forgotten he was wearing it.

"Let's go," said Beck. "We need to get down river before Winthrop's men figure out we're still alive."

Oliver followed Beck, wading in water up to his chest while Beck floated with the current, dragging his feet on the bottom to keep from getting too far ahead. Behind them, the fires on the hillsides lit up as men stoked them in preparation for the evening. Men and demons screamed and fought on the hillsides. Oliver didn't need to ask the question to know they'd all die tonight.

"Where are we going?" asked Oliver.

"I don't know."

"Which direction is Brighton?"

"Back up the river," Beck said as he caught his breath. "Way back."

The screaming from the tops of the cliffs got louder. 

Oliver said, "Maybe we won't die tonight."

"Sunrise is a long time away. Don't get too optimistic." Beck smiled grimly.


Chapter 84:  Tenbrook

Tenbrook looked out over the crowd of nervous people that had gathered in the square. He'd been sure to leave out the details of the meeting, letting the rows of pyre poles speak for themselves. A row of a dozen kindling stacks were to the right of the dais, indicating a burning that would rival some of the worst in recent memory. His soldiers had spent the last hour preparing them.

The look of panic in the crowd was even more potent than during the Cleansing. At least then, the townsfolk had prepared for the loss of life. Now, they were frightened and unsure. Mothers cradled children to their breasts, as if soldiers might rip them away. Farmers and tradesmen spoke in quick, nervous bursts. No one knew what was happening, and that was the way Tenbrook wanted it.

He smiled.

The surprise—and the urgency—with which he'd called the meeting was a tactic to instill fear into each of their hearts. That was the lesson he wanted them to learn today. Not that they should worry about the spores, but that they should dread him.

His smile held as he drank in the fear emanating from the square. When the shuffling of nervous bodies had stopped, he stepped to the center of the dais, glancing triumphantly at Scholar Evan and Franklin. The newly-appointed Elders sat, stiff in their chairs, ashen-faced. Neither broke his gaze. The town fell into a nervous silence, each resident of Brighton wondering whether they'd live to see the other side of the meeting. 

"It has come to my attention that the spore has invaded our town once again," Tenbrook said, projecting his voice into the crowd. That announcement led to a barrage of confirming gasps and whispers. "We need to dispose of the unclean ones before it spreads further."

The crowd grew unusually still, as if he might pick out the afflicted from among them. They averted their eyes.

"The only way to protect Brighton is to be swift and decisive. That is the will of The Word. Isn't that true, Father Franklin?" Tenbrook turned to face the nervous man in the chair on the other side of the dais. The crowd swiveled their heads to Franklin, waiting for his response. 

"Yes," Franklin replied. He kept his mouth open, as if he might speak again, but quickly closed it.

"Due to the urgency of this matter, I have taken the precaution of rounding up the unclean so that we might inspect them here. I hope that is acceptable to the other Elders. Is it?" Tenbrook barely waited for Evan and Franklin to nod. "My hope is that we can stop the spread of the spore before more are infected."

The crowd shuffled and looked around, searching for the unclean ones. Tenbrook waited several more moments before beckoning the guards. Several blue-shirted soldiers nodded at his command, disappearing through a door on the side of the dais and reappearing with a group of kicking, screaming men. The men's mouths were stuffed with gags. Among them were Tommy and Timmy Dunlow. Ten others—the most prominent leaders of the rebellion—were pulled out next to them, looking as if they'd been plucked from the middle of an evening dinner. In reality, Tenbrook had pulled them from their hideouts across Brighton. Tommy and Timmy had given up all they knew. 

Afterward, Tenbrook had killed the Dunlows' mother, father, and sisters.

"I've taken the precaution of gagging the unclean. They were trying to bite my soldiers when we rounded them up. I fear the spore has spread to their brains." Tenbrook suppressed a smile. "Bring the smudged ones to the inspectors," he bellowed with a conviction that bordered on ecstasy. 

The soldiers dragged the smudged men to the white-gloved inspectors on the edge of the dais. The smudged men writhed and screamed into the cloths. 

Tommy was the first to be inspected. The inspectors reached out to receive him, yanking at his clothes. He struggled and shrieked unintelligibly as they tore his pants and shirt from his body, revealing a barrage of scratches and bruises. The inspectors nodded and shook their heads disappointedly.

"Smudged," one of them pronounced.

Tenbrook nodded to reinforce the inspector's assessment. He looked over at Franklin and Evan, who were seated in their chairs, shocked looks on their faces. 

"Do you have anything to add, Father Franklin? Scholar Evan?"

Franklin and Evan looked at each other, considering a protest, but neither spoke. Without waiting for a response, Tenbrook had Timmy and Tommy dragged off the dais and toward the pyre. One by one, the inspectors looked over the other rebel leaders, finding similar marks on all of them. Tenbrook smiled proudly as he looked out over the crowd, envisioning the fear lurking in the hearts of the remaining deserters. Even if they weren't watching, they'd certainly hear about this.

They were powerless. But then, they always had been.

He was the true ruler of Brighton.

Tenbrook lined up the men to be burned on the pyre, giving directions to his soldiers. The Clergy looked as if they were frozen in place. The Scholars wrung their hands. Tommy and Timmy stared at Tenbrook with frantic eyes as they were dragged away.

"We'll rid this town of the unclean, so that others might live," Tenbrook boomed to cover the muffled cries of the Dunlows. He arched his back in triumph. "But before we burn these men, we have one more matter to address. It has come to my attention that another among us is unclean."

The crowd waited silently.

"This matter is even more concerning, and is the reason I've called this meeting so swiftly."

Spinning, he turned to face Franklin and Scholar Evan. Franklin's mouth fell open in shock as he shot a glare back at Tenbrook. Evan looked as if he might collapse.

"One more person needs to be put on the pyre," Tenbrook called over his shoulder. "One more, so that the rest of Brighton shall live."


Chapter 85:  Franklin

Fear stabbed Franklin's heart as he met Tenbrook's eyes. Beside him, Evan gasped in fright, visibly shaken. For a second, Franklin considered running, taking his chances in the crowd. He looked off the dais, wondering if he could make his way through the townsfolk in time to avoid his fate. The logical part of him knew that he had no chance, but his survival instincts begged him to act. Even if he made it off the dais, the townsfolk would give him up, following the will of The Word.

Father Winthrop's sermons were drilled into their hearts.

Tenbrook cleared his throat and said, "Scholar Evan, please stand and face the inspectors."

Franklin's body unclenched as he realized what Tenbrook had said. His relief immediately flew to guilt. His friend had just been condemned to die. He couldn't let that happen. Forcing himself into action, Franklin stood. He cleared his throat. His hope was that he might prepare a sermon—some rousing speech like the one he'd given the other day—to protect Scholar Evan. He never got a chance. The guards knocked him aside as if he were a street dweller, cutting off any speech he might've made. He caught his balance before he fell to the ground.

Scholar Evan squeaked in fright as the men half-dragged, half-carried him across the dais. His eyes were wide and manic as he tried planting his feet, but he was no match for strong men who hefted swords and slayed demons.

"Wait!" Franklin yelled, finding his voice at last.

He took several steps and stopped. The crowd swiveled to face him, but Tenbrook dismissed him with a wave. Evan yelled something unintelligible at Franklin before he was delivered to the pawing hands of the inspectors. They circled him and tugged at his clothes, burying him in a circle of interrogation. 

"I'm not smudged!" Evan shrieked.

He emerged a few seconds later, disheveled, naked, shivering. The soldiers spun him sideways, pointing to a single bruise on his side. 

"Right here, sir," one of them said. "A smudge."

Tenbrook strode over as if he were preparing a killing blow, still ignoring Franklin. "Do you see this?" he proclaimed to the gasping audience and to Franklin. "One of our Elders has concealed his uncleanliness. A Scholar! An esteemed member of the Academy! An appointed Elder of Brighton!"

One of the women in the front row toppled sideways. Her family caught her before she fell. 

"One of the soldiers punched me this morning in the marketplace!" Evan explained in a voice that sounded too nasally to be his. His fear turned to horrified understanding as he realized what had been done to him. "He set me up!"

"It's a sign of the infection! Any of these people can see that!" Tenbrook shook an enraged fist. "Does anyone dispute the existence of this smudge? Does anyone dispute the mark of the unclean?" He bellowed the words, as if the next person to speak might be burned.

Swallowing his fear, Franklin walked across the dais. This time, his voice found volume. "Captain Tenbrook, I won't dispute that Evan has a bruise. But surely there is a mistake. There might be some other way this was received, some manner of—"

"There is no other way!" Tenbrook roared, his voice turning to anger. The insistence in his voice might as well have been a clenched hand, strangling Franklin into silence. "This temptation to lie must end! We will not have our own Elders turning a blind eye to the truth!"

Franklin's desire to defend Evan was trumped by the very real fear that he'd be thrown on the pyre. His eyes welled up as he appraised his helpless friend, a man with whom he'd shared meals and stories, a man who was going to die.

"Franklin! Please stop him!" Evan's mouth bubbled with spit as he begged for mercy.

Tenbrook lowered his hands to his scabbard. For a second, Franklin feared he might pull his sword and end the pleading Scholar's life if he spoke another word. Instead, he stepped back and appraised the audience, the maniacal look in his eyes fading when he realized Franklin wasn't going to speak.

"This man hasn't earned the right to the blade. He's concealed his uncleanliness. By doing that, Scholar Evan has earned the pyre."

**

Franklin made the walk to the square in silence. The clergy followed. The walk reminded him of the one he'd made when he followed Father Nelson, only this one required his silence, not his action. He contemplated running at the guards, doing what he could to free his friend. But that act would be brash and ineffective. 

If Franklin were killed, he'd leave Tenbrook as the only remaining ruler in Brighton. 

Burn one today, save twelve tomorrow.

Damn those words!

Franklin's silence was a trap of guilt. Either way, he lost. He watched helplessly as the soldiers bound the screaming men, including Evan, to the poles. The crowd watched with a single, held breath as the first man—a black-haired man with stubble—screamed into his gag, trying to get the soldiers' attention. The soldiers ignored him. 

The women in the crowd were too shocked to sing the fire dirge. The soldiers surrounded him and held up the torch. They lit the kindling, watching with stone hearts and faces as the flames rose, licking the condemned man's boots, then his pant legs. A baby cried, wailing in unison with the first man's agonizing screams into the cloth over his mouth. Immobilized by the ropes and unable to speak, the man wagged his head back and forth, as if that might somehow free him from the pain. 

It didn't.

The soldiers walked to the next man in line, a deserter with long scraggly hair. They lit him up only when his predecessor had stopped moving, ensuring he'd watch the previous man burn. It was a heartless tactic that Franklin had never seen, not even under Blackthorn's rule. He shuddered with fear.

The gagged screams of the burning men died down as the soldiers lit up the Dunlows. Timmy was first. His face contorted in agony as he let out a muted shriek. Franklin felt a cold pit in his stomach as Timmy's muted shriek became Tommy's. 

Evan burned last. Even though he wasn't gagged, the Scholar remained silent, as if he was thinking up a logical plan to escape. But there was no logic behind brutality. They all knew it. Once a person's feet and hands were bound, they were halfway to the grave.

Evan had been right. So had Minister Beck.

Evan found Franklin's eyes and opened his mouth, as if he might issue a final warning. Instead, he shouted a string of disconnected, illogical phrases. His mind had given way to fear. His brain was numb with terror. Franklin's legs buckled as Evan twisted and flailed on the pyre pole, his shouts turning to screams. 

Franklin found Fitz in the crowd. She stood rigid, waiting behind the Clergy, her helpless look mirroring his own. She met his eyes.

They shared an expression that needed no interpretation. 

We're next, that expression said.
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Por Favor

So, TW and I have just wrapped up this book and I'm sitting on the porch with my laptop thinking, I've got a bit of a problem. And it seems like a big problem to me, probably something I spend way to much time fretting over, but it's probably not huge, as far as problems go. 

And that got me thinking about how TW's brother is currently overreacting to a letter he got from the court because he skipped jury duty. Of course, he was living in another state when the summons came, so it's really no big deal if he explains it to the judge or clerk or whoever. He's just making it a bigger problem in his head than it really is.

Out in the sun in the yard, my dog Disco is laying and staring at the fence. There's a little green anole (lizard) over there by the bush and she wants to chomp it. But she's got to lay in the sun long enough so that the lizard forgets she's a dog and thinks she's a shadow. Then she can throw some lightning quick stealth move and surprise the anole. It hasn't worked any of the three thousand times she's tried it so far, but still she stresses about it. I can tell by the way she whines and jumps around as I'm letting her out of the house. She can't contain herself.

Then there's my other dog, Beezle. He's on a prescription diet from the vet; not because he's overweight, because he's not (maybe just a little), but because he's got terrible allergies. So, we pay way too much for his food. To show his appreciation, he's out in the yard right now sniffing around a pile of his poop because he's thinking about eating it. His biggest worry in life is that he feels like he doesn't get enough to eat. Heck, two nights ago Kat and I went out to dinner and came home to find that Beezle had taken an unopened can of dog food off the counter and chewed on it until he'd destroyed it and gotten all the food out. Clearly, he's got too much anxiety over his food.

So, getting back to my problem: reviews. I know it helps a book's sales if readers leave reviews or just star ratings at the website where they purchased their copies. And I worry too much about how many reviews a book does or doesn't have. So, I'll ask you, now that you've finished the book, please take a moment to leave a review. For my part, I'll try not to worry too much over it and I'll look at the bright side of my problem: at least I'm not thinking about eating my own poop.

-Bobby
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Email & Facebook




If you're interested in getting an email when the next book in The Last Survivors series comes out, sign up here. You'll periodically get updates on our other books but no spam. Unsubscribe at any time.




T.W. Piperbrook: sign up for new release alerts and get a free story!

Bobby Adair:  http://www.bobbyadair.com/subscribe/




If you'd like to get a bit more involved, check us out on our Facebook pages.




http://www.facebook.com/twpiperbrook




https://www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor




Typos

We do our best to make sure all our books are edited and proofread, but occasionally something slips through. 

If you find a typo in THE LAST COMMAND, let us know at: http://www.bobbyadair.com/typos


Other Things To Read




If you'd like to read something else by T.W. Piperbrook, the CONTAMINATION series might be your thing. It's a fast-paced, action-oriented zombie series with a twist. Check out the Boxed Set HERE.




If you'd like to read something else by Bobby Adair, Ebola K might be a good choice. It follows the collapse of the society through the story of several people struggling through an ebola epidemic. GET IT HERE.
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