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Prologue
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GREAT torrents of hot, humid wind roared through the
dark woods, whipping up dust and debris. Try as he might, the young
boy kept getting dirt in his eyes, while branches ripped at his
clothes and scratched at his face. Ten-year-olds don’t get
scared—or so he kept telling himself. Tears poured freely down
his cheeks, as pangs of fear seized him. The sky swirled and
churned with black, ominous clouds. They hung low over the treetops
like a heavy blanket, withholding their rain and smothering the
forest. Jagged streaks of lightning split the air with deafening
cracks and rolling thunder. Everything looked the same. The north
looked just as it did to the south, and both equally resembled the
east and west. Even though it was noontime, the clouds had grown so
thick that it felt well past eventide.

A faint sound touched his
ears.

Was that a growl? He
worried.

It was hard to tell over the deafening
storm. His mind conjured up all kinds of ferocious beasts that
surely lurked in the shadows, behind dense foliage and thick tree
trunks—monsters he had fought countless times before in the safety
of his own home and imagination.

There it is again! His heart
stopped and he froze, afraid to move.

What is it? Where is it coming
from?

He closed his eyes and strained his
ears, listening intently. There, carried faintly on the wind was
the sound.

Tepidly, he moved forward and listened
again.

That’s no monster. It sounds
like…singing?

Blindly, he fought the wind. With arms
up to protect his face from the thrashing branches, he continued to
push his way through the woods toward the sound.

It has to be human, he
thought. Encouraged, he plowed on.

Finally, the clouds burst. Sheets of
rain drenched the ground, making it slippery and
treacherous.

The song grew louder.

Almost there.

He wiped the stinging moisture from his
face with a sleeve. In doing so, he failed to see the root that
snagged his foot. Falling in the mud with a splat, he half slid,
half tumbled down a small hill.

As he came to a rest, lightning cracked
overhead. The song was right there.

Not a song, he realized.
It’s chanting.

He wiped the mud from his face and
looked up, finding himself at the edge of a clearing. Before him,
black-hooded figures, adorned in robes with silvery runes, swayed
in a tight circular pattern as they chanted around a…

He couldn’t believe what he saw. His
breath escaped in a small cry, drowned in a clap of
thunder.

The figures didn’t hear him; but the
monster did.

Its hulking, hairy form towered above
the cloaked people; the lower half obscured by the circle of bodies
surrounding it.

The boy poised to run; but the
monster’s black eyes locked on his, momentarily transfixing him.
They were wide, searching eyes—like those of a trapped
animal.

Could it be afraid? wondered
the boy.

The chanting grew louder, reaching a
fevered pitch. The monster’s eyes rolled back in its head, exposing
only the whites. The figures stopped their movement. One of them
raised a blood-drenched dagger high above his head and shouted
something in a strange language.

A dark, unnatural fear gripped the
boy—the terror of some unnamed, ancient evil. He scrambled back,
flight being his only thought. The monster bellowed a deafening
roar, exposing teeth as long as hunting knives.

The boy screamed!

This time, he was heard.

Cloaked heads snapped around, searching
for the source of the disturbance. Anger flashed across their faces
as the boy stumbled back into the forest, desperate to flee the
scene.

The figure holding the dagger pointed
it at the retreating child and gave a blood-curdling yell.
Instantly, two others gave chase.


Chapter One: Syre
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THE woods blurred as we flew by. Fading sunlight
trickled through a canopy of oak, hickory, and maple trees towering
above, igniting the woods in a sea of gold. The first of the autumn
leaves blazed in their respective reds and yellows, as if in homage
to the primordial sun they worshiped. The most devout of these
early wayfarers had already begun their pilgrimage to the ground,
only to be kicked up and violently expelled in our wake. They
swirled angrily behind us, in their own little whirlpools of wind,
as we ran for our lives.

We can’t keep this up much
longer, I thought. I was cold, tired, hungry, and bleeding.
The miles were taking their toll. To make matters worse, my best
friend, Smoke, was tiring. He could run long distances and was the
fastest horse I’d ever seen, in my—now all too short—22 years of
life. And although he was an extraordinary animal, there were
limits to his amazing abilities. I could feel the strain in his
thunderous gallop as he began to slow. His dark gray coat dripped
with sweat as we struggled up and down the valleys and hills. The
gigantic, snarling monsters pursuing us were closing the gap. If he
collapsed now, we’d both be dead. One way or another, it would soon
be over.

I wished I had stayed and taken my
chances in the village of Syre, with its hard-packed dirt roads,
small shops, and cottages. If I had kept my mouth shut as planned,
when I had arrived two years ago, I wouldn’t be running for my life
now. If only I had hidden my gifts better and not asked that
fateful question there in the center of the village…but there are
some things I can’t ignore, even if it means trouble for
me.

“Mrs. Martin, does he whip
you…and Thomas?” I asked concerned, unsure of what her reaction
would be.

Tears moistened her eyes, glittering in
the sun like little pools of diamonds—held back momentarily, before
breaking loose and streaming down her cheeks; out of fear or
relief, I couldn’t tell. Either way, someone else knew her
husband’s hideous secret and his hidden pleasure: the way he felt
powerful and satisfied when he put “them” in their proper place. It
infuriated me and I desperately wanted to help.

“How do you know?” she asked
with a quiver in her voice.

Choosing my words carefully, I replied,
“I’ve seen the marks on your wrists, the faint blood stains on the
backs of your shirts, and how your son sometimes grimaces in pain
when I pat his back.”

All of which was true…what I didn’t say
was the way I could see through her foul husband’s eyes, past the
flesh, and deep down into the core of his soul—not his alone, but
everyone’s. I only needed to look into their eyes for a few moments
and I could comprehend their fears, hopes, wants, and desires even
better than they could. I knew what would motivate them. I could
feel what they felt and, occasionally, if I pressed hard enough, I
could pull thoughts from their minds. Right now, Mrs. Martin’s
personal purgatory was overwhelming, and I knew she would never ask
for help.

She said nothing, but tried to wipe
away the evidence of any emotion with her apron. She was a slight
woman, frail and bent in her brown cotton gown. Her blond hair was
pulled back from her face and tucked under a white linen cap. I
looked at her haggard face. She was, perhaps, only ten years older
than me, but looked forty. Under other circumstances, she would
have been beautiful; but a lifetime of physical and verbal
beatings, at the hand of a cruel man, had taken their toll and
broken her will.

“Mrs. Martin,” I continued,
“please, I want to help.”

“You have helped,” she said
quietly. “You’ve been a friend to Thomas.”

Her son, Thomas, had been one of the
first to welcome me to Syre...well, not really. Actually, I was the
one to approach him initially, but there was no losing him after
that. In the beginning, I thought he was just an annoying,
temperamental adolescent; but I quickly saw a brightness and keen
intuition that were missing from most boys his age—qualities that
endeared him to me.

“That’s not hard,” I said
with a smile. “He’s liked by everyone.”

“Yes, but you understand him
like no one else. Before you came here, he was quiet and withdrawn;
he wouldn’t talk much at all. You’ve changed that. Even my husband
has noticed a difference in him.” She hesitated momentarily, as if
debating what she could really tell me, and then added timidly, “He
hardly gets a beat’n anymore.”

I looked into her tired eyes and said
bluntly, “But you still do and that hurts Thomas more than anything
he’s had to endure. He hates his father for what he’s done; I can
see it in him.”

It didn’t take anything special to see
that, and it looked as if Mrs. Martin already knew what I was
telling her.

I continued, “You know Thomas doesn’t
even call him Father? He won’t refer to your husband by anything
other than Him.” I hesitated and then added cautiously,
“Thomas is waiting for the day when he’s big enough to stop him and
punish him for what he does to you.”

Silence and more tears.

If you can make it that long,
I thought.

There had been a time when her face was
so black and swollen that she could only see out of one eye, and
her nose had been broken. She said a horse had kicked her; but
anyone with a pebble of smarts could see that it would have taken
multiple kicks to do what had been done to her. Bruises could also
be seen on her neck, and she had a slight limp after that
particular incident. Typically, Mrs. Martin didn’t leave her house
much after a beating. Thomas usually told me what happened; but
only after we had known each other for several months, and he had
gained enough trust to know I wouldn’t tell anyone else.

“What can you do?” she asked
hopelessly. “He’s the magistrate.”

“I know. I’ve thought about
that. He values his position in the community?”

She nodded slightly.

“If this knowledge became
public, it couldn’t be ignored—it would ruin his reputation and
standing in the village. I’ll threaten to do just that if he
doesn’t promise to stop.”

It wasn’t much of a plan; but with him
being the magistrate, there weren’t many people we could turn to…in
fact, none that I could think of.

“No, you can’t!” she cried.
“I couldn’t bear the disgrace.”

“You have no shame in
this!”

“He’ll destroy you. He would
falsely charge you with a crime, and I will not have that on my
conscience.” She shook her head and whispered, “I couldn’t bear to
know that I was the cause.”

“He’s accused innocent men
before, hasn’t he?”

Avoiding a direct answer, she continued
softly, “He especially hates you. Thomas isn’t the only one you
bring out the good in; others in the village are drawn to you, and
he can see that. I think he’s afraid you will challenge him for
power someday.”

“How absurd!” I scoffed. “I
have no desire for such a position. Besides, who in this world
would ever choose me as a leader?”

She looked straight into my eyes, as if
she were the one now boring into my soul, and said, “More than you
realize. I’ve heard him talk to the other elders and village
counselors, and some of them believe the same.”

Surprised by her answer, I replied, “It
doesn’t change anything.”

She took another approach. “Can you
protect us all day, every day?”

I looked down and said nothing. She
knew I couldn’t.

“If you tell, sooner or
later he will take it out on us. Maybe even…” Her voice caught and
she couldn’t finish, so I did.

“Kill one of you,” I added
glumly.

“I wish there was something
you could do, but there isn’t. Now, I have to go. I shouldn’t be
seen talking to you.”

Unfortunately, it was already too
late.

“YOU!” bellowed a commanding
voice.

Mrs. Martin jumped. Her faced turned
ashen as her eyes went wide with fear. She began to
tremble.

I cursed silently. He wasn’t supposed
to be here now. Thomas had told me he would be gone for a few more
hours.

I turned around to see a red-faced Mr.
Martin, striding up from the direction of the town hall. Although
not as tall as my six-foot frame, he was built like a bull, with
broad shoulders, thick neck, and a square jaw. Atop his large head
sat a powdered wig, which hung in rows of curls down his back. His
long, black robe flapped angrily behind him.

Pretending like nothing in the world
was wrong, I said, “Good day, Mr. Martin. I hope you find yourself
well?”

He glared at his wife, who raised her
hands as if to ward off an attack.

“I’ll deal with you later,”
he hissed.

Then, turning to me, he snarled, “Do
you think I’m a bloody fool?”

“Well…” I said, but caught
Mrs. Martin shake her head slightly. Mr. Martin caught it too, and
this infuriated him even more.

He swung a fist at me.

It seemed to take forever for the blow
to connect; everything moved so slowly. Even more amazingly, my
body didn’t seem to be locked within the same slowness as the world
around me. I’m sure I could have bent down, picked some
wildflowers, put them in his fist, and step out of the way before
he would connect...perhaps that is an exaggeration, but not by
much.

However, experience had taught me not
to act in any way that didn’t seem normal. If I did, every bully in
the village would try to prove himself by picking a fight, while
others would grow nervous and become scared of me. In the end, I
decided not to move. Maybe he wouldn’t take it out on Mrs. Martin
if I let him beat me.

So, I braced for the impact the best I
could, and was greeted with momentary blackness and stars when his
fist finally crashed into the side of my head, which sent me
sprawling in the dirt. An instant later, a heavy boot slammed into
my chest, knocking the wind out of me and connecting the throb in
my head to the newly acquired one in my chest. Pain washed through
my body. Again and again, he kicked me in a savagery I didn’t think
possible.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun,
it stopped. Confused and dazed, I simply lay there. I heard voices,
but it took a moment before my mind recovered enough to understand
the words.

“You made your point; he’s
had enough,” growled a gruff, deep voice.

Cautiously, I looked up and saw the
huge frame of James Shepherd, the blacksmith, standing over me.
Sweat dripped from his short, matted hair and ran down his
blackened forehead, and into his red, graying beard. He clutched
what looked to be a very heavy hammer in his large hands, which
were attached to even bigger arms. He was a man no sane person
would dare to challenge. It looked like Mr. Martin was thinking the
same thing, because he just stood there, scarlet faced, with his
cold eyes glued on me.

“This is far from over,
boy,” he spat.

He turned and, with a hard kick, sent
Mrs. Martin weeping up the road.

I hated him! I would have taken the
beating for Mrs. Martin and let it go at that, but that wasn’t
enough for Martin; he had to show that, because of me, his wife
would pay the price.

I leapt to my feet, but the strong arms
of Mr. Shepherd wrapped around and restrained me like a great
vice.

A toothy grin spread across Mr.
Martin’s face. “That’s right, boy; you learn your place,” he
purred.

In vain, I struggled to free myself
from Mr. Shepherd’s iron grip.

“Not now, lad,” he
whispered, in a slight Scottish accent. “The time will come, but
not today.”

He lifted his head to Mr. Martin. “And
you,” he yelled. “If I see you harm her again, I won’t just
restrain young John here—I’ll join him!”

Martin’s grin faded. “That would be a
very grave mistake. You know what I would do, if you
tried.”

Mr. Shepherd paused, as if
contemplating the threat, and then replied coolly, “Yes. But when
I’m done with you, you won’t be around to tell.” This time, he
grinned.

Mr. Martin looked murderous. I was sure
that no one ever spoke to him that way. I gazed into his cold eyes
and saw his dark soul turn even darker. Indeed, murder had entered
his heart. Neither I nor Mr. Shepherd would be safe now, I was sure
of it. I wondered if he would take us in cold blood. I gazed a
moment longer. No, I didn’t think so. His soul was so filled with
anger, that it was difficult to pull individual thoughts out.
However, in that brief glimpse, I could see it wasn’t enough for
him to merely silence his enemies—he had to make them suffer.
Beyond that, he wanted them to know that it was he who was
inflicting the torture, so they could see his power over them and
know they were completely defenseless. I suspected he would use his
position, as the magistrate, to take his revenge.

A crowd grew, and with it, so did the
potential witnesses. Realizing that there was nothing more he could
do to intimidate us, Mr. Martin, still shaking with anger, abruptly
turned and strode up the road without saying another
word.

Mr. Shepherd let me go. I whirled,
ready to yell at him for holding me back; but he raised his hand
and gestured toward the small group, cautioning me to be careful
about what I said. Some wore scornful expressions, but most had
ones of understanding. A few even looked encouragingly at
me.

“Are you hurt?” he
asked.

I hurt all over, but replied, “I don’t
think so.”

Obviously unconvinced, he said, “Let’s
go back to the smithy, lad. We’ll have a wee cup of tea and I’ll
look you over.”

I didn’t argue. I was furious at myself
for how badly this had gone and felt I deserved every bruise
forming on my body.

With the excitement at an end, the
crowd began to disperse.

We walked the short distance back to
the shop where he led me into a small, dark sitting room. It was
populated with a few chairs, a small table, and a fireplace with,
regrettably, no fire. It lacked the touch of a woman. Mr. Shepherd
never married, though I couldn’t figure out why. From my
observation, plenty of women fancied him. I sensed a story there
and, though tempted to try and find out more, I left it alone. I
didn’t like reading people’s souls when it wasn’t absolutely
necessary to do so. I had in the past and felt dirty, like I was
sneaking around, peeking into windows. What’s more, I wasn’t good
at keeping what I had been told separate from what I had
harvested—a mistake that sometimes came back to haunt me, when I
inadvertently said something that I wasn’t supposed to know. Such a
slip is where trouble usually begins for me.

“Sit you down, friend, while
I get water heating for tea,” said Mr. Shepherd. He turned and left
for the smithery, where the forge still blazed.

I slid into a chair, which was
surprisingly more comfortable than it looked, stared at the empty
fireplace, and waited in glum silence. After a few moments, Mr.
Shepherd returned.

“Now, let’s have a wee look
at you.” He poked and prodded. I winced a few times as he touched
some tender spots.

I liked Mr. Shepherd; he had a good
heart. He had always been friendly and seemed to genuinely care
about me. Of course, anyone new to a small town generates some
interest at first, but his never died—nor did it waver for any of
his friends. However, when it came to his own life, he revealed
very little; and none of us knew anything about him beyond what we
observed.

Finally, he announced, “Well, it
doesn’t look like you’ve broken anything, though I’m sure you’re
going to feel like you did in the morning.”

He was wrong. I didn’t have to wait
until morning. Things were already stiffening and I felt an
increasing soreness set in.

“Why’d you stop me?” I
demanded, still angry.

He stroked his beard and, in a fatherly
voice, replied, “Well now…I suppose for the same reason that you
decided not to fight back.”

It wasn’t the answer I had expected and
I tried not to look surprised.

With keen eyes that didn’t miss much,
he continued, “I know you could have ducked that fist. I’ve seen
you move a wee swifter than that…and I saw it in your eyes. You
were right not to fight, though. It would’ve been worse for Mrs.
Martin. Moreover, you would’ve been charged for striking a
magistrate. If tried in his court, you would have been hung, or at
best, severely whipped, thrown in the stockade, and eventually run
out of the village with nothing but the clothes you’re wearing.
Either way, you would’ve died.”

I knew he was right, but still asked,
“And how do you know all this?”

His face grew somber. “You’re not the
first to take him on.”

“I gather the other person
didn’t succeed,” I said dryly.

Sadly, he said, “No, they
didn’t.”

“What happened?”

“Ah, well, they were each
one similar; all of them crossed the wrong people and most of them
aren’t here to regret it.”

“People? Other than Mr.
Martin?”

“Aye, I’m afraid so. You
see, there are a number in the community who greatly desire to keep
their seat in power; but Martin is the leader and the most
dangerous. He is a violent man. And as magistrate, he has the power
to execute his injustice. That’s why t’was good you didn’t hit him.
He would’ve had the excuse to take you into custody. However, since
you didn’t, I think you’ll be safe for a wee bit.”

“And no one can
stand up to him…or them?”

“Well now, I wouldn’t say no
one.” He leaned back in his chair; it creaked in protest. “I
believe you have a fine chance of succeeding.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed, “How am I
any different than the ones who’ve tried before?”

A peculiar look crossed his face and he
said simply, “I’ve seen it in you.”

“What have you seen in me?”
I asked, unbelieving.

“There are a few ways to
stay in power: one is to make people believe you’re something
you’re not; another is by fear and trickery; the best one is by
getting the people to genuinely trust you. Martin and his followers
do it through a combination of the first two. You seem to inspire
the latter.”

I felt embarrassed and, since I didn’t
know what to say, I said nothing.

He continued, “Though Martin is not
entirely well liked, he does have support…support that you have
been eroding. After today, his status will shrink even more. Others
saw what happened out there and news will spread of how he reacted.
From what I know, it’s the first time he has publicly struck his
wife—that won’t be looked upon favorably.”

Again, I said nothing. I felt
uncomfortable with the topic and Shepherd sensed it. So, we sat in
silence for a long moment and stared at the nonexistent fire, while
my aches increased. I wanted to lie down and calm my sore
body.

“Come hunting with us
tomorrow,” he offered abruptly.

“What?” I asked.

“Some of us are going
hunting.”

I must have looked confused because he
explained, “There’s a group of us going out before winter sets
in.”

“I know the reason. But why
in a group?”

“It’s safer that way. There
have been strange beasts in the forest and people have gone
missing.”

“I’ve heard the stories,” I
said dismissively. “But I don’t really believe them. The forest can
play tricks on your eyes. The strange beasts are probably just
bears.”

“Perhaps,” he said,
unconvinced. I could tell he was holding something back.

I continued, “And most if not all the
missing were strangers, right?”

“Aye.”

“People we wouldn’t
necessarily see again?”

“True enough,” confessed Mr.
Shepherd. “Still, I’d rather not risk it. Will you join
us?”

“I appreciate the offer, but
I have things that need looking after. I promised Widow Snow I’d
come by and help with some repairs.”

He looked at me for a moment; it made
me uncomfortable.

“What?” I asked
defensively.

“Is that the only reason
why?”

“For a blacksmith, you’re
awfully perceptive.”

He smiled. “I’ve heard the same thing
about you.”

My face flushed.

“Oh yes, I’ve heard all the
rumors,” I fumed. “Dark magic indeed! What a foolish
notion!”

“Not everyone believes
rumors.”

“I suppose not. I just tire
of them.”

“It’s understandable. Don’t
give them too much thought. Most folks around here know they are
started by people who don’t like you—and aren’t much liked
themselves, actually.”

“Why do they do it?” I
wondered aloud.

He shrugged. “Evil doesn’t need a
reason. It is what it is.”

I thought about that for a moment and
then asked, “What about the others? Won’t they mind if I
go?”

“We’ve already discussed
inviting you. They’re all in favor of it.”

“Is there an excuse I can
give that will get me out of it?”

He let out a hearty laugh. “You’re a
smart enough lad; I’m sure you’ll think of something sooner or
later.”

His chuckle made me grin. “Yes, but
it’s probably not worth the effort. If I were a betting man, I’d
wager you have at least my next three excuses already
covered.”

“Aye, at least.”

It sounded good to leave Syre, if only
for a short time. Perhaps even strengthen some friendships that I
would desperately need if I were to survive a confrontation with
Mr. Martin.

“All right, let me know
where you plan on going and I’ll catch up with you as soon as I’m
finished at Widow Snow’s.”

He gave me the information and, even
though we never got around to tea, I thanked him anyway and
left.

Needing supplies, I stopped by the
general store and then set off for home. I hadn’t traveled far when
I heard someone running up behind me. I turned and noticed a short,
squat figure of a man, waving his stubby arms. He tried yelling
something; but all that came out was a garbled wheeze. The image of
a comical pig floated into my mind.

Eventually, the governor of Syre drew
up next to me. He heaved over in exhaustion, bracing his hands on
his knees, as sweat trickled down his brow. I paused, allowing him
time to catch his breath.

Still breathing hard, he finally
panted, “My boy, you walk too fast.”

“What can I do for you,
sir?” I asked stiffly.

Even though he had been decent to me, I
had never really liked the man. He was only concerned about himself
and those who put him in power—many of whom were the same ones
starting the rumors about me.

“Get right to the crux of
it, don’t you my boy.”

“Yes, sir.”

He drew himself upright and dabbed at
his brow with a handkerchief.

“Well then, since you’re in
a hurry…I need your expertise with a sick animal.”

Caring for animals and training horses
was my bread and butter.

“Today? There’s only a
half-hour of good daylight left. It will take longer than that just
to get to your farm.”

“No, no, of course not,” he
said with a little laugh that was more from habit than humor.
“Tomorrow, I think, will be fine.”

“I’m afraid I can’t
tomorrow, sir. I promised Mr. Shepherd I’d go hunting with
him.”

“Yes, of course you are.
I’ve heard all about that and I’ve already stopped by and squared
it with him. He understands you’ll be helping me tomorrow and will
rendezvous with him the following day.”

I groaned inwardly, irritated that he
took it upon himself to arrange my schedule. I started to
protest.

“My dear boy,” he
interrupted. “I’d consider it a personal favor. I’ll pay you double
your usual; and I’ve already worked it out so Thomas Martin can
come help you.”

“You did?” I asked
incredulously.

“Yes. You see, it’s the
pregnant one, and I really can’t afford to lose both the cow and
the calf. So, you simply must come.”

You most definitely could afford to
lose it, I thought. There was deceit in his eyes. He probably
meant to get out of paying me double. Had I taken a moment longer
to look into his soul, I would have realized his true intent and
what a dire mistake it would be not to leave with the hunting
party. But I was too irritated with him to argue and knew, if I
turned him down, I’d have to go back and work things out again with
Mr. Shepherd. Plus, I’d have to walk all the way over to the
Martin’s and tell Thomas he wasn’t needed; this also ran the risk
of running into Mr. Martin—an experience best left untried for the
time being. Above all, I was sore and tired and just wanted to lie
down.

So, I agreed.

“Excellent. See you then, my
boy.”

He spun around and waddled off quickly,
before I could change my mind.


Chapter Two: Deception
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THE sun sank low in the sky, sending long shadows across
the ground. Beams of light streamed through the trees and
highlighted the occasional insect that buzzed in and out of the
radiance. I walked through the village and on, arriving at a small
cottage, nestled among a few others, on the outskirts of Syre. I
opened the wooden door and a familiar, musty smell washed over me.
The cottage consisted of one room, housing a stove, a table, a
window at one end, and a straw bed under a small loft at the other.
I sat at the table, pulled my boots off, and then ate my meal of
dried venison, an apple, and a crust of bread. It wasn’t much, but
I really felt more tired than hungry.

I crossed over to the bed and pulled
the tie from my hair, letting it fall. I collapsed my aching body
on the straw-filled tick, watched the last rays of the fleeting
sunlight evaporate into darkness, and then closed my eyes to enjoy
the still sound of nothing. When I finally pried them back open, I
was surprised to see the first glint of sunrise creeping over the
tops of the surrounding hills, bathing the cottage in a welcoming
pink and golden light.

It took me a moment to realize that I
had drifted off to sleep, still dressed, and in the same position
where I’d lain down the previous night. Sighing, and with much
determination, I attempted to heave my bruised and stiff body off
the bed. Success was achieved on the third attempt.

I walked (if you can call it that) over
to the stove and got a fire started. Stripping my shirt off, I
grabbed soap and a towel, and reluctantly strode out into the cool
morning air. Around the back of the cottage stood a barrel full of
water, with a bucket hanging at its side. With an involuntary
shiver, and grateful there was no ice floating on the surface, I
shoved the bucket into the barrel, heaved it out, and began pouring
it over my mostly naked body. The cold water shocked my senses and
banished any remaining sleepiness. Shaking profusely, I grabbed the
soap, lathered up, and rinsed. If the malevolent barrel had a soul,
I was sure it would be enjoying the torture of its subject at the
hand of its henchman, the bucket. The steam rose off my body in the
morning sun. I admired it only as long as it took me to fumble for
the towel and dry myself off. With the torture over, I hurried back
into the cottage to warm up by the stove and then get
dressed.

After a brief raid of the chicken coop,
I made my breakfast consisting of eggs and the rest of the bread.
With that complete, I set off to a small, nearby barn that I shared
with the Wiggins family. It was actually their barn, but we had
agreed that, if I fixed it up, I could add a few stalls and use
part of it. In the end, it probably would have been almost as much
work to build my own barn; but during the process, we had
inadvertently worked our way into another mutually beneficial
agreement. I helped care for their horses and livestock and, in
return, they kept me supplied with fresh bread, butter, and
milk.

“Hello, John.”

Looking up, I saw a gawky, blond-haired
boy of fifteen smiling at me.

“Hello, Thomas. Should I be
worried when people like Governor Potts automatically arrange for
you to come along? If you keep this up, people are going to cut me
out and call only on you. I’ll be out of a job before long,” I said
with a smile.

He laughed.

“I wouldn’t worry; you’re
too gifted with animals,” he said in that awkward voice that was
somewhere between boy and man.

“So are you. Why else would
I ask you to help me? Well, that and because you’ve got nothing
better to do.”

“Not true,” he protested.
Then, with a grin, he added, “The grass isn’t going to grow by
itself you know, someone has to watch it.”

I chuckled.

Changing the subject, I admitted, “I’m
a little surprised your father let you come, even if it was Potts
who asked him.”

“He was in a very foul
mood,” he said, turning more somber. “At first, he was furious at
the idea; but Governor Potts said something to change his mind.
Plus, I think he likes keeping track of you through me.” Looking
down at his feet, he asked sheepishly, “Are you angry at me for
that?”

“No, of course not. I know
how your father is. Tell him anything he wants to know…. How is
your mother?” I asked hesitantly.

He said nothing.

I sighed. “How severe is
it?”

Looking pale, he confessed, “I don’t
fully know; he sent me away. But it was bad.”

He seemed reluctant to go on, and I
wasn’t going to push the matter. But then, after a moment, he
continued brokenly, “I could hear her pleading. She tried not to
scream, but he beat her hard, and…I think…he touched her.” His eyes
searched mine for understanding.

I nodded once and put an arm around his
shoulder.

Despite his outward control, I could
feel his hatred boiling under the surface for his father. He
relived the emotions felt the night before: the absolute
helplessness when sent away; his inability to protect his mother;
and the rage he felt afterward when he saw what had happened to
her. I was surprised at how calm he seemed on the outside, when
inside his anger was so powerful as to transfer over to me without
any active thought on my part, or any attempt to harvest the
information. This was unusual for me. Normally, when I look upon a
soul, it’s like witnessing a storm through a window. I can see it,
and imagine what it would be like to be in it, but I can’t feel it.
With Thomas, that window flew open and sucked me in to experience
the full fury of the wind and rain—causing me to share the tempest
of emotions that he felt.

He stared at my clenched and trembling
fists with wide eyes.

I withdrew my arm, suddenly aware of
how I must look.

In a voice that begged me not to pursue
it, he pled, “John, you mustn’t do anything. He’ll destroy you if
you try. Trust me; I’ve seen what he’s done to others who
have.”

His anger passed quickly, while mine
still boiled over.

“You’re probably right,” I
said slowly, trying to give the impression I was letting it go,
even though I had no intention of letting anything go.

He relaxed.

“Let me saddle up,” I
said.

We walked along the rails that enclosed
a pasture and lead to the barn. A huge, charcoal-colored horse
trotted up and nuzzled me in the back.

“Sorry, not today, Smoke,” I
muttered.

He snorted and kept nudging me as if he
didn’t understand, although I knew perfectly well that he did. I
wanted to keep him rested for the hunt, so, instead, I would use
one of my other two horses. Smoke looked on as I chose the mare.
Though she didn’t have much spirit, she was a good, calm, obedient
horse. However, Smoke wasn’t going to give up so easily and kept
pestering me all the way to the barn. By the time I arrived, my
shoulder was wet with horse snot. I wished it were him; nothing
brought me as much pleasure as riding on his back, hurtling across
fields and through woods at a breakneck speed. I knew he loved it,
too.

I saddled the mare and, with Thomas on
his mount, we set out. It would take some time to get to Potts’
house at the other end of the valley; and since I was in no real
hurry, we would take a little more time and bypass the town. The
morning sun began to burn off some of the cold and felt quite good.
Drowsiness crept over me as we slowly made our way to the
governor’s farm.

“Where are we meeting
Governor Potts?” asked Thomas, pulling me from my sleepy
state.

“I’m not sure,” I replied.
“I didn’t bother asking. I suppose we should start at his
home.”

“Maybe the cow is waiting
for us in the barn,” Thomas suggested hopefully.

“It should be; if he really
cares that much about it.”

Leaving a sick animal out in the open
was asking for wolves to take it. Thomas already knew that, as did
anyone who cared for livestock.

“Yeah, but Potts wasn’t made
governor because of his brains.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What was
that?”

“Him says it about
Governor Potts all the time,” said Thomas defensively. “He says
Potts was elected because he can be controlled.”

“Mmm…. I guess he would
know.”

We approached the house.

“It looks quiet,” said
Thomas. “I wonder if he remembered we were coming.”

“It does look a bit dark,” I
agreed. “Well, let’s go see if someone’s home.”

We dismounted. Thomas stretched while I
walked up to the door and knocked. After a few moments, the door
opened a crack. It was dark inside, and I couldn’t see who stood
behind the door.

“Yes?” inquired a timid,
female voice.

“It’s John Casey, ma’am.
I’ve come at the governor’s request.”

“Please wait.” Without
waiting for a response, she closed the door.

I turned and exchanged looks with
Thomas. He shrugged his shoulders and kicked a rock absentmindedly,
sending it tumbling down the path.

Muffled voices could be heard behind
the door. I could barely make out the words, “Just tell
him.”

Again, the door opened and the timid
voice returned. “The governor was called away on urgent business.
He left instructions for you to go on ahead. He will get with you
at a later date and square the bill.”

I knew it, I thought. The
weasel meant to get out of paying. He’ll probably say I never
showed up.

“And where’s the
cow?”

“Oh. Just a few miles behind
the house, I should think,” said the voice hesitantly.

“You’re sure it’s not in the
barn or corral?” I asked incredulously.

“I’m positive.”

I thought of the miles of wilderness
where they could be, and groaned.

“Could you perhaps be a
little more specific?”

“If you just follow the
stream, I’m sure you’ll find them.”

I wasn’t so sure.

“And who should I notify
when I’m finished?”

“You can stop back on your
way out and let me know.”

“Right,” I said. And without
any more pleasantries, the door closed.

I sighed, “Well, Thomas, since we’ve
come all this way, we might as well see what we can
find.”

We mounted our horses and set off,
following the stream.

“Where do you think Governor
Potts went?” asked Thomas.

I shook my head and replied, “I have no
idea.”

“Maybe he didn’t want to be
here when you arrived and made up some excuse,” he suggested, while
looking at me through the corner of his eye.

It was a sign that he knew more. He
wasn’t aware it gave him away, and I never told him that it did;
but it was fine, because it was usually something he wanted me to
find out anyway.

“Hmm…maybe. Why do you think
that?” I asked curiously.

“Well,” he said hesitantly,
“I overheard Him say something yesterday.”

“What did you
hear?”

Thomas didn’t answer.

“You don’t have to tell me
if you don’t want to,” I said. “I know your father will make you
tell him what happened today; so don’t say anything that will get
you into trouble.”

“No, it’s not that. I’m
actually getting quite good at lying to him.”

I smiled, even though I knew I
shouldn’t encourage such behavior.

“I’m just trying to think if
it means anything,” he mused.

“Why don’t you tell me what
you remember, and maybe I can help figure it out.”

He thought for a moment. “Well,
Governor Potts came by yesterday, after your encounter with
Him.” He looked at my face for a reaction. When he found
none, he continued, “He said something about a hunting party, which
I already knew about. At first, Him was in a really bad
mood; but after talking to the governor, it improved some, and he
said, “It’s time.” Then their voices got low. I heard something
about me, and Governor Potts said he’d take care of it.”

Thomas looked apologetic. “I’m sorry,
it’s not very much. At the time I didn’t think anything of it. I
was just excited when they said I was going to help you and…. You
don’t think they’re planning anything, do you?”

“No,” I lied. “It’s probably
nothing to worry about.”

Except I was worried—and now I wished I
had listened to Smoke when he pestered me to bring him along. If I
had to run, there was no other animal I wanted to be on. I wondered
if he sensed danger and, perhaps, that’s why he was so insistent to
come with me. Of course, now I was being silly. Smoke is
extraordinary—he even seems to read my mind at times; but he’s
still a horse and was probably just vying for more oats.

“Maybe we shouldn’t go,”
said Thomas doubtfully.

“Why?”

“What if it’s a
trap?”

“I don’t think they’ll try
anything with you around,” I replied. “I’m sure they don’t want to
kill you. And as a witness, I don’t think they can keep you
quiet.”

Actually, I knew, short of physical
death, they couldn’t silence him.

“You’re right; I would tell.
I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Suddenly, his face flushed and he
exploded, “I hate Him! I wish he would do something to get
himself hung!”

His rage again bubbled to the surface.
Once again, despite my normal control, I was pulled into the storm
of Thomas’ emotions as he verbally railed against his
father.

I didn’t bother to stop him, knowing it
wouldn’t last long. It wasn’t the first time he had spoken of his
father in anger, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

Then, as quickly as the tempest
started, it ended. With his emotions spent, he lapsed into a glum
silence.

We continued up the stream until
midmorning when Thomas shouted excitedly, “Look! I see some tracks
up ahead.”

Following them, we found the small
bovine herd; and in its midst was a very pregnant cow.

“She doesn’t look sick,”
observed Thomas.

“No,” I agreed, “she
doesn’t. However, since we’re here, we might as well be
thorough.”

While we checked, I attempted to read
her. All animals were hard to read and, when I did find something,
it was usually difficult, if not impossible, to interpret. There
wasn’t much there behind her eyes. Unlike horses, cows mostly
functioned out of instinct, and the pregnant mother gave me nothing
of use. I took that as a good sign.

“I don’t see anything
wrong,” said Thomas.

“I don’t either.”

“Do you think there was ever
anything wrong?” he asked.

“I can’t be sure,” I
replied. “But I’m doubtful.”

I viewed our surroundings. The forest
looked much more menacing than it had minutes before. The shadows
and undergrowth now seemed perfectly capable of hiding a few armed
men. Suddenly, I gained an overwhelming desire to flee this place.
However, for Thomas’ sake, I decided running away like a little
girl wasn’t the most impressive thing I could do. So, I remained
calm, and fought back the urge.

“If you don’t mind, Thomas,
I think I’ll have you tell Governor Potts that his animal is well,
if he doesn’t already know.”

After all, running away and being
cautious are two different things, I reasoned.

“That’s probably a good
idea. Should I go now?”

“No. I believe tomorrow will
be soon enough.”

“Would you like me to wait
until you’ve left to join the hunting party?”

“I would appreciate
that.”

Still expecting to see someone lurking
behind a tree, I added, “I also think that, perhaps, we shouldn’t
go back the way we came.”

He agreed.

 


***

 


The trip to Widow Snow’s was
uneventful. She greeted us warmly with a big bowl of steaming stew
and freshly baked bread. It was delicious and much better than
anything I could make.

With Thomas’ willingness to stay and
help, even though I hadn’t asked him to, we worked quickly—mostly
repairing her cottage roof, along with a few other things that we
noticed. Despite his assistance, it took longer than I’d hoped and
the day grew late. When we had finished, Widow Snow thanked us and
sent us on our way with the rest of the bread.

We walked the horses, while watching
our shadows grow long. After a mile or so, I suggested, “You should
get home before the sun sets.”

He shrugged and made no attempt to
leave.

I let it slide for another mile, but
then, as the sun dipped even lower, I insisted, “Thomas, you need
to go. I’ll be safe. My cottage isn’t far and I’ll leave in the
morning, long before anyone wakes up. Besides, you’re assuming
something malicious is going to happen, and so far nothing
has.”

“I know,” he said. “It’s
just...I’ve been thinking, and it seems that when Him is
happy about something, it means that someone else is about to have
a very rough time.”

It was a likely statement, but I
replied, “Don’t worry about me—you need to worry about what your
father will do to you if you don’t return home quickly.
Since he didn’t know you were going to spend the rest of the day
with me, I’m afraid he’ll be in an awful mood.”

“I’m sure you’re right. I’m
just not ready to face him,” he said with a sense of
dread.

“It’ll be worse the longer
you wait,” I cautioned.

He didn’t reply immediately, but after
a moment of silence, he reluctantly agreed, “I’ll see you in a few
days then?”

I nodded.

Slowly, he turned his horse toward town
and, after a few steps, called back, “Be careful. Don’t get mauled
by a bear or anything.”

Laughing, I replied, “I’ll do my
best.”

I watched him ride off before heading
home. Normally, I would’ve gone through town; but since most of the
men I liked (and more importantly, who liked me) were gone, I went
around it. Upon arrival, Smoke greeted me, although he hadn’t
forgiven me for leaving him behind. He let me know his displeasure
by walking well out of my reach every time I tried to pet him.
Giving up, I unsaddled and groomed the mare, fed all the horses,
and then walked back to my small cottage. It looked so dark inside
that I hesitated, debating if anything nasty awaited me.

Probably just paranoid, I
thought.

Yet, I stood outside, trying to detect
the slightest movement. After a long while, I finally mustered the
courage to go in, mostly because I got tired of standing. Reaching
for the door, I steeled myself, then, with gusto, flung it open. I
quickly scanned the inside, prepared to bolt if any reason
presented itself. However, the only thing waiting for me was the
familiar, musty smell. I let out a long sigh of relief. Being home
in familiar surroundings made me feel better—enough to resist the
temptation to barricade myself behind the bed with every weapon I
owned. Eventually, after packing and cleaning myself, I even found
that sleep came easily. Surely nothing will happen at night.
After all, they must be tired, too.

 


***

 


“John, wake up!”

“Mmm.”

“Wake up! You don’t have
time to sleep!” said Thomas urgently.

The tone of his voice told me
everything.

“Oh no,” I groaned. “They’re
coming for me, aren’t they?”

“Yes, and they’ll be here
quickly. They have decided to take you tonight!”

I flew out of bed and scrambled into my
clothes.

“How do you know?” I asked,
glancing out the window. It was dark, but candlelight streamed out
of the windows in a few nearby cottages. I guessed only an hour or
two had passed since lying down exhausted from the day’s
work.

“You were right! When I got
home, Him was furious. He wanted to know where we had gone
and why we had not gone back to Governor Potts’ house; and where
you went after we separated. I’m sorry, I wasn’t going to tell,
but…”

I could see the blood seeping through
the back of his shirt.

“No, don’t apologize—it’s
not your fault. I would have wanted you to. Besides,” I added,
“they would have found me anyway.”

“I wasn’t going to tell. I
didn’t want to, just to spite him. But then…” his voiced cracked
and his eyes watered, “he started on Mother.”

Through clenched teeth, he continued,
“He was making me watch. I couldn’t stand it,”

“You don’t have to say
anymore.” I gently placed my arm around his shoulder.

The tears came more freely.

After a moment, he gained some control
and said, “I secretly followed him. He went into the town hall.
There were others there, too. I didn’t want to get caught, so I hid
outside under the window and listened…. John, they’re going to try
you for witchcraft. They say you’re unnaturally quick and stronger
than normal, and…they think you can read minds.”

“And what do you think?” I
asked.

“There is something
different about you; but it’s not bad. You’re good. Besides, I
tried testing you, just to see if you really could read minds…”
Then, with a slight grin, he declared, “You failed.”

I laughed. “Maybe I wasn’t
trying.”

He pondered that for a moment and then
said, “It doesn’t matter.”

His sense of urgency returning, he
pled, “Hurry, they won’t be long.”

I crammed into my riding boots, flung
on my cloak, and grabbed my packs. We made our way out back to the
stable where I readied Smoke for our flight into the
darkness.

Finally, I understood the deceit in
Potts’ eyes when he had first asked me to look at his cow. It was
to keep me from joining the hunting party. With most of my support
gone, they could take me, have a quick trial, and execute me, all
with a stacked court and little outcry. Once I was dead, they
probably wouldn’t stop. I’m sure Mr. Shepherd would be next....I
froze. What if they had tricked him into staying too, and had
already had his trial?

“Thomas, did you hear
anything about Mr. Shepherd?” I asked urgently.

“No, I only heard your name;
but I left before they were finished. I needed to warn
you.”

It didn’t sound like they had taken
him; but I had no way of knowing for sure. I made a plan to find
the hunting party first thing and warn them.

“John,” said Thomas
sadly.

“Yes?”

“I will miss
you.”

“I’ll miss you, too! Don’t
worry, I won’t be gone long.”

“Sure,” he said. But I could
tell he didn’t believe me, and I wasn’t sure I really did
either.

I leapt up onto Smoke’s
back.

“Hurry back to the house,
Thomas! They mustn’t know you’ve warned me.”

“Be careful, John! I know
you don’t believe it, but these are dark times and the forests are
unsafe, especially in the north.” His voice trailed off as he slid
through the shadows back to his house.

I kicked Smoke into action. However,
instead of heading south toward the hunting party, we turned north
and headed into town. Men wielding torches streamed out of the town
hall. A few were on horses, already streaking down the main street
in the direction of my now vacant cottage. I darted out of sight
and down a side street before they noticed.

The occasional smell of smoke rising
from the chimneys made me realize how much I’d miss Syre. I planned
on coming back, but, like Thomas, something inside me knew this
would be the last time I roamed these streets. It made me
sad.

When the riders had passed, I cut back
to the main road and began my search for the man who was behind
this and so many others’ misery. I just hoped he wasn’t one of the
riders.

He wasn’t. There, outside the town
hall, stood that foul being who called himself husband and father,
joking and laughing with a few others—the esteemed governor at his
side. The thudding of Smoke’s hooves caught their ears, and they
turned. They looked as if they were trying to figure out why a
rider was coming back without his quarry—not suspecting anything
could be wrong with their carefully thought-out plan. Finally,
recognition dawned and pandemonium broke out.

Martin yelled, “Stop him! Stop him!
He’s trying to escape!”

His statement wasn’t entirely
true—escape wasn’t my only motive.

Most of the men ignored him and were
more interested in getting out of the way of a half-ton horse and
rider bearing down on them. Some scrambled for cover; others dove
for safety. Governor Potts tried a dive; but on account of his
weight, he mostly fell straight down instead of out and away. Once
on the ground, he settled on a frantic rolling motion. Martin, on
the other hand, didn’t move. His face flushed with anger, as he
drew his pistol and took aim.

I wished I had taken the time to load
my musket, but then, I didn’t have much time to take.

I tensed and waited for the inevitable
as he pulled the trigger.

It all happened in the same instant: my
heart skipped a beat and my lungs quit working all together. The
gun belched fire and smoke as time slowed to a crawl, and a little,
deadly black ball whizzed towards me on a collision course with
destiny.
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Chapter Three: The Hunted
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PERHAPS it was fate that saved me, or the dark. It could
even have been simple luck in Smoke’s stride…regardless, the ball
shot past me, so close that I felt it tousle strands of my hair. I
let out my breath, and thundered on. Martin’s shot had missed, and
he knew it. Uncertainty now filled his eyes.

After a few more gaits, I pulled so
hard on the reins that Smoke slid to a stop and reared up right
next to the cowering Martin.

Time again slowed to a crawl; but this
time it was for him. Terror spread across his face and his mouth
fell open in shock. He had no time to react.

In one fluid movement, I pulled out my
own musket, flipped it in the air, catching it by the cold barrel,
and swung it in a low arc. With a sickening crunch, the butt
crashed into the side of Martin’s head, causing his body to
cartwheel and sprawl prostrate on the ground. Blood poured from his
smashed skull and soaked into the dirt.

Smoke’s front legs slowly came down as
my eyes locked with the hollow eyes of Martin’s ghost. It was not
the first time I had seen a spirit—I’d seen a man die before.
However, it was the first time I had taken a life.

The ghost looked bewildered, like it
couldn’t figure out what had just happened—not realizing it was
dead. The specter tried to figure out how I’d missed. It didn’t
take it long to understand. Something caught its attention and it
lowered its hollow eyes to the crumpled body that lay unmoving at
its feet—and it knew. The spirit of Mr. Martin began to scream a
horrible, unnatural shrill. I don’t know if it was a cry of fear or
that of a damned soul; but I was sure I was the only one who could
see or hear it.

The shock of what had happened began to
wear off and men leapt into action. The fallen scrambled to their
feet, groping for their muskets. Stealing a glance behind me, I
could see the riders returning from my cottage. There would be no
going south and joining the hunting party now.

I turned Smoke into the black night
and, with a small kick, we shot forward down the main street, and
through the fields, heading for the forbidding forest. Cottages and
farms whipped by. As I neared the boundary, I looked back on the
town; more lights were appearing through the windows of the homes.
From the chaos and the noise, there was no doubt the whole
settlement knew by now. Bad news always spreads quickly in a small
village. In Syre, it appeared to travel faster than the pursuing
riders. Almost by magic, I thought ironically. More
horsemen joined the chase as they passed the town hall. With a
fleeting look, I counted six.

We crashed into the dark woods. I knew
Smoke could see in this blackness; however, I wasn’t so sure of
my abilities. If a protruding branch knocked me off, it
would take Smoke a few moments to realize what had happened before
coming back for me, assuming he even did. Though, at this point, he
seemed to be enjoying the ride. So, I let him choose our path and
turned my attention to the daunting task of hanging on.

Smoke found a narrow, overgrown path,
and we followed it. I settled down in the saddle as low as
possible, leaning forward, almost to the point of lying down—which
I would have done, except for the heaving, powerful muscles that
rose and fell, making it impossible. I was always amazed at the
strength, speed, and endurance that Smoke possessed. It was
exhilarating to be on such a creature. To hear the rhythmic,
thumping sound that his hooves made, as they tore up the ground
beneath us, was intoxicating. We catapulted through the trees. As
long as I hung on, there really wasn’t much of a chance the
pursuing riders would catch us.

After a long while, they seemed to have
come to the same conclusion. The crashing and cursing behind me
faded. Even in their numbers, they wouldn’t risk traveling very
deep into the woods at night. Too many things could go wrong and
one could easily get lost.

Suddenly, there in the darkness, I
wondered if Thomas and Mr. Shepherd were right. Had the woods grown
dangerous over the last few years, particularly to the north? The
few who ventured there never returned—or at least that’s what the
rumors were.

The direction I’m traveling, I
thought glumly.

I slowed Smoke’s gait to one he could
hold for some time. Putting miles between me and Syre still seemed
the best choice. After all, they might decide to try again in
the morning.

Dark shadows encroached all around us
as we traveled deeper and deeper into the woods. The trees grew
thicker and the path disappeared. A canopy of leaves blocked the
light of the moon and stars. Sinister branches reached out as if to
pull us into forbidden paths. An owl hooted somewhere, hidden in
the blackness. I was glad to have lost the riders, but a strange
part of me wished they were there; at least they were something
tangible I could fear. Now, before me stretched the unknown,
unending, ominous forest.

After losing track of time and
distance, and no doubt completely lost, we burst into a small
clearing that was bathed in pale moonlight. I shivered. The
temperature had been dropping steadily as the night progressed, but
this felt unnaturally cold.

A mist hung low over the ground,
swirling angrily behind us, as if disturbed from a deep slumber by
our mere presence. I slowed our pace and looked around. After a few
minutes, we stopped completely. Smoke’s breathing grew more
regular. Steam rose off his gigantic, sweating body; and puffs of
vapor shot out his nostrils. I strained my ears to listen…nothing.
Except for Smoke’s breathing, and the cold settling around us (if
there is such a sound), the woods were completely silent. Upon
realizing that I had been holding my breath, I slowly exhaled,
careful not to disturb the now sleeping mist.

The forest sounds (or in this case, the
lack of them) could play tricks with the mind; but something didn’t
feel right, and I decided now would be a good time to arm
myself. I looked at the musket strapped to the side of the saddle,
a tool that had a tremendous amount of power and distance; but
there were drawbacks to using it. For one, I wasn’t terribly fast
at reloading, and even worse was my marksmanship. Unless both the
target and I were stationary, the target had a very good chance of
surviving.

Deciding against the musket, I turned
in the saddle and reached for my crossbow secured to the outside of
a pack. Unlike the musket, I was a much better shot with it and
could reload quickly. Quietly, with a few fluid movements, I strung
the bow. Any bow kept strung up for too long would eventually lose
its spring and would be worthless. However, a bow not strung up in
time of danger could lose its master—a situation I considered to be
infinitely worse. I strung it twice, because it was really two bows
mounted to the same stock, giving me the added advantage of an
extra shot. Its master began to relax, but only a
little.

I gently squeezed my legs against
Smoke, giving him the signal that it was time to go. Slowly, we
crossed the remainder of the clearing. A strong, nauseating scent
of something rotting drifted across my nostrils.

Smoke felt uneasy, too, and he started
to whinny a little. His ears swiveled in all directions, trying to
detect some minuscule sound. I could sense his muscles tense and
his movements become jerky. I wished he were more quiet, but
realized there was nothing he could do about his breathing, or the
occasional swishing sound that his legs made as they moved through
the grass.

I felt like I needed to hear
something—something I was missing…even something, perhaps, out of
place. Straining my ears, I looked around, trying to detect what it
was. I pulled the crossbow closer. Despite the cold, my palms were
sweating. Ridiculous, I thought. I’m just scaring
myself. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was
out there. It felt like having all the pieces to a puzzle, but
unable to put them together. Why do I think
that?

 


***

 


It all clicked in my head at once: the
dead silence of the night, nothing moving—as if all the animals and
birds were holding their breath, waiting for a predator to make its
move. With a start, the puzzle pieces fell into place. I realized
that the swishing sound wasn’t only coming from Smoke—there
was something else. Moreover, I could hear breathing: a
very quiet, occasional rasp that had also been masked by
Smoke.

Before I could finish kicking him in
the flanks, Smoke was off like a ball shot out of a cannon, as if
he were saying, “What took you so long?”

We flew across the remainder of the
clearing. Straining my eyes, I looked back, trying to see what it
could be. Bear? No, bears usually don’t stalk humans. A mountain
lion? Probably not, we were too big for one of those. Possibly
wolves, but that didn’t feel right, either. Whatever it was, it
seemed like it was just waiting there. A clearing would be a good
place to wait for prey, at least from a human standpoint; you could
see farther than you could through the trees.

Just before we sailed back into the
dark forest, I caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of
my eye, not too far from where we had stood. A gigantic, black
figure rose out of the mist. It appeared to be almost as tall as me
sitting on top of Smoke, just standing there motionless, watching
us flee. The moon reflected off its eyes, making them appear
ghostly silver in the light. The silvery shine of an animal’s eye
at night was a sight that always disturbed me a little, no matter
the animal. However, this was completely different—the beast looked
like that of a demon rising from the smokes of Hell. However, what
I feared more than the eerie scene before me was the void I saw in
that brief glimpse into its eyes. Whatever the monster was, it had
no soul.


Chapter Four: Monsters
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A shiver ran
down my spine that extended through my arms and legs. Tearing my
eyes from the creature, I urged Smoke to go faster, hoping that
whatever it was, it could be outrun.

Almost immediately, upon leaving the
clearing, it began to warm. I couldn’t tell if it was really
getting warmer or just the jubilant feeling of escaping the
wretched beast.

Poor Smoke, I thought. He had
already been pushed beyond what he should. Still, I felt sure he
preferred this to facing whatever it was in the cold
mist.

We traveled on, not daring to stop for
some time. Eventually, the faint sound of a bubbling stream reached
my ears, and I decided I shouldn’t push my luck, or Smoke’s, any
further. We slowed to a walk. Reaching the stream, I dismounted and
took out some dried apples to eat, while making Smoke cool down
before I let him drink.

Though we both needed a break, stopping
here for long could be perilous. It would be too easy for someone
(or something) to mask their approach in the sound of the stream.
What’s more, I still didn’t feel far enough away from the clearing.
Whatever was back there terrified me. It would be getting light
soon, and I promised Smoke we’d stop then.

After a short rest, I took Smoke by the
reins and led him away. I wouldn’t make him carry me any farther
without a longer respite if possible. In the meantime, I kept the
crossbow gripped tightly in my free hand.

Eventually, morning came and, as
promised, we stopped. With the growing light came some unwelcome
news.

“Rain,” I muttered to
myself.

Dark clouds gathered, blocking out what
I had hoped would have been the welcoming warmth of the sun. The
clouds weren’t even the gigantic, puffy thunder clouds I loved so
much. Instead, they were thin and gray and went on forever,
covering the whole sky and sucking the life out of everything,
including me.

I unloaded the packs and gloomily
thought of my cozy cottage in Syre, with its warm little stove and,
more importantly, its roof. Stripping Smoke of his gear, I let him
wander around, feeding on whatever he found palatable. I selected a
tree that looked a bit more comfortable and a little less
moss-covered than the rest, and slumped down to the ground using it
as a backrest.

Opening my packs, I checked my food
supply and found it exactly as expected: enough for one meal, maybe
two if I could exercise some self-control. Most of the supplies I’d
planned on taking were still waiting for me back at my cottage,
ready to be loaded onto another packhorse. Also, I hadn’t intended
to go in this direction. Fleeing to the south and meeting up with
the hunting party had been my original, hasty exit plan; or, if
that went awry, perhaps on to another settlement, where I could
miserably exist until they, too, learned what I was. I thought of
the irony and wished I really were a warlock and could magically
pull a steaming roast from my pack. Instead, I ate dried fruit and
a few pieces of dried meat. As it turned out, I didn’t have the
self-control I’d hoped for—I only got one meal. I made a mental
reminder to kill the first thing that moved for dinner. Smoke
wandered past…other than him, of course.

During our long journey through the
night, I gave some thought as to where I should go. I came up with
four options: I could continue up north and live off the land; but
with winter around the corner, that choice didn’t really sound too
practical. I could return south and try finding the hunting party;
but then I’d have to travel close to the clearing and the creature
that lived there. I shivered involuntarily. Plus, the riders may
think of the same thing and start watching the surrounding country.
Thirdly, I could travel east; but there I ran the risk of meeting
those from previous settlements I’d fled. The fourth possible
choice seemed the best: travel west for a few days and then turn
south. I would find a town where I could get news of Syre, or
perhaps someone who would deliver a message to Mr. Shepherd for me.
While in the midst of pondering the last option, I allowed my head
to droop; and I gave in to sleep.

While I slept, I dreamed of a strange
cabin lost deep in the forest—a forest much like the one I found
myself in now. For some reason, I knew I was supposed to go in, but
found the prospect frightening, and I didn’t know why. Hesitantly,
I walked up the stairs, across the porch, and slipped inside. At
first I thought there was no one home; but after a moment, I heard
the faint sound of women talking. As silently as possible, I crept
through the cabin, toward the soft whispers. Stopping outside a
door, I listened, straining to make out what they were saying. I
heard my name and realized they were talking about me. Curious, I
warily pushed the door open, unsure of what to expect. As I peeked
inside, the hushed voices suddenly changed to screams of terror.
The door burst into pieces and I was greeted by a gigantic, dark,
shadowy monster staring at me with silvery eyes. Stumbling back in
fear, the house erupted around me into flame and smoke.

I woke in a panic and found Smoke
gently licking my cheek with a big, wet tongue. I reached up and
stroked his muzzle affectionately, while trying to banish the dream
from my thoughts. “What time is it?” I muttered, knowing I would
get no answer other than another big lick on the cheek. Somehow,
hearing the sound of my voice brought me comfort. It helped me
realize the whole world hadn’t gone dark and silent, at least not
entirely. The clouds had darkened even more during my restless
slumber, bringing the smell of impending rain and making it
difficult to tell how long I had been asleep.

With a sigh, and some protest from my
aching muscles, I slowly lifted myself off the ground and picked
the direction that looked most west to me. After tacking up Smoke,
and with reins in one hand and the crossbow in the other, I set off
on foot, still trying to give him as much rest as
possible.

The rain started to fall lightly. In
response, I pulled the hood of my cloak over my head and did my
best to wrap it tightly around myself, just in time for the rain to
intensify. In this condition, we spent the remainder of the day
traveling.

When the light eventually began to
fade, so did my promise to find something edible. I found it
strange not to see another living creature all day, not even a
squirrel or a bird. They must be seeking shelter from the
rain, I reasoned. My stomach growled, as I sought in vain for
anything to eat—edible plants, fallen nuts, or a berry bush—even
the remains of a dead animal would have been savored.

We stopped for the night when the
forest grew so dark that sight beyond a few yards grew impossible.
At first, my cloak had kept me dry; but after hours of rain, I had
grown miserably wet and cold. It started with my breeches,
undergarments, and boots, then steadily worked its way up to my
shirt until I was soaked to the skin and shivering uncontrollably.
I huddled at the trunk of a large maple, as the night slowly
progressed and the temperature plummeted.

I tried everything to get warm, from
hugging Smoke (who refused to lie down on the wet ground with me),
to leaning against the tree. Ultimately, I settled under the
partial protection of a white pine with my arms wrapped around my
knees.

The woods were silent, except for the
soft, never-ending sound of raindrops falling on foliage. In the
total blackness of the night, my mind began to wander, and I
thought about the complete and utter isolation of the deep forest
enveloping me. If something happened, no one would be around to
help; if hurt, no one would hear my screams. I thought of the
soulless creature in the moonlit mist. Could I kill it if I had to?
If not, would it kill me quickly or would it be slow and
painful?

The mental exercise just made things
worse. Shaking now from both chill and fear, I retrieved the
crossbow. I also grabbed the musket, even though I wasn’t sure it
was dry enough to fire. It would still make an effective
club, I reassured myself. I crouched back down and resumed my
position, as well as the torturous thoughts of hunger, loneliness,
and the beast. After what felt like an eternity, the rain
eventually stopped and, shortly thereafter, the blackness of the
night began its retreat to the light of day.

When I was finally able to see more
than a few feet in front of me, we resumed our march. Again, I
walked. This time it wasn’t so much for Smoke as it was an attempt
to warm my own stiff and tired body. However, before long,
exhaustion overcame me, and I climbed onto Smoke, spreading my damp
cloak over his back, which made me look something like a tent atop
a horse. I hoped the heat from his body would rise, get trapped in
the cloak, and generate some warmth.

As the day wore on, the clouds again
darkened, and soon the rain resumed. By the time the light started
to fade, I was once again shivering beyond control. I removed the
pack, saddle, and bridle from Smoke, trusting he wouldn’t wander
off too far, or get spooked and bolt.

There I waited, through an insufferable
amount of time, hoping the sun would end my misery. Eventually, the
rain did stop and the clouds broke up, revealing the stars, and
sending the temperatures even lower. The shivering stopped—a
dangerous sign. Briefly, I fought the overwhelming desire to sleep.
But in the end, I found myself not caring. What’s there to live
for anyway? I let sleep win, bringing with it a black
unconsciousness that washed over me and enveloped me in a welcomed
oblivion.

 


***

 


Something warmed my face. Am I
dead? I pondered the question for a while. Eventually, I
forced my eyes open a crack, just for a peek.

A blinding light greeted me. Is
this it? Am I dead? I debated those questions for some time,
trying to decide what my fate was. However, in the end, aching
bones and hunger pains helped me realize that I was indeed still
among the living. The sun had found a crack in the trees above and
was slowly dragging my frozen, stiff body back to life. With great
effort, I rolled my whole self into the sun and lay there, grateful
for the warmth. I listened to the comforting sound of chattering
birds floating down from the treetops. It lulled me back to
sleep.

A long time later, I awoke for good.
Lying there, it slowly dawned on me that I hadn’t started this trip
alone. With reluctance, I pulled myself up, looked around, and
whistled…nothing. I tried again, with the same result.

“Stubborn mule,” I
muttered.

Sometimes Smoke came when I called; and
sometimes he didn’t. Thank goodness he usually didn’t wander too
far. Hoping today wouldn’t be any different, I grudgingly drug
myself to my feet, retrieved the crossbow and Smoke’s bridle, and
began searching. I not only located his tracks, but also noticed a
lightly worn path leading roughly in the same direction I wanted to
go. I made a mental note to follow it after finding Smoke. With
luck, it may lead to some type of settlement.

A half mile later, I found him standing
in a thicket of trees.

“It’s just me,” I assured
him, while stroking his nose and slipping on the bit-less
bridle.

Although spirited at times, Smoke, for
the most part, was an exceptionally obedient horse, and we had both
learned to trust each other without question. As a result, I never
saw a need to make him wear a bit in his mouth, which I’m sure made
it easier for him to eat while we were on these long
trips.

I worked the reins back over his neck
and hoisted myself up onto his back. I retrieved the rest of our
belongings and, in no time, we were off, following the newly
discovered trail.

Sharp pains in my stomach reminded me
that I had been two days without food. I readied my crossbow,
searching the woods for something to eat.

The warm autumn day lifted my spirits.
The trees were beautiful with their changing leaves—some had
already made their way to the forest floor. Birds still chattered
away in the treetops. The whole scene comforted my soul.

However, it was a peace that wouldn’t
last long.

Smoke started to tense, ears swiveling
like a deer.

“Easy Boy,” I said in a
soothing voice; but I also trusted him enough to pay attention when
he sensed something unusual. Smoke refused to be comforted. His
gait became irregular and he hesitated going forward. I coaxed him
on; but to be safe, I secured the crossbow to my saddle and began
reloading the musket with fresh powder.

The forest grew thick, and the trail
wound its way through tall ferns and bushes growing along the path.
The thought crossed my mind that this would be a good place for an
ambush. While in the midst of pondering that unnerving idea, I
realized, with alarm, that there were no sounds. Birds had stopped
their chirping; and the whole forest, again, held its breath. The
putrid smell of rotting flesh reached my nostrils and churned my
empty stomach. At that instant, the trap was sprung.

 


***

 


Smoke saved me. He saw the beast first
and lunged forward. At the same time, I noticed, or perhaps more
sensed, motion. In a lightning-quick movement, coming at me from
the side, a gigantic, furry paw, with sharp claws, shot out of the
foliage and went straight for my throat. I twisted frantically out
of the way. It missed my neck, but sliced through my clothes,
leaving a long gash in my upper arm. I cried out in pain. The force
of the slash, Smoke’s leap, and my desperate move to clear the
monster, nearly wrenched me out of the saddle. The musket, still in
the hand attached to my wounded shoulder, began to slip. Swiftly, I
dropped the reins and caught it with my good arm. A bone-chilling,
ferocious growl came from the cover of the undergrowth, and the
rest of the beast crashed through the bushes and onto the trail
behind us. Sharp, yellow teeth and black claws lunged at Smoke’s
hindquarters. In a blur, I wheeled the musket around and fired at
what I hoped was dead center of the creature. The weapon erupted
with a bellowing crack, temporarily obscuring my vision, as white
smoke vomited out the end of the barrel. The shot was greeted with
a howl of pain. A small cloud of red mist mixed with the smoke
which hung in the air, telling me that the little round ball had
found its intended victim. The recoil tore the musket from my
one-handed grasp, hurling it into the bushes.

A morbid curiosity overcame my desire
for flight, and I seized the reins to keep Smoke from bolting. As
the cloud from the musket cleared, I was astounded to see that the
creature didn’t lie at our feet as I had expected, but was
staggering away from us, walking upright on two feet. It was huge,
slightly bent, and covered with what looked not to be fur, but
hair, all over. Long hair flowed from its flat head, past its broad
shoulders, and mixed with the thick mane that covered its entire
body. It had an incredibly muscular arm that extended down to its
knees; the other appeared to be clutching its shoulder. It reminded
me of the pain in my own, and I became aware of the strange
sensation of warm blood oozing down my cold skin.

The beast turned and filled the path
where I had come. I gasped; there was no hair around its eyes and
squashed nose. It had a broad sloping forehead. Large feet and
hands replaced what I had first thought was a paw; both were tipped
with long, black, claw-like fingernails. A wide mouth, with lips
twisted in a snarl, revealed sharp, yellow, pointed teeth as long
as my fingers. The black, human-like eyes burned with hatred and
fury. A new terror seized me as I recognized the dark, sucking void
of emptiness behind its eyes. Like the monster in the clearing, it
too had no soul.

Lifting its massive head towards the
sky, it emitted a loud, high, staccato-like cry that sent the
silent birds in the treetops screeching into the air. I listened in
horror as a similar cry answered frightfully close by. My blood
turned cold when, incredibly, another call also responded a little
farther away than the last.

My curiosity satisfied, I kicked Smoke
hard into action. We tore down the path at a frantic pace. My heart
leapt in my chest when, minutes later, I heard crashing through the
forest. With a snarl, a second monster burst onto the path behind
us, and the deadly chase began. We flew down the trail, ducking
branches and weaving through the trees. The pursuing beast slowly
faded behind the raw speed of Smoke; but it wouldn’t be enough.
After another mile, ahead and off to our side, I saw small trees
and bushes give way as a third monster pushed its way through the
thick foliage. The ugly brute was just about to materialize on the
trail in front of us. Amazingly, it was even larger than the other
two, easily surpassing my height on top of Smoke.

As quickly as I could, I unlatched the
crossbow with my good arm, brought it up, aimed, and
shot.

Incredibly, the beast realized what I
was doing and, as I fired, it slid on its feet and leaned back just
as the first arrow sliced through the air, inches from its head.
The arrow sailed past and embedded into a tree with a
thump.

The shot wasn’t a complete loss,
however; it slowed him enough to allow us to gallop past. The
monster continued its pursuit and crashed onto the trail behind us
with an angry, bellowing roar, which made the hair on the back of
my neck stand on end.

Smoke increased his pace without
needing to be told. I re-secured the crossbow and dumped the extra
weight of the packs, with the exception of my arrows. There was no
need to keep the extra gunpowder, balls, and other things, when
what Smoke really needed was less weight.

The forest grew too thick to do
anything but stay on the trail. I looked back and saw the beasts
still in pursuit, but they were fading back now and losing
ground.

We reached the top of a gently sloping
hill and were greeted with another surprise. A large, fallen tree
blocked the path—it was too late to stop.

We’re going to collide, I
thought in a panic.

In one last, desperate move, I coaxed
Smoke to keep going and took our only chance of escape….We leapt.
I’d never seen Smoke (or any other horse, for that matter) jump, or
even attempt to jump, something so high. Up we flew. Unable to look
at our impending disaster, I closed my eyes and waited for the
impact. Miraculously, we still continued up and up, and then
crested. I opened my eyes in time to see Smoke’s hind legs tuck up
as we sailed over the trunk. I couldn’t tell if they had scraped
and had no time to debate it. We came down hard, but Smoke
magnificently bore it in stride and kept going. I whirled my head
around to see if the monsters would give up. To my disappointment,
they didn’t even slow down. Only a second apart, one after another,
they leapt. Planting the palms of their hands on the top of the
tree, they heaved themselves up, tucked their legs into their
chest, and launched over it, landing lightly on their feet. I
cursed under my breath.

The chase continued and the trees
thinned out. The beasts flanked us, spreading out, with one on each
side. Stealing another look, I stared with a strange fascination as
they easily dodged trees, occasionally using their long arms and
knuckles to catapult over and around obstacles.

Smoke’s breathing grew labored and
sweat drenched his dark gray coat as he struggled on. The miles up
and down the valleys and hills were taking their toll. If he
collapsed now, we’d both be dead—though odds were we were going to
die anyway. The only question was: would it be under the crushing
weight of Smoke as he cartwheeled into the ground; or, would it be
by sharp teeth and claws tearing us to bits? I decided it would be
better to make a stand and not go out like some scared rabbit
fleeing from a wolf—even though I felt more terrified than any
rabbit.

I looked back one last time to
formulate a strategy and saw that they, too, were tiring—but not
fast enough. If Smoke hadn’t run so much just two days previously,
on top of our long trip, I think he could have easily outrun and
even outlasted them. As it was, it looked like they would catch
us.

I could see a clearing ahead. For
better or worse, we’d make our stand there.


Chapter Five: Deliverance
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WE burst into the clearing. I don’t know what I
expected, but it wasn’t this. There was a large lake, with trees
growing right up to the water on the far shore. The shoreline
nearest me had a rickety rowboat tethered to a sagging dock. In
front of the lake, facing me, sat a beautiful cabin with large
windows and a porch that wrapped around it. There was a barn to the
left of the home; and a lush green pasture, in which cows were
grazing, stretched out before it all. Everything was surrounded by
a wooden fence that was now only a few yards away. We hurtled over
it and dashed through the pasture toward the house. From the porch,
a dog started to bark wildly and a thin man, with a broom in his
hand, turned and gaped at us. I imagine seeing a rider pursued by
two huge monsters isn’t a sight you’d likely experience every
day.

Charging up to the cabin, I leapt off
Smoke, flew over the railing, and landed on the porch. The dog
growled furiously. Ignoring it, I grabbed the man by the hand,
pulled him into the cabin, and lowered the wooden arm that blocked
the door. He came easily, without protest; but then, I was
surprised that he hadn’t run into the cabin upon seeing us and
barred the door himself. I thought painfully about Smoke still out
there and hoped the monsters would leave him and go after easier
prey, like the cows.

“Shouldn’t we perhaps
introduce ourselves first?” asked a smooth, silky, feminine
voice.

I whirled around and was surprised to
see that the man wasn’t a man at all, but a woman dressed like a
man with boots, breeches, a white shirt, and striking blue eyes.
Her long brown hair, pulled behind her head, showed strands of
gray; and she had slight wrinkles around her eyes. She was actually
quite beautiful. Though she looked to be around 40 years old, I had
the impression her age was deceptive, and that she was probably
older.

Urgently, I demanded, “Do you have any
weapons, ma’am?”

With an amused look, she pointed to an
array of muskets, pistols, knives, and swords hanging above and
around a huge stone fireplace, and said, “Over there.”

How did I miss them? I
thought.

“Are they
loaded?”

“Yes.”

Ignoring the burning pain in my
shoulder, I grabbed two pistols and tucked them under my belt.
Next, I grabbed a musket and flung myself against the outer wall,
expecting the beasts to smash the door and charge in at any moment.
Nothing happened.

The dog had quit growling and now fell
silent. I slid against the wall over to a window and peered out,
expecting the worse. Smoke stood untouched, but still covered with
sweat and breathing hard. I looked around and saw… nothing. I
unlatched the door, stepped back, and braced for the
onslaught…again, nothing. Using my foot, I flung the door open and
leapt out, swiveling the musket left, then right…still nothing. The
dog sat on the porch looking at me as if trying to figure out what
I was doing. I made my way down the steps and scanned the tree line
and everywhere else.

“Are you expecting
someone?”

I turned and looked up at her. She was
leaning against the door frame, with the door still wide
open.

“If you tell me, maybe I can
help. Should I arm myself first?” she asked with an amused
look.

“They…they were there,” I
stammered, “right behind me!”

“Who was?”

Now I was getting irritated.

“The monsters!!!” I
exclaimed. “Good heavens! How could you have missed them? They were
right on me!”

Her smile faded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to poke fun at your situation; it’s just that you were the
only one I saw.”

“They were probably only
feet away from me when I cleared the tree line.”

She doesn’t believe me, I
thought with despair.

“They followed you all the
way to the edge of the woods?” she queried.

She seemed more curious than
concerned.

“Yes ma’am,” I said. “Do you
believe me?”

“I do. But when you say
they…” She gasped. “Oh my, you’re wounded. You’d better come in so
I can take care of that.”

I couldn’t agree more, but asked, “What
about the monsters?”

“I don’t see them, do
you?”

I had to admit that I
didn’t.

“Well then, come in and let
me have a look at that.”

Still scanning the tree line, and more
than a little baffled by the turn of events, I stammered, “I…I
should tend to my horse first.”

Looking at my arm, which was still
oozing, she said, “He looks to be in better shape than you do.
He’ll be fine; I’ll take care of him after we get you all patched
up.”

“No ma’am,” I said as firmly
as I could muster under the circumstances. “I need to take care of
him first. He just saved my life, and I want to make sure he’s
unharmed. I owe him that much at least.”

She looked disapprovingly at me, but
gave in. “All right, I can see there will be no convincing you
otherwise. Hold on for just a moment.”

Disappearing into the cabin, she
quickly returned with two large, red apples and a strip of
cloth.

“You look pale and hungry,”
she noted, handing me the apples. “Here: one for you and one for
your horse.”

Then she took the cloth and tied it
around my injured arm. I winced, but said nothing.

“There, that should slow
down the bleeding some.”

I looked into her eyes. “Thank
you.”

She smiled. “There is food and water in
the barn, and grooming supplies on a nearby shelf. I’ll get some
things ready for you when you’ve finished. Now off you go. And
hurry back before you faint from hunger and lack of blood; I’d
really rather not have to carry you.”

My apple lasted about as long as it
took me to get over to Smoke, and it was delicious. Smoke must have
thought so too, because his disappeared in two bites. I quickly
scanned his legs for any injuries. Amazingly, he looked unscathed.
I led him into the barn where two other horses were stabled.
One-handedly, I removed the remainder of the gear, groomed and fed
him, and then returned to the cabin.

I hesitated at the door, wondering if I
should knock or just go in. My answer came quickly.

“You didn’t bother to knock
the first time, why start now?” she called from somewhere in the
cabin. “Come on back to the kitchen.”

I did and was greeted by the smell of
something wonderful roasting in an oven; it made my mouth water. A
table was pushed up under a window that gave a spectacular view of
the setting sun reflecting across the tranquil lake. On the table
were two lit lamps, some clean rags, a needle, thread, and a bottle
of some kind of liquid.

“How did you know I was at
the door?” I asked.

“The boards on the porch
squeak for a reason—they let me know when someone is
coming.”

“Oh, I didn’t think of
that.”

“Most people don’t—except
the ones who don’t want to be heard. They’re the ones you really
have to worry about.”

“Do you get many of those?”
I asked curiously.

“No, but still it’s better
to be prepared. If something happens out here, there really is
nowhere to go for help. Now sit down and take off your shirt,” she
ordered. “This is going to hurt.”

I believed her.

She poured some scented liquid onto one
of the cloths and began to scrub. As predicted, it turned out to be
a very painful process. I gritted my teeth while she scoured, until
all the dried blood and grime were gone and the wound was
clean.

“Good,” she said, picking up
the needle and threading it. “Well, I suppose it’s time we
introduce ourselves.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“My name is Sarah Stone. You
may call me Sarah, and please stop calling me ma’am—it makes me
feel old. Now, who might you be?”

I started to say, ‘Yes,
ma’am,’ but caught myself and simply replied, “John
Casey.”

“Hello John. It’s a pleasure
to meet you.”

I looked up and our eyes locked. I
decided to read her. However, as soon as I began, the window to her
soul closed and blocked me from finding anything out. I had never
experienced such resistance before in my life. I tried not to look
surprised, though I’m not too sure I succeeded.

She studied me for a moment and then
smiled. “Well, John, this will also hurt a little.”

It did. Only it didn’t hurt a little,
it hurt tremendously. I looked away, not particularly enjoying the
scene, and somehow managed to keep quiet as the needle and thread
slid stingingly through me twelve times.

I inspected the work. It was swollen
and red, but looked better closed than opened; and I felt sure it
would heal much quicker. With a clean, wet rag, she wiped any
leftover blood. Then she took long strips of cloth and bound up the
wound.

“There, all done,” she
announced. “You’re going to have to take it easy for a while, or
you’ll tear that right open again.”

“Thank you. I’ll keep that
in mind.”

“No need to thank me every
time I do something for you; I have a feeling that you’ll owe me a
lot of thanks by the time we’re through. Just save it all until
you’re ready to travel again and you can give me a big one
then.”

I nodded. “All right, I’ll try.” Then,
hesitatingly, I asked, “About the monsters…do you know what they
are? Will they come back?”

She smiled reassuringly.

“Yes, well, I believe you’re
safe, for the time being. And as for what they are, there’ll be
plenty of time to discuss all of that later. For now, I expect
you’re hungry?”

I thought she’d never ask.

“Yes, I am.”

“Well then, we’d better get
you cleaned up first; you look like you could use it. Besides, the
smell of sweat and roast chicken don’t go together very well.
Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I suppose so.”

Being so hungry, I’m not sure I really
cared; but I wasn’t going to be ungracious, and it would be nice to
be clean.

She plucked a pot of hot water from the
stove and said, “Follow me.”

We went out onto the back porch and
into a little room attached to the cabin. Inside the wooden room
was a shelf that held some folded clothes, a bar of soap, and a
pail of water. Suspended from the ceiling was a large, wooden
bucket, with a lever attached to it.

I looked at it doubtfully. “What is
it?”

She laughed. “It’s not going to hurt
you.”

I wasn’t so sure.

“It’s what’s going to clean
you up.”

Suspiciously, I asked, “How does it
work?”

“When you’re ready for
water, just pour the buckets of cold and hot water into the top and
pull the handle; water will come out the bottom. When you push the
lever up, the water will stop…well, at least most of it will.
You’ll have to be quick, though; it doesn’t last very long. When
you’re done, just come back to the kitchen. I’ll be getting supper
ready.” She turned to leave. “Oh, I almost forgot…you can dress in
the clothes on the shelf there; they look like they should be about
the right size. And don’t get your bandages wet.”

With that, she left me to contemplate
the contraption. I undressed, poured in the water, and hoped the
bucket wouldn’t fall on my head. Actually, it worked quite well.
The warm water felt good. I cleaned up and got dressed. The clothes
weren’t a perfect fit, but were soft and comfortable.

When I returned, the table had been
decorated with bread, chicken, and potatoes—all of which made my
mouth water. We said grace and, with great control, I managed to be
somewhat respectable and not eat all my supper in one bite (though
they were fairly large bites).

Once I had a little food in me, Sarah
inquired, “Tell me, John, where are you from?”

I finished swallowing, and then
answered, “Syre.”

“Mmm, been a long time since
I’ve been there….Then again, it’s been a long time since I’ve been
anywhere,” she added regretfully. “Do you have any
family?”

“No, it’s just me and Smoke.
He’s about as close to family as I’ve got.”

“And what brings you so far
from Syre?”

I knew the question would be
inevitable; but saying, Well, I was about to be tried as a
warlock, so I killed the local magistrate and was chased out of
town, didn’t seem very wise. So, I settled on a partial
explanation of the truth.

“I was on my way to join a
hunting party, and I got lost.”

She seemed to be considering this.
Taking advantage of her hesitation, I stuffed another potato into
my mouth.

“I see,” she said
thoughtfully.

Trying to change the subject, I asked,
“Where am I?”

She smiled. “You’re lost.” Then added,
“Well, almost. You’re about a four-day ride northwest of Syre—maybe
three if you push it, like it appears you have; and a little over
two day’s ride south of Marysvale.”

“Marysvale,” I said
reflectively. “I’ve heard about a lot of places, but I’ve never
heard of that one.”

“No, I don’t suppose you
have. Not many people know where it is.”

“Because of the monsters?” I
asked.

She put her fork down. “They tend to
make a pretty effective barrier, sealing us away from the outside
world. Eventually, the word gets around that if you come up here,
you don’t go back.”

“Yes, I would imagine
so.”

I felt my shoulder, noticing that it
had settled into an uncomfortable, throbbing sensation—until I
tried to move it—then needles of pain would shoot through my
arm.

“Over time, the rest of the
world forgot about us.”

Lost in thought, she stared out the
window into a sea of white, twinkling stars.

Satisfied, I too put down my fork and
watched the flickering yellow light emitted from the lamps, as it
danced off the walls and cast shadows this way and that.

Not entirely sure I wanted to disrupt
her contemplations, I asked hesitantly, “What are they?”

She looked back at me and softly asked,
“Do you believe in God?”

What a strange question. Is she
trying to change the subject? Even so, I answered,
“Yes.”

“And do you believe in the
Bible?”

I took a moment before answering. They
read the Bible at the different churches I’d attended, but I hadn’t
really paid attention. Church was a necessity because, if I didn’t
go, I’d be seen as a heretic. Funny how in the end, attending
church didn’t seem to help me in that regards too much. I also
remembered my father reading me stories from it when I was young,
before he died. Whenever I tried to read from the Bible now, it
made me think of him and how much I missed him, so I didn’t study
it like I should.

“I think so,” was the best I
could come up with.

I hoped she wouldn’t judge me too
harshly for my incredible lack of conviction. She didn’t seem
bothered.

“I want you to read
something.”

Sarah got up from the table, took a
lamp, and disappeared. A moment later, she returned holding a large
family Bible.

“Do you remember the story
of Cain and Abel?”

“Some.”

“What do you
remember?”

“I know Cain slew
Abel.”

“Do you remember what
happened to Cain?”

“I think he was punished
somehow.”

She opened the Bible.

“Here, read these three
verses,” she said, pointing to them.

“And the Lord said unto
Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not: Am I my
brother’s Keeper?

“And he said, What hast
thou done? The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the
ground.

“And now art thou cursed
from the earth, which hath opened her mouth to receive thy
brother’s blood from thy hand:

“When thou tillest the
ground, it shall not henceforth yield unto thee her strength; a
fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou be in the
earth.”

“So what does that mean?” I
questioned. “It’s not really clear to me. Did God curse Cain, or
was it the earth, or was it Abel’s blood crying from the ground
that cursed him?”

“Strange, I’ve wondered the
same thing,” she mused.

“And what does this have to
do with the monsters?”

She hesitated a moment before
proceeding. “There are a lot of people in Marysvale who believe
that what you saw was the curse of Cain—maybe not Cain himself, but
perhaps his offspring.”

“And do you believe that?” I
asked.

“Well, at first it was as
good an explanation as any; but the more I think about it, the less
I believe it.”

“Then what do you
believe?”

“Truthfully, I have no idea
what they are; but I do know that they weren’t always like this.
Their violence is more of a new development, and I believe that
some evil was used to change them into the creatures they are now.
The first ones I saw showed up about twenty years ago, and they
were a very different animal then.”

I was surprised. “You’ve lived with
them for that long?”

She nodded.

“And you’ve never been
attacked before?”

“Not exactly…”

Before I could ask more about it, she
quickly added, “There’s something else you should know about
them.”

“The monsters?”

“No. The
townspeople.”

“Why should I care what the
people in Marysvale believe?” I asked.

“It will be helpful to know,
so you can understand them.”

Understanding them usually wasn’t the
problem in my mind; it was the other way around that was more
troublesome.

“I’m not planning on going
there,” I said. The last thing I wanted was another town full of
superstitious people.

She looked at me with a strange,
mischievous expression on her face.

“Maybe not now, but I expect
before too long you’ll want to.”

There was something she wasn’t telling
me. I tried reading her thoughts again, but got nowhere. It was
frustrating. I could tell they were there, but blocked. It was like
seeing light behind a curtain, but unable to open it. Supposing I’d
have to do it the hard way, I decided on the direct
route.

“What aren’t you telling
me?”

She didn’t look surprised by my candor
and simply replied, “A lot.”

I sighed. “For the sake of argument
then, why will I want to go to Marysvale instead of going
home?”

“It’s best you find out on
your own.”

She seemed to be enjoying this little
exchange.

I asked bluntly, “Do you always answer
your guests with riddles?”

“No, only the ones I
like.”

I blushed.

She laughed.

“I think you’ve had enough
excitement for one day; we can continue our conversation in the
morning.”

“You’ve gone to all that
trouble of telling me I should know more—and now you’re sending me
to bed?”

“There will be plenty of
time tomorrow to continue our conversation, when you’re rested and
not so irritable. And don’t worry about the creatures; you’ll be
safe tonight. The dog will alert us if anything comes.”

I looked at it sprawled on its side,
asleep, and doubted that it would be much of a warning.

“There is a spare feather
bed upstairs you can use,” she said.

I hesitated.

“Are you married?” I
asked.

She looked at me with a raised eyebrow
and answered, “No.”

“Do you think it would
be…?”

She cut me off.

“I’m flattered you’d ask;
but really I think you’re a little too young for me,” she
teased.

My face flushed and I stammered,
“No…that’s…that’s not what I meant….”

She laughed again.

“Relax, John. I know what
you meant. You can sleep with the animals in the barn if you think
it’s more appropriate than sleeping in the same house with an
unmarried woman. Or, there is a warm feather bed up the stairs.
It’s your decision; but I think you will get much more rest, and
will heal faster if you sleep well.”

I debated for a moment; but I already
knew what I was going to do.

Moments later, I found myself in a
small room, with an equally small window that faced the woods. The
bed was soft and warm; something I appreciated even more after
surviving the previous nights in the wet and cold. Recalling my
experience sent me burrowing deeper under the blankets. It felt so
good to be clean and fed. I watched the moonlight stream through
the window until the warm bed, and my own weariness, overcame the
ache in my shoulder; and I drifted off to a most welcome
sleep.


Chapter Six: Friendship
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THE following day—or more accurately, afternoon—came all
too soon. Groggily, I forced myself out of bed, got dressed, and
went downstairs. The kitchen and the front sitting room were empty.
Not wanting to venture into the nether regions of the house, for
privacy’s sake, I made my way out onto the porch. The weather was
warm, making it feel more like spring than fall. I sagged down onto
a swing, suspended by ropes from the overhanging roof, and rubbed
the remaining sleep from my eyes. My shoulder, though less sore,
still protested sharply with pain, if moved too much. Studying my
surroundings a little further, I discovered some things I’d missed
during my quick entry. Along with the livestock, there were pigs
and chickens in the pasture, fenced off in their own little pens. A
garden, with most of the vegetables now harvested, spread out to
the left of the house; and an orchard grew beyond that, nearer to
the lake. I found it quite beautiful and wondered how one person
managed it all.

I continued my surveillance past the
orchard and lingered on the woods, perhaps still expecting some
gigantic creature to come barreling out into the clearing. Nothing
happened. Something was odd about all this: the monsters and Sarah.
My mind began to wander. Why did they leave this place alone?
Maybe they weren’t anything more than just animals, like wolves,
afraid of civilization. However, I doubted that. Oddly, they
moved more like humans than animals. Even though I may be giving
them too much credit, I had the suspicion that the trunk, which
blocked the path yesterday, was more of a trap than some random,
fallen tree. It was placed just right, where a rider wouldn’t see
it until he crested the hill, and it would be too late to do much
of anything, except run into it. I wanted to know more about the
monsters—they both horrified and intrigued me.

There was also Sarah…. I liked her.
Something about her seemed familiar and made me feel at ease. But
why couldn’t I read her? It frustrated me. There was something
there; I just couldn’t see past the thick veil that blocked me out.
I wanted answers. I wanted to know Sarah, though I wasn’t ready to
ask her to open up her soul and mind, so I can find out her
secrets. I also didn’t want her asking about my gifts; especially
since I wasn’t sure I understood them myself.

Still clueless, I got up and went to
check on Smoke. He was no worse for wear and seemed pleased to see
me. I fed him, refilled his water, patted him for a bit, and then
wandered down to the lake.

The old boat was gone, and I concluded
that Sarah must have taken it out, along with the dog. Deciding to
enjoy the warm rays of the sun, I lay down on the dock and drifted
lazily into that strange state between sleep and
consciousness.

The sound of splashing pulled me back
to reality. I sat up and watched Sarah row towards the dock. The
rickety boat, looking to be one stroke away from sinking, was so
small that it would probably be better suited as fish bait. She
was, once again, dressed much like a man, except now she wore a
three-cornered hat; and a large, wool vest covered her white shirt.
The dog rode precariously on the bow, nose sticking out as if
pointing the way. I did my best to stifle the fit of laughter
bubbling inside me.

“You’re alive after all,”
she called out.

Still grinning, I hollered back,
“Sorry, I must have overslept.”

“There’s nothing to
apologize for. If I wanted you awake, I would have woken you. Rest
is the best thing you can be doing right now.”

She rowed up close and tossed me a
line. I pulled the boat up to the dock and held it steady while she
and the dog got out.

“Thank you,” she said.
“Here, you can hold these while I finish securing the
boat.”

Handing me three large trout, she tied
the small vessel to the dock.

“How’s your shoulder
feeling?”

“Doing better.”

“Good,” she intoned,
unconvinced. “Perhaps I’d better have a look though. I’ve found
that men tend to oversimplify things sometimes.”

I laughed and we walked back to the
cabin where, under orders, I removed my shirt.

“It does look better,” she
muttered, more to herself than to me.

I thought it looked worse—it was all
black and purple. However, I felt vindicated that it was indeed
doing better, and guessed the gash was sealing itself. Besides,
nothing seemed to be oozing, so that must be a good
sign.

“When do you think the
stitching can come out?” I asked hopefully.

“Not for a few
days.”

I grunted.

“Why? Are you in a hurry to
get back?”

“Well…no. I can’t say I’m
looking forward to a journey back through monster-infested
woods.”

“I wouldn’t think so. It’s
really best not to press your luck until you’ve healed. You’ll stay
here, of course, until you’re ready?”

I was relieved. It must have shown on
my face because, before I could give her my answer, she said,
“Good. There are matters we should discuss.”

Quizzically, I asked, “Really? Like
what?”

“First let’s eat and then
we’ll talk.”

Indeed I was hungry and said, “I won’t
argue with that.”

She smiled. “Yes—and you’ll learn it’s
best not to argue with me at all.”

I grinned. “No, I can see
that.”

“Now, let’s see if you can
be obedient and get out of my way while I get the food
ready.”

I was obedient and the food was
delicious.

After lunch, we retired to the porch,
with a cup of tea (which was also delicious). Thankfully, she left
the ridiculous hat inside. It would have been difficult to have a
serious conversation with that on her head.

“So, what did you want to
discuss?” I inquired.

“Get right to the point
don’t you?”

“Umm, I suppose it’s in my
nature….We can just sit if you’d rather.”

“That would be nice,” she
said and took a sip of her tea.

There are times when a conversation is
desired, and other times when it is enough just to enjoy each
other’s presence; this was one of the latter. We watched the cows
roam around the pasture in no particular fashion. A warm, gentle
breeze rustled the leaves in the trees and caressed my face.
Despite the warmth, there was still a suggestion of fall in the
air. I thought of the calm before the storm, lulling the
unsuspecting into a false security. As quickly as the weather can
change, so can our fate. In an instant, victory can change to
defeat and defeat to victory. I was nearly overcome in the woods,
yet here I was. Had I really conquered defeat or simply
postponed it? I pondered that question.

Sarah finally broke the
silence.

“I’ve always enjoyed sitting
here, with the fragrance of the forest in the air, and the quiet
sounds the wind makes.”

I agreed and told her so. I also took
advantage of the broken silence and decided to fish for
information.

“If you keep avoiding my
questions, I’m going to think you’re hiding something.”

She smiled.

“I told you, I am,” she said
teasingly. It wasn’t a flirtatious tease, it was more like joking
between two old friends; and it had the surprising effect of
disarming me. I found myself opening up in ways I normally wouldn’t
with a stranger.

I played along. “And why would you want
to do that?”

“Because… if I give you all
the answers, you’ll leave.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Sooner or later I’ll leave
anyway.” I replied, although I had no desire to go.

“I know; but I prefer
later,” she said.

“I didn’t know I had such an
effect on women.”

“Oh yes, I’m very sure you
do.”

Continuing the banter, I said, “Well,
now that you mention it, I do know my appearance is quite
irresistible to your kind.”

“Quite,” she said, trying to
keep a straight face.

“And my demeanor can be very
intoxicating.”

“Naturally. You’re
forgetting, no doubt, your incredible strength and quick
wit.”

“My dear woman, if you’d be
patient I was getting there.”

“Ooh, beg your pardon, sir.
Apparently, I had forgotten about your modesty, too.”

“Yes, of course—quite
understandable in light of my other qualities.”

She laughed. “You better stop before I
change my mind and throw you out.”

“Maybe you should, you
barely know me.”

“Perhaps I will, but not
yet. After all that time I spent fixing you up, it would be such a
waste.”

“I am thankful for your
help,” I said more seriously. “I’m fairly certain I wouldn’t be
alive now, had I not found your place.”

“Yes, well, I’m glad you
did. And it has nothing to do with the fact that I’m going to put
you to work when you’ve healed up a bit,” she said with a wry
smile.

“It’s the least I can do,” I
replied truthfully.

Letting her playful demeanor slip away,
she said, “You can do something else for me.”

“Really?” I asked. Based on
her change of tone I wasn’t really sure I wanted to, but offered
anyway, “If I can.”

“I want to know what
happened to you in the forest.”

“I was attacked by the
monsters and one nearly got me,” I answered
matter-of-factly.

She rolled her eyes.

“See? This is what I meant
when I said men tend to oversimplify things,” she said with
exasperation. “I know all that. What I want to know are the
details.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re
entitled. All of the particulars then?”

“Spare nothing.”

I told her the tale and tried not to
leave anything out. However, it appeared that my efforts were in
vain, because she would occasionally ask for information that I
didn’t think relevant, such as: how long it rained, how far we ran,
whether or not I could smell them, or if I noticed anything odd
about the forest, and so on.

When satisfied, she stated, “You’re
lucky; few people survive their first encounter.”

“What do you
mean?”

“By the time they realize
something’s wrong, it’s too late to do anything about
it.”

“I suppose I can see how
that would happen,” I said. “When we were attacked, if I had been
any slower, it would have been my neck slashed open instead of my
shoulder.”

“Good thing you weren’t slow
then.”

I agreed.

“They didn’t use to be this
way,” she continued.

“You mean they weren’t
always this aggressive?” I asked incredulously.

It was hard to believe from their
appearance that killing wasn’t their primary purpose.

“No. When they first showed
up, they avoided humans and were very good at it.”

“Then how did you see them?”
I asked, hoping it didn’t sound sarcastic.

“Usually by accident. I
think sometimes they weren’t being cautious. If they didn’t see or
smell you, you had a small chance of seeing one.”

“And what happened if you
did see them?”

“If you did, it was only for
a moment before they turned and ran. As you saw for yourself, they
are very fast and nimble.”

“Yes, I did notice that,” I
confessed, remembering the way they easily launched themselves over
and around obstacles. “Then what happened? Why did they
change?”

“I don’t know for sure. I’ve
thought a lot about that over the years, but haven’t come up with
anything solid—except for some reason, they are organized now. For
the first few years they were solitary, you would never see more
than one. Then one day, it suddenly changed, and they became
aggressive. More people started to see them…and die. The lucky few
who survived, like you, told tales of coordination and even
suggested some planning before the attack. It’s very possible they
were stalking you, trying to learn more about the situation before
they made their move.”

“Maybe, but they didn’t know
I was coming.”

“No, they didn’t.
Nevertheless, I think one tried to take you there in that clearing
on your first night; but something spooked you and your horse, and
you fled. After the first failed attempt, they become a little more
cautious.”

I started to comprehend. “I see. Once
the predator is discovered, catching its intended prey becomes much
more difficult.”

“Yes, because the hunted can
take measures to flee or even defend itself.”

“As I did.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “Humans
can be very dangerous prey.”

A fact that Mr. Martin had learned
too late, I thought. He lost his life going after his
intended quarry…me.

“A few Brean have died in
failed attempts,” she continued.

“Brean?”

“That’s what we call them.
It comes from an old word meaning foul smelling and odious. Fitting
name, don’t you think?”

Remembering the stink in the forest,
before both encounters, I found the name most appropriate and told
her so.

I continued, “It’s hard to imagine that
they get killed often. The one I shot walked away, when just about
any other creature would have died.”

“No, it doesn’t happen too
often; but who’s to say the one you shot won’t die? Perhaps its
wound will heal and maybe it won’t. If it doesn’t, you’ve sentenced
it to a slow and painful death—a lesson that won’t be lost on the
others.”

“What do you think they’ll
do?”

“It’s hard to say. One thing
is for sure…” she said, staring out into the trees with a concerned
look on her face.

“What?” I pressed, when she
didn’t finish.

“They are going to study
you.”

“How do you
know?”

“Because there’s one
watching us right now.”

I froze. Searching her face to confirm
she was serious, I slowly turned and scanned the woods; but I saw
nothing. I looked at Sarah again. Despite her calm voice, she was
tense. I tried following her gaze, but still couldn’t see anything.
Normally, I was the first to spot an oddity, and it somewhat
bruised my ego to finally have to admit, “I don’t see it. Where is
it?”

She pointed to a clump of trees a few
hundred yards away on the edge of the woods.

I tried again with no luck. Slightly
exasperated and embarrassed, I confessed, “I still can’t see
it.”

“Don’t get too worked up
about it,” she said patiently. “I have a lot more experience with
them than you do. You’re concentrating too much on one area. You
have to contrast it with the surroundings. It’s like trying to tell
the difference between two shades of white. If you focus on one
without seeing the other, it’s hard to see the variation. To really
tell the difference, you have to hold them up to each other and
take them both in at the same time.”

Then her voice changed ever so slightly
and she added, “You have to sense them as much as see
them.”

I looked at her curiously; but she was
still fixed on the trees. So, without focusing on anything
specific, I visually took in as much of the forest as I could.
Immediately, I saw something different about one tree in
particular, but had a hard time telling what it was. I squinted,
yet it looked like all the others as far as I could see. Then, I
did something I hadn’t ever tried before. Normally, I read only one
soul at a time. I had never felt the need to perceive a whole group
of people, nor had I ever thought it possible. But now, I forced my
mind open and read the entire forest at once, as if it was one
living organism. What I saw left me speechless. A whole new world
opened up before me. I was amazed to see that every living thing
has its own aura, or color, and different levels of brightness. The
grass has one, the trees another; insects, birds, everything has
its own special, spiritual characteristic. Even the same species
differ from one another. I could see animals and insects buzzing
and moving around that I never would have seen with my natural
eyes. Even from this distance, the woods and fields teemed with
life that just a few moments prior had appeared empty. The one
exception was around the tree that had stood out before. Other than
the plants and trees swaying in the gentle breeze, there was no
other sign of existence. All animal life had either fled the area
or had stopped moving and remained as motionless as possible.
Perched high in the branches, obscured by the leaves, sat the
still, dark vortex of the Brean, just watching us. Goosebumps made
the hair on my arms and neck stand on end.

Exhaustion overcame me and the vision
began to close. It was hard enough work to open an individual soul,
but opening a whole forest was monumental—something I knew I
wouldn’t be able to keep up for long. It was akin to holding a
large barrel over your head; eventually, it would grow too heavy
and your physical limitations would force you to lower it. But it
didn’t matter. I knew what to look for now, and I could see it well
enough.

Sarah was looking at me curiously.
Suddenly self-conscious, I closed my gaping mouth. I must have
looked like an idiot with my jaw hanging open and looking all over
the place, but felt pleased to discover that at least I hadn’t
drooled.

“Can you see it?” she
asked.

“Uh…yes. Yes, I think I
can,” I stammered, trying to recover.

Her gaze returned to the
woods.

“How long has it been
there?” I asked.

“Not long.”

“Did you see it
come?”

“No, but I know it wasn’t
there when we first came out.”

“Are we safe? Do we need to
arm ourselves?”

“I don’t think we’re ever
fully safe with one of those creatures around. Even so, I don’t
think we are in any immediate danger. However, if it will make you
feel better, you may get a weapon.”

It would make me feel better; but I
stayed put since she wasn’t moving and I didn’t want to look like a
ninny.

“I guess I’ll trust you,” I
mumbled.

She smiled, which I thought strange in
light of the circumstance.

“Have you been attacked?” I
asked suddenly. I wondered why I hadn’t thought of asking
before.

She hesitated before answering,
“Yes.”

“Well?” I asked
expectantly.

“Well, what?”

“Are you going to tell me
what happened? You say how hard it is for men to tell particulars,
but it’s near impossible getting information out of you.”
Especially since I can’t read your soul, I
thought.

“You can always get
information out of me; the question is whether or not it’s the
information you seek.”

I sighed, “See? You’re very good at not
answering questions.”

“There really isn’t much to
tell…”

“Go on,” I
prodded.

“If you insist,” she said a
little sadly.

“I do.”

“Very well, but it was a
long time ago. You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t dwell too much
on the details.”

She glanced up and saw that the irony
of her disclaimer hadn’t been lost on me.

She continued, “I’d grown accustomed to
seeing a Brean now and then; not very often mind you, maybe once
every few months. At first they terrified me, but then I grew used
to them—well, as much as one could, I suppose. All the same, I got
into the habit of taking my dogs with me wherever I went. Better to
be safe, you know. Most animals usually leave you alone, but there
is that chance they might change their mind.

“I lived in this state with
them for several years. Then, one year, in early spring, everything
changed. There were a few farms in this country at that time, some
not too far away from here. One day, while traveling back from
Marysvale, I heard screaming, and I ran toward it. I didn’t really
think much of it at first; I thought that somebody was hurt and
needed help. However, the nearer I got, I could tell something was
very wrong. The cries were all different—filled with terror. At the
same time, horrible growls and roars, sounds I had never heard
before, filled the forest. Drawing closer, I saw the Whiting’s
cabin on fire, surrounded by four of the monsters.”

It was the first time I had heard Sarah
call them monsters.

“Joshua, the father, ran out
to fight…they tore him to pieces.” Her eyes moistened up. “His
screams, and that of his family watching, wrenched the air. My dogs
went crazy. That’s when they noticed me. One of the creatures
pursued me, and I ran. My dogs tried to defend me.”

She swallowed, and then continued in a
shaky voice, “The fighting was terrible. As I fled, I heard
bellowing roars, howls of pain, and the sound of tearing flesh. It
all ended with a yelp; and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was
caught. I’m still surprised that I wasn’t. My lungs and legs
burned, and I wondered if it was pointless to try to escape. I was
nearing steep cliffs, with nowhere else to run. Nevertheless, the
snarls from the Brean, and remembering the sight and sounds of that
poor man, kept me going. In desperation, and the knowledge that any
death would be better than at the hands of a monster, I did the
only thing I could think of: I ran to the edge of the cliff and
threw myself off.”

She paused, reliving the experience in
her mind; and I contemplated what I would have done in her
situation.

After a long moment, she continued, “It
was very high, and I felt like I’d never hit the ground…. I guess I
really didn’t. The impact of the lake water on my body was
incredibly hard; at first I thought I’d broken something. The cold
from the spring runoff was so intense that it sucked the life and
movement right out of me. I started to sink, but I told myself,
‘Just one kick’…then another…and another, until I made it to the
surface. The Brean was still at the top of the cliff, glaring at
me. I thought it was going to jump in, but it didn’t. However, it
did follow me from the cliff top. With no other alternative in
sight, I swam for the opposite shore. I expected to drown. Finally,
nearly frozen to death, I drug myself out on the other
side.

“After a very cold night, I
made my way back to the farms. In all, only three others survived:
Michael Wolfe and his two young daughters. They were also coming
back from Marysvale at the time of the attacks. I found their
mother in a field. All the rest of our neighbors were
slaughtered….I buried most of them myself.”

Tears flowed down her cheeks and her
hands shook slightly. I felt awful and guilty for badgering her to
reveal the story, and wished I could take it back.

“I’m very sorry. I…I didn’t
think it would have been so terrible. I shouldn’t have pushed
you.”

“Don’t feel bad. Still, you
need to know what they are capable of, now that you’re in their
country.”

Suddenly, without warning, I felt my
face flush, as an inexplicable anger flared to the surface. It
wasn’t directed at Sarah, but her story had triggered something
deep inside me. I wanted to grab all the weapons I could and blast
that thing out of the tree.

Sarah studied my face for a moment and
then said, “I know what you want to do, John. I’ve wanted to do the
same thing; but now isn’t the time.”

“How do you know what I want
and what time it is?” I spat, my voice trembling, trying to control
the rage.

The fury within me erupted and my whole
body was consumed with the desire to tear the beast to pieces. It
enraged me in ways that I didn’t understand. My thoughts turned to
the husband—and to the daughters who had to grow up without a
mother; and I thought of the others, whose lives had also ended so
horrifically. And it was all…for what? Because some beast decided
to mark its territory? Were the people simply a nuisance to the
Brean? Or was it just evil…and evil is irrational and selfish.
Did it even matter why the monsters did it? No, not to me.
I didn’t want to understand; I just wanted to kill them.

“John,” said Sarah, in a
soothing voice that pulled me back from the dark chambers of my
mind. She softly put her hand around my wrist. “Look at
me.”

Reluctantly, I peeled my eyes away from
the dark figure and turned them to the beautiful, compassionate
face that was silently pleading with me.

“Let it go, John. Don’t
strike in anger. There will be a time and a place for it; but it’s
not now. Trust me.”

Something told me to believe her; and
with great effort, I forced myself to settle down. Slowly, the
illogical hatred subsided. My shaking and clenched fists eased,
revealing little drops of blood where my fingernails had dug into
the palms of my hands.

Once the anger had passed, I felt
incredibly foolish. I had never felt such strong hostility, even
with Mr. Martin. I thoroughly disliked him, but this was different;
it was nearly uncontrollable and all consuming. With Martin, I’d
always been in command of my emotions, except when Thomas had
sucked me in. Even so, this was more intense.

“I…I’m sorry. I don’t know
what came over me.”

“Think nothing of it. I know
this can all be overwhelming and a little hard to believe.
Sometimes it doesn’t seem real even to me.”

“I don’t know how you can
sit here so calmly with that thing out there,” I
blurted.

“I never said I was calm,”
she replied.

“How do you know it won’t
attack?”

“I don’t. They just haven’t
bothered me in years. I’m never fully at ease; but I’ve decided if
it happens, then it happens. I just prepare the best I can and try
not to worry about what I can’t change. Besides, we’re not totally
unprepared. First off, we know it’s there. Secondly, we don’t have
to worry about an attack from the other direction; they’re afraid
of the water and the animals get jumpy if they get too close.
Lastly…”

Sarah unbuttoned her vest, revealing
two large, strange-looking pistols.

“They’re especially made for
them,” she said, gesturing toward the monster. “I contrived them
myself—at least some parts. I heard a traveler a long time ago
boasting that if you add groves to the barrel and spin the ball, it
becomes more accurate at a farther distance. These pistols have
that design, making them much more exact and have a greater
range.”

Sarah drew one of them and extracted
from it a narrow, cylindrical object, a little over half the length
of my finger.

“See? They also use paper
cartridges containing both the powder and balls. They are quick to
reload, and powerful, too. Unfortunately, the paper needed to make
the cartridges is hard to come by, so I only carry them for
emergencies. Otherwise, you load them like any other
pistol.”

She looked at me expectantly, obviously
proud of her work.

“They’re wonderful!” I
exclaimed. “How in the world were you able to create
them?”

“I have my friend, Angus, to
thank for that. He’s an old blacksmith and he helped make the plan
of my pistols work. I also have a few muskets with the same
design—he calls them rifles.”

I had to admit I was impressed, and I
told her so. She looked pleased and I felt a little more
secure.

I was intrigued by the weapons and
wanted to try them out, but decided that could wait. Especially
since my shooting skills were less than impressive.

“If you don’t mind my
asking, how come you stayed here after the attacks?”

“I didn’t, at least not
initially. Just those of us who lived around the lake were hit
during the raid. Along with Michael Wolfe and his girls, I loaded
up my belongings, and we fled to Marysvale. The news of our assault
spread fast; and most of the families who lived in other parts
around Marysvale moved into town as well.”

“And what of the ones who
didn’t leave?”

“They, too, were eventually
attacked. Those who survived moved to Marysvale in the
end.”

“But you’re not there
anymore….”

“No. After living there for
a few years, it was agreed that it would be best if I left. You
see, I didn’t get along with many of the town leaders; I was a bit
of a troublemaker for them. So, they gave me the option of leaving
peacefully, with their aid and supplies; or staying, and they would
make it very unpleasant for me.”

“You obviously chose to
leave.”

“Yes, but it was a hard
decision. I was terrified about living alone out here with the
Brean, and wasn’t at all convinced that I would survive. Neither
were the town leaders. In fact, they expected my demise. I suspect
they gave me everything I needed, with the plan that, after I was
dead, they would come and take it all back. Only problem
is…”

“You didn’t die,” I finished
for her.

“No. But there were many
sleepless and nightmare-filled nights in the beginning. I finally
decided that if I died, then I died; and I stopped worrying about
it.”

I looked up and the monster was
gone.

Without having to ask, Sarah offered,
“It left only a few minutes ago.”

I felt relieved and we lapsed back into
a comfortable silence.

 


***

 


I was back in the dream, running
through the woods toward the cabin nestled deep in the forest; only
it wasn’t so strange now—it was familiar, much like Sarah’s home.
As before, I was struck with a great sense of dread. There was
someone I needed to see, but I didn’t want to. I held a secret; but
I was forbidden to share it. Again, I crept up the stairs and
through the front door. I made my way deeper into the cabin until I
could hear women’s voices. They were strained and tense—panicked.
Something I did caused them this fear. I hesitated, unsure of what
to do. Eventually, I gently pushed the door open and entered a
small kitchen. Two women were sitting there, one looked like Sarah.
They turned and stared at me. In that instant, a tremendous roar
split the air, and the cabin burst into flame. Black smoke choked
my lungs and clouded my vision. I heard a woman scream, and then
fall silent. A huge Brean emerged from the thick smoke. Its long,
sharp teeth dripped with blood. Red eyes fell upon me. With a
snarl, it lunged—its mouth wide, ready to devour me. I cried out in
terror, struggling to flee. Strong hands gripped me from behind and
drug me backwards out of its reach…and back into
consciousness.

The blankets were soaked with sweat.
Shaking with fear, I threw them off and sat up on the edge of the
bed. I buried my face in my hands, trying to gain control. It
was just a dream, I told myself; but the horror still felt
very real.

I sat for a long time, shivering and
fearful. Finally, somewhat calmer, I got up and crept down the
stairs. There were still a few embers from the night’s fire glowing
in the large stone fireplace. I retrieved some logs and gently laid
them across the brightest of the coals. After a few minutes of
smoke, flames leapt from the smoldering wood and began spreading
their warmth. From a chair, I watched the golden firelight mix with
shadows and perform their intricate dance across the walls and
objects in the room.

Slowly, the darkness outside melted
away before a new morning.

“Are you making up for
sleeping in late yesterday?” asked Sarah softly.

She stood in the doorway, dressed in a
long nightgown, with her loose hair pulled over in front of one
shoulder—and not a bit embarrassed to be seen in such
circumstances. She truly was an odd woman. I hadn’t noticed her
arrival, and wondered how long she’d been there. Nevertheless, I
smiled at her, grateful for the company.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I
replied.

“I’m sorry. Is there
anything wrong? Did you get cold?”

“No, I’m fine. Just a bad
dream is all.”

“Ah. Anything you want to
talk about?”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing; just
one of those where going back to sleep is impossible.”

“Mmm, that sometimes
happens—especially around these parts. I’ll get dressed and then
make us some breakfast. A good meal and a bright morning always
help; and it looks like we may have another warm, clear
day.”

The prospect lightened my mood
considerably.

“Is there anything I can do
to help? My shoulder is getting better, and I feel like I should be
doing something. I’m not accustomed to sitting around so
much.”

“It’s not just your shoulder
I’m worried about. You had a rough time getting here. You may feel
fine now, but if you push it, it will take longer to fully mend.
However,” she added, “I suppose collecting eggs from the chicken
coop won’t put you under, if you feel up to it.”

I did.

We dressed and I carried out my
assignment while she got breakfast ready.

After our meal, Sarah spent the rest of
the day with chores. I tried to help as much as possible, but got
scolded for doing so. She was funny when riled, and I sometimes
worked just to tease her. Finally, Sarah threatened bed rest if I
ignored her anymore. And when I ignored that, she threatened to
throw me out, saying something like, “If you’re so dead set against
healing, then you might as well just get on your way and let the
Brean finish the job.”

The latter threat was in jest, the
first was not.

The following day was much the same,
except, she removed the stitching from my shoulder. The process
consisted of snipping the thread and pulling each stitch out one by
one, with the next feeling progressively more painful than the
last—though, perhaps it was just the anticipation of the sting that
gave me that impression.

The next afternoon, Sarah decided to go
fishing, and invited me to join her. I looked at the small, ancient
row boat, sagging slightly to one side in the water, and
respectfully declined. The dog, who somehow understood what she
said, was already halfway down to the little vessel.

Looking doubtfully at the boat, I
warned, “Be careful.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry. I managed
before you came; I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

I shrugged. “Your funeral.”

She laughed.

Turning toward the lake, she said, over
her shoulder, “Stay out of trouble.”

I watched her row away, and then went
to check on Smoke. I found him irritable at having been left in a
stable for so long. He kept nudging and trying to knock me off my
feet every time I turned my back on him.

“Fine,” I growled. “Have it
your way.”

I turned him loose in the pasture where
he immediately went over and tried to harass the cows. They didn’t
even notice.

Feeling drowsy, I went back inside,
sunk into a rocking chair by the fireplace, and drifted off to
sleep.

 


***

 


What was that noise? I
couldn’t tell if it was in my dream or a reality. I
listened…nothing. Had I dreamt it? No, there it is again.
I kept my eyes closed, still listening. The porch squeaked.
Someone, or something, was out there. Is it Sarah? I had
no idea how long I had been asleep; but it didn’t feel long. Again
the porch squeaked—this time right outside the front
door.

Wouldn’t Sarah come up from the
dock at the back of the cabin? Experience told me that slow
men sometimes found themselves dead. I sprang out of the chair with
a little more force than intended, knocking it over, and sending it
crashing to the floor.

I grabbed a gun from over the fireplace
and spun around, just in time to see the door fly open. Two large,
black pistols aimed at my chest.


Chapter Seven: Stalking the Stalker
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THE guns looked just like Sarah’s and were held by a
dark-haired female, about my same age, who glared at me through
deep green eyes. She, too, was dressed like a man, in brown
breeches and black boots.

We stared at each other over the tops
of our pistols.

“Who are you?” she
demanded.

“Who are you?” I replied
neutrally.

“Since I have two pistols to
your one, I’ll do the questioning.”

“It only takes one shot,” I
pointed out.

“If you’re so sure you’ll
win, then why don’t you try?” she asked, with what I imagined to be
the most threatening voice she could manage.

Time to find out what I’m really up
against.

I read her soul. She was confident and
sure of her abilities. She was also scared; but it wasn’t for
herself, it was for Sarah. She was also a good person and had no
more of a desire to hurt me than I did her. I started to dig
deeper, to pick more from her thoughts. Surprisingly, a veil closed
over her soul, just like Sarah had done to me not four days ago. A
curious expression crossed her face and the tips of her pistols
dipped slightly.

Taking advantage of her sudden
confusion, I decided to disarm her, before either one of us got
hurt.

“Mister, I wouldn’t,” said a
young girl’s voice, coming from behind me. “You better just drop
your pistol.”

I stopped and started to turn, so I
could see who else I was dealing with.

“No…don’t turn, just do,”
ordered the new girl.

I flipped the pistol in the air,
grabbed it by the barrel, and offered it to her.

“I’d better not drop it; it
might go off,” I suggested.

She bought the excuse and took the
weapon by the handle. Her companion came to her senses and
screamed, “No, Hannah! Don’t!”

But it was too late. With lightning
speed, I seized the girl, Hannah, by the wrist, twirled her around,
and grabbed her from behind. Quickly, I twisted the pistols out of
her hands. Both girls were stunned, and they seemed scared. I
leaned over and put the guns down on a nearby piece of furniture.
Then I released Hannah, who immediately dashed behind her
friend.

“There,” I said. “I’m not
going to hurt you.”

The older one still held her pistols
up, nonetheless.

With both girls now in front of me, I
had a better look at them, and predicted they were sisters. Both
had clear skin, rich green eyes, and long, flowing, dark brown
hair, which almost looked black (though the older one’s had a hint
of red). I guessed Hannah to be around fourteen. Both were pretty;
but they were gaunt, dusty, and haggard.

Hannah turned to her companion, “I
couldn’t see her out back.”

“What have you done with
her?” demanded the older girl.

“If you mean Hannah, I let
her go,” I replied coolly.

“Do you think I’m stupid?
And if you think that stunt you did with my sister is going to buy
you some goodwill, it won’t. I don’t trust you,” she said
flatly.

So they were sisters after
all.

“No,” I sighed. “I don’t
suppose I blame you; trusting strangers can be a risky
venture.”

Raising the pistols slightly to
emphasize her point, she demanded, “Let’s try this once more—and I
am not going to ask again. Is she hurt?”

“I don’t know, probably…have
you seen the boat she takes fishing?”

Hannah giggled, obviously aware of its
condition. The older girl shot a warning glance at her sister,
conveying the message to keep quiet.

I looked into Hannah’s soul and found
it still open. She was amused by this exchange and felt measurably
more relaxed. She was also pure in heart. Once I knew she was
innocent, I felt guilty for invading her, and I stopped.

I walked over to the overturned chair
I’d been sitting in, and sat it upright.

“What are you doing?”
snapped the older girl.

“Straightening the
furniture; this may take a while to resolve. Besides, you two look
tired.”

I sat down.

Hannah liked the idea and moved for a
chair of her own. Her older sister glared at her again, and she
sighed to express her disapproval, but stayed put.

It turned out we didn’t have long to
wait.

“Hannah! Jane!” cried an
excited Sarah.

The older one, Jane, flinched. I
cringed and braced for the impact of not one, but possibly two
shots from her pistols.

Nothing happened.

Sarah swept into the room and embraced
them both, forcing Jane to lower one of her weapons, as she and
Hannah were squeezed together like little dolls.

Sarah released them. “My goodness, you
look starved! We must fix that.”

Then turning to me, she said, “I
thought I told you to stay out of trouble.”

“Yes…that. Well, I suppose
I’m just gifted when it comes to trouble.”

She broke into a smile then looked at
Jane.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,
either shoot him or put away your pistols.”

I shot Sarah a dirty look, and she
laughed.

“She wasn’t really going to
shoot you. Were you Jane?”

Jane didn’t answer, but slowly put the
pistols back in their holsters.

Hannah giggled and said, “She’s just
sore because she knows we were had when you grabbed me, and she
doesn’t like to lose.”

Sarah broke in before Jane could
retort, “Well…you’ve all met; but have you been
introduced?”

I answered, “The young, pleasant one is
Hannah; and the one who still wants to kill me is Jane.”

Hannah beamed and said, “That about
sums it up.”

“Except for who you are,”
snorted Jane.

Sarah introduced us.

“John, this is Jane and
Hannah Wolfe.”

My eyes went up in recognition of the
name, and I remembered the story and the loss of their mother.
Knowing their heartache, and seeing the condition they were in now,
I felt compassion for them.

“Girls, this is John Casey.
He’s my guest here while he heals up.”

Jane looked questioningly at Sarah and
was about to ask something when Hannah broke in.

“Healing? Healing from what?
I bet I can guess.”

“You’re quite right,
Hannah,” said Sarah. “John was attacked by three Brean.”

“That’s amazing! And you
lived! You have to tell us what happened,” exclaimed Hannah
excitedly. “It must have been a terrible fight.”

Even Jane softened. She looked
impressed for a moment, but quickly regained her contemptuous look,
though it was not as hard as it was before.

“I’m afraid there’s not much
to tell. If I hadn’t come across Sarah, I’m sure they would’ve got
me.”

“Oh, there’s quite a bit
more to tell,” Sarah refuted. “But, before we discuss all that, I
want to know what under heaven made you girls risk such a dangerous
journey? You know they’re watching you.”

Jane replied, “We know; but things are
getting worse…there’s not enough food.”

“We’re starving to death,”
piped in Hannah. “And not just us; everyone is suffering. Except
for ‘the almighty’ and his puppets,” she spat.

I looked quizzically at
Sarah.

“I’ll explain later,” she
said. “First, let’s have some tea, and I’ll make us something to
eat. We don’t want you to collapse after such a long
journey.”

“Oh, yes!” exulted Hannah,
her eyes widening at the prospects of food.

Jane added, “Thank you. We are very
hungry.”

“Come sit in the kitchen
with me, while I get things ready,” invited Sarah.

She led the way, rattling off all kinds
of questions, such as: “When did you get here?” “How long did it
take?” “Did anything happen?” And so on.

I smiled, remembering the inquisition
I’d received when telling my story—the difference being that Jane
and Hannah enjoyed it and were much chattier than I’d been. Wanting
to give them some privacy, and feeling a bit like an outsider, I
slipped out the front door while they migrated into the
kitchen.

I walked over to the pasture railing,
climbed up, and sat on it. Smoke had given up trying to harass the
cows and now joined them in grazing the lush grass. He wandered
over after noticing me sitting there. I wrapped one arm around his
head and patted him with the other.

With Jane and Hannah here, reality was
setting in. I recognized that I was only a guest, and the time was
close at hand for my departure, maybe a day or two at the most. Of
course, I’d known I would have to leave eventually, but I had kept
shoving it out of my thoughts. Now, I knew I couldn’t wait any
longer, if I were to find a place before the real cold set in. I
had already pushed my luck and would have many a frigid night ahead
before I found a suitable town and place to live. And though I was
certain Sarah would be willing to keep me over the winter, I had no
right to impose myself on her goodwill anymore. She was no doubt
sincere in her fondness of me, but was probably putting up with me
out of loneliness or perhaps even pity.

Where to go was the question haunting
me now. I supposed there was Marysvale. I wondered if this is what
Sarah meant when she said, “I expect before too long you’ll want to
go there.” However, a town plagued by monsters and famine didn’t
sound at all appealing. And I doubted if there would be people
willing to feed me when they, themselves, were starving. Perhaps
someone may, but I wouldn’t feel right about taking their food if
another option existed. Besides, what was the difference between
that and staying with Sarah—other than Sarah didn’t look like she
had any lack of food? The only plan I could think of was my
original one: travel west and then far enough to the south where no
one would know my name.

Maybe I could even learn a lesson from
Sarah: instead of trying to live among them, I would find a nice
piece of fertile ground and start a little farm of my own; just
close enough to a town to get supplies, but far enough away that I
wouldn’t be bothered. If I rode hard, I could make it in a few
weeks: find a room to rent, obtain some work, and wait for spring
when I could put my plan into action. The only difficulty with this
plan was the Brean; but that was something I would have to deal
with no matter what course I took. I wondered if it really mattered
whether I lived or died; no one would miss me, except maybe
Smoke—that is, if he survived.

The smell of frying fish and baking
bread floated in the air and made my mouth water. I could
sympathize with what it must be doing to the sisters. I stroked
Smoke a few more times on his dark neck, then hopped down and made
my way back to the cabin. I halted after a few steps when I
realized that Sarah, Jane, and Hannah were standing on the porch
watching me. Both the sisters munched on apples (Sarah’s temporary
cure for hunger). When Sarah saw the look on my face, she smiled,
turned to the others, and said something. They, too, broke into
grins. Suddenly, a debate waged in my head….Which was worse: a
forest full of monsters or a house full of women? Without the
ability to tap into their feelings, I felt utterly
outgunned.

Sarah, seeing my consternation,
hollered, “We’re not going to hurt you.”

I called back, “I’m not
convinced.”

All three of them broke into
laughter.

“How about a peace offering?
I have some tea brewing on the stove and supper is almost
ready.”

“Very well,” I said
hesitantly. “I accept.”

We went into the kitchen where Sarah
poured tea and Jane served it.

“You didn’t have to run
away,” said Sarah.

“I know; but I thought that
you might like some privacy.”

“Nonsense, you’re as welcome
here as anyone.”

Jane looked as though she didn’t agree,
but said nothing.

Hannah piped in, “Besides, I want to
hear about your escape.”

“You might as well tell your
story,” warned Jane, while trying to pretend she wasn’t interested.
“She’ll never leave you alone until you do.”

“Like I said, there isn’t
much to it. However…since Jane is so fascinated, I’ll
tell.”

She furrowed her eyebrows and I dove
into my story before she could fire back.

Sarah, ever vigilant with the details,
interjected now and then some bit of information that apparently I
had omitted.

“You’re right; there wasn’t
much to tell,” said Jane with a mocking smile when I had
finished.

“I think he is very brave,”
said Hannah coming to my defense. “You only had to deal with one.
And John at least kept his clothes on.”

“Hannah, that’s enough,”
breathed Jane threateningly.

Seeing my curiosity piqued, Hannah
continued, “And she had to walk all the way here without
them.”

Turning red, Jane snapped, “It wasn’t
like that. You’re making it sound much worse than it
was.”

Sarah, hiding a grin behind her cup of
tea, suggested, “Why don’t you tell about your escape,
Jane?”

Jane grunted, “I might as well, since
Hannah will tell you about it anyway—and she has a tendency to
stretch the truth.”

“I don’t lie,” said Hannah
defensively.

Jane ignored her.

“You see, Sarah and our
family had an arrangement…”

Jane glanced at Sarah as if asking her
permission. Sarah simply nodded.

“We’d bring Sarah supplies:
tools, buckets, things like that; and in return, she gave us
food.”

“Until those awful men put a
stop to it,” said Hannah, cutting in. “Only concerned about the
welfare of those lovely girls—have to protect them, you know,”
she quoted, with dripping sarcasm.

“Will you please let me
finish,” pleaded Jane.

“Sorry, I won’t interrupt
again.”

“Thank you.”

“But can you believe they
are getting fatter when the town is starving? Oh…sorry again,
Jane.”

“As I was saying…I was
younger then, and not as careful as I am now.”

She said this with a glance at Hannah,
who didn’t seem to notice her implication.

“It was before the town
council put a stop to our trades. Father was ill and Hannah—well,
she was just too young.”

“Was not! It’s just that
Father was too terrified to send both of us.”

“Will you please?” said Jane
irritably.

Hannah closed her mouth.

“It had been a long time
since any attacks or sightings, so Father let me make the trip here
alone. He was ever so worried. Nevertheless, I pestered him for
days, and he finally relented. He warned me to come straight here
as quick as I could. But he always said that no matter where I
went, so I paid little attention.”

Hannah was fidgeting in her chair,
wanting to say something, but Jane gave her a look that kept her
quiet.

“It’s not very often we get
to leave the safety of the town. Imagine how it is, seeing the same
things over and over again without change….So, instead of coming
straight here, I used my freedom and rode a trail along the shore
of the lake. There is a nice overlook atop some cliffs, and I
decided to stretch my legs. I tied Sam (that was the name of our
horse) to a tree and walked over to the edge. It was a bright,
beautiful summer day. The sun was warm and the sky a clear blue. I
sat under the shade of a tree and listened to the sound of the
waves gently washing ashore; it made me sleepy. I think I may have
dozed off…it was so stupid of me! How could I fall asleep like
that, unarmed and alone, in the middle of the day?” She sighed and
continued, “I woke to the sound of Sam whinnying. I tried to see
what caused it, but there was nothing there to see. No movement…no
sound…other than Sam working himself into a frenzy and straining to
break free. Of course I knew there was something, I could feel it;
and I was scared. I hid behind a tree not sure what to do. It’s
strange what you think about at a time like that. I remember
thinking how disappointed Father would be over the loss of Sam.
Poor Sam, he was nearly free, but…”

She looked pale, and hesitated, trying
to find the words.

“It was so fast and
powerful! It came out of nowhere—like it simply melted out of the
forest! It slashed Sam’s neck with its claws and teeth, while at
the same time throwing him to the ground. Blood sprayed everywhere.
I couldn’t believe what I saw and how quickly it happened. I’d
never seen one before so close. I ducked behind a tree trunk before
it saw me; but it knew I was there. I shook so hard I thought it
would hear me; I couldn’t control it! It was terrifying—the way it
sniffed the air to find me—I knew it was the end. Every time it
stopped and sniffed, it was a little closer. My heart was pounding
so hard, I couldn’t think.”

She stopped again. “Sarah did you feel
that way?”

Sarah nodded and put her arm around
Jane.

I thought about my own experience and
supposed I didn’t have time to be afraid; plus, I was mounted and
armed, not alone and defenseless like Jane.

She continued, “I prayed silently that
it wouldn’t end this way, or if I was going to die that it would be
quick and painless. That’s when I remembered Sarah’s experience of
jumping into the lake to escape. I thought about jumping in as
well; but I didn’t think I could swim very far, and drowning didn’t
seem to be a better way of dying. Then a thought came to me so
strongly that I didn’t even question the absurdity. As quickly and
quietly as I could—which was near to impossible with my shaking
body and pounding heart—I removed my clothes, wrapped them around a
rock and tried to throw the whole bundle into the lake. It landed
near the edge, rolled once, and fell over the cliff and into the
water. When the Brean heard the splash, it ran to the edge and
crouched down. I assumed it was trying to figure out if I’d jumped.
Then, I ran at it and, with all of my might, I shoved it. I hit it
so hard I nearly went over myself, but it worked. The smelly beast
fell over, its arms and legs flailing, trying to grasp anything it
could on the way down. It couldn’t swim—it tried, but it just
sank—and in seconds, it was out of sight. The rock must have fallen
out of my clothes when it hit the water, because they were still
there, gradually sinking through a stream of bubbles where the
Brean had disappeared.”

“That’s why you had to walk
here without clothes,” I muttered quietly, still taking in what
she’d said.

Jane heard and, misreading my
expression, exclaimed haughtily, “You can wipe that look off your
face, because it wasn’t like that. I wasn’t completely naked; I
still had my undergarments on.”

“No…It’s not that,” I said
blushing. “It’s just—I think it was brilliant.”

“You do?” asked Jane and
Hannah in unison, both slightly bewildered.

“Yes, I do. If you had just
thrown a rock, it probably wouldn’t have been fooled. But with your
scent going over the edge and your clothes floating in the water,
it was confused just long enough for you to push it off. I don’t
think anything else would have worked, except for throwing yourself
over; but like Sarah, you may have been forced to swim quite a
distance and parts of that lake look very deep and
wide.”

Sarah interjected, “Why are you so
surprised Jane? I’ve already told you that it was a smart thing to
do.”

“I know,” said Jane. “But
you’re like our mother. What else would you say? I thought you were
just trying to comfort me.”

“Of course I was trying to
comfort you; but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t true.”

“Oh,” replied Jane
simply.

Sarah finished preparing the food and
placed it on the table. We said grace and I watched the girls eat.
I wonder if I looked that hungry when I got here? I
thought. They had manners, but were obviously starving—their
enthusiasm over the food showed that.

Sarah took pride in her cooking. She
stated how bored and lonely she often felt; and how much she
enjoyed cooking for others. Silently, I agreed with her: I like
others cooking for me. It was delicious, as were all her
meals.

When we finished, I thanked her for the
food and teased, “The fish was well worth risking your life
for.”

She paused, tried to think of a reply,
couldn’t, and finally settled on ordering me out of the kitchen, so
she and the girls could clean up.

I retired to the front porch and did a
quick scan of the woods. Finding nothing, I relaxed on the swing.
Shortly thereafter, Sarah joined me. Sitting on the porch in the
evening, with a cup of tea, had quickly become our nightly ritual.
It was something I enjoyed very much. I had discovered the value of
simple pleasures, and this was something I’d miss.

“Are the girls bathing?” I
asked.

She nodded.

Usually, Sarah just wanted to sit in
silence, at least until the tea was finished, which suited me fine;
but this time she talked.

“We never finished our
conversation about the Brean.”

“We’ve had a few of those.
Which one was it?”

“The one about
Cain.”

“You mean the one where the
townspeople think the monsters are the result of Cain’s
curse?”

“Yes, that’s the
one.”

Already having made up my mind not to
go to Marysvale, I didn’t really care what nonsense they believed.
But, out of politeness, I responded, “Very well then, tell me
more.”

She got up, went inside the cabin, and
returned with the Bible.

“After Cain was cursed, he
complained to the Lord.” She opened the Bible, handed it to me and
said, “Here, read this and tell me what you think.”

I read, “And Cain said unto the
Lord, My punishment is greater than I can bear. Behold, thou hast
driven me out this day from the face of the earth: and from thy
face shall I be hid: and I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond in
the earth: and it shall come to pass, that every one that findeth
me shall slay me.

“And the Lord said unto
him, Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on
him sevenfold. And the Lord set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding
him should kill him.”

I laid the book down and pondered its
meaning. Sarah sat quietly, waiting for my response. Slowly, I
began to understand…

“If the townsfolk believe
that the monsters are related, or the offspring of Cain, then they
think if you kill one…”

“That God will punish you
sevenfold,” finished Jane, who was standing in the
doorway.

Dressed in clean clothes, gone was the
dirt and grime; and with food in her stomach, the color had
returned to her face—though she was still too thin. Her eyes, if
possible, looked even a deeper green. Her hair was wet, and she
looked beautiful.

Not so inconspicuously, Sarah slid
over, making the place next to me the only place to sit. Jane took
it. With her side lightly pressed against mine, I found myself
having a hard time concentrating on anything; it sent shivers
through me, and I savored it. I’d never before been taken with a
woman. But now, with Jane, it was like I’d been waiting my entire
life for her. I found it unsettling and even a little irritating
that I was attracted to her so strongly.

“…think, John?” asked
Jane.

“What? Oh, uh, I’m
sorry….What did you ask?” I stammered, blushing.

Sarah suppressed a grin.

Jane sighed and re-asked the question,
“I was just wondering what you think about the curse?”

“Of course it’s silly! You
and Sarah aren’t cursed for killing any of them,” I
replied.

“If you want to know what I
think,” said Hannah emerging through the door. “I think someone is
controlling them.”

I was going to laugh, but noticed that
the others were taking her seriously.

“I’ve thought the same
thing, Hannah,” confessed Sarah.

Jane nodded in agreement.

“Why do you all think that?”
I asked.

Jane answered, “At first it didn’t make
sense, and I’m sure it doesn’t to you. There didn’t seem to be any
reason or logic as to why some people were attacked and others
weren’t; but after time, a pattern appeared. Of course it has taken
years to see it; but generally, their attacks are calculated to
keep the people trapped inside the city walls, and isolating
Marysvale.”

I thought for a moment and then asked
Sarah, “Is this what you meant when you said they are keener to
allow people into this country than to let them leave?”

She nodded. “A few strangers have made
it into Marysvale, but no one has ever left the territory and
survived.”

“How would you know? Maybe
someone made it and never came back.”

“It’s possible,” admitted
Jane. “But doubtful. They’ve found remains of those who’ve tried.
Sometimes the Brean bring back their heads and leave them at the
city gates.”

“So they’ve killed everyone
who’s tried to escape,” I said absently to myself.

Almost imperceptibly, Sarah whispered,
“No.”

I looked at her and, for the first
time, saw fear in her eyes.

I quietly asked, “What do you
mean?”

She didn’t respond. Tears welled in her
eyes, and I decided I wouldn’t press it.

Presently, she answered
anyway.

“I tried to get away from
here once, a long time ago. After I had been driven from the town,
I wanted to leave the territory. However, I didn’t make it far. One
of the Brean followed me for some time. I got off my horse, doubled
back quietly, found a good hiding spot, and waited. When it passed
by, I killed it. The sound of my gun must have alerted other Brean.
Almost instantly, more showed up. I couldn’t reload fast enough,
there were too many. It was amazing—I’d never seen anything like
it. One would lure while the others encircled me. I think I wounded
one or two, but I was promptly overpowered. I, too, hoped it would
end quickly, but they toyed with me. The one that captured me tore
my clothes off...”

She gulped. When she continued, there
was a slight tremble in her voice.

“It sniffed me from head to
foot. Its stench was horrid; but it was nothing in comparison to my
fear. They killed my horse and ate it slowly while I watched. I
thought they were going to do the same thing to me, but they
didn’t. The same monster then beat me. I’m sure it wasn’t using its
full strength, but it was enough. I was bloody and had some broken
ribs.”

She stopped, trying to keep her
composure. I’d heard more than I wanted, and I hoped she wouldn’t
go on. She was alive and that was sufficient. I had no desire to
hear the rest of the tale, both for her sake and for
mine.

It was Jane’s turn to put her arm
around Sarah, as she continued, “That same, disgusting beast drug
me by the hair, through the forest, and back to this cabin. It
flung me onto the porch and left.”

Jane and Hannah had tears in their
eyes.

“I never knew,” muttered
Jane.

I was horrified by the brutality and my
mind reeled, trying to figure out why the Brean had left Sarah
alive. From the little I knew, it seemed like that was the first
time they had let anyone live. But why?

Sarah recovered and wiped the tears
from her eyes.

It was happening again…I felt strangely
detached; rational enough to know what was happening, but not sure
what to do about it. The anger grew. Why now? What did Sarah have
to do with it? Did her pain trigger it? My face flushed and my
hands shook. Fighting to control the fury and confusion, I clenched
my fists and closed my eyes. Taking deep breaths, I tried calming
down in a fruitless effort. My eyes felt like fire, as if they were
going to burn through the skin. Unable to hold them closed any
longer, I gave in to the rage. My eyelids flew open and that
strange powerful vision burst forth. All the souls of the forest
creatures filled my sight, in that same indescribable kaleidoscope
of colors and hues. This time I wasn’t filled with amazement; I had
a purpose. The anger gave me strength and a focus that I didn’t
otherwise have. My vision expanded and the hills folded away, like
peering through a powerful spyglass. The souls of living creatures
flew by, but I wasn’t interested in them. I was hunting for
something specific, and I found it miles away…the dark vortex of a
monster, silently stalking its way through the woods, unaware that
it, too, was being hunted.


Chapter Eight: Controlling the Lonely Road
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CONSUMED by rage, I felt powerful—sure I could easily
defeat the monster in battle. Everything faded from my sight,
except my target. I studied the way it moved, how it hung in the
shadows, slinking along the thicker parts of woods for cover, and
always sniffing the air. I leapt to my feet, hatred boiling in my
veins. Instantly, a warm, gentle but firm hand wrapped around my
wrist and restrained me, and a familiar voice floated dreamily
through my consciousness. It infuriated me. It was trying to
distract me from my prey.

I whirled on Sarah and was greeted with
the veil that blocked her soul from me. After all that’s
happened to her, why was she trying to stop me? She’s
scared, I thought. And it’s time for me to see what she’s
hiding.

I focused my newfound energy on the
shroud and slowly, against her will, it began to open a crack. But
it wasn’t fear she was hiding, it was hope. It certainly wasn’t
what I expected, and it startled me. Her hands reached up and
gently held my face, her eyes pleading not to dig further; not
because she wanted to hide something from me, but because she was
trying to protect me from some knowledge that could hurt
me.

It was enough to break the strange
trance. When the last of the anger had seeped away, I felt deeply
ashamed for what I had done. I’d broken into a friend who
purposefully didn’t want me there; one who had somehow taken
measures to keep me out. I had forced my way in and took something
that wasn’t mine to take. I felt terrible. I tried to pull away,
but Sarah held me firm.

She said something to me, and now that
the fury was over, I could finally comprehend her words.

“You have to fight it, John.
I know anger can be a powerful force, but using it is never a good
choice. It’s a lonely road—one where true friends aren’t willing to
follow; and it’s a hard one to come back from. If you act in anger,
mistakes can be made, and people you love can be hurt.…”

She let that hang for a moment, like a
deserving knife in the heart, and I knew that she knew what I had
done.

Then she continued, “If you keep giving
in, the next time it will be easier, and then easier again, until
all regret and remorse have waxed cold. However,” she said softly,
“as with any temptation, the more you fight it, the easier it
becomes to control, until you become its master and not the other
way around.”

The shame I felt was so great that I
wanted to get on Smoke and run long and far and hide myself. Sarah
had another plan: she pulled me close, wrapped her arms around me,
and embraced me in a loving hug.

Quietly, so only she could hear, I
whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

She whispered back, “You’re
forgiven.”

Jane and Hannah exchanged bewildered
looks, as they tried to figure out what had just happened. Giving
up, Hannah simply stated, “That was strange.”

Jane, on the other hand, started to ask
Sarah a question; but before she could get out anything more than,
“Does he…?” Sarah, almost imperceptibly, shook her head and Jane
fell quiet.

 


***

 


The next day was bright and sunny, but
noticeably cooler. Jane and Hannah had slept in Sarah’s room. I
tried to give up my bed, but all three insisted that it wasn’t
necessary, claiming they always slept with Sarah in her amply large
one. Being vastly outnumbered, I finally retreated to the safety of
the loft.

After breakfast, we all helped with the
chores. I took care of the animals and repaired some fencing that
was badly in need of attention. Jane and Sarah quickly and
efficiently harvested the remainder of the garden and orchard, and
then went to work preserving what they had reaped. It was unclear
as to what Hannah did; she seemed busy, but it was difficult to
nail down exactly how she contributed. Apparently, Jane had trouble
determining it too, because she eventually commented on it quite
sharply—to which Hannah feigned great offense, saying that she was
like the grease that kept the wagon wheels turning: hard to see the
work that it does, but very important. Though, after Jane’s helpful
input, Hannah became much more effective.

It was just about dusk when Sarah
caught up with me outside the barn.

“John,” she said.

I turned.

The tone of her voice told me that it
was serious. I put my tools down and looked at her.

“Have you seen
them?”

I didn’t have to answer. As soon as she
asked the question, her eyes floated past me and she noticed the
rifle and the strung up crossbow leaning against the barn wall. I
knew exactly what she asked, and it wasn’t about Jane and Hannah.
Ever since I had discovered my new gift, I’d quickly put it to use
by sweeping the woods every so often. Today, not one, but two Brean
returned.

“It’s the first time I’ve
seen two of them watching,” she said.

“Mmm,” I replied. “There was
only one in the beginning. It left and then came back with the
other.”

She pondered this.

“Tomorrow the girls will be
returning to Marysvale.”

“Yes,” I said, already aware
of what she planned on asking. “I’ll accompany them.”

She looked relieved. “Thank
you.”

“Though I’m not as familiar
with the Brean as you are, I don’t think this is a good
development. You should come with us.”

I already knew what her answer would
be—I could see it on her face; but I wanted to hear it
anyway.

She didn’t say anything for a moment,
then replied slowly, “I don’t think it would be good, for a number
of people, if I went to town. You’ll have a better trip if I don’t
go.”

“A better trip, how?” I
prodded.

She didn’t answer, so I did. “Because
this isn’t just your home…it’s also your prison.”

She nodded slowly, as if I’d forced it
out of her.

“Why?” I asked
simply.

“I know this may be asking
too much,” she said softly. “I haven’t given you a lot of answers,
and I’m afraid I can’t give you much more. Please believe me when I
say it’s for your own protection that you do not know, at least for
now. What you don’t know, they can’t find out.”

She looked at me, hopeful that I would
accept what she said and not question her further.

Remembering how quickly she’d forgiven
me, after angrily breaking into her thoughts, I looked into her
eyes and said, “I trust you.”

Her eyes moistened and there was warmth
in her smile that I wasn’t sure I deserved.

Then she said, “I know you must be
concerned with where you are going to live for the winter. I want
you to stay here.”

I started to protest, but she cut me
off.

“Will you stop arguing every
time someone does something nice for you, and just accept it? This
journey will put you at least four or five days out and there isn’t
anywhere to go without fighting the Brean. You can also put your
mind at ease: it won’t be charity—though there is nothing wrong
with that. I have plenty of work here for the both of us to get
done before the first snow flies, and even after. You’ll be a
tremendous help.” She then grinned and added, “I’ll see to
that.”

I couldn’t deny it would be a great
relief for me, so I accepted.

“Good. Now let’s go find the
girls. I don’t trust those things, and I don’t want Jane and Hannah
out of our sight. I should warn you, Jane has grown up in a tough
world; and she has a very independent spirit. Chances are, she
won’t like the idea of your coming along. She may think I don’t
trust her.”

“I won’t take no for an
answer,” I said defiantly.

“Good.”

We found the girls in the kitchen, or
rather Sarah did; I stayed on the front porch where I could keep
track of the Brean—both of which were still there. I wondered if
they knew I could see them and hoped they wouldn’t stay too long. I
also knew that it wasn’t practical to sit here and watch them all
the time. There had been plenty of times during the night when they
could have come unnoticed and, unlike Sarah, I didn’t put too much
trust in the dog warning us, or any other animal for that
matter—except maybe Smoke. I still debated if it were safer for him
to be locked in the barn or left out in the pasture where he’d have
a running chance if attacked—probably the latter. Still, sitting
here made me feel more in control; at least I felt we’d have a
better chance of survival if they moved on us.

Jane came out shortly, carrying a drink
of water.

“Here,” she said. “Sarah
sent me to bring this to you. You must be thirsty.”

“Thank you.”

She eyed the rifle and the crossbow at
my feet.

“What are those
for?”

“Rabbits.”

“No they aren’t. Besides,
you couldn’t hit a running rabbit with that thing,” she said,
pointing to the crossbow.

A plan formed in my mind, and I decided
to bait her.

“Maybe I could. How would
you know?” I asked.

“Then prove it.”

“Sorry, I don’t see any
rabbits, do you?”

“See, I knew you couldn’t;
you’re just making excuses now,” she accused.

“How about I make you a
deal?”

“This sounds more like a
wager,” she said disapprovingly. “And I don’t bet.”

“Suit yourself,” I said,
acting like it didn’t matter either way. Then mustering the most
conceited look I could, added, “It’s probably better anyway; you
would have lost.”

She sat there for a moment and then
asked, as if she didn’t care, “Not that I’m agreeing to
anything…but what would the deal be?”

I smiled. “We’ll get an apple from
Sarah. You throw it any way you want, except straight down. If I
hit it with the crossbow, you let me escort you and Hannah back to
Marysvale.”

“I don’t need your
protection,” she said haughtily.

I replied sincerely, “No, I suppose you
don’t. Even so, that’s the deal.”

She pondered that and asked, “What do I
get if you miss?”

“What do you
want?”

“I don’t know. You don’t
have anything I want…except…”

She glanced at Smoke.

“No,” I said
flatly.

“So either way you’re out
nothing. If you miss, you have to do nothing. If you hit it, then
you get your way—or rather, I suspect, Sarah’s way, since she’s
making you accompany us, isn’t she?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say a four
or five-day round trip, through a forest known to inhabit
man-killing monsters, is nothing,” I replied.

“But, you don’t deny
it.”

I didn’t.

“That’s what I thought.” She
paused. “I don’t know. You obviously think you can hit it, or you
wouldn’t have bet.”

She looked at the crossbow.

“That has two
shots?”

I nodded.

“Then here is what I’ll
agree to: you have to hit it twice in the same throw.”

I started to protest, but she cut me
off. “It’s this or nothing; but I’ll be fair. I’ll throw it as high
and far as I can to give you a clean shot—no tricks. But if you
miss, then I want your word that you won’t follow me tomorrow, no
matter what Sarah says.”

“In that case, I get two
chances.”

“You can have three,” she
said smugly. “Because there is no way you can hit the same apple
twice in the same throw.”

“Then we’re
agreed?”

She quietly went into the
house.

I glanced back at the monsters. They
were gone. Good, I thought. If they really do study
their prey, then I don’t want them to see what I’m about to do…or
at least hope to do.

Jane returned with not only three
apples, but with an excited Hannah and a disapproving
Sarah.

“Oh, this is so exciting,”
said Hannah. “I hope you win. I think it would be fun to have you
along.”

“I hope you win, too,” added
Sarah coolly.

I picked up the crossbow and stepped
down off the porch. Jane followed, carrying the three apples. She
stepped a few paces to my side, but as she passed, she brushed her
body against mine and whispered in a seductive voice, “Good luck,
John. You’re going to need it.”

“Did you see that?”
exclaimed Hannah perturbed. “Did you see what she did? She’s trying
to distract him! That’s not fair!”

I turned, winked at Hannah, and said,
“Don’t worry. It won’t work.”

She giggled.

Jane put two of the apples down on the
ground, and kept one in her hand.

“When you’re ready,” she
said.

I brought the crossbow up and prepared
for her toss.

“Go.”

She heaved back and threw the apple in
a high arch. I steadied my breath, aimed, and as soon as the small
red projectile was safely away, I let the first arrow fly. With
little more than the click of the trigger and twang from the
string, it shot out like a streak of lightning. It whirred through
the air toward the fleeing target and sliced off a corner. Jane
gasped, just as the second arrow tore straight through the rest of
the apple, shredding it to pieces.

Hannah clapped and cheered wildly,
while jumping up and down. Sarah looked relieved, and Jane was
speechless.

As the remaining bits of apple rained
down, I walked by the still disbelieving Jane and whispered in her
ear, “I should have bet more.”

“You knew you could do it in
one try, didn’t you?” she accused, while following me to help
retrieve the arrows.

“Of course. But I had to
make it look like there was some doubt as to whether I could hit it
or not; otherwise you wouldn’t have agreed.”

She smiled insincerely. “I was going to
let you come anyway. Sarah would have insisted, regardless of our
wager; and Hannah would have harassed me endlessly if we left you
behind.”

“That’s good, because I
would have come anyway.”

“And break your
word?”

“No. But I never promised
that I wouldn’t accompany Hannah. You would have had to join us if
you wanted to ride on horses—or have a very long walk
alone.”

“You wouldn’t
have!”

I didn’t answer and she shot me a mean
look; but for the first time, her eyes were playful and betrayed
the scowl on her face.

After quickly recovering the arrows, we
walked back toward the cabin together. I found it difficult to keep
my eyes off her. The wind gently blew her long hair, trailing it
out behind and away from her smooth neck. Suddenly, she turned and
caught me stealing a look. Unexpectedly, she flashed a gorgeous, if
not a slightly embarrassed, smile, and then quickly looked away.
And just like that, Sarah’s prediction came true—I was glad to be
accompanying Jane back to Marysvale.

 


***

 


The memory of Jane sitting next to me
on the swing, her sweet smell, and beautiful smile made falling
asleep difficult. But what made it even more elusive was the
disturbing sight of the two Brean. One watching us would have been
bad enough, but two gave me the impression they were collaborating.
Not that I knew for sure, but it didn’t bode well and nothing good
could come of it. When sleep finally did come, it was restless. I
awoke frequently and found it a most difficult task finding a
comfortable position. The room grew noticeably colder. Finally,
abandoning all hope of sleep, I lay there and watched little puffs
of vapor shoot out of my mouth with each breath.

The night was silent; not a sound could
be heard. I felt uneasy and couldn’t quite figure out why. Nothing
seemed that different, just like any other night; but I had a
feeling I was being watched. I glanced at the doorway expecting to
see Sarah, or perhaps Jane, but it was empty. I doubted one of them
watching me sleep would cause such a nervous feeling anyway. In
anticipation, I got up, sat on the edge of the bed, and looked
toward the stairs for a moment. Nothing appeared. I wondered if I
was just upset from lack of sleep, and debated if lying back down
would do any good. Probably not, but sitting by the warm
fireplace might. I started for the stairs and stopped.
Something told me to get the rifle that had taken up residence near
the bed. Downstairs is full of weapons, I argued with
myself. Why would I need this one? I again turned to
leave, and once more the feeling returned. Stupid. I’m just
being paranoid. I renewed my efforts for the door. Again, the
impression to grab the rifle stopped me in my tracks.
Fine, I told myself. Have it your way, you
chicken. I turned to retrieve the weapon and leapt back with
shock and horror.

There was no light coming through the
window—no moonlight, no stars, trees, nothing. In their place,
filling the entire frame, sat the hideous face of a massive Brean.
Cold, red eyes studied me. It was huge, larger than any of the
others I had seen. A long, ugly scar ran down the forehead and
through its nose and cheek. It made no movement, except for its
breath, which fogged the glass momentarily with each
exhale.

Our eyes locked and it glared at me in
hatred. Its lip turned up in a silent snarl. There was something
different about this one, something about its presence. Its eyes
were keener, sharper, more full of substance; and they were red,
when the others had been black. Fearful, but momentarily intrigued,
I tried to read its soul. I expected the dark vortex of nothing.
What I found was something entirely different, and it left me
aghast. This Brean had a soul. It wasn’t like that of an animal; it
was more human, with thoughts and intelligence. It was also dark
and full of evil. I got the impression that it was curious about
me. His eyes probed mine—as if searching for recognition. I pushed
deeper, trying to harvest some thoughts; but the moment I did, it
burst into a terrible rage and let out a horrifying roar that
covered the window in spittle and rattled its frame.

The intensity of its anger paralyzed me
with fear and broke my mental link. A huge, hairy fist smashed
through the window, sending shards of glass everywhere. With its
incredible strength, it tore away large chunks of wood, increasing
the hole where the glass had been, at an alarming rate.

The dog finally started to
bark.

In an instant, my paralysis wore off
and my mind screamed, Move!

I lunged for the rifle, snapped it up,
turned, and fired. The deafening explosion and concussion from the
weapon, in such a confined space, caused my ears to ring. Acrid
smoke from the burned powder filled the room.

I cut through the lingering cloud with
my special vision. The monster was gone. It must have seen me grab
for the rifle and had dropped to the ground, because it was now
streaking across the open fields.

I cursed and ran for the stairs. Jane
and Sarah were halfway up, both wearing panicked looks. I shoved
past them and leapt over Hannah, who was as the bottom of the
stairs. Landing on my feet, I grabbed another rifle, sprung to the
door, and flung it open. As I ran out, I wondered if this was a
trap.

Fortunately, nothing happened. I forced
my extended sight open again and saw the huge shape moving
amazingly fast. It was almost to the edge of the woods. I raised
Sarah’s long black rifle, aimed, and squeezed the trigger. The
weapon erupted in another ear-splitting boom, which rocked me back,
and broke my concentration; the vision closed. By the time I got it
open again, the Brean was gone. I strained, trying to find it, but
it was out of range. I tried to summon the power that flowed from
me when I was angry, but it was useless. Frustrated and exhausted,
I let the vision close.

Slowly, I turned and faced the three
terrified women.

Jane, with wide eyes, asked, “What
happened?”

“We need to leave quickly,”
I replied somberly.

“What? At this hour? But
why?” asked Hannah.

I looked at Sarah; she was
pale.

“Something’s changed. We’re
not safe here anymore.”

I couldn’t explain how I knew—I didn’t
really know myself. Perhaps it came from the brief glimpse into the
monster’s soul. Regardless, we were in immediate danger, I was sure
of it.

Jane and Hannah looked at Sarah,
waiting for some sort of denial. She simply said, “Girls, you
better get ready.”

They didn’t move.

“I want to know what’s going
on,” demanded Jane.

“So do I,” added
Hannah.

“Please, girls,” pleaded
Sarah softly. “I wish we had more time for explanations, but time
is the one thing we don’t have. Now let’s go and change. We’ll talk
while we ready the horses.”

Reluctantly, and with anxious looks,
they did as they were told; and so did I.

It only took me a moment to throw my
clothes on and return, as it did with the girls. Sarah gave them
some instructions as to what food to pack. It was too much for four
riders and three horses to handle, and I told her so.

She simply replied, “I’ll take care of
that.”

With the girls busy collecting food and
supplies, Sarah walked me to the barn. I noticed for the first time
that fog had rolled in during the night. The moon illuminated the
eerie mist and bathed the barn in a ghostly dim glow, making it
look like a leviathan rising out of the depths of a deep, dark
lake. I shivered, partially at the thought of what else may be out
there, and because my body was already preparing for the onslaught
of cold.

“What happened upstairs?”
she asked.

I told her, except for the part about
digging through its soul. When she was opening the barn door, I
added, as an afterthought, the detail about the monster having a
scar.

She stopped. Her face drained of color
and her hands trembled slightly.

“What is it?” I asked
concerned.

She answered quietly, “That was the
beast that beat me and dragged me back here.”

Her little revelation left me
speechless, and I didn’t know what to say.

“It doesn’t matter now,” she
continued.

“I think it
does.”

She ignored me, walked over to a horse,
and worked on saddling it.

Deciding I wouldn’t get an answer, I
left the topic alone. I readied Smoke, who was eager for another
adventure into the dark night. Finishing first, I went to work on
the third horse, but Sarah stopped me. “He doesn’t need a saddle,
he can carry the food.”

That doesn’t make sense, I
thought. What is she riding? There are only three
horses.

I protested, “We have to move quickly,
and we’re already down a horse….”

Her expression stopped me as her
meaning began to sink in.

“You don’t mean to come with
us, do you?”

“No,” she
replied.

“You must!” I exclaimed,
alarmed at the thought of leaving her.

“You must what?” interrupted
Jane as she entered the barn with Hannah in tow; both were carrying
armloads of supplies.

“Have you guessed what
happened to me in my room?” I asked.

Hannah replied, as if she was revealing
some great secret. “A Brean tried to attack you!”

“Not just any Brean,” I
said. “It was the same one who attacked Sarah when she tried
leaving the territory.”

“No!” exclaimed Jane. “How
do you know?”

I told them about the scar and what
Sarah had just told me.

“And she says she isn’t
coming with us,” I added.

Both the girls erupted in protest at
the same time.

Sarah, who had been quietly packing the
third horse, stopped, and with a long sigh explained, “It won’t
work. For one, there aren’t enough horses…”

“Nonsense,” I cut in. “Smoke
is strong enough to carry both the girls, and we can ride the other
two.”

Looking tired and stressed she
continued, “I’m counting on Smoke carrying the girls. Now if you’ll
please stop interrupting me, we really don’t have time. I’m sure
that Brean went to get more of its kind and will be returning soon.
Now girls, you’ll ride Smoke, and John can ride the mare. This
other horse,” she said, gesturing to the unsaddled bay, “is only
good for packing. He doesn’t have the heart nor stamina to run fast
nor far. He’ll fall behind quickly in a chase. If that happens,
you’ll just have to abandon him—which you won’t do if I’m riding
him. I’ll have a better chance here anyway. I can’t go into town,
and camping outside it would be suicide. Jane can explain more
about this to you later, John.”

I glanced at Jane and Hannah; both
seemed to accept this explanation, for they both had tears in their
eyes and offered up no more protests. With the argument over, Sarah
finished packing our supplies. Taking the horses by the reins, she
handed them to the girls and asked them to wait outside, explaining
that she needed to talk to me alone. The girls obeyed.

When they had gone, she turned to me
and said, “I need you to do something.”

“Go on.”

“I want you to convince
their father to leave Marysvale and come back here.”

“But it’s not safe,” I
protested.

“We’re not staying; but
don’t tell him that. And when you return, try to bring more horses
if you can.”

She slipped me a small pouch with a few
gold pieces in it.

“And if he doesn’t want to?”
I asked.

She looked steadily into my eyes and
said, “Find a way—by force if you have to.”

“I don’t know about forcing
a man from his home,” I said, debating if I really had it in me to
do something like that.

“I don’t think it will come
to that. I believe he will come willingly. However, if he’s
stubborn, tell him this will be the last shipment of
food.”

“And will it?”

“Yes, but not by choice. For
better or worse, things are going to change…they already have.”
Then, with a distant look, she quietly added, “Your presence
changes everything.”

“Are you sure you don’t want
to explain more about that?” I inquired.

“No,” she sighed. “I’m not
sure. But I’m hoping if things go wrong, your ignorance will save
you. It’s not by accident you came to me. I believe you were guided
here, and you have a role to play in the events which are sure to
come. I believe I, too, have a role; but I’m afraid I can’t fulfill
it if those I love are at risk.”

The way she was talking made me
uneasy.

“I’m not looking to cause
any trouble.”

“No…but it has a way of
finding you doesn’t it, John?”

I didn’t answer. She was right and she
knew it.

“Please, bring them back,”
she pleaded.

“I’ll do what I can,” I said
honestly, and vowed I would try everything reasonably possible to
accomplish her wish. “But I won’t force Mr. Wolfe.”

She accepted that. Pulling a pouch full
of cartridges from a sack, she handed them to me.

“Take the rifle,” she said,
thrusting it into my hand.

She then gave me detailed instructions
about the route to take.

“And one more thing—then you
really must go, for I’m afraid we’ve taken too much time. Be
careful with your gift. Pulling feelings and emotions from the
surface is harmless; but when you dig down for thoughts, people can
feel that. It’s like a pressure in their head. Most everyone simply
dismisses it as a mild headache or one of those random pains that
just happens…except for those who know better; and I believe there
may be some of those in Marysvale. Unfortunately, I don’t know that
for sure, nor do I know who they would be.”

This opened a flood of questions in my
mind.

She could see the curiosity on my face,
but before I could ask, she hugged me and said, “I wish there was
more time, but we’ve already taken more than we have.”

“What about you? I can’t
just leave you in this situation.”

“Don’t worry about me. I
haven’t lived here all this time without preparing for a
possibility like this.”

I did worry.

“What are you going to
do?”

She took my hand and led me to the
door.

“I can explain all my plans.
However, the longer you wait, the less time you’ll have to get away
safely; and right now there are others who need your help. Whatever
just happened, I’m convinced that Jane and Hannah won’t make it
back without you. And John, don’t spend any more time than
necessary in Marysvale.”

I stopped.

“I want to know your plan,”
I said flatly.

“Please,” she said in a
panicked voice. “Trust me.”

She tugged me along with more strength
than I expected, and reluctantly, I obeyed.

The girls were waiting outside with the
horses. All of them quickly embraced and said their
goodbyes.

I walked Jane over to Smoke and gave
her a leg up.

“My goodness, he’s a big
fellow,” she observed.

“Yes, and I should warn you,
he has a tendency to take advantage of weak riders. You’ll have to
show him who’s master, or you’ll forever have difficulty
controlling him.”

I left the part out that Smoke didn’t
really like others riding him, and I couldn’t think of any who had
successfully done so, except Thomas.

I handed her the reins, said a silent
prayer, and hoped for the best. The prayer didn’t work, or so I
thought. Smoke, as if on cue to my silent Amen, lunged
forward, nearly toppling Jane off his back. However, he only got in
a few strides before Jane regained control. She halted him sharply,
causing him to rear a little. She then proceeded to scold him
severely, with a rather hard slap on the neck. For a moment, a
small battle raged between them: Smoke trying to run, and Jane
holding firm. Finally, after one last protest, he gave in and
obeyed.

She turned him around and came back.
Hannah took a small step backward and hid behind Sarah. She glanced
longingly at my smaller and visibly more docile mount. She opened
her mouth….

“No,” I said, answering her
question before she could ask.

I walked over, picked her up, and
tossed her behind Jane. She glared at me.

“You’ll thank me if we have
to run,” I said. It was probably the wrong thing to say, because
her eyes got wide, and she squeezed Jane so hard that if one fell,
the other would surely follow.

I climbed up into my saddle and,
without any more words, we set off at a canter. Glancing back, I
saw Sarah run into the cabin, as it quickly faded and became
obscured by the thickening fog.

 


***

 


The inky mist made it impossible to see
more than a few feet. Everything visible looked ominous; even
innocent trees appeared menacing. Every so often, I ignored my
natural eyes and used my newfound sight to get our bearings and to
check for Brean.

Not long into our journey, we were
forced to slow our pace down to a mere walk. Sarah had overstated
the bay’s ability, and it tired much sooner than expected. I
wondered if the dog would have been a wiser choice for a pack
animal. On the other hand, the mare I was riding did better than I
had hoped. Smoke grew aggravated at moving so slowly and being
stuck in the rear. He constantly tried to pass the others; but Jane
kept him held back, which irritated him even more. Hannah still
hugged Jane relentlessly, which she didn’t seem to mind.

“Do you know where we’re
going?” asked Hannah.

“Yes.”

“How? You’ve never been to
Marysvale.”

“I just do.”

Then, for her benefit, I described the
town’s location, or at least where Sarah had told me to
go.

“This doesn’t look like the
right way,” she wailed. “I think we’re off course; we’re not even
on a path.”

“No, we’re not. Nor will we
be using any trails; but we will stay as close to the lake as
possible.”

“But that will take longer!”
she exclaimed.

Jane understood why and explained to
Hannah that it would also be harder for anyone or anything else to
find us.

“Oh,” said Hannah simply,
and she lapsed into silence.

A few moments later, I discovered my
first mistake. When I checked again for Brean, I saw eight dark
vortexes burst into the edge of my vision, running full speed. The
big, scarred one wasn’t with them, which unfortunately meant it was
still out there. They were coming from the north and were only
about two miles away, which appeared to be the limit of my sight. I
wished my vision could’ve had the distance I experienced during my
last uncontrollable rage. I remembered the Brean I’d seen so far
away then. There was some nagging detail that seemed important at
the time, but now the significance of its actions escaped me.
What was it doing? I thought. While straining to remember
every detail, Jane’s experience with her Brean popped into my head.
There was something similar between the two.

The Brean drew closer, but we were far
enough away that our paths wouldn’t cross…or would they? Abruptly,
I knew what it was that I had missed. The Brean in the forest had
been sniffing the air. During Jane’s experience with her Brean, it
too was sniffing. It dawned on me that they relied heavily on their
sense of smell. With that understanding came the terrible
realization that our paths would indeed cross. Dismayed, I became
horrifically aware that by hugging close to the lake, we would be
up wind when they passed. Our scent would be carried to them on the
breeze.

Instantly, I knew what needed to be
done. The only question was: did we have enough time?

I turned to Jane and whispered
urgently, “Follow me and do exactly as I do; and don’t talk until I
tell you.”

Hannah started to ask why, but Jane
gave her a stern, “Shhh.”

I turned with the breeze and set off at
a run, with the reluctant packhorse behind me. We desperately
needed to cut across in front of the Brean before they
passed.

This plan presented me with two other
problems. The first being the noise we were making, which wasn’t
much; but under the present circumstances, it felt like we might as
well had been banging pots and pans. Since there wasn’t anything I
could do about it, I hoped that the Brean had poor hearing; or
perhaps they were making enough noise to drown us out. Horses, on
the other hand, did have good hearing, which lead me to my second
problem. I wasn’t worried about Smoke getting scared. With a few
reassuring pats, he could hide like a jackrabbit and would remain
motionless, without panic, as long as I wanted him to. I didn’t
know about the other two horses and could only hope they would stay
still.

It felt like we were on a collision
course, with the Brean drawing dangerously close. Would we be
seen? Would they smell us? My heart was pounding and, despite
the cold, I sweated—except for my hands, which felt
numb.

We crossed their path, or where they
would be in a few moments, and kept going. I reined up when the
fear of being overheard overcame the fear of being smelled. Then I
gave the signal to be quiet. We were only a little over fifty yards
away from where the Brean would cross our tracks. The fog obscured
us from view, but doubt gripped me, and I grew unsure of my plan.
Would the breeze clear our scent in time? What about our
tracks? Are they going fast enough to miss them? I second
guessed myself. Perhaps we should have stayed the course. At
least we wouldn’t be so close to them; and we’d have had more
distance, giving us a better chance of running or using the lake
for some type of escape. My internal wrestle was pointless. It
was too late to do anything else.

I drew out the crossbow, and then
loosened the rifle and opened a pouch of cartridges. Jane followed
my lead and handed a pistol to a very scared Hannah.

I watched with my special vision as the
lead Brean crossed where we had just been.
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Chapter Nine: Journey
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THE horses’ ears flicked up almost in unison, with the
packhorse being just a fraction slower. I drew it in close to where
I could quietly console both animals. Jane did the same, reassuring
Smoke.

The first Brean in the column snapped
its head up, sensing something. It slowed, but it was a bit too
sudden, and got knocked over by the one directly behind it. Fits of
snarls and growls burst from both of them, as they clashed with
each other and commenced to fight.

Jane and Hannah couldn’t see what had
happened, but they could hear the angry confrontation, and they
looked terrified.

More snarls issued forth from those in
the middle of the column, as they desperately tried to avoid
colliding with the brawling twosome. The Brean in the far rear of
the group slowed as well. The two fighters, equal in their desire
to avoid a pile-up, quit their bickering and the whole group of
them continued their brisk pace—all except for the last one who
trailed behind the departing pack.

Nose held high, it searched for the
source of a newly detected scent. It hesitated, then turned, and
headed in the direction from which we had just come.

I breathed a deep sigh of
relief.

Unfortunately, my congratulatory
celebration was premature. The lone Brean hadn’t gone far before
the trail it followed ended. In a flash, it ran back to the
beginning before our scent could blow away. This time it followed
the wind and started up the right path towards us.

I motioned for Jane to get behind me. I
selected the crossbow, not sure it would do any good, but sure the
booming sound of a rifle would give our position away to the
others.

The stink from the Brean drifted in the
air and its putrid smell floated past us. The horses smelled it
too; and the wretched packhorse whinnied. I cursed it under my
breath. Fortunately, by this time, the other monsters had moved out
of earshot. With its suspicions now confirmed, the lone Brean
slowed and crept closer. Glaring, silvery eyes and a dark, hulking
shape dissolved out of the fog in front of us. Long, black claws
twitched in anticipation.

The girls could see it now. Hannah was
trembling, and Jane sat with her rifle poised. A low, guttural
growl rumbled from deep inside the monster’s body.

I waited for a charge, and with it, a
closer shot. However, the presence of the Brean was too much for
the packhorse. It panicked. Struggling against the rope that
tethered us, it dragged me and the mare sideways. I struggled to
keep the bow aimed, but the monster had its chance. However,
instead of charging, it straightened up and tilted its massive head
towards the sky.

Instantly, I knew what it intended to
do and my blood ran cold.

Without waiting for a steady shot, I
pulled the trigger. With a twang, the arrow left the bow and sliced
through the fog. Fearing it would miss, I immediately dropped the
crossbow, snatched up the rifle, and aimed…but it wasn’t necessary.
The only sound to issue from the Brean was a great gasp and a rush
of air from its lungs as it fell lifeless to the ground.

Just the feathers and a bit of the
shaft was all that could be seen of the arrow, as it protruded from
the monster’s eye socket.

I scanned our surroundings to find the
other Brean…nothing. They hadn’t noticed one of their own missing.
I wonder how long that will last, I thought. At their
current pace, they will soon be arriving at the cabin. I hoped
Sarah’s plans didn’t involve any type of standoff. If they all
charged at once, there wasn’t anything she could do to stop
them.

I secured the rifle, climbed off my
mount, and retrieved the fallen crossbow. I walked over to examine
the Brean and was joined by Jane and Hannah; both were covering
their noses.

“It’s uglier than I
imagined, and it smells just horrible,” said Hannah.

“Is this the first one
you’ve seen?” I questioned, somewhat surprised.

“Yes…well no. I’ve seen them
from a distance sometimes, outside the town walls; but this is the
first one I’ve been able to get a good look at, so I’m going to
count it as the first.”

“Well then, let’s hope it’s
the last, as well.”

I bent down and grabbed the protruding
arrow.

“You’re not…are you?” asked
Jane disgustedly.

“Do you have the tools to
make new arrows?”

“No.”

“Neither do I.”

I began to twist the arrow to work it
out. It didn’t give. I braced my foot against the Brean’s head and
pulled harder. This time it came, accompanied by a chorus of “ewws”
and “yucks” from the girls. I wiped the bits and pieces of Brean
onto the grass, and then secured the arrow back inside the
crossbow.

“Come on,” I said. “We’d
better keep moving. Eventually, the other Brean will realize this
one is missing and may come looking.”

We mounted and I asked Jane, “Do you
know if there’s a stream or a river close by?”

“Maybe, but I don’t know
where we are.”

I explained to Jane roughly where we
were in relation to Sarah’s cabin.

“I think there is one nine
or ten miles that way,” she said, pointing west.

“It’s farther than I’d like,
but it’ll have to do.”

“Why are you looking for a
river?”

“I don’t know if those
things know how to track, but I’d rather not find out the hard
way.”

She agreed and then asked, “Do you
really think they will come looking for us?”

“I don’t know; but at the
pace they’re moving, it won’t take them long to come back if they
decide to.”

We traveled in silence as the night
progressed. I’d never before used my gifts so much, and it was
taking its toll. Each time I opened my vision, I found it
increasingly more laborious. With the excitement of the encounter
wearing off, added to lack of sleep, staying awake was becoming
extremely difficult. My head drooped and my eyes closed. I drifted
in and out of sleep, in a state of semi consciousness. I tried to
stay awake and in the saddle, but kept slipping back into an
exhausted stupor.

 


***

 


When I awoke, it was to the sound of
running water. Morning had dawned, though it remained cold and
foggy. Jane rode by my side, ready, just in case I slipped off. She
caught my eyes and flashed a beautiful smile that instantly
dissipated any remaining sleep. I blushed uncontrollably and
returned an awkward grin. Suddenly self-conscious, I stopped
smiling stupidly. I could see a silent laugh shake her, which made
me redden even deeper.

Hannah was fast asleep, still clutching
Jane, but not as tightly as before.

We splashed into a slow-moving, dark
and bubbly river. Trees and green grass grew along the banks. The
river deepened and cold water swirled around my calves.

A small shriek came from Hannah, who
was ripped from her sleep by the frigid river and was now fully
awake. She wrapped her legs around Jane’s waist in a desperate
attempt to avoid getting any wetter.

I laughed and she replied defensively,
“Well, there’s no reason why we should both get wet.”

“You’re welcome,” I
said.

“For what? What have you
done?”

“For putting you on Smoke
and keeping you dry.”

“Oh,” she said, noticing
that the water around me was now up to mid saddle, where it had not
yet even reached the bottom of Smoke’s.

Slowly, the water receded down my legs
as we neared the other side. Before stepping out onto the bank, we
turned and trudged up the river, allowing it to hide our tracks and
scent. A fair distance away, we finally exited onto dry ground and
continued our trek towards Marysvale.

I took the opportunity to ask some
questions of Jane.

“Why can’t Sarah go back to
town and why would it be more dangerous for her there?”

She thought for a moment.

“Inciting rebellion and
habitual imprudence were the official charges.”

Silence.

“Oh,” I said, as if it made
perfect sense. “I can see the rebellion charge, though one would be
hard-pressed to find Sarah unwise in anyway.”

Jane glared at me.

“Well if that’s all you’re
going to tell me, what else am I supposed to conclude?” I asked,
defensively.

“If you’ll have patience, I
was deciding where to start,” she retorted.

“How about from the
beginning?” I suggested.

“That will take some
time.”

I shrugged. “What else do you have to
do?”

She rolled her eyes. “Very well. Do you
know how Sarah came to live in Marysvale?”

“I know about the attack on
your homes and that the three of you and your father were the only
ones to survive.”

“It was a long time ago, and
I don’t personally remember much about what happened.

But this is what Sarah told
me.

“There were others living
outside of town then, but they hadn’t been attacked yet. When news
of what happened spread to the rest of the outlying country, a
great debate raged on what to do about it. At first, there were
many ideas; but they quickly melted down into two opposing
camps.

“The first plan was led by
an old blacksmith named Angus Shepherd. Of course he wasn’t that
old at the time. Shepherd and his supporters wanted to immediately
hunt the beasts and drive them out of our lands. His son, James,
and Sarah were two of his most vocal supporters.”

I gasped.

“What’s wrong?”

“I know James
Shepherd.”

“It must be someone else,”
said Jane dismissively.

“He’s about the same age as
Sarah.”

“No, it can’t be. James died
a long time ago.”

“How?” I asked.

“He was with a party of men
who were sent to get help from the outside. They never made it.
Only one man survived. He alone returned to tell the
tale.”

I thought about that for a moment, yet
I was still sure that the man I knew as James Shepherd was the son
of Angus Shepherd.

I asked another question, “Do you know
Angus?”

“Yes,” replied Hannah, her
curiosity suddenly piqued by our conversation.

“Is he a Scot?”

“Yes,” she replied, with
growing excitement. “How did you know?”

“James didn’t die,” I said
confidently. “He’s alive in Syre.”

Then I described him with his Scottish
accent and how he, too, was a blacksmith.

Hannah inhaled sharply. “That must be
him.”

Even Jane couldn’t argue the
coincidences.

“Sarah will be so excited to
find out,” said Hannah excitedly. “Imagine, after all this time
finding out the person you love, and thought was dead, is really
alive. How wonderful! Perhaps we should turn back.”

“No,” I said, reminding her
of the Brean. It caused her to take pause, but not for
long.

“Still,” she said, not
entirely willing to give up the idea. “She should know.”

“She’ll know soon enough.
I’m not planning on staying in Marysvale long.”

This seemed to placate her
some.

Jane, however, was troubled. “Is it
really wonderful news?”

“What do you mean?” asked
Hannah. “I think it is.”

“How did he survive? There
was only one survivor, and he swears all the others were
killed.”

“Maybe he’s confused and
just thought he was dead,” suggested Hannah.

“Perhaps, but then why
didn’t James come back? Think of all the questions. Do you think
she will be happy or pained when she finds out that he’s alive and
well, not even that far from here, yet never returned with the help
he supposedly went to get in the first place?”

“Well…” began Hannah. But
failing to come up with an appropriate response, she fell
silent.

Turning to me, Jane asked, “What do you
think, John?”

I considered my response for a moment.
I liked Mr. Shepherd, but there were many things I didn’t know
about him. He was always a bit mysterious.

I replied slowly, “I am curious as to
why he stayed away. Tell me about the sole survivor. Would he have
lied?”

“I don’t believe so,”
replied Jane. “I don’t know why he would. He barely escaped with
his own life, and has the scars to prove it. Besides, he and James
were friends.”

“Hmm, I suppose why he
didn’t come back will have to remain a mystery, for the time
being,” I said.

Then, returning to the original
subject, I asked, “What was the other plan for the
town?”

“The opposing plan was
presented by a man, if you can call him a man, named Merrick
Wright,” replied Jane contemptuously.

Hannah spat at the sound of his
name.

“I take it you two don’t
like him much.”

“Weren’t we obvious enough?”
replied Hannah haughtily.

I smiled. “I believe you were. Tell me
about him and his plan.”

Jane continued, “At the time, he was
trying to unseat the current governor and wasn’t having much
success. When our family and friends were slaughtered by the
beasts, he saw his opportunity and took advantage of our situation.
He urged restraint, and argued that the leadership first needed to
ensure the safety of the townsfolk, and those still living in the
country around Marysvale.”

“What did the current
governor think?”

“He supported Angus. They
argued that only by killing or driving the beasts out would we be
safe and that any delay would jeopardize the protection of the
community.

“Wright and his supporters
responded by saying, since we didn’t know what we were up against,
nothing should be decided rashly. By bringing everyone into town,
they would have time to debate and evaluate what needed to be done.
Then, if necessary, they could build a sufficient force to deal
with the problem.”

“That doesn’t seem
unreasonable,” I said.

“Doesn’t seem unreasonable?”
screeched Hannah incredulously. “I can’t believe you’re taking his
side!”

She looked as though she was going to
leap over and strangle me for saying so. Cautiously, I widened the
gap between our horses.

Jane, on the other hand, was a little
wiser. “Easy on him, Hannah; he doesn’t know the whole story
yet.”

“Yes, easy on him, Hannah,”
I repeated.

Jane continued before Hannah could
mount a counterattack.

“You’re basing that decision
on what you know now of the Brean. Most folks at the time thought
the idea laughable. After all, would you do such a thing if a pack
of wolves attacked?”

She didn’t wait for a reply.

“They simply thought they
were dealing with normal animals. After all, they had seen them on
occasion before and there hadn’t been a problem.”

“A valid point,” I conceded.
“So why did they even listen to him?”

“He wasn’t without his
supporters; and such an event naturally sparked much gossip and a
large debate throughout the town on all sides. The governor wanted
to include everyone. So, it was allowed to go on. The only thing it
accomplished was giving Mr. Wright time to lengthen the process and
win converts.”

“Unfortunately,” piped in
Hannah, “lots of his support was bought from others who were like
him—only not as wealthy, but equally hungry for power.”

Jane nodded. “He secretly promised
payoffs and positions of leadership for those who were loyal to
him. But that wasn’t discovered until much later. It was Sarah who
found out, or at least had the courage to publicly make the
allegations, which many were beginning to believe.”

That piqued my curiosity. “Is that why
Sarah was driven out of town?”

“Partly.”

“What was the other part?” I
asked.

“I think we are getting
ahead of ourselves.”

“Very well, what happened
next? What changed the town’s mind?”

“Ultimately, Angus was able
to convince the governor that less debate and more action was
required, and he finally began the push toward an aggressive
defense. However, the whole process, from after the slaughter to
that point, had taken several weeks. During which time, Wright
successfully contended that the governor wasn’t fit for leadership,
as he was incapable of making a decision during a crisis. He was
right; and everyone on both sides knew it. The debate grew out of
control; and the governor’s reputation was significantly
damaged.”

“Is that why he lost his
leadership?”

“He would’ve lost sure
enough. Even so, Mr. Wright faced an uphill struggle. The majority
still agreed with Mr. Shepherd.

“The turning point happened
a few days later, when a party of thirty-two men set out to deal
with the beasts. As expected, they were able to kill a few solitary
ones relatively quickly. However, what they weren’t expecting was a
coordinated response. During the night, they were attacked by
numerous Brean. It’s unclear how many there were, but by all
accounts, the men were surrounded. Before they even knew what was
happening and could organize, a dozen men and most all of their
horses were slaughtered. They retreated back to Marysvale; but with
the loss of their mounts, it was slow and treacherous. Another ten
men were killed before they reached the safety of the town. The
assaults from the Brean were always at night.”

“When it was difficult to
see, and aim,” I added.

Jane nodded. “The men also told tales
of how ineffective their muskets were. They would shoot a monster,
and it would keep charging. It took multiple hits to bring one
down.”

“I can relate,” I said
dryly, remembering my own experience and how amazed I’d been that
the monster could live, let alone move, after a direct shot from my
musket at close range. How futile it must have felt to even hit one
at night; then if they did, find out how little damage it had
actually done. It was a miracle any of them survived.

“Were both Shepherds in the
group?”

She nodded. “The governor was also with
the group, trying to reclaim some of his reputation. He was killed
the first night.”

Jane continued, “The loss of the men
devastated the community; but it wasn’t the worst part. On the same
day they made it back to town, another outlying settlement was
slaughtered, again including women and children. By that time, the
people clamored for protection and Mr. Wright was in a position to
deliver it.”

“He looks to have been the
only one who understood the situation,” I said.

“And so it would appear, at
first. He was quickly chosen as the new governor. The remaining
families who lived outside the city were moved in. Homes were
built. Walls and towers were constructed around the town and
adjacent farms. The people felt safe.”

“And the
monsters?”

“Unchecked. They flourished
and their numbers grew.”

“Good heavens! Did they even
try to stop them?”

Jane shook her head.

“Why?” I asked
incredulously.

“There were a few excuses.
One, they were worried about securing the town first, and building
a wall was the priority. Another, they didn’t know what they were
up against—the Brean weren’t the creatures they thought they were.
Then, there came the most powerful persuasion of all….Do you
remember our conversation about Cain?”

Comprehension dawned, at least partly,
and I quoted, “Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance
shall be taken on him sevenfold….That’s why they never did
anything, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “Our losses were at least
sevenfold theirs. That theory, along with those scriptures, were
circulated around the town. Preachers even gave sermons on the
subject. With the loss of life already suffered, and this new idea
of Cain, it was impossible to argue the use of force. Supporters of
the Cain theory maintained that the first group of settlers must
have killed one and that’s why they were attacked.”

“Did they?”

“Of course not!” she
exclaimed. “You don’t believe the Cain theory now, do
you?”

“Not in the
slightest.”

She looked relieved.

I continued, “First of all, if you take
the Bible literally, it only refers to the sevenfold punishment in
relation to Cain, not to any of his offspring. And still following
the Bible, God loves his people and has helped protect them as long
as they were righteous. I don’t think that’s changed. That being
said, however, if the townsfolk chose to follow Lord Wright, I
don’t see what the problem is.”

“Ah, now we’re getting to
that,” said Jane. “At first the people got exactly what they
wanted. They could sleep well; guards protected them at night and
while they worked in the fields. However, with the new security
measures, and the sudden population increase from the refugees,
changes had to be made. The homeless had to be cared for, given
places to live, food to eat, and clothing to wear. Mr. Wright
quickly put his people in command of these programs, from
building projects to growing and distributing food. He also took
charge of establishing the town guards. People were urged to give
service when needed, and they were glad to do so; after all, the
newcomers were in need, and it was the Christian thing to do. But
when there wasn’t enough labor to build the walls, they were forced
to work. Citizens were told all these changes were only temporary.
Once secure, they could go back to their lives as
normal.”

“Taking over the government
wasn’t enough for Wright; he turned his eyes on the church. He even
got some of his followers to be ministers,” said Hannah, becoming
animated.

“How did he manage that?” I
asked.

“Another long story,” said
Jane. “But in short, they were appointed to lower callings in the
church, and then, over time, they slowly moved up.”

“Except it wasn’t that
slow!” exclaimed Hannah. “An accident here…an illness
there…”

“As I was saying,” said Jane
with an edge to her voice, hoping it would keep Hannah from
interrupting. “In the ruse of being safe and protected, we slowly
gave our freedoms away. Weapons were asked for to arm the guards,
and the people gladly handed them over. On the surface it was a
great time: everyone shared equally in the work and of their
substance, all for the greater good…”

“And to support those
‘guards’ and ‘administrators’ of the programs—all of Mr. Wright’s
most loyal supporters,” interjected Hannah. “They lived like
kings!”

“Do you want to
finish the story?” asked Jane irritably.

It was the wrong approach.

“Oh yes,” said Hannah, who
instantly began to babble so fast it was hard to keep
up.

Jane nudged her hard in the ribs and
said, “Well you can’t! If you have something to say, wait until
I’ve finished my thought.”

With a haughty sigh, Hannah said, “Very
well,” and fell silent. So did Jane, as she tried to remember where
she’d left off.

“On the surface, it was a
great time,” I reminded her.

“Oh, thank you. Yes, well,
Mr. Wright quietly positioned himself in a place where he could
seize total control over the people and establish himself as a
king. Some could see what was happening, Mr. Shepherd being
one.”

Hannah cut in again, “I don’t
understand how we got to a point where we would be willing to give
up so much.”

“Fear weakens the will,” I
said. “It can be used against us to make compromises to freedoms we
normally wouldn’t consider. Here a little and there a little seems
reasonable, but if you don’t draw the line somewhere, you’ll never
know when it’s been crossed; and by the time you do, it’s very
difficult, if not impossible, to get it back without bloodshed.
Those who have gained power are rarely willing to give it up
freely.”

Seeing the irritation on Jane’s face
over another diversion, I tried to get the conversation back on the
topic and asked her, “What of Mr. Shepherd?”

“He took those who wanted to
go and left. They started their own settlement.”

“Were they ever
attacked?”

“In the beginning, it
happened frequently. However, the ten men, who were now battle
hardened from that fateful hunting party, joined him; and they were
much more effective in repelling the attacks. They knew their
enemy. They quickly built a fort and organized their forces. In
fact, most of those who had survived the beastly attacks joined
him. It’s too hard to simply let the Brean go after you’ve seen
their brutality, and the horror they inflict on their victims. From
what I’ve been told, they don’t kill quickly if they don’t have to.
The townspeople who have never experienced it firsthand simply
don’t understand the evil that exists in them.”

“Or they don’t want to
believe it,” injected Hannah.

“True,” I agreed. “What’s
Sarah’s part in all this?”

“She understood the
difficult position the people were putting themselves in,”
explained Jane. “She had the courage to raise a warning voice,
though quietly at first. Even so, she was noticed quickly and
ridiculed for it. The leaders argued that women had no place in
deciding the fate of Marysvale. Sarah wouldn’t back down, she
became even more vocal. Though none would support her openly, her
ideas were taking root; a light was shone on the town leadership,
and what it revealed wasn’t pleasing.”

“And Mr. Wright—what did he
say?”

“He is very good at
deception. Publicly, he’s a friend to all; that’s why he has his
supporters in positions of power. While deploying them to take care
of his problems, he can remain a true statesman.”

“Is that when they drove
Sarah out?” I asked.

Jane nodded. “They could tell they were
losing ground and they wanted to stop her before she could gain any
more converts. She was too strong a public figure to eliminate, so
they made her a deal.”

She hesitated for a moment, and tears
suddenly welled in her eyes. “She took it.”

As sympathetically as I could, I asked,
“You were close, weren’t you?”

“Yes. We were young when
this all happened. She’d become like our mother over the years.
When she told us she was leaving, we were devastated. I remember
crying and pleading with her to stay. I felt like it was our
fault.”

More tears.

Hannah, too, was remembering that day.
I could feel their emotion, much like I had experienced with
Thomas; it just came and sucked me in, and I shared their pain as
they relived it.

“It took us a long time to
forgive her for leaving us,” confessed Jane. “To this day, she’s
never explained why she did it.”

They fell silent and we rode
on.

I hesitated, then cautiously ventured,
“I think I may know why Sarah left you….At least part of
it.”

“Oh?” replied Jane. She
waited for me to continue.

I took a deep breath and, hoping I
wasn’t making a mistake, dove in.

“Sometimes people do things,
even though it appears to be the wrong decision, for the right
reasons.”

Goodness, I thought. I’m
not making any sense. I stumbled for the words. Sweat beaded
on my forehead and suddenly the cool air didn’t bother me. Strange
how explanations can seem so clear in your mind and then come out
all wrong.

“She saved herself,” said
Jane, shrugging her shoulders. “We see that now and don’t hold it
against her. What else could she have done?”

“I don’t think that was the
reason…”

They waited for an explanation, so I
plowed on.

“It’s uncharacteristic of
Sarah to sacrifice her principles just to save herself. However, if
her leaving meant that she could protect someone she loves…now
that’s something altogether different.”

I let that sink in for a moment, and
then added, “I believe she left to save you.”

“That doesn’t make sense,”
said Hannah confused. “How is leaving us behind saving
us?”

Jane understood what I
meant.

“No, I think he’s saying
they would have harmed us if she didn’t leave. Is that
what you mean, John?”

I nodded and could sense their minds
whirling, trying to decide if they believed me or not. I felt
tempted to try and pull some of those thoughts from them, but I
resisted. Jane’s eyes stared into the unending sea of trees before
us, and Hannah rested her head on the back of Jane’s shoulder,
looking at nothing in particular. I left them to their
contemplations.

After a while, Hannah raised her head
and asked, in an unusually quiet voice, “How do you
know?”

I debated how much I should tell them
about my last conversation with Sarah, and her desire for them to
come back with me. Jane, piqued by Hannah’s question, watched my
internal struggle with mild interest. I finally decided that now
was as good a time as any to approach the subject. If they didn’t
like Sarah’s idea, at least I had some time to convince them before
going to work on their father.

“Before we left, Sarah
begged me to bring you and your father back. She told me that
things are changing and there would be no more shipments of food
for you—not by her choice, but because of things out of her
control. She also told me that she felt she had a role to play in
the events which are coming; but she was afraid that she couldn’t
fulfill her role while those she loves are at risk.”

“She said that?” asked Jane
in her soft, clear voice.

“Yes.”

Hannah laid her head back on Jane’s
shoulder and said, “I’ll go.”

“So will I,” added
Jane.

That was rather easy, I
thought.

“But will your
father?”

“I think so,” said Jane. “He
has his pride, and it won’t be easy for him to depend on others.
However, he is concerned for our protection. And if we are no
longer safe in Marysvale, in addition to running out of food...it
should be enough.”

I hoped so.

The day wore on and the fog burned off,
but clouds still covered the sky. We stopped after
midday.

“Why are we stopping?” asked
Hannah.

“Aren’t you tired?” I
countered.

“Well, yes.”

“So am I. We’ll sleep in
turns with a watch; when night falls, we’ll continue.”

Hannah groaned, “That’s hardly any
time. Why do we have to travel at night? Can’t we just keep going
and stop at dusk? We’ll get a good rest and start fresh in the
morning.”

“When do the Brean usually
attack?” I asked her.

She thought about it, “At night; but I
don’t see how traveling will make us any safer than just staying
put. Besides, we can’t see that well in the dark.”

“I can see well enough.
You’re right, we won’t be any safer; but we’ll be awake and our
horses rested, at least more than they are now.”

“Oh, I suppose that makes
sense,” she conceded, as if all our plans hinged on her decision.
That said, she slid off Smoke.

We secured the horses in an area of
lush grass, and then we ate.

“We have about six hours
before sunset. We’ll break up into three watches, two hours
each.”

“I’ll take the first watch,”
offered Jane, and then volunteered Hannah for the
second.

Hannah looked sour at having the worst
of the time slots, but she accepted it without complaint. I felt a
little sorry for Hannah, at least Jane and I would get four hours
of uninterrupted sleep, but I didn’t feel bad enough to change
watches.

“Then I’ll take the third,”
I said.

With that decided, I took a blanket and
lay down on the hard ground. Wrapping up in it comforted me
somewhat and I fell asleep instantly.

 


***

 


I dreamed again, but with much more
detail than before. This time I was running through the forest and
Jane was there, sitting, waiting for me on the lower branch of a
tree. She was a young girl, perhaps only eight years old. I don’t
know how I knew it was her, but I did. Marveling, I suddenly
realized that I was also a child. She smiled and waved. She was my
best friend, and I understood that we shared everything together.
Tired, scared, and out of breath, I ran up to her. Using her arms,
she pushed herself off the branch and catapulted to the
ground.

“Where have you been? You
look like you’ve been playing with the pigs.”

“In the woods,” I replied,
trying to appear brave.

“In the storm? Did you get
lost?”

“No,” I lied.

“Then what were you doing
out?”

“Nothing.”

“Were to.”

“It’s none of your business
what I was doing,” I snapped.

She looked surprised, “You’ve never
kept a secret from me before.”

“This one is
different.”

“Why?”

“Because if I tell you,
people will get hurt,” I announced. Although I was scared, a part
of me felt proud to be part of something so important.

“Fine, then I’m not telling
you my secret,” she said stubbornly.

“You don’t have one; you’re
only telling me you do, so I’ll tell you mine.”

“I do too have one; and now
I’m not telling you for sure.”

I tried to read her.

“Hey, stop that!” she
snapped, and her mind closed. She was getting better; her thoughts
were completely blocked from me this time. I could still sense they
were there, but only shadowy figures behind a veil.

“I wish my mother never
taught you how to do that,” I said.

“Well, she did! And it’s not
right for you to go around digging into other people’s thoughts.
Someday, someone is going to find out what you can do, and you’ll
be in big trouble.”

“Will not… besides,” I said
sheepishly, “someone has found out.”

Seeing the alarm on her face, I quickly
added, “They promised me that no one else would know; they wouldn’t
tell a single person, if I didn’t tell their secret.”

“You didn’t!” she exclaimed.
“You’re going to get in a lot of trouble for this.”

“I didn’t mean to, it was an
accident. They were scary and started asking questions. I tried not
to say anything, but I think they guessed. No one has to know. They
promised they wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“Yeah, but I know
and I have to tell.”

“Why?”

“Because your father said
to. Please don’t be angry,” she begged. “He came to me and made me
promise to tell him if you did anything different, or if you told
anyone else. What was I supposed to say?”

“You can’t tell him,” I
cried. “I’ll never get to play again if you do.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But
I made a promise, and I don’t want to lie to him.”

“If you do, I’ll never be
your friend again,” I threatened. “I’ll hide from you. I’ll hide
from everyone, so no one can find me….”

Tears welled in her eyes. “But your
father said! And I don’t have a choice—I promised him.”

“Of course you have a
choice. A good friend wouldn’t tell. Aren’t you my
friend?”

“You know I am! But I…I
can’t lie for you; it’s not right.”

“Then you’re not my friend!”
I shouted.

“Please,” she said while
choking back a sob. “I have to tell. But we can still be
friends.”

Good, I thought. If she’s
going to tell then she deserves to be hurt.

“Then you better run along
Miss Tattletale, and while you’re at it, find another friend,” I
yelled.

She turned and, with tears streaming
down her face, she ran toward my home.

I felt sick. I was going to be in so
much trouble, there was no doubt about it. The increased chores
alone would make it certain that I wouldn’t be able to play for a
long time. What I dreaded most, was how my parents would react,
especially my father. His disapproval would be the worst. I think
it would have been much easier if they just yelled at me and got it
over with. But they wouldn’t. Quietly, they would sit me down and
make it clear how disappointed they were. There would be a sermon
on how dangerous it is for others to know about me and how we were
all put at risk when I acted like this. They would explain how
people wouldn’t understand us.

The day again grew darker; the earlier
storm was rebuilding for another onslaught. After a long time of
trying to avoid it, I finally accepted my fate and, with a great
sense of trepidation, slowly walked home.

I came to the same familiar cabin that
I’d seen before in my dream. It was my home. The cabin sat in a
thick grove of trees. The shade kept it cool in the summer, but
also blocked out most of the sunlight. A rope was tied to a tree, a
swing for me—one of my favorite things. Father hung it for me while
Jane was there. We would take turns seeing who could get the
highest; and in moments of insanity, we would both try it at the
same time.

Poor Jane, I thought. She
didn’t deserve to be yelled at. To be honest, I really can’t blame
her; she was just keeping her promise. Supposing I would have
done the same, I put it in my mind to say sorry when I saw her;
that way we could go back to normal and be friends
again.

I crept up the stairs to the cabin and
entered. Women’s voices could be heard, strained and tense, just
like in the other dreams. It was impossible to make out what they
said. I made my way to the kitchen door and listened. They were
talking about me.

I gulped and slowly pushed the door
open.

The kitchen was dark, as there was only
a small window to let in any light; and the sun had been completely
hidden behind the heavy rain clouds that were about to
burst.

“John! Where have you been?
Your father is out looking for you right now,” chided Mother, her
face stern, but relieved to see me. “You shouldn’t have been out in
that storm.”

There was another woman with her whom I
recognized to be my grandmother. Funny what your mind can conjure
up in a dream, she looked like Sarah. In fact, I wondered if it
were her, except she was older. They sat around the table with a
lamp burning brightly on top.

“Jane was just here,” she
announced, waiting for my reaction.

I said nothing.

“Do you have anything you
want to say, John?”

I remained silent.

She sighed.

“Don’t be too hard on him,”
said my grandmother. “He’ll understand someday.”

“Yes…but will it be too
late?”

The floorboards on the back porch
creaked and a dark shadow passed across the tiny window. Heavy
footsteps slowly progressed until they stopped outside the back
door.

“That must be your father,”
said Mother.

My heart leapt in my chest. Here it
comes, I thought, and I began to guess the exact words my
father would use to chastise me.

The door didn’t open.

Mother got up and walked over to
unlatch it.

My subconscious, the part that
remembered past dreams, screamed, Back away! Don’t do it! Don’t
open it! My younger self seemed oblivious, watching with dread
for the moment when my father would materialize.

Mother reached for the latch and, as
she did, there was a terrible explosion—the sound of the door being
rent from its frame, breaking up into a shower of wood bits and
deadly splinters. The force and the remainder of the planks
collided with her body, knocking her back like a rag doll, through
chairs and over the kitchen table, toppling the oil lamp and
breaking it open. Flames spread from the burning river of oil,
igniting door and table fragments, and mixing with the blood
pouring from my mother’s body.

Standing in the fractured entryway was
the hulking body of a huge Brean.

Its malevolent, red eyes locked on me,
and it bellowed a deafening roar. Crashing into the house, it
lunged toward me. Its stench was overpowering, even over the strong
smell of smoke. My grandmother, recovering from her shock,
screamed, “Run, John!” and she flung herself into the path of the
charging monster.

Flames now licked the walls and
ceiling. Dark, billowing clouds of black smoke filled the room,
obscuring my view. A snarl from the monster, and a scream from my
grandmother, rent the air. I stumbled backwards trying to escape.
Red eyes and a shaggy head, now covered in blood, emerged from the
billowing smoke. Immediately, the rest of its body followed,
swirling the smoke behind it.

I continued my desperate, backwards
escape through the kitchen door and into the front room. The
monster crashed through the door, knocking it off its hinges. I
tripped over something, a rug perhaps, and fell backwards, hitting
my head on some unseen piece of furniture, and slumped to the
floor. White bursts of stars momentarily filled my vision.
Something warm trickled down my head. A haze of unconsciousness
threatened to overtake me. The monster towered above—its mouth
opened wide, revealing long, knifelike teeth, still dripping blood.
It leaned forward, the source of the putrid breath only inches from
me. I could see down its ghastly throat. The haze grew stronger and
it became more difficult to see. I struggled to fight it off.
Flames leapt up all around us, entombing the room in a burning
oven.

The thundering boom of a musket
shattered the air. A long gash split the monster’s face as the
little lead ball streaked past and embedded in its massive
shoulder. Blood spurted from the wound, spraying on me. It cried a
terrible howl of pain and stumbled back. I began my slide into
blackness. Strong arms lifted me…and the oblivion was
complete.
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Chapter Ten: Awakening
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A sound drifted
into my subconscious.

“John.”

Am I still dreaming? It was a
voice I knew.

A gentle hand brushed the hair away
from my cheek. “It’s okay; nothing’s going to get you. You’re just
having a nightmare.”

A bad dream? My soul felt deep
sorrow and pain. Not the joy that should have accompanied the
realization that I was just dreaming.

“Hannah?”

Blearily, I rubbed my eyes open and was
greeted, not by Hannah, but by Jane kneeling by my side. Confused,
I sat up and saw Hannah still sleeping close by.

“I don’t understand…” Then,
noticing the fading sunlight, I affirmed, “You stayed up this whole
time?”

Her reply was that wonderful, but
noticeably more tired, smile.

“But you’ve been up longer
than both of us,” I protested.

“You two looked like you
needed the rest—especially you.”

I smiled back. “Thank you.”

“You were talking in your
sleep,” she said.

“Mmm.”

“It sounded
awful.”

“It was. You were in it, but
you were just a young girl. There was also a woman that looked like
Sarah and another that was my mother. They were killed by a
Brean.”

I stopped when my throat
caught.

“Do you want to talk about
it?” she asked softly.

I shook my head.

Jane stood and offered her hand. I took
it and she pulled me up; but she didn’t let go. We simply stood
there with my hand in hers. My heart raced. I wanted to take her in
my arms, hold her tight, and apologize for treating her so badly in
my dream.

She broke the grip with a blush and
said, “I better go wake Hannah.”

That proved easier said than
done.

I watched her approach the sleeping
girl, bend down, and whisper, “Hannah, it’s time to go.”

A moan.

“Wake up,” coaxed Jane,
shaking her gently.

“Just a little more time,”
Hannah responded sleepily.

“No. The light is mostly
gone,” said Jane, shaking her more forcefully.

No response.

Jane looked at me for help.

I walked over and retrieved my animal
skin canteen, took a drink, then poured some over Hannah’s
head.

“Stop it,” she shrieked,
while flying up into a sitting position. “Was that necessary?” she
continued, trying to muster the meanest scowl possible, through
blinking eyes that hadn’t adjusted to being fully awake
yet.

“Apparently, it was,” I said
laughing.

I helped her up and she snapped, “I’m
beginning to think Jane is right not to trust you.”

“It was her
idea.”

“It was not!” exclaimed Jane
defensively. “I only wanted your help in getting her up. I didn’t
say she needed a bath.”

I pretended to sniff. “Well she
does!”

Hannah hauled back with a bunched up
fist and let it fly. I stepped out of the way. Her unchecked
momentum knocked her off balance and she fell to the ground, which
sent Jane into a fit of laughter.

Hannah angrily hopped up to her feet.
“That wasn’t fair! You moved!”

“What do you mean, it wasn’t
fair? It was the only thing I could do. I wouldn’t hit you
back.”

“But moving had the same
effect!”

“Fine. Will it make you feel
better if I let you hit me?”

“Yes.” And she did, quite
hard, on my arm.

“Feel better?” I
asked.

“No.”

She hit me again. “Now I feel
better.”

“Ouch, what was that one
for?

“One for the smell joke and
one for moving out of the way—and you can count yourself lucky that
I didn’t hit you a third time for pouring water on me.”

“Well, at least you’re
awake,” I grumbled, rubbing my arm.

Jane, now in control of her laughter,
announced, “If you two are quite finished, we should be on our
way.” Then, muttering under her breath, she said, “Why must I be
the only adult here?”

We managed to get off without further
incident.

As the light faded, the huge forest
trees swallowed us in an unwelcome blackness. I’d never really
grown accustomed to the forest at night; it made me uneasy under
the best of circumstances. However, the thought of what hunted us
made the area downright unsettling. It must have had a worse effect
on the girls, because I found them moving continually closer to me
during our journey. I could open my vision and pierce the darkness,
at least for a few miles; but they could see nothing but blackness
and shadows, accompanied by the occasional creak and snapping of
wood that forests tend to make.

“Are you sure we’re not
lost?” asked Hannah in a whisper, as if afraid of being
overheard.

“Quite sure,” I
answered.

“I don’t see
how.”

I didn’t answer.

Hannah didn’t let it go.

“How do you
know?”

“I just do,” I replied,
trying to sound as confident as possible.

“Well, at least we have
plenty of food,” she mumbled.

The night progressed uneventfully,
which surprised me a little; but then the whole plan was to evade
any direct routes and thereby, hopefully, avoid any
Brean.

At dawn of a clear and noticeably
cooler day, we stopped.

Never once dozing off during the night,
and exhausted from lack of sleep and travel, Jane half fell out of
the saddle. Instantly, I leapt down and caught her. She was very
light. I wanted to hold her longer, she felt good in my arms; but
Hannah eyed me both with curiosity and suspicion. I wasn’t sure if
it was because I was holding her sister, or because I moved so
quickly. Either way, it made me uncomfortable. I set Jane on her
feet, took out a blanket, laid it flat, and insisted she lie down.
She did so, too weary to argue. Hannah looked tired as well. Though
she had occasionally drifted off during the night, it couldn’t have
been restful. I ordered her to lie next to her already sleeping
sister.

She protested and offered to help with
the horses, but I assured her it would give me something to do
while keeping watch. Thanking me, she curled up next to Jane, and I
covered them both with the remaining blankets.

After tending to the horses, I walked
to the top of a small hill where I could see in all directions
while keeping guard. As I watched the sleeping girls, I thought
about all that had happened and how strange it all seemed. To be
traveling to a town held hostage by mythical creatures just didn’t
feel real, and my mind didn’t want to believe it. I would have been
happy to disregard it all as pure fantasy, except for the nagging
fact that I found myself in the middle of it, and with a scar to
prove it. My emotions screamed at me to get away from this place,
take Smoke with all his speed, and run without looking back. But as
strongly as I desired that, a greater part of me felt drawn to
reclaim the peace that had been taken from this beautiful place. I
also knew I could never leave the three people who, in such a short
time, had so completely won my heart. For hours, my mind wandered
through the conversations I’d had with Sarah and what I knew about
Marysvale; but mostly, I just thought about Jane.

Growing stiff from sitting, I got up
and stretched. Studying my surroundings more carefully, I felt a
jolt go through my body…I had been here before. This place, the
trees, the hills, it was all familiar to me. I had seen it in my
dream, I was sure of it.

It’s here, I thought. I
know it.

I searched around and soon found the
path from my dream. It was overgrown, but the remains were still
visible. Tepidly, I followed it, afraid of where it could lead, but
driven to find out. The tree where Jane had waited for me stood off
to the left. Her ghostly image burned into my mind. The path
twisted and wandered over a hill and out of sight. Slowly, drawn by
some inner force, I followed it. My pulse quickened. The forest
felt still, the air thick. Except for the rustling of ferns and
undergrowth, everything was silent. As I progressed, the woods grew
more dense. Despite the raining debris of autumn leaves, tall trees
and a thick canopy of foliage blocked out the sun. Only a trickle
of light filtered through the small gaps.

Through one last thicket, I emerged at
my destination.

Shadows fell and enshrouded the
hollowed, blackened remains of the cabin that had plagued my sleep.
Burnt timbers rose out of the ground. The porch and front of the
cabin were mostly still intact, but sagging from age and weather.
Windows were shattered; vines and moss now covered the ruins. A
dingy rope swing hung from a branch that had grown around the
intruder over the years.

As in my dream, I crept up the stairs
and onto the porch, though this time, I was more afraid of falling
through the rickety floorboards than being discovered. No door
remained—only rusty iron hinges that hung limply from the frame.
Peering in, I was greeted with the pungent smell of damp and
rotting wood. In the darkness, I could make out a stone fireplace
in the center of the house, but not much else. I gingerly retreated
and made my way to the back of the cabin. Stepping over large,
charred logs, which littered the ground all around, I discovered
that the fire had completely consumed this part of the structure. I
located the kitchen, or where it had been. Under a thick layer of
dirt, leaves, and twigs stood a small, black iron stove.

The memory of that heinous end flooded
back to me in vivid detail. I scarcely dared to breathe in this
hallowed place, fearful to disturb the slumbering images. Finally,
with nothing left to see, I sat for a long while under the tree
that still held my rope swing. I stared at what was left of the
cabin—a broken home to fit with my broken memories.

A rustling of foliage caught my
attention, and I turned to meet whatever fate greeted me. It was my
best friend, Jane, here, in the tomb of a shattered life—a poignant
reminder of what I’d lost. The emotions that had been locked away,
hidden in the mysteries of my mind, hit me like a destructive force
of nature. They tore my soul to pieces and flowed freely down my
cheeks.

Jane sat down next to me, deep concern
etched in her face.

Finally, when I could utter the words,
I spoke, “It wasn’t a dream, was it?”

“No,” she said
softly.

“Do you remember the last
thing I said to you?”

She nodded slowly and said, “Yes. For a
long time after it happened, I thought it was my fault—that sharing
your secret had somehow caused it.”

“No,” I protested. “You did
the right thing. I was the coward and you were brave. If there is
blame, it is on my shoulders. ”

“Neither of us is to blame.
The fault is with those that committed the massacre.”

“I’m so very sorry for what
I said, for those last words spoken so long ago. I wanted to tell
you then, but…Oh, Jane, will you forgive me? ” Tears sprang to my
eyes once more and my body heaved in regret.

Her own cheeks now moist, Jane cradled
my face in her warm hands and turned it, so I could stare into
those amazingly deep and beautiful green eyes.

“We were only children,” she
said softly. “Of course I forgive you. Many who depart under such
circumstances never get a chance to repair the damage done. I’m
glad we have that chance now.”

She slipped her hand into mine, and we
sat without speaking for a long time.

Hesitantly, unsure if it was all right
to break the silence, she finally asked, “How much do you
remember?”

I told her about the dream.

“That day, everything
changed for a lot of us: my mother was also killed, as were many
other good people.”

“I’m so sorry,” I
said.

“I’m sorry for you. I’ve had
years to grieve. After all this time, you are just learning what
happened. Why do you suppose you didn’t remember before
now?”

I thought a moment before replying, “I
think maybe the trauma from seeing it all ensue, along with hitting
my head, may have caused me to forget.”

“Sarah returned and buried
your mother and grandmother,” she said. “We couldn’t find you or
your father. We had hoped you survived, but never knew for
sure.”

“My father told me that my
mother died from an illness. Why do you think he said that?” I
asked questioningly.

I wasn’t angry at him—I loved him very
much; but I was curious why he hid the truth.

“I don’t know,” she replied
thoughtfully. “Perhaps, since you didn’t remember, it was easier
not to make you relive it again. Possibly, he wanted to wait for
the right time, or until you got older.”

“Why didn’t Sarah tell me
all this? Or you? After all, we shared everything—no
secrets.”

She smiled. “That’s right, you
remember. I wanted to tell you, but Sarah made me promise that I
wouldn’t. She thought that since you didn’t remember anything it
would work to your advantage and ours.”

“How would that help me?” I
asked somewhat dubiously.

“She thought that since you
didn’t know anything, it might be safer for you in town. You were
so young then, and she didn’t think you’d ever been to Marysvale;
or if you had, it’s been enough years that she doubted anyone will
recognize you.”

“And why would that
matter?”

She looked hopefully at me. “Because we
don’t know who we can trust; and we think you know something that
might be the key as to why all this happened.”

“I can’t think of what that
would be,” I said, searching my mind. “There’s still a lot I don’t
remember.”

“You said, that day in the
forest, that you had a secret and that people would get hurt if you
told. We think that may have had something to do with the
attacks.”

Vague images floated back to me, but
nothing solid.

“Do you remember something?”
she asked, reading the expression on my face.

“Not much, only some
obscured figures. It’s hard to tell what’s dream and what’s reality
now, they seem to blend.”

“Tell me about what you
think you remember,” she prompted. “Perhaps I can help.”

“There were cloaked people.
They had a Brean with them.” I shook my head and rubbed my temples,
as if that would help coax the memories back to life.

Jane looked eager. “Is there anything
more?”

“It’s all so vague, I’m not
even sure about that. I can’t remember, Jane. I’m
sorry.”

She sighed and patted my hand. “There’s
nothing to be sorry about.”

Sitting side by side, we stared at the
burnt-out cabin. A soft, crisp autumn breeze began to stir through
the trees, rustling drying leaves and swaying tall, slender pines,
which creaked and moaned, disrupting our silence.

I took Jane’s hand in mine and our
fingers intertwined. She looked at me and I leaned toward her a
little. She didn’t pull away, and, almost imperceptibly, leaned
ever so slightly towards me. Those green, wide eyes magically
beckoned me forward. I resisted the temptation to throw all caution
to the wind and snatch her up into a tight hug and smother her with
passionate kisses, but just barely. We drew closer, mere inches
from one another. My eyes closed, heart racing, and my breathing
slowed. Time stood still—even the woods seemed to collectively hold
its breath.

A crash came from behind us. Jane
jumped from the noise. I grabbed a branch and leapt to my feet,
just in time to see Hannah emerging from the underbrush, leading
the three horses.

I silently cursed Hannah. When I wanted
her awake, she sleeps; and now that I wanted her to stay asleep,
she wakes.

“Brilliant timing,” I
muttered.

Jane heard and she looked at me through
the corners of her eyes. A sly, mischievous grin spread across her
beautiful face.

“Phew, it took me forever to
find you! I woke up and you were gone. So, I packed the horses and
followed your tracks.”

“You mean you followed the
big arrow I drew in the ground for you,” said Jane.

“Oh, is that what that was,”
she said dismissively. “It’s cold. Can we start a fire?”

“No,” said Jane.

“Why not?”

She sighed, “Because the smell of a
campfire can be carried for some distance. Besides, it’s time we
get moving.”

“Can we at least
eat?”

Jane agreed to that.

Hannah, noticing the cabin for the
first time, asked, “What is this place?”

Jane replied quickly, before I could,
“We don’t know; it’s just a burned-out cabin.”

“Oh.”

“Why don’t you find us
something to eat, Hannah?” suggested Jane.

Hannah looked suspicious, but said,
“All right.”

She went over to the packhorse and
started fishing around, but she kept an eye on us and probably both
ears.

Jane whispered in my ear, “Don’t tell
her anything.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t know about you,
and it’s safer for her to remain that way.”

“What are you saying?”
demanded Hannah.

“Nothing,” replied
Jane.

“Yes, you are. Whenever you
say nothing, it’s something.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It
is something; but we’re still not going to tell you.” I took my
hand and slid it subtly into Jane’s.

The movement wasn’t lost on Hannah. She
furrowed her brow and eyed us for a moment. Then she giggled,
blushed, and went back to her task. We ate, packed up, and were on
our way.

 


***

 


“Why is camping outside
Marysvale suicide?” I asked.

Jane looked confused by the question.
“Excuse me?”

“It’s something Sarah said
before we left—she said it would be suicide to camp outside
Marysvale. Why is that?”

“Oh, that.” She pondered for
a moment. “I suppose for her, it’s doubly dangerous. For one, the
closer we get to Marysvale, the more Brean there are. The beasts
are drawn to the town.”

“And the other
reason?”

“These days, people go
missing if they disagree with the town leadership. I think they
would like to be rid of her for good, if given the
opportunity.”

“Why didn’t they do it to
begin with?”

“She had too much support.
If she went missing then, it would have solidified the town against
Wright and, at that time, he didn’t have total control like he does
now.”

“You would think the Brean
would avoid the town with its securities. Aren’t they in danger
being so close?”

Jane laughed a bitter laugh. “They
should be; but they’re not.”

I was taken aback. “What about the
guards?”

“They won’t harm them! We
even have a law against it.”

I was incredulous. “You have a law
against harming them?”

She nodded. “The town guards can repel
the assault only if the city is attacked directly—and then, only
after getting orders to do so. They are afraid that if we instigate
something, it will bring down the sevenfold curse of
Cain.”

“How often do the Brean
invade the city?”

“Never…Well, at least it’s
been years since it’s happened; only once or twice that I can
remember. The Brean aren’t stupid; they’ve learned that as long as
they don’t directly attack the city, they’ll be left
alone.”

“What happens if you
retaliate without permission?”

“Normally, you get chained
to the outside walls and left for the Brean to do what they will.
The belief is that your sacrifice will appease their
anger.”

I felt ill at the thought.

“The townsfolk tolerate
that?”

“The townsfolk no longer
have a choice. There isn’t anything anyone can do or say in
opposition. Wright has his personal army now who are loyal to him
and not the town. Slowly, one by one, those who opposed him were
silenced, or had an unfortunate accident. There are a lucky few who
got out while the consolidation of power was happening and joined
Mr. Shepherd’s group.”

“And you want to go back to
that?” I asked dubiously.

“No, but I won’t leave
without my father.”

 


***

 


A cool crispness saturated the air, not
cold enough to chill, but enough to bring on the dread of an
impending sunset. When the sun went down, we would plunge into a
frigid, dark night. I wasn’t ready for it—not enough time had
passed since my last cold, rain-soaked adventure. But then, I
didn’t think enough time could ever pass. I shivered at the thought
and pulled my cloak tightly around me.

Hannah saved me from dwelling on the
topic any further.

“How far are we from
Marysvale?”

“We’ve made good time. We’ll
probably reach it by morning.”

“Oh.” She slumped against
Jane’s back, closed her eyes, and soon fell asleep.

Watching her sleep reminded me of my
dreams. They bothered me on many fronts. Most nagging now were the
memories floating just below the surface of my consciousness; they
were there, so close, on the tip of my mind. It was like reaching
for an object that had fallen through a crack, barely out of
reach—the tips of my fingers could touch it, but were unable to
grasp it and pull it in. I felt extremely frustrated. Still,
dwelling on it did me no good; they were beyond me, and may as well
have been a thousand miles away.

I noticed Jane looking at me
curiously.

“What is it?” I
asked.

“Nothing, you just looked
deep in thought.”

“I was…trying to dredge up
memories that have been lost on a shelf for way too
long.”

“Too much dust on them?” she
asked.

I nodded. “A nice thick layer of it.
And I seem to have misplaced the shelf, too.”

“Give it time; they will
come.”

“Hmm, but will it be too
late? Ever since uncovering that fragmented bit from my past, I
feel like there is something out of place with everything I’ve
learned—like my memory is telling me not to trust what I’ve been
told; but it won’t give up the explanation as to why.”

“I haven’t misled you or
told you anything that isn’t true,” she said
defensively.

“No, it’s not that,” I
replied quickly. “I didn’t mean it like that. Think of it like a
rock wall where the masonry work is straight and the grass and
shrubs growing by it are cut and well groomed. You find the wall
and describe it to me. But something is telling me that there is
more to it that we don’t know—that we haven’t been privy to see. On
the other side of the wall, the workmanship is poor and sloppy,
with dry weeds and thorns. The frustrating part is that I think
I’ve seen the backside of the wall, but my mind won’t let me
remember what I saw. Does that make sense?”

“I think so,” she said. “Do
you think we’ve been deceived?”

“No, I don’t think we were
ever supposed to have found that figurative wall in the first
place; but just in case someone stumbled by, it was built to hide
whatever’s on the other side.”

Jane thought about this for a moment,
and then asked, “When you saw the people in the forest, what do you
suppose their intentions were with the Brean?”

“I think they were going to
do something to it. There was chanting or dancing—at least they
were waving their arms. I wish I could remember!”

“Something wicked I should
think,” she said. “I wonder if that is what caused the Brean to
attack our homes—retribution for whatever happened back then. Can’t
you remember anything else?”

“I heard names. One was more
important than the others, I think. I want to say he is the leader,
or a leader of some kind, but I can’t be sure about anything. They
said his name a lot.”

“What was it?”

I looked at her hopefully and said,
“Something like, Neighbor?”

“Mmm, doesn’t mean anything
to me.”

“Sleigh?”

She shook her head, “No.”

“Well, it was something like
that,” I mumbled, and we lapsed back into silence.

As the day wore on, a few clouds
darkened the sky and small animals scampered here and there. I
caught Jane occasionally stealing a glance at me, and I made a more
conscious effort to sit a little straighter in the saddle and to
appear a little more heroic than I felt.

We tried to avoid any paths, but that
remained difficult to do in some of the thicker parts of the
forest. As we drew closer to Marysvale, we occasionally passed
within sight of an abandoned farm or cabin. Some still looked
salvageable. I wondered about the people who had lived there and
what had happened to them. They weren’t pleasant thoughts, since
most of the people who had survived the attacks were riding right
next to me. I wondered if their bones still lay inside, or if they
had died in their overgrown fields, where nature had long since
claimed them back.

“Naehume,” I
blurted.

Hannah stirred, but amazingly enough,
still slept. It looked like she had trained her arms to hang on, no
matter if she was awake or asleep.

“What was that?” asked Jane
with a bewildered expression.

“The name! I remember it,” I
said excitedly, though still softly enough to keep Hannah
asleep.

Jane furrowed her brow and shook her
head. “I still don’t recognize it.”

Convinced I was right, I kept prodding,
“Maybe it isn’t a given name, perhaps a title or a former
name.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I
can’t think of anyone by that name.”

“I’m sure that’s it,” I said
slightly frustrated. “I think if we can find out who he is, then
we’ll know who is behind all of this.”

“I still think Lord Wright
is behind it; he gained the most.”

“I’m not convinced,” I said
doubtfully.

“You said yourself that you
can’t remember much. What if Naehume and Lord Wright are the same
person? What if he used secret names to disguise himself from being
found out?”

“Maybe,” I conceded.
Nevertheless, something inside me didn’t like that idea. It still
felt like they were different people. Unable to remember anything
else, I again let the subject drop.

 


***

 


We rested at dusk, preparing ourselves
for the seemingly endless night ahead. I had an uneasy feeling,
more so than usual, and was concerned that we hadn’t seen any
Brean. It was odd to worry about such a thing when it should have
been considered good news; but somehow it felt like it had been too
easy getting here. I expected something more.

After a good rest, we continued on our
journey.

It was in the darkest, coldest hours,
right before dawn, when my expectations were met. Cresting the top
of a hill, I inhaled sharply and reined up.

“What is it?” Jane
whispered.

Answering her own question, she said,
“We aren’t alone, are we?”

“No,” I said
quietly.

Two dark vortexes appeared on the edge
of my extra-vision. It was growing easier to keep it open the more
I used it, and my ability to see farther had amplified some. In the
distance, beyond the range of my sight, lay Marysvale, visible only
by the evenly spaced torches burning around the top of the wall
that protected it.

“I’d like to know how you
can see anything in this darkness,” questioned Hannah
quietly.

“I’ll tell you later,” I
said.

“How about now?”

“How about
never?”

She sighed, “You promise to tell me
later?”

“Yes.”

Addressing Jane, I asked, “Can you see
the town?”

“Not very well. I can just
make out the torchlights. Where are the Brean and how many are
there?”

“One is hiding in a tree and
another in some vegetation about a quarter mile from the
first.”

Both were unmoving, waiting for the
unsuspecting.

“They’re about two miles
away from us and maybe one from the town. Where’s the
gate?”

“There are two: one in the
north wall and one in the south.”

“Naturally,” I sighed.
“They’ve positioned themselves directly in front of the south gate.
We either have to go through them or try the north
gate.”

“Can’t we just go around
them?” asked Hannah.

“Perhaps, but I can only see
these two; there may be more, farther away, out of
sight.”

“Let’s try the north side,”
suggested Jane. “If these are the only two, we can double back when
we have safely passed by them.”

Quietly, or as quietly as the horses
would allow, we made our way to the other gate.

As we moved, a third Brean slid into my
field of vision. It too was hiding, silently waiting. Then a
fourth, and a fifth, and so on—all were unmoving and still, evenly
spaced, and ringing around what I now presumed to be the entire
town—creating a net that would be difficult at best, if not
impossible, to sneak past undetected.”

I described the scene to Jane and
Hannah, and then asked, “Do they always do this?”

“No,” was Jane’s reply.
“It’s not uncommon to see one, perhaps even a small group, but
never like this.”

“Will the guards let us in
if we are pursued?”

“They will if they have
enough time to close the gates behind us.”

“What are we going to do?”
asked Hannah.

“I don’t know,” I said
honestly. “I suppose we can try waiting. They’ll get tired
sometime…won’t they?”

“Perhaps. I really can’t
say,” said Jane. “Do we have another choice?”

“We can fight.”

“That’s not much of a
choice,” she said.

“No,” I agreed.

“And if they find out you’ve
hurt one of the Brean, you may as well stay out of the city because
they will most likely chain you to the outside wall.”

I shuttered at the thought.

Reading the expression on my face, Jane
said, “Then it looks like we wait.”

She slid off Smoke.

The sun rose and the day wore on. It
felt cold, though warm in the patches where the sunlight somehow
managed to creep past the stingy foliage. Autumn progressed and so
did the color of the changing leaves—green gave way quickly to
orange, red, and yellow. Frequently, a leaf would give up and float
to the ground, surrendering easily to the upcoming onslaught of
winter. Jane walked over to the packhorse, pulled a leather bag,
and said, “Come on Hannah. It’s time.”

“Time for what?” I asked
curiously.

“Time to change. We can’t
very well enter the city dressed like this. We need to slip our
gowns back on.”

I’d grown accustomed to seeing them in
breeches and wondered what they would look like in dresses. I
watched with interest as Jane pulled out two frocks from a
pack.

They walked over to the closest tree,
then turned and glared at me, making me feel
uncomfortable.

“Well,” said Jane with a
sigh of mock irritation.

I was bewildered by what she meant, and
it must have shown because she added, “I don’t know how they do
things where you come from, John Casey, but here men tend to give
women privacy when they need it.”

“Oh,” I said, blushing
furiously and feeling stupid. I turned the mare around so they
could have their solitude.

It didn’t take them long and Jane
signaled when they were finished by saying, “Thank you.”

I turned back around and stared at the
transformation that had occurred.

“Well?” said Jane again,
this time a little self-conscious. “What do you think?”

She wore a simple, worn and faded, blue
linen gown that extended down to her elbows and all the way to her
ankles. The top half was laced up in the front and her hair was
pulled up under a white ruffled cap. Hannah dressed similarly,
except her dress was brown. I nearly replied, “You look like a
woman,” but reconsidered this response. Would she take it that she
didn’t look beautiful before? She most certainly did.

Their gowns looked like they had seen
better days and the clothes they changed from were in much better
shape. However, I felt positive that saying so would be the wrong
answer, no matter how true. I wished desperately to break into her
thoughts and find out what I was supposed to say. Finally, I
decided on, “Beautiful.”

She grinned. “Beautiful is a little
strong for our old frocks,” she said, confident that she had caught
me in a trap.

“I wasn’t referring to the
gowns,” I replied.

This time it was her turn to blush.
Hannah simply nodded in agreement.

Late afternoon set in. Every time I
checked, there had been no change…until evening. Out of the four
Brean that I could see, two had changed positions. How
odd, I thought. They haven’t moved all day. Why now?
A few moments later, I saw why. Quietly, and quickly, without any
exchanges, two different Brean came and replaced the remaining
two.

This behavior stunned and confused me.
I knew they were coordinated, however, this level of organization
required not only coordination, but planning; they had to work out
a rotation schedule. Even more troubling was the fact that they
were smart enough to guess that we were coming here. That must have
been why we weren’t pursued in the forest. They simply set up a
watch and waited for us to come to them.

I broke the bad news to the girls. “The
Brean aren’t leaving.”

I described what I had seen.

“See,” exclaimed Hannah. “I
knew someone is controlling them; I told you so at Sarah’s
cabin.”

“How do you know it’s a
person and not the monsters themselves?” I asked.

“I just do.”

Jane agreed with Hannah. “I think she’s
right. If not, why would they be so concerned with us?”

“Mmm…But how does anyone
know we’re coming?”

“Maybe they warned whoever
is controlling them,” suggested Hannah.

“So they can speak?” I asked
doubtfully.

“I don’t know; I haven’t
bothered to ask them yet,” came her sarcastic reply.

“Look at it this way,”
reasoned Jane. “Everything that has happened has benefited Mr.
Wright and his friends. Now they control everything and live like
kings. Don’t you think the timing and the way things unfolded so
long ago are suspicious?”

“Perhaps.”

I thought about Mr. Martin and Governor
Potts. Potts had been a public figurehead, but he wasn’t the real
power—that belonged to Mr. Martin.

I continued, “Then you think Mr. Wright
controls them? No one else comes to mind?”

“What do you mean?” asked
Jane.

I briefly explained how Martin had
controlled Syre and how Potts was simply an expendable
puppet.

“Should the necessity arise,
Potts could easily be replaced, leaving the true leaders protected
from any scandal or bad decision.”

Jane frowned. “I haven’t thought of
that.”

She looked at Hannah and both silently
searched their minds for possible matches.

“I can think of some who are
extremely rich now because of what happened; but it’s hard to think
of anyone, other than Mr. Wright, who is controlling the town,”
said Jane.

“Besides,” added Hannah.
“However it happened in the beginning, he controls everything now.
I don’t think anyone can get rid of him at this point, even if they
wanted to.”

I could tell I’d planted a seed of
doubt. Neither one sounded totally convinced that Wright was the
only true power.

“Oh no,” I
gasped.

A wide-eyed Hannah asked, “What is
it?”

“They’re moving.”

“Why?” she asked, in a high,
fearful voice.

“I don’t know.”

“Are they leaving?” asked
Jane hopefully.

“No, they’re coming this
way,” I said, with only a hint of panic.

Turning pale, she asked, “All of
them?”

I nodded solemnly.


Chapter Eleven: Behind the Gate
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LEAVING their hiding places, the Brean slowly advanced
forward, thoroughly checking for any sights, sounds, or
smells.

“I think they’ve figured out
that we should have been here by now,” I said.

As they moved outward, gaps appeared in
their net, but they weren’t wide enough yet to run
through.

“Follow me,” I said. “I
believe if we move back far enough, there may be an opening, and we
can pass through. We’ll be detected, but it will give us enough of
a lead to beat them to the gates.”

I loosened my rifle, just in case it
would be needed.

“No!” exclaimed Jane. “If
you shoot one, the guards will take you prisoner. It’s best to
leave it here. Besides, they will confiscate it for the protection
of the town.”

We didn’t have time to argue, so I
propped it against a tree and memorized where it was.

The girls mounted up on Smoke, and I
noticed, when they straddled, that I could see their pants
underneath their gowns.

Jane, seeing my expression, explained
before I could ask.

“If something happens, and
we have to ride far, we don’t want to be rubbed raw.”

I shrugged, turned the mare around, and
instantly felt sick. I thought that it couldn’t get any worse; but
again I was wrong.

Advancing toward us were more Brean.
Only a few, and easy to bypass, but we would be detected. I leapt
off my mount and frantically transferred the packs over to Smoke
and my horse.

“What are you doing?” asked
Jane.

“Freeing up the packhorse,”
I answered.

The remaining, unnecessary items were
quickly secured to it.

“This is too much weight!”
exclaimed Jane.

“We don’t have to go far. If
you have to, cut it loose,” I said curtly.

I aimed the packhorse in the direction
I wanted it to go.

“What are you doing?” asked
Hannah, in a voice that told me that she knew perfectly well what I
was doing.

“I don’t want to do this
anymore than you do, Hannah, but either he dies alone, and possibly
saves our lives, or he dies with us all. If you have a better plan,
now would be the time to share it.”

With no reply for an answer, I picked
up a long branch and tied it to his tail. With another stick, I
whipped him hard, while at the same time letting the branch fall
down around his legs. He bolted. I leapt back on my horse, watched
him run, and waited.

Please let this work, I prayed
silently.

To my chagrin, the fleeing bay started
to slow, already tiring. I feared it would just give up and stop.
Fortunately, if you can call it that, the sound of the packhorse
crashing through the undergrowth reached the Brean. For a moment,
they strained their senses, trying to determine what it was.
Finally, one of them emitted a howl that rent the air. In unison,
their heads snapped up, and they gave chase. The scared packhorse,
perhaps sensing its demise, renewed its speed and fled valiantly,
but the Brean came at it from all sides. It had served its purpose.
A large gap opened, giving us a clear path to the gate. Using the
distraction of the packhorse, we kicked our mounts into action and
ran.

Tree branches whipped out at us,
snagging clothes and scratching at exposed skin. I hunched low in
the saddle, trying to avoid what I could.

We burst into a field where the trees
had been cleared all the way around the town and long grass grew in
the space. The massive stone wall surrounding the town, about 20
feet in height, loomed up before us. A guard tower had been placed
every hundred yards or so. We aimed for a dark wooden gate,
reinforced with long, horizontal iron strips.

A high-pitched cry came from somewhere
off to our side. Our ruse was up; we had been spotted. Angry roars
erupted from too many Brean to count.

The chase was on.

Dark, hairy forms tore through the
foliage and into the clearing. They came at us from both sides.
Their long legs quickly propelled them, narrowing the distance.
They ran hunched, their arms swinging furiously.

The growling and snarls drew
closer.

Despite the weight, Smoke’s strength
and heart shone through and the distance between me and the girls
grew significantly. My mare, though better than most horses,
struggled and already started to slow.

Jane, approaching the wall, yelled at
the top of her lungs, “OPEN THE GATE! OPEN THE GATE!” over and
over. Hannah joined in the frantic call.

Guards, watching the scene unfold below
them, scurried along the top of the wall to and fro, but the gate
remained closed.

Jane looked as if she had no intention
of slowing or turning. I wondered if Smoke would suddenly stop and
throw them, or obediently charge into the solid doors.

Still, they remained closed.

I pulled a knife, ready to cut the
packs loose—not that it would do much good. The mare’s strength was
spent and there was nowhere to go anyway. We were surrounded by
wall and monsters.

A protesting groan came from the rusty
iron hinges. A crack appeared between the two wooden doors and grew
as the gate creaked inward, at a painfully slow pace.

It opened in time for Smoke and the
girls to fly through, but there was still some distance before I’d
reach it.

The Brean drew closer. Their panting
and growls grew louder.

Horrifically, the gate stopped opening
and reversed course. My heart leapt in my chest. They’re going
to lock me out, I thought in a panic.

I cut the packs loose, and they fell
into the long grass.

Frantically, I coaxed the mare to run
faster. Perhaps, sensing that her choice was either make the gate
or face the monsters, she responded immediately and gave me more
speed. The portal shrunk narrower and narrower. As we approached
the entrance, I lifted my legs, afraid they would hit the closing
doors. It was a good move—the now empty stirrups caught the edge of
the wood and violently whipped up behind me; I was glad my feet
weren’t in them. Just barely, we squeezed through.

On the other side of the wall, guards
struggled to close the heavy doors. They were almost shut when the
first of the Brean slammed into them in a fit of rage and pounding
fists. Seconds later, more Brean joined in. With the momentum of
the gate thwarted, a small war ensued between the Brean and the
humans. I leapt down and added my weight to the struggle. If they
didn’t get the entrance secured quickly, the guards would be
overwhelmed within moments. Hannah and Jane enlisted their
strength, as did every man within shouting distance. Slowly, behind
a mass of bodies, the doors crept the last few inches and closed.
Heavy timbers lowered into place with a loud, booming thud, barring
out the snarling monsters.

For a few moments, the Brean pounded
the doors, shaking loose dust and rust from the wood and iron that
made up the gate.

Guards swarmed the wall, armed with
muskets and all kinds of weapons, but they didn’t fire. From their
vantage points, and this distance, they could have easily
slaughtered the beasts, even with their thick skins. Still, they
held their fire.

The air was saturated with fear,
despair, and tension.

I eased over to Jane.

“What are they waiting for?”
I whispered.

“Permission.”

“Incredible,” I muttered,
shaking my head.

I found it hard to believe that under
such circumstances, they still needed someone’s consent to defend
the town against unprovoked aggression.

Shortly, the pounding stopped and the
tension melted away—but not the despair or the fear; they remained
intact and unchanged.

In this moment of relief, I got my
first good look at Marysvale. It was much larger than I’d imagined.
Close to the walls were stables and pens for livestock, most of
which were empty. Beyond that, the majority of the town was built
at the foot of a hill. Houses and shops were closely packed
together; several even shared the same inside walls. They were
built out of all kinds of materials. Some had walls of rock, others
wood, a few had brick, and even more were made of all three. The
streets were narrow and confusing, without a logical pattern. What
looked to be the main streets were paved with cobblestones; the
rest were dirt. As the town progressed up the hill, so did the
opulence of the homes. At the top of the mount sat a fortress. A
cluster of massive buildings, which looked like castles, were
encased behind a second stone wall. The town didn’t appear to
extend beyond the hill; in fact, it looked like the main walls of
the town ran up the sides of the hill and connected to the second
wall surrounding the castles. As far as I could tell, nothing was
built on the far side of the hill. Strange, I thought, and
made a mental reminder to ask Jane why the town didn’t surround the
whole hill.

My sightseeing was rudely
interrupted.

“Who are you?” barked a
deep, gruff voice.

Jane and Hannah jumped.

“And what were you two doing
outside the walls?” he demanded.

The stranger stood slightly taller than
me, by an inch or so, and a seemed little older. He had short,
curly black hair and a scraggly black beard. His skin was tanned
and weathered from long hours exposed to the sun and the elements.
He should have been a bear of a man, but was gaunt and stringy. In
fact, all the men looked malnourished—not sickly, but lighter than
they should have been. His uniform, if you could call it that,
looked worn, faded, and frayed at the edges. Small tears marked his
clothing, but they had been neatly mended; no doubt the work of a
woman, probably his wife.

“John Casey,” I said in the
friendliest tone I could manage. I thrust out my hand. “And
you?”

Doubtfully, he looked at it, then back
at me, as if he didn’t know what to do. I didn’t withdraw it, but
left it there until it became so awkward that he was forced to take
it.

“Captain Smith of the North
Wall Regiment.”

I pumped his hand vigorously. “Then
it’s you I have to thank for letting us in.”

He nodded and our eyes locked. Despite
Sarah’s warning, I read his soul and dug deep. He was in a constant
state of tension, sandwiched between the pressure of guarding the
town and pleasing his superiors. Not one who particularly liked his
job, but stayed in the position because he could feed his family
and better protect those he cared about from the savagery of a
superior officer. That bit of information intrigued me, and I
wanted to find out more. I could tell my gaze was making him
uncomfortable, but I held it a moment longer anyway. All in all, he
appeared to be a good man and could be convinced to help a little,
as long as it didn’t endanger his close friends or family. It was
information that could be useful to me in the future.

“Back to your posts,” he
bellowed to the lingering guards. “Lest any of you miserable dogs
want your food rations cut.”

The men scurried back to their stations
along the wall.

“You two,” he said,
addressing Jane and Hannah. “By all means, I should have left you
out there.”

“We’re glad you didn’t,”
responded Jane sincerely.

“Don’t thank me. If it
weren’t for your new friend here, you’d still be out there…or what
was left of you.”

The girls cringed.

“When they discovered you’d
snuck away, they put me under orders not to let you back into the
town without senior officer permission. The only reason we opened
the gates is because of him.”He said,
jabbing a thumb at me. “They never said I couldn’t let strangers
in.”

“Well, thank you,
nonetheless,” said Jane.

“Save it,” he said. “Letting
you back in may not have been the most merciful choice.” He
gestured up the street.

A group of four soldiers, or who I
assumed to be soldiers, strode purposefully toward us. They were
immaculately dressed in white breeches with green stockings, a
matching long green coat with gold buttons, and highly polished
black shoes with gold buckles. Hats with large plumes sat atop
heads adorned with white, powdered wigs. Each had an ornamental
sword and pistol strapped to his waist. The lead one wore an
additional jewel-encrusted dagger on his belt.

A young, thin-faced man, with high
cheek bones, and a prominently long nose, addressed us in an oily,
condescending tone. “Ah, Captain Smith, are you the one we have to
thank for nearly singlehandedly destroying our city? That is a feat
few men could accomplish on their own…something I am sure we will
discuss later.”

Captain Smith winced and replied
respectfully, “Sir, citizens were outside the city
walls.”

“Really? And what
fools would do that?” he replied
condescendingly.

Captain Smith nodded in our
direction.

He looked at Jane and Hannah, and then
walked over to them.

“I see. Miss Wolfe, how
surprising.”

He said it as if he were anything but
surprised.

“I am curious to hear how
you will talk your way out of this one. I’m sure you have a good
explanation?” he asked, with a raised eyebrow.

“I suppose getting food for
starving people isn’t a good enough reason,” spat Jane.

He seemed to enjoy her
irritation.

“My, my, such temper,” he
purred. “It may be perfectly acceptable for the common, less
civilized among us,” gesturing to the remaining men watching the
exchange. “But in the company of gentlemen…well now, someone may
have to teach you some manners.”

He eyed her lustfully, from top to
bottom, and his companions laughed encouragingly. It made me
sick.

Through gritted teeth she replied,
“When I see a gentleman, then I’ll oblige.”

His demeanor hardened into what looked
to be his more natural state of being. Anger burned in his eyes. He
raised his arm, ready to back hand her across the face. I took a
step forward, prepared to stop him if needed.

The movement caught his attention, and
he lowered his hand, trying to comprehend who had the audacity to
disrupt him in his moment.

“Well, well, what do we have
here? A newcomer,” he sneered. “How splendid for us
all.”

“Looks and smells more like
a mutt,” said one of his uniformed friends, theatrically pinching
his nose to the delight and raucous laughter of the other
two.

“Now, now,” chided the man,
with a leering grin, “we must be courteous to our new citizen
here—no matter how true your statement may be, Matthew.” Then,
addressing me, in what was meant to be an obvious insult, he said,
“Tell me, boy, what is your name?”

“John,” I replied without
offering my hand. “And yours?”

He gave a little laugh, like I’d made a
joke. “He doesn’t know who I am,” he said to his friends, who also
laughed. “Surely Jane has mentioned to you the name of General
Lyman Wright.”

I shook my head and then paused, as if
I had just remembered something. He drew himself up, pleased by my
apparent recognition. “Unless…you’re related to Governor
Wright?”

This deflated him slightly.

“He is my father,” he
acknowledged dryly. No doubt living in his father’s shadow was a
constant thorn in his side.

Knowing I shouldn’t, but unable to
resist, I pushed the barb in deeper.

“Ah, that must explain how
you made general so young.”

Instantly, I regretted it. He grew dark
and much more dangerous than he had previously appeared. He was
like a lethal knife, best left in its sheath, unprovoked. Of
course, foolishly, I had to take it out and play with it. His face
burned red and he took a menacing step closer; his hand hovered
over the hilt of his sword. Leaning in, he hissed, “I can see you
are foolish enough to need lessons about respecting your superiors.
As your tutor, I can assure you, it is a challenge I am up
to.”

“Thank you, Lyman,” said a
refined, commanding voice.

Lyman looked sour, as if his fun had
just been interrupted.

“We mustn’t be
rude—especially when he is not familiar with our laws and customs
yet.”

I glanced behind him and saw an older
man who looked remarkably similar to Lyman and whom I assumed to be
his father.

“Yes, my lord,” replied
Lyman, with just the slightest hint of sarcasm.

I wondered if his father caught the
distain; it appeared he hadn’t, or at least he didn’t let on if he
had.

Escorted by even more guards, Governor
Wright was dressed elegantly in silk. He wore black, buckled shoes
with white stockings, breeches, a matching waistcoat, and a frilly
kerchief. A decorative coat, and an ornate cane with a gold handle,
finished his ensemble. He, too, wore a powdered wig underneath a
black, three cornered hat, edged in gold. Because of his speech and
attire, he indeed looked like a leader. Unfortunately, though
common enough, choosing a leader based on these factors alone is
usually a costly mistake.

“And who is our guest?” he
asked, referring to me with a kindly smile, that was betrayed by
his hard and equally unsmiling eyes. I instantly got the impression
that he was not stupid, but cunningly dangerous and not to be
trifled with.

“My name is John Casey,
sir.”

“These fine officers here
are called sirs,” he said gesturing at Lyman and his friends.
“Please be so good as to refer to them as such. As for myself, I am
Lord Wright,” he continued in a patronizing tone. Though his voice
was groomed and calculated to inspire trust, with me, it had the
opposite effect. I cringed at the self-proclaimed title. I’d never
taken to people who elevated themselves above others, especially at
another’s expense. However, now wasn’t the time to make a
statement, so I corrected myself and said, “Yes, my
lord.”

He smiled that his lesson had been
received.

“That is better. Where do
you hail from, John?”

“Syre, my lord.”

“That is quite a distance,
and no doubt a fascinating tale—one I simply must hear after you
have had time to rest and clean up a bit. Perhaps tomorrow you
would be so good as to accompany me for dinner, and we can welcome
you properly.”

I had an uneasy feeling. I didn’t like
his curiosity in me, nor did I want to stay that long.
Nevertheless, seeing no other choice, I said, “I’d be honored, my
lord.”

“Excellent.”

He glanced around at the group with his
eyes lingering on Jane, a little too long for my comfort, before
moving on to Smoke.

“What an exquisite animal,”
he proclaimed. “He must be very fast and strong to escape the
Brean—and carrying such a heavy load.” Then expectantly, he asked,
“And what is in the packs?”

Jane and Hannah tensed.

He looked at me for a reply.

“Food, my lord,” I said
simply.

“How splendid.”

Then, addressing a nondescript town
guard, he ordered, “You, take this food to the minister of
welfare.”

“But…” said Hannah, a little
too resolutely.

“Yes, child?” replied Lord
Wright, in that feigned fatherly voice, but with an edge to it this
time.

Oh no, please don’t say
anything rash. I thought, wishing she’d just kept her mouth
shut.

Wisely, she moderated her tone and said
meekly, “We were hoping to bring it to my father.”

“My dear, that food could do
quite a bit of good for many. You would not really want to keep it
all to yourself, now would you? Not when your fellow citizens could
benefit from it as well.”

Hannah started to protest, but I cut
her off.

“He’s right, Hannah. If it
will help the greater good, then that’s where it should go. I’m
sure they’ll do their best to help your father.”

Forgetting all pretense of kindness,
Lord Wright replied, “John is right. And he has learned in just a
few minutes what is taking you much too long to grasp—that is
respect and trust. Your father should have been a more competent
teacher for you in that regard.”

Hannah didn’t appear to catch the
change in his voice, nor the hardness in his eyes, but I could
sense the approaching danger. His personal guards did, too. They
now seemed suddenly interested in the exchange, and I even felt
some eagerness from them. For what? I asked myself.
The possibility of teaching her that lesson? Whatever it
was, it would be best left undiscovered.

She took a deep breath, ready to try
again.

I shot her the hardest look I could
muster and screamed in my head, Hold your tongue,
Hannah.

She didn’t notice. Jane, standing next
to her, did. She slipped her hand into Hannah’s and squeezed so
hard that Hannah nearly cried out in pain, but she got the message
and fell quiet.

Lord Wright glared a moment at Hannah,
to make sure she was finished. Then he barked at another town
guard, “Take the horses to the stable and make sure they are cared
for and watered.”

His use of the words “the horses” and
not “their horses” was not lost on me, and my heart sank. Lord
Wright eyed me with curiosity as I watched them lead Smoke away.
Finally, in his artificially pleasant voice, he said, “Until
tomorrow then. An escort will fetch you when it is
time.”

I nodded. “Very good, my
lord.”

He turned. “Come Lyman, we are finished
here. I am sure Captain Smith is capable of taking care of
things.”

“I will be along in a
moment,” said Lyman. With his eyes glued on me, he added, “I am not
finished yet.”

“Yes, you are,” said Lord
Wright firmly.

He glared at his father’s back, who was
already striding up the road with his guards. Then, after a brief
hesitation, he obediently followed, with his friends accompanying
him.

As the group neared an intersection, an
adolescent boy, holding an armload of goods, bolted around the
corner and collided with Lord Wright, his items scattering
everywhere. One of Lord Wright’s guards caught him and kept the
governor from toppling over. Wide-eyed and terrified, the boy
scrambled to his knees and begged the lord’s forgiveness. Wright,
his face red with rage, kicked the boy to the ground, stepped over
him, and continued up the street.

For a moment, I thought that would be
the end of it; but then Lord Wright snapped his fingers. Instantly,
one of his guards hauled the boy to his feet and held him while
another pummeled the boy savagely with his fists.

Instinctively, I took a step forward,
but a hand restrained me.

Jane whispered into my ear, “Please
stop. It won’t do any good. They will still beat the boy and you. I
knew she was right, and felt sick at not being able to do anything.
So, I held my ground.

Lord Wright continued without even
looking back, as did Lyman and the others.

After what felt like an eternity, the
boy went limp and the guards finally let him slump to the ground.
He lay unmoving in the wake of the lord’s retreating
bodyguards.

“Is he dead?” asked
Hannah.

“No,” I replied. “But that
doesn’t mean he won’t die.” Seeing Hannah’s face fall, I added,
“However, he’s young, so I believe he has a good chance of
living.”

Once the guards were out of sight,
several villagers scurried out, gently scooped up the boy and his
belongings, and carried him gingerly away.

Hannah’s tone suddenly changed, “Why
did you let them take our food?” she demanded. “Now Father has
nothing to eat! Lord Wright has no plans of giving any of that to
us.”

“Hannah, we didn’t have a
choice,” said Jane trying to calm her.

“But he didn’t even try!”
She cried, thrusting her finger at me.

“There wasn’t anything to
try,” I said, a little irritated that I had to defend myself for
protecting her, “except to keep you from making matters
worse.”

Her face turned red. Captain Smith
stepped in.

“He’s right. You’ve gotten
away with things in the past, because of your youth; but it looks
like that’s coming to an end. You could have been in a lot of
trouble, and likely even pain now, if John here hadn’t stepped
in—and he only got away with interrupting because he’s
new.”

Hannah started to argue, “Lord Wright…”
but I cut her off. I was angry at her insistence to keep fighting
us, especially in light of what just happened to the
boy.

I said, through gritted teeth, “You’ve
a lot to learn about people and when it’s appropriate to keep
quiet.”

She looked taken aback by my tone and
forcefulness. I saw hurt on her face and realized what she must
have felt, after risking such a dangerous journey, only to return
without food for her father; and I felt sorry for her. I softened
and took her by the hand. She tried to pull away, but I held it
firmly.

“Hannah,” I said, now
subdued and sympathetic. “I care for you and don’t want to see you
hurt; but you were in danger. Not even his son will dispute him.
He’s a very dangerous man and not to be argued with.”

“I know that,” she said
softly. “But you don’t have to watch your father starve to death
because he gives all his food to you. It’s worse than starving
ourselves.”

“Then trust me. You’ll bring
food to your father.”

“I don’t see how—they
control all the food.”

Leaning forward, I whispered so only
she could hear, “Now would be a good time to take my advice and
keep quiet. If you noticed, the horse I was riding was considerably
lighter.”

She looked confused, but only for a
split second before she grasped my meaning.

“Oh, the packs,” she
whispered.

I nodded slightly. “I think I can work
at a deal to go and get them, but…”

“Hey,” growled Captain Smith
in his brusque voice. “What are you two whispering
about?”

I decided now was as good a time as any
to put the information I had gathered from him to the
test.

“You look a little hungry,”
I replied.

“Aren’t we all?”

“I have a proposition for
you.”

He laughed, “And what can you offer
me?”

“Food,” I replied
simply.

His smile faded, as he tried to figure
out if this was a joke. “Go on then.”

“How well can you trust your
men?” I asked.

He glanced up at the guards, now gazing
out into the woods, and replied, “I can arrange for the right men
to be on duty at the next shift; but that depends on what you’re
asking them to do.”

“I’m asking them to do
nothing but keep their mouths shut.” I explained about the packs of
food I had cut loose.

“Now that I know about
them,” he said thoughtfully, “what’s to keep me from just getting
them myself?”

I studied him for a moment. He shifted
his weight, uncomfortable with my gaze.

“Well?” he asked
again.

“I suppose nothing; except
you don’t know where they are.”

“I watched you come in. I’m
sure I could find them.”

“Yes, but don’t you think it
would be a little suspicious to have a group of your men searching
the field? It’s bound to raise questions. I suppose you could do it
yourself, but the grass is long enough that it’d take time, and
you’d be out there alone without any protection from your
men.”

He pondered that.

I pressed on, “What’s more, if
something happens to me, then there would be no loss to you and few
explanations.”

He muttered something unintelligible,
as if debating.

“This is a pointless
exchange,” I said. “You aren’t going to cheat us; you’re a better
man than that.”

He grumbled, “You would be surprised at
what I’m capable of.”

“I’m sure you’ve been forced
to do terrible things, but you wouldn’t have done them if you’d had
a choice…like you do now.”

He pondered this and became lost in
thought, perhaps remembering some deed he’d been forced to
do.

“Sun’s almost set,” he said,
coming back to the present. “The guards will be changing here soon.
Go up to that tower and wait for me.” He pointed to the one closest
to the gate. “Be quick, before you’re noticed.”

We scampered up the stone steps, along
the top of the wall, through a weathered wooden door, and into the
vacant tower. The inside was sparse: there were a few rickety
chairs and a wobbly table that held a candle. On the table lay a
parchment covered in writings, a quill, and a bottle of ink. The
wall facing the forest was nonexistent from about mid-waist to the
roof, giving the occupants a clear view of the woods. A small
bookcase stood in the corner, opposite the opening, with a few
muskets leaning against it. Its shelves contained pouches of
ammunition and balls.

Tired and sore from our journey, we
sagged in the chairs and stared out at the empty woods. I longed to
go back to Sarah’s. I missed the smell of her cooking and the quiet
evenings sipping tea on the porch. I felt anxiety, wondering if she
was hurt...or worse.

I forced the panic out of my mind and
concentrated on a plan to get us out of there.

I looked at Jane and Hannah; both were
unusually quiet.

“What’s wrong?” I
asked.

“It’s this place,” said
Hannah. “I hate it. It’s so depressing.”

“And we are worried about
Sarah,” added Jane.

I sympathized.

“Then let’s vow to leave
Marysvale as quickly as possible,” I suggested, and they
agreed.

We lapsed back into silence for the
remainder of our wait.

Finally, the door flew open and Captain
Smith entered the tower carrying a large sack. He closed the door,
opened the sack, and pulled out a long rope. I looked at it,
already knowing its purpose.

“I can’t very well open the
gate and let you through; the hinges are too loud and will draw
attention,” he said in that gruff voice of his.

I shrugged. “Going down a rope is fine
with me.”

He continued, “Men we can trust will be
here soon; the guards are changing now. We’ll have to wait a little
for the retiring watch to clear off and the new ones to settle
down. It’ll be dark then. I hope you know where it is because I
don’t know how you’re going to see. You’ll be seen if you carry any
type of light.”

“It won’t be a problem,” I
assured him.

He walked to the table and lit the
candle. It cast a dim, yellow light in the stark, stone-cold
tower.

“Well, what do you think of
our little town?” he asked, sitting in a chair that looked like it
was only one more sit-down away from becoming kindling for a
fire.

“Lovely,” I said
blandly.

He laughed, “Don’t worry, it only gets
worse.”

“I don’t plan on staying
long enough to find out.”

“Really? Well, I think
you’ll have a difficult time leaving.”

“Why?”

“I wouldn’t plan on getting
your horses back.”

“That’s not fair!” exclaimed
Hannah. “They aren’t theirs; they can’t just steal
them!”

“Oh yes they can, missy.
Since when has right and wrong ever mattered to them?”

I tried to reassure Hannah. “Don’t
worry. I knew what they were doing when they led the horses away.
Besides, I’m not bothering to ask for them back.”

“But you can’t just leave
them; we’ll need them.”

“I didn’t say I was going to
leave them,” I said, trusting that Captain Smith wouldn’t tell of
my plan.

Comprehending, she exclaimed,
“Oh!”

“You still have another
problem,” said Captain Smith. “These walls are built just as well
to keep people in as they are to keep things out; and we have
standing orders not to let anyone out.”

“Good thing I know the
captain of the guard,” I tried.

“You’re not worth losing my
life over,” he grunted.

“But Jane got out on a horse
before.”

“I had different orders
then, and they knew she was coming back. Times have
changed.”

“You just let them out a few
days ago.”

“No, I didn’t. They found
another way out. It’s not that difficult to go over the wall on
foot.”

Our conversation was interrupted when
two men entered the tower. Like the rest of the town guards, they
were too thin, their clothes were threadbare, and their beards were
scraggly.

“It’s time,” said Captain
Smith, not bothering to introduce us. He got up and, holding one
end of the rope in his left hand, he took the other and threw it
over the side of the wall. There was nowhere to secure it, so the
three men held the rope and braced for my weight.

Concerned, Jane whispered, “Be
careful,” into my ear.

“And be quick,” added
Hannah.

I climbed down the rope with ease and
disappeared into the night. I retraced the course we’d taken. The
grass was long and the night was dark. Clouds covered the stars and
moon, which served me just fine—the darker, the better. I used my
special sight to search for a patch of grass held down by the
weight of four packs.

I located them quickly, but retrieving
them wouldn’t be a speedy process. They were too heavy for me to
carry all at once, and without a horse, it would take even longer
to transport them back to the tower. I tied two of the sacks
together, and flung one over my chest and the other over my back.
Because of the weight, running was out of the question; so I walked
quickly, taking advantage of the opportunity to gain a greater
appreciation for beasts of burden.

Evenly spaced torches burned along the
top of the wall, and dim candlelight streamed out of the tower. I
could make out the occupants still waiting for my return. Huffing
and puffing, I arrived at the rope. I tied the two packs to the
end, and gave it a tug to signal they were ready to be pulled up.
As soon as the bags rose off the ground, I turned back into the
night.

Repeating the process, I tied the
remaining sacks together, heaved them up, and then paused. I
debated with myself whether I should bring all of them back.
Finally, deciding it may serve us better on our return journey if
something were left behind, I cut a bag loose, tossed it aside, and
returned to the tower. I secured the remaining food to the line and
gave it a tug. Up it went, disappearing into the tower.

Patiently, I waited for the rope to
lower again so I could climb up…and I waited…and still, I waited.
This is taking far too long, I thought. I was about to
call up, just as the end of the rope tumbled down and hit my
head.

“Ouch,” I
muttered.

I grabbed the line and slowly
transferred my weight to it until I felt satisfied that those on
the other end had a sufficient hold and weren’t going to drop me. I
climbed up quickly and, in no time, scurried over the edge and
collapsed onto the floor, panting from the expended
effort.

“For a moment, I thought you
were going to leave me down there,” I said heavily between
breaths.

“For a moment, they were,”
exploded Jane, shaking with anger.

“Really?” I said curiously.
“So why didn’t you?

“Incredible!” exclaimed
Hannah. “They were going to leave you down there. And you’re more
curious as to why they didn’t than you are angry that they even
thought about it.”

“Oh.” Then, mustering the
fiercest look I could, I glared at Captain Smith and angrily said,
“Well, sir? I demand an explanation of your actions and an
apology!”

He actually looked ashamed.

Pleased by my accomplishment, I looked
to Hannah for approval. She just rolled her eyes and
sighed.

Smith didn’t notice. “We weren’t really
going to.…”

“You were so!” snapped Jane
with such passion and authority that all three men
flinched.

Quickly, I scanned their souls and
laughed.

“What’s so funny?” demanded
Hannah.

“I think they’re chastised
sufficiently. They weren’t really going to leave me down there.
Sims here was just floating an idea.”

All three men, and Hannah, looked
stunned.

Instantly, I felt sick and cursed
silently. John, you fool!

“How’d you know?” asked
Captain Smith.

“I…overheard your
conversation,” I lied.

“That’s some
hearing.”

I shrugged as if it was nothing
new.

“And how’d you know my
name?” asked Sims in a wary voice.

Jane came to the rescue. “I whispered
it to him as he was about to go down.”

They eyed me suspiciously; but after a
moment’s hesitation, they seemed to accept the explanation. Of
course their decision may have been aided by the presence of the
food, as all three men now focused longingly on the packs. Hannah,
however, wasn’t fooled, but said nothing. She gave me a look that
I’m sure meant, “You’re going to explain this when we’re done
here.”

“’Ow we goin’ to devide it?”
asked the other man slowly. His name was, simply, Stick. It was
likely a nickname; but since we hadn’t been introduced, I wasn’t
going to ask.

“Tell me if this is
agreeable,” I suggested. “Two packs to split between the three of
you, however you see fit, and we’ll take the third.”

Hannah started to protest, but caught
herself and fell silent.

Good girl, I thought.
You’re learning.

Stick brightened, ready to jump at the
more than fair offer. It was obviously better than he’d planned on,
and without having to haggle, no less. Sims, however, dampened his
enthusiasm.

“I wanna see it first. After
all, how da we know he ain’t pullin’ a fast one?”

Captain Smith took one of the sacks
over to the table, unfastened the leather tie, and dumped the
contents out.

I could almost see their mouths
watering at the sight of the dried meat piled on the table. Stick
reached for a piece, but Captain Smith swatted his hand away. The
other packs containing dried fruits and vegetables were also added
to the pile. Some of the food, being more than the table could
handle, spilled onto the floor.

“As you can plainly see, we
will fulfill our part of the bargain and are not trying to, as you
put it, pull a fast one,” said Jane pointedly. Her meaning was not
lost on Captain Smith.

Sims, who probably always tried to get
as much as he could, wanted to dicker. “Yer offer’s a good startin’
point,” he said greedily.

Hannah and Jane were both fuming; and
Hannah looked about ready to leap across the room and strangle
Sims.

Captain Smith put an end to it before
it could escalate. “That’s enough, Sims; it’s more than
fair.”

“But we can git more,”
argued Sims. “There’s nottin’ they can do ‘bout it.”

“We are not them!”
growled Captain Smith, his face growing red with anger. “Don’t make
me regret letting you in on this!”

Sims shrank away, holding his hands up
defensively. “Aw right, aw right, no ‘arm in check’n.”

The Captain filled one of the bags full
of food and handed it to Hannah. Using the other packs, and the bag
the rope came in, he divided the remainder of the food equally into
threes. Addressing the two men, he ordered them back to their posts
and told them they could retrieve their share when they had
completed their watch.

After the men had departed, I asked,
“Are you sure you can trust them?”

“Sims may be a greedy little
bugger, but he’s loyal to me and he’ll keep his mouth
shut.”

“It’s a rare man that can be
both greedy and trustworthy,” I observed.

“Sims has proven himself in
the past, and it was my choice. What’s done is done.”

“Very well,” I nodded. “Then
I trust your judgment.”


Chapter Twelve: The Mind and the Snake
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WE thanked Captain Smith for his help and stole down the
steps into the dark, empty streets of Marysvale. Jane led the way.
Staying in the shadows, we hugged the sides of buildings and homes,
until we came to a back alley. We darted off and, turning this way
and that, we continued to wind our way through the maze.

The town itself intrigued me. Houses
and buildings were sandwiched together and were in a decrepit
state. Some were patched up the best they could with whatever
materials the inhabitants could find: rocks, scraps of wood, even
sticks. Other homes looked like any attempts of upkeep and repair
had long been abandoned. Vacant structures were gutted for any
usable material, leaving a well-scavenged carcass. In its layout
and construction, the town looked to have been, at one point,
modern and more advanced than most. Over time, however, any
attempts of organization had been discarded. Streets ran in every
direction and sometimes even appeared to go in circles.

I felt thoroughly lost and my special
vision was of little use. Occasionally, I could see people in homes
and buildings, but unlike the completely alive and living forest,
the town was made up of materials that had no soul to
read.

Halfway around a corner, Jane
desperately sprung back and pressed herself against the building.
She held her arm out to stop us from advancing.

“What is it?” I whispered,
while instinctively reaching for weapons that were not
there.

“Soldiers!”

I crept up next to her and peeked
around the corner of the building. Six soldiers marched our
way.

Ducking back, I asked, “Did they see
you?”

She shrugged. “I don’t
know.”

I took another look.

“Hurry, we can go another
way,” offered Hannah urgently.

“They’ve stopped in front of
a house,” I stated curiously.

One of the soldiers bellowed at the top
of his lungs for the occupants to open up. Not bothering to wait,
the other men smashed the door open and stormed in.

By now, Jane and Hannah were peeking
around me to see what was going on.

With my eyes on the remaining soldier,
I asked, “What are they doing?”

“Anything they want to,”
replied Jane somberly.

A moment later, screams and yells
echoed from the house as the soldiers emerged, dragging a man out
by his arms. He appeared to be in his late thirties and was still
dressed in a worn nightshirt.

A baby in the house started to
cry.

“What am I being charged
with?” demanded the man.

The soldier, who had stood outside,
replied maliciously, “You’ll find out soon enough.”

Without warning, he threw a punch into
the prisoner’s gut. The man doubled over.

His wife rushed out, clutched the
soldier’s coat and begged for leniency on her husband’s behalf. The
soldier slapped her across the face, and she fell back.

“Get inside,” he demanded.
“Unless you wish to share your miserable husband’s
fate.”

The man pleaded for her to go back in;
but she remained on her knees, begging the soldiers for
sympathy—panic and despair filling her voice, and tears streaming
down her cheeks.

Red faced and angry, the lead soldier
unfastened his belt, withdrew it, and raised it over his head,
ready to whip the woman.

A girl rushed out of the home. “Please
sir, spare her.”

She wrapped her arms around her mother
and looked up at the soldier, half bracing for his punishment to be
administered.

He paused, and lowered his belt. “Only
because I’m feeling generous.” He shooed them away with his hand
and added, “Remove her before my graciousness tires.”

The girl dragged her still crying
mother back into the house.

At the same time, a very young boy ran
out and handed a pair of shoes to his father.

His father thanked him and tried to
give a reassuring smile to his son.

The leader of the soldiers slapped the
shoes out of his hands and then barked an order for chains to be
fastened to the man’s wrists. The small group set off into the cold
night with the barefoot man wearing only his nightshirt.

The small boy watched his father
disappear before retrieving the scattered shoes. He hugged them
tightly to his chest and slowly returned to the house.

The door closed.

“What will happen to him?” I
asked, both horrified and fuming at what had just transpired.
Though I didn’t know for sure, something told me that the man
didn’t do anything to deserve that kind of treatment.

Jane somberly replied, “I don’t know.
It is extremely rare that one who is taken is ever seen
again.”

Barely audible, Hannah said, “I know
the girl....Her name is Isabelle. I like her.”

Though it was small consolation, I
un-slung the pack of food, opened it, and withdrew a large portion
of its contents. Wordlessly, I handed them to Hannah, who placed
them on their threshold as we passed. She gave the wood a few raps,
and we slipped unseen into the night, just as we heard the door
creak cautiously open.

 


***

 


Eventually, we came to a narrow road at
the south end of the town.

“Here we are,” whispered
Jane.

Their small home consisted of two
levels. It looked better kept than most, yet still had a rundown
appearance. Boards replaced broken windows, and the wood on the
outside was weathered and rotting with mildew.

Jane tried the door. It didn’t
open.

She knocked softly. No
answer.

She tried again. Still, no
answer.

It looked like it wouldn’t take much to
force the door open, but the third try produced a hushed response.
“Who is it?”

“It’s us, Father,” whispered
Jane.

After a brief commotion behind the
door, it swung open and their father embraced both his girls in a
gigantic hug that he held for quite a long time. With tears
streaming down his cheeks, he said, “Thank Heaven you’re back
safely. I was worried sick.”

He looked up and noticed me for the
first time—fear crossed his face.

“It’s all right, Father, you
can trust him,” assured Jane. “This is John. He’s with us. Without
his help, we wouldn’t be here.”

Mr. Wolfe hesitated and then said,
“Well, if Jane trusts you, then so do I.”

He ushered us inside, and then looked
up and down the street before closing the door. A moment later,
Hannah had a candle lit, illuminating the meager surroundings of
their modest home. The front room also doubled as the kitchen, with
a small iron stove in one corner. A table, four chairs, and a few
sparse shelves adorned the room. Mr. Wolfe invited me to sit down,
and I did. Squinting through the dim yellow light, he studied me,
while I did the same to him. He looked older than I had expected
and had obviously fathered Jane and Hannah later in life. I
wondered how old Mrs. Wolfe would be if she were still alive. I
realized I had never asked Jane about her mother and wondered if I
should have, or if it remained better left alone.

Mr. Wolfe had a thick head of hair. In
the dim light, it was difficult to make out the color; but it
looked mostly black, with streaks of white. He wore a peppered,
white beard and mustache that hid his wrinkles and gaunt features.
He looked naturally tall, but now stooped from malnourishment, age,
and worry.

“Do I know you?” he asked,
breaking my appraisal of him.

I glanced at Jane, asking silent
approval to reveal myself.

Ever so subtly, she shook her
head.

I was beginning to wonder if all this
secrecy was really a good thing. In the end, if they were
questioned and didn’t know anything, would they be believed? I
reminded myself to talk to Jane about it later. Whatever she
decided, I would honor. For now, I simply said, “No, I don’t
believe so.”

He continued to look at me, trying to
dust the cobwebs from his memory. Eventually, he gave up and
observed, “You three must be hungry. I’m sorry, all I have is half
a loaf of old bread; but you’re welcome to it.”

Tears welled in Hannah’s eyes. “Father,
we told you to eat the whole ration while we were gone. We didn’t
want you saving anything for us.”

“As you can see, I survived
just fine. Besides, I had to. If you failed, there would be nothing
for you when you returned tired and hungry.”

“But we didn’t fail,”
replied Hannah. She opened the sack to show him.

He inspected it, closed his eyes, and
said a silent prayer of gratitude.

“We’re sorry there isn’t
more,” said Jane. “Sarah really did send us with a lot.” She went
on to explain how Lord Wright had confiscated their food and about
the lost packs I had cut loose in my race to the gate. She also
explained the deal made with Captain Smith in exchange for their
help, and the man who had been taken from his family.

When finished, he said, “Then let us be
thankful you returned safely, and for the food we still
have.”

Jane got up and fetched three plates;
she returned looking apologetically at me. “Sorry, we only have
three.” Then added quickly, “You can have mine; I will eat off the
table.”

“No, you won’t,” I retorted.
“I’m not that hungry.”

“Nonsense,” said Mr. Wolfe.
He pushed his plate to me, got up from the table, retrieved a clean
cloth from a small shelf near the stove, and laid it out before
him. “This will do,” he noted.

Jane dished up small portions of the
food and Hannah offered grace.

After we began eating, Mr. Wolfe
inquired, “Tell me about yourself, John. Where do you come from and
how did you get here?”

“There really isn’t much to
relate,” I said. “My name is John Casey. I got lost trying to join
a hunting party from Syre. I was attacked and chased by the Brean,
and then ended up at Sarah’s.”

He digested that for a moment, as if
savoring the information. “And do you have any family?” he
asked.

I shook my head, “No, I don’t.” It
wasn’t much of an explanation. I purposefully liked giving short
answers. Few people really cared about them anyway. They only asked
out of politeness or curiosity, and rarely wanted more information
than that.

“No mother or
father?”

“No, both are
dead.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. And
how did they die, if I may ask?” His eyes shifted from his food to
me.

The way he asked made me suspicious
that he already knew the answer; he wasn’t very good at acting like
it was just another question. It is the subtle things that usually
give one away. Unlike his other queries that came naturally while
he kept on eating, when he asked this one, all his attention
shifted to me. He reminded me of a parent asking a child a series
of innocent questions, before getting to the important one. The
trouble with this trick is that when they do get to this point of
their interrogation, they try too hard to make the question look
like any other, and their intention is all too obvious.

I wasn’t fooled. Apparently Jane wasn’t
either. She sighed and said, “All right Father, out with it. What
do you suspect?”

Replying as innocently as possible, he
stretched his hands wide and said, “Nothing at all. It’s just that
John, here, looks very similar to your young friend of so long
ago.”

Hannah’s interest was piqued and she
put down the piece of dried meat that she was gnawing
on.

“You two have been hiding
something from me haven’t you?” she accused. “I knew it in the
woods at that old burnt cabin.” Then, remembering something else,
she gasped, “Oh, does it have to do with how you can see so far in
the dark? John, you promised that you’d tell me. You weren’t lying,
were you?”

I looked helplessly at Jane.

“See? See that look he gave
you? I can’t believe it, my own sister is keeping secrets from
me!”

Jane looked at her father sternly. “Now
look at what you’ve done!”

A small grin spread across his old
face. “It’s not the end of the world,” he cajoled in a fatherly
tone.

Hannah continued, as if no one had been
talking, “What have I done to deserve being left out in the cold?
I’m beginning to expect it from John, but not my own
sister!”

“Hey,” I said defensively.
“That’s not fair. If we haven’t told you something, it’s for your
own good. And I’m not admitting that we haven’t, mind
you.”

“But you don’t deny it!” she
exclaimed excitedly.

I said nothing.

She looked at Jane, who also kept
quiet.

Hannah folded her arms and said in a
huff, “I have a right to know. Don’t you think I should be informed
of anything that affects me?”

Jane silently exchanged glances with me
and then sighed, “We’ve obviously lost this battle. Say what you
think is best, John.”

Satisfied with her victory, Hannah
said, “Out with it.”

“Hannah,” I offered
patiently. “Sometimes simply knowing information puts you in
dangerous positions.”

She looked at her father expectantly,
undoubtedly seeking his alliance.

He simply responded, “Listen to
him.”

She sighed, and made a little motion
with her hand for me to resume.

“It may force you to say or
do something you’d rather not, and it can be used against you and
those you love.”

“I understand. Still, I
think I’m perfectly capable of dealing with it just as well as you
are. And I’m tired of people deciding what they think is
best for me. I can choose for myself.”

“Yes, but freedom to make
your own choices doesn’t make you free from the
consequences.”

She rolled her eyes. “Are you going to
tell me or just preach me to death?” Then softening, she continued,
“You told me to trust you, and I do. Now it’s time you put some
trust in me. I want to help if I can, and I won’t betray anything.
I promise to do the right thing should the time ever
come.”

I smiled at her. “Very well. I wanted
to tell you anyway, but I wanted you to be sure. I just recently
found out most of it myself.”

With that said, I began my story. For
their father’s sake, I started my tale when I first saw the Brean
in that moonlit clearing during my flight from Syre. Occasionally,
Hannah piped in to finish my thought, claiming I wasn’t telling it
properly. I could tell Jane was getting frustrated by the
interruptions, but it didn’t bother me. I didn’t really relish
telling it. I simply waited until she had finished telling it her
way, then picked up where she left off. I told them how Sarah had
taught me to use my special sight, explaining how I could use that
gift to see in the dark. This unleashed a torrent of questions,
with both girls demanding details of how it worked, and what it
looked like. Some answers I could give, and some I couldn’t. I
shared with them the remaining bits and fragments of my past
memories, and I relived my dreams for them. Through it all, Mr.
Wolfe sat quietly, patiently listening, only occasionally asking a
point of clarification.

It took hours and the candle burned
low. Only a stub of wick and a puddle of wax remained when I was
finished, and it threatened to go out at any moment.

“Amazing,” said Hannah. “I
knew there was something strange about how you were never lost when
in the dark; and how you could see the Brean, even through all that
fog.”

Her eyes went wide, and then she
furrowed her eyebrows. “How often have you read my mind?” she
demanded.

I laughed. “Only once in the beginning,
when you two seemed so interested in killing me. Besides it’s not
like that. I read souls, not thoughts.”

“What’s the difference?”
asked Mr. Wolfe.

“The soul is much more than
just thoughts—it’s feelings, passions, desires. It’s who you
are—what type of person you are. Think of it like a painting: you
rarely notice one stroke, you take in all of them
combined.”

“But it’s possible though?”
asked Hannah.

“Sometimes—but it’s more
difficult and not as informative as you might think. Assuming I can
push through to another’s thoughts, I can only see the one that is
currently on his mind; I can’t just go in and find out anything I
want to.”

“Maybe you will someday,”
suggested Jane.

“What?” I asked,
confused.

She continued, “Perhaps there is a lot
you can do, you just haven’t learned how to do it yet. After all,
it wasn’t that long ago you learned how to see in the dark and find
the Brean.”

I hadn’t thought about that. I’d spent
most of my life trying not to develop my gifts. A part of
me was fascinated by the untapped possibilities; another part of me
was scared. So far, my gifts had brought more pain than joy to my
life.

I didn’t say anything.

Hannah approached the subject as if
nervous to ask the wrong question. “Is there a way to block you
from getting in?”

“Jane is the one to ask.
I’ve never had to block myself,” I replied.

Jane looked at me. “May I tell
her?”

I nodded.

“When he just glances at
your soul, you can’t feel anything. It’s like someone overhearing
your conversation; there really isn’t any way for you to know. But,
if I remember right,” she said, while looking at me for
confirmation, “there isn’t anything too specific at that point that
he can see—just an impression of feelings and qualities, like if
you’re greedy, deceitful, mean, things like that. Oh, and he can
tell if you’re lying.”

She paused and waited for my
reply.

“There is a little more to
it than that,” I said. “But that’s a good summary.”

My abilities had developed beyond that
since we were children, but I didn’t feel like getting into
explanations. Her general meaning was close enough. Besides, from
her description of my gift to Hannah, I had a sneaky suspicion that
she wasn’t divulging all she knew, in an effort to keep me in the
dark. She wasn’t lying, just holding a little something back for
herself (in fact, not so unlike what I was doing to her). The
problem for her was that I already knew what she was trying to
hide.

She could feel whenever I attempted to
read her soul, no matter how shallow. If Jane didn’t think I knew
that, then it could be used against me. For example, if she said
something, and I started to read her, she would know that I didn’t
believe her. It was probably her little way of keeping some power
over me….Oh, if she only knew the great power she already possessed
over me!

She continued, “When he starts pushing
deep beyond the surface, that’s when you can feel it. I suspect
that, unless you’re aware of what he can do, you still wouldn’t
know what it is…”

“What does it feel like?”
interrupted Hannah.

“I was about to tell you if
you will let me finish,” said Jane slightly irritated. She looked
up while she tried to think of a description.

“Well?” prodded
Hannah.

“You haven’t given me time
to reply!” complained Jane.

“It’s just…he might be
reading my mind right now, and I can’t stop him!”

Mr. Wolfe laughed, and I grinned,
saying, “Got something to hide, do you?”

“No, but it’s disconcerting
to think that someone else may be in here,” she said, tapping her
finger on her temple.

“That is disconcerting,” I
said with a laugh.

“Will you be serious? Do you
know what it’s like to be a young woman with all these thoughts
floating around?” she said, gesturing with her hands in some
cloud-like form about her head.

I had to admit I didn’t.

“I don’t want things to get
out; you could tell someone.”

Then turning to her father, Hannah
asked, “Don’t you want to know how to block him,
Father?”

Mr. Wolfe replied, “It has been some
time, but I think I can remember how to do it.”

“You mean I’m the only one
who doesn’t know how?” she asked exasperated.

Jane, now extremely annoyed, exclaimed,
“Will you calm down and stop interrupting? I’ve been trying to tell
you!”

“Oh,” said a more docile
Hannah. “Sorry Jane, please continue.”

“As I was saying, when he
digs down for specific or more meaningful information, you feel a
pressure inside your head. And when he tries for individual
thoughts, it’s painful, like a headache, except you can feel it
moving through your mind like a snake as he searches.”

I winced at the description. Jane
noticed and said, “I’m sorry, John; perhaps snake was too strong a
word.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “No matter, I
suppose you’d know better than I about what it feels
like.”

She smiled. “Yes, since you used to try
it on me all the time when we were children.”

“How do you stop him?” asked
Hannah, still wearing an expression that showed she was somewhat
fascinated and mortified by Jane’s description.

“It’s actually quite easy,”
Jane replied. “When you feel the pressure inside your head, you
push back.”

“How do you push back with
your mind?” asked Hannah a little confused.

“It’s easier to do than it
is to explain how it’s done. John, will you try reading Hannah, so
she can feel what it’s like and practice how to block
you?”

“I’d rather not,” I said
dryly.

“Oh please,” begged
Hannah.

There is something a little strange
about explaining to someone where you’re vulnerable. Hannah took my
silence as a concession and said, “Good, but you have to promise
that you won’t look at anything that you shouldn’t.”

“Then don’t think of
anything you don’t want me to see,” I replied grumpily.

“Don’t be angry. It’s
just…what if we become mortal enemies someday—like fire and water?
It would be useful to know.”

“So you expect a knight to
explain the weakness in his armor?” I asked.

“Well, it’s only in case you
go bad. I need to know how to defend myself.”

“Are you sure you want
to?”

“Yes, positive. Slither away
or whatever it is.”

I thoroughly disliked that
visualization, even if it were true.

“In that case,” I said, and
without any further warning, I gazed through her eyes and leapt
into her soul.

I resisted the urge to rush in as
deeply as I could and teach her a lesson. Instead I floated at the
surface, trying to give her a chance to detect and get used to the
feeling. She was innocent and pure, and fascinated by what I could
do, if not a little jealous.

“That doesn’t feel so bad,”
she said. “I don’t know what you were complaining about,
Jane.”

“Just wait,” warned
Jane.

Then Jane beckoned me to press deeper,
and I did.

“Oh,” she said.

“Do you feel the pressure?”
asked Jane.

“Yes, but it’s still not
very noticeable.”

“Try getting him out by
pushing back against it.”

She did and things started to get a
little blurry and more difficult for me to see.

“That was easy,” she
claimed.

I shoved back and descended
deeper.

“Ouch,” yelped
Hannah.

“Clear your mind and don’t
think of anything you don’t want me to know,” I reminded
her.

It bothered her to be thought of and
treated as the young one. She desired to be seen more as an adult;
thus the reason she was so insistent on being part of everything,
and to know what we know. She loved her sister, but felt a little
jealous of Jane, as she thought she was prettier. I disagreed.
Hannah was very pretty, just not as developed.

“Hey, you tricked me! You
told me not to think of anything that I didn’t want you to see,
knowing that is exactly what I would think of!”

“Then you learned a lesson,”
I said. “Even though I can’t dig around for whatever I want, it
doesn’t mean that I can’t trick you into thinking about what I want
to know. Sometimes it’s as easy as saying something like…Naehume,
who is he?”

Her mind floated and drew up the image
of Lord Wright, and then it flashed to a few other images of
different men.”

“Interesting,” I mused. “Who
are they?”

Hannah’s jaw clenched, revealing the
stringy muscles underneath the skin.

Sensing Hannah’s aggravation, Jane
said, “Don’t get frustrated. Anger works in his favor; it makes it
difficult for you to control your thoughts. Try to think of
something innocent and remember, his tricks work both ways—you can
use them against him. Envision something that will throw him off or
upset him.”

“Or,” I countered,
“something you did that was incredibly embarrassing.”

She rubbed her temples, trying to
alleviate the headache. I felt like doing the same—my head was
splitting; but I didn’t want them to know how difficult it was to
keep inside someone’s head. She was still gently pushing
back.

Another image floated to the surface.
Jane was sitting next to me. We were in the forest, in front of my
childhood home, and we were leaning towards each other, about to
kiss…

“You watched!” I
blurted.

She giggled. Using the distraction, and
with a mental shove, she pushed me out and the images faded. I
pressed back, but she was ready for a fight.

With me out, she breathed a sigh of
relief. “You were right, Jane. Except it felt more like a snake
with its mouth open, waiting to strike at the next passing
thought.”

“Will you two be so gracious
as to stop with the snake metaphor?”

“Oh, sorry,” said Hannah.
“But it’s the closest thing I can think of to describe
it.”

Jane, noticing her father wearing an
amused look, asked him, “What are you smiling about?”

“A memory from a long time
ago—when your mother was alive.”

“What was her name?” I asked
curiously.

“Abigail. But I just called
her Abby,” he said fondly. “When you were children, you two had an
exchange not so unlike this one. For a while, there was a
competition between you. You’d figure out a way to stop John, and
he would figure out some trick to get back in. You’d get so
frustrated that you’d cry.”

Coming to her sister’s defense now,
years later, Hannah scowled and spat, “How mean! You had such an
unfair advantage!”

“Oh, it wasn’t too unfair,”
replied Mr. Wolfe moderately. “It was Abby who suggested that Jane
use John’s gifts against him—and she did, frequently. There were
times when John was so scared to walk back home that Abby or I
would have to accompany him, because Jane had conjured up some
sinister looking beast lurking out in the woods, waiting for him.
Or she would take something of his and, when he tried to find out
where she had hidden it, she would think of some far-off place, and
he would go looking there. On one occasion, she even thought of a
pile of manure…that only worked on him once.”

Hannah was laughing and beamed with
pride at her sister. Jane was blushing and staring at her
feet.

My jaw dropped. “You remember, don’t
you?”

“I’m sorry,” she gushed. “We
were just kids.”

Mr. Wolfe chuckled, “Some things never
change.”

After the laughter had died down, Jane
turned sober and said solemnly, “Father, some things do
change.”

He looked at her quizzically, “What do
you mean, my darling?”

“I mean, I believe it is
time for us to leave Marysvale. There is nothing for us
here.”

He grew serious and shook his head.
“There is nowhere to go.”

“There is,” said Hannah
eagerly. “We can go to Sarah’s.”

“No, no, I will not impose
on her any longer. Sarah has given more than enough, and I will not
go begging like a dog.”

“You don’t have to,” replied
Jane. “Sarah wants you to come. She even ordered John to do
whatever is in his power to bring you there.” Then softly, she
added, “Father, do it for us.”

“But it’s not safe living
out there in the open. We would be completely unprotected, and
there is no one to defend you, my daughters.”

“I don’t care,” retorted
Jane. “I would rather live a short life out there and be free, than
slowly die here and be safe.”

He tugged at his beard, either in
contemplation of giving in, or trying to form another
argument.

Hannah, sensing weakness, kept up the
pressure. “Does it really matter? Either way we live in fear—fear
of the Brean, or fear of violence and starvation. I don’t think we
are really that safe here. Look around, people are afraid. Afraid
to talk to one another, afraid to do anything our leadership
doesn’t approve of.”

He looked at me. “Do you agree with
this, John?”

I thought for a moment, and then slowly
replied, “That’s something you three must decide. I promised Sarah
I’d do whatever I could to convince you to leave, short of force.
But it looks like your daughters have done a better job of it than
I ever could have. From what I’ve learned about Marysvale, I’m not
staying. As soon as I can figure a way to get out with our horses,
I’m leaving. I only need to know how many traveling companions to
plan for.

He got up from his chair and paced back
and forth. Finally, he turned to his daughters, “There is no truly
safe way out of Marysvale; it’s going to be a serious risk. You
really want this?”

They both silently nodded.

He turned to me. “Will you do whatever
you can to protect them?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Even if you have to
sacrifice your own life?”

It was the first time in many years
that I had a purpose for living. Someone was truly depending on me,
and what’s more, I needed them. I loved Jane; and Hannah had grown
to be like a sister to me, albeit a pesky one at times. Even so,
she definitely made life more interesting. I had no desire to go
back to an empty life of merely surviving; it wasn’t enough. I
missed Sarah and would go back regardless, though it wouldn’t be
the same without the girls close by. And I didn’t want to
disappoint her by returning empty-handed. If it got down to it,
sacrificing my life was an easy choice.

With conviction, I stated, “With my own
life. I swear it.”

“Very well,” he said with a
great sigh; but it wasn’t one of frustration or even one of defeat.
It appeared to be a great sigh of…relief.


Chapter Thirteen: The Garrison
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OUR discussion occupied most of the night. With only a
few hours remaining before daylight, Jane and Hannah went off for
some badly needed rest. I gave the impression that I, too, would
follow their example, but had no intention of doing so. Desperate
as I was for sleep, I felt a greater urgency to leave Marysvale as
soon as possible, which would happen as soon as I figured out a way
to escape.

I didn’t like being without Smoke; he
was my safety line, the one thing I could depend on. Losing his
talents, and the ability to leave when I chose to, unsettled me.
The worst part was the despair and hopelessness that permeated the
air. Here was an entire town locked away in a prison they had built
with their own hands. Only when they had finished, and given the
key to the guards, did they realize that they were the inmates. And
on the morrow, I would dine with the chief jailer and, quite
possibly, his son. Although, I had nothing to base it on, I
couldn’t help feeling that it would be my last meal—one that I had
no intention of eating.

As soon as the girls had gone off to
bed, I pulled Mr. Wolfe aside and questioned him about the layout
of the town. He told me all he could about the wall and the guards,
which wasn’t much beyond the obvious.

“The only way out with
horses is through those gates,” he informed me.

“That’s what I was afraid
of.”

Absentmindedly, I played with a loose
string, wrapping it around and around my finger.

“Tell me about the guards at
the south entrance; could they be bribed with food?” I
asked.

“Not if they have standing
orders not to let anyone out.”

“If they can’t be bribed,
then what about threatening one of the gate captains? Could we
force him to order his men to open it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Wouldn’t do any
good. If he disobeyed orders, death would be his punishment. And
dying by your hand would be quick and painless, in comparison to
what their superiors would do to them…and possibly their
families.”

What a revolting group of people.
How could they punish someone for another’s
actions?

“I don’t understand how they
can just keep us in?”

“Oh, they can do anything
they want to. They say it’s for our own protection. You have to
have a good reason to leave the safety of the town. If it’s a valid
enough excuse, they will let you leave—with an armed escort. Of
course, at this point, no one believes they have our welfare in
mind.”

“Why do they care if we
leave?”

He shrugged. “Perhaps they’re afraid
that the outside world wouldn’t tolerate what they’ve done here. I
don’t really know.”

The more I learned about Marysvale, the
more I wanted out. I didn’t want to wait a moment longer than
necessary.

“Mmm, this won’t be easy,” I
acknowledged.

“No it won’t. Honestly,
John, I don’t think there is a way out. This is partly why I asked
if you would defend them with your life should things go wrong.
Since you’ve already promised that, then will you take full
responsibility if we get caught?”

I was shocked and he could read the
disappointment on my face.

“Don’t judge me too harshly,
John. I have to think of my daughters, and things can get dire
here. If they are caught and convicted of a crime, real or
imagined, they could be killed; or worse, lose their
citizenship—which means they would be put to work as slaves for the
rest of their lives. And being so young and beautiful, the slavery
won’t be physical labor.”

He paused a moment to let that sink in,
and then continued, “I will help you where I can, John; and if you
find a way out, we will go. Nevertheless, my first concern is for
my daughters’ safety. So I ask: if we can’t find a way out, is
there anything you wouldn’t do to help my daughters live a better
life?”

I felt sickened from this disgusting
town. I had no doubt that I would do what I could to spare all of
them; and naturally, I would be a scapegoat if it became necessary.
Yet something about his tone and demeanor made me suspect there was
more in his question.

I wanted to get into his head, to find
out why I felt so bothered by what he said. However, that wasn’t
going to happen easily. Digging deeply, without being detected, was
out of the question—especially after just teaching Hannah how to
block me out. I wasn’t at all sure if he could sense me there on
the surface. Though Jane professed that nobody could, I still had
my misgivings. So, to be safe, I decided to employ a trick I had
practiced on my father. I had discovered that if I could get him
talking, it would lower his defenses, as well as his senses. I
could then slip in on a shallow level without being
detected.

I gave it a try.

“I haven’t changed my mind.
I’ll do whatever is required to save Jane and Hannah.”

“I’m glad I can count on
you. If the time comes, I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Of course.”

I continued nonchalantly, “Do they ever
open the main gates during the day?”

“At times, but it’s with no
regularity now that the harvest is almost over. The only people to
leave will be hunting parties, which will be the friends and
families of those in positions of power. Soldiers and some select
town guards will get to go, as well. After all, it keeps up morale,
keeps them loyal, and keeps their families fed—at least better fed
than the rest of us.”

He continued on with a tirade about the
class structure and breakdown of the government. While he talked, I
studied his soul. Right at the surface were his feelings for his
wife, Abby. Even after all these years, I could feel the hole left
by her loss. He adored her and she was always on his mind. Every
decision he made was based on what he thought she would do. He also
had an enormous love for his daughters. I could easily sense it,
along with something else linked to them. It felt like panic and
desperation to protect them from anyone or anything that would harm
them. Like a chain, another emotion floated by, attached to the
anxiety. It was helplessness. I imagine everyone in this town felt
that, but because of the loss of his beloved wife, he hung onto his
daughters in an irrational manner. His fear of losing them governed
his actions. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to ensure their
safety and security.

His rant came to an end, and so I
withdrew my gaze and tried to look like I was paying attention.
What I’d learned wasn’t much, but at least I knew he had his
daughters’ wellbeing at heart.

Before he could ask me anything
specific about what he had just said, I asked him questions about
the town. Where are the horses kept? What was at the top of the
hill surrounded by the gate? How do I get to the wall? And so
on.

When my questions and his answers ran
out, I told him that I needed to get a feel for the town and get
another look at the wall and gates. What I really wanted to do was
find a way out, and where our horses were being kept. I thanked him
for the information and told him I’d return shortly. Wrapped in a
cloak, I slipped out into the cold night. Hiding in the shadows of
dark homes and buildings, I worked my way through the town and
toward the wall, all the while trying my best not to get lost. It
was a difficult task, as every street looked the same in the dark.
All too frequently, they would abruptly end, forcing me to retrace
my steps. It was discouraging work. I kept trying streets that went
in the general direction of the wall. Eventually, I made it to the
south gate, though it took much longer than expected.

The south gate looked much like the
north, complete with stone stairs leading up to the top of the wall
and a tower. It looked almost as sleepy and vacant as the town.
Guards still stood at the top doing their best to doze while on
their feet. They leaned against walls, muskets, and anything that
made standing more comfortable. Torches burned low and a few had
even gone out. No one made any attempt to relight them. Guarding
the wall looked to be a pointless exercise. If they were attacked,
half of them would be dead before the other half would awake, if
they even bothered to.

I started my search—for what, I wasn’t
sure—perhaps some weakness, something I could use to our advantage.
I inspected the gate for a way to open it—which of course there
was; but the problem was the weight. I doubted that any one person
could get the heavy door open, and if he did, it wouldn’t be a
quick process—or quiet. Guards could easily rush down and put an
end to any attempt. Even with all of us working to open it, it
wouldn’t be fast enough. I wondered if they had orders to shoot
anyone trying to escape.

Some of the guards could be
overpowered; but, again, doing it quickly and quietly enough, so as
not to arouse suspicion, would be extremely problematic. The risk
was just too great.

With no other possibility presenting
itself, I made my way along the wall to the other gate. The land
nearest the wall was mainly used for growing crops. Occasionally,
I’d pass a stable or corral; most were empty and none of them
contained the animals I wanted.

The wall itself presented no obvious
weaknesses, except for an occasional drainage ditch which passed
through to the other side. Rusty iron bars, plugged with sticks,
branches, and other debris, kept anyone, or anything, from using it
as a way into the town. It looked possible to pry the mortar away
from a few bars and remove them; but there was no way the opening
would be large enough to get a horse through and without them, we’d
have no chance of survival.

At the north gate, the guards were also
doing their best to sleep while looking alert; but they fooled no
one.

I followed the wall past the heavy
doors and on to where it made an abrupt turn and ran up the side of
the hill. I continued on. As I ascended, gradually the space
between homes became greater. The houses themselves grew in size
and grandeur. Shrubbery and trees were neatly trimmed with nothing
out of place. Nearing the edifice that made the second wall, which
was laid out in a semicircular shape facing the town, I surmised
that its purpose was to keep the villagers out, as well as
the Brean. I found there were no structures or dwellings near the
wall, nor crops—nothing to block the soldiers’ view—only low-cut,
open fields. Any attempt to move closer would surely be detected.
So, I crouched low, hiding in the shadow of a large home, and
studied my options. Several soldiers stood erect upon the wall, all
dressed in uniforms similar to Lyman’s, neat and well-tailored.
Shiny muskets with attached bayonets graced their arms. The
soldiers here were alert—eyes scanned the fields, searching for
anything out of the ordinary…like me.

Unlike the lower wall, these torches
burned brightly, illuminating everything, and thereby eliminating
any good hiding places. The stones that made the wall were smooth
and flat. With no mortar or protrusions of any kind, there was no
perceivable way to climb it. A cobblestone road led to a set of
massive, wooden doors that blocked the entrance. They were polished
to a shine.

Carved out and imbedded in the wood was
a latticework of iron that was set flush with the doors, which in
turn was flush with the outside of the stone wall. At the top of
the entrance, jutting out about six or seven feet, was a stone
slab, like a gigantic fireplace mantle. It too was as smooth and
polished as the rock surrounding it, offering no place to throw a
rope or a hook. If I did manage to climb the doors without being
shot, there was nowhere to go. It looked impregnable.

I marveled at the fortress. I had seen
it when we first arrived in Marysvale, but had no idea of its
magnitude or impressiveness.

Somewhere from behind the wall, a horse
whinnied. Stables. My heart sank with the realization that
Smoke was certainly locked safely away—out of my reach. This
revelation presented a whole new set of challenges. To break out of
one wall would be difficult enough; but to break into a
well-guarded fortress, procure horses, escape back out, and then
abscond through the town wall was next to impossible.

A feeling of hopelessness washed over
me and, for the first time since arriving, I personally felt the
despair that saturated the town and engulfed it in bleakness. I
truly empathized with the people who felt completely powerless,
knowing you were at the mercy of those behind the wall. Should they
decide something evil for you or a loved one, there was nothing you
could do, and nowhere to turn. I hated this place.

A soldier on the wall turned around and
waved into the courtyard, breaking me from my self-pity. A moment
later, an officer appeared at his side—one whom I recognized even
at this distance. Lyman, I muttered to myself as if it
were a cuss word. I wouldn’t have thought him the type to spend his
nighttime hours supervising simple guard duty. I could only assume
this to be a punishment of sorts, and smiled at what he must have
done to make his father angry.

He turned to his left, withdrew his
sword, and beckoned somewhere off to my right. To my horror, he
then aimed his sword in my direction.

A deep voice drifted through the air,
much to close. “Bloomin’ waste o’ time. How many shadows do we ‘ave
ta’ chase?”

My heart beat rapidly in my chest.
Was I spotted?

“Yeah,” said another voice,
though not so deep as the first. “He’s just making us run around to
get a laugh.”

The deep voice returned, “Don’t know
what he’s so ‘fraid of. If it were a Brean, the town guard would’ve
alerted us. Nothin’ gets by them.”

They both laughed at the
joke.

“Yeah,” said the other one
again. “Just keeping us from badly needed…”

They turned the corner, saw me, and
froze in surprise. It took a moment for their brains to comprehend
that something actually hid in this shadow. Fortunately, their
hesitation wasn’t contagious. In an instant, I reached up and
grabbed the musket of the smaller one with both hands.
Simultaneously, I pulled myself up while pulling him down, and
jammed my knee hard into his gut. An unnatural popping sound came
from him, and he fell back, grasping his stomach with one hand
while still trying to hang on to his weapon. The bigger one unfroze
and started to draw his musket on me. Quickly, I twisted the gun
free from the small soldier and, continuing the same movement,
slammed the butt of my acquired musket into the large soldier’s
face. The blow connected and he fell unconscious to the
ground.

A high pitched scream pierced the air;
it was Lyman. “Kill him! Kill him!”

The small soldier weakly made it to his
feet; but he was in no condition to put up a struggle, let alone
kill me.

“What are you waiting for?”
screamed Lyman more frantically. “Shoot, you imbeciles!
Shoot!”

A volley of musket fire erupted from
the soldiers atop the wall. Lead balls whizzed by. One pierced the
ground to our side, causing a small eruption of dirt; another tore
into the house, blasting bits of wood and plaster into the
air.

The smaller soldier joined me in a
desperate scramble to get out of the way of the deadly balls—but
his attempt was in vain. Two steps into our flight, a small cry
escaped his lips. His arms flailed, back arched, and then he fell
forward onto the cold, hard ground. His hat tumbled from his
head.

The sight of the fallen soldier made a
good motivator. I dashed across the open fields with renewed speed,
whipping by houses. My cloak streamed and flapped wildly behind
me.

Out of nowhere, two more shots came
from my left. I hadn’t time to react as two balls rushed
harmlessly, but frightfully, close by. Realizing they had missed,
the soldiers gave chase.

I ran hard and fast, desperate to reach
the town below, hoping I could lose my pursuers in the narrow,
winding maze of streets. A risky glance back revealed the soldiers
losing ground. However, taking my eyes off the path in front of me
proved a mistake. My foot caught on a stone, and I rocketed
forward, cartwheeling into a tangled mess of arms, legs, cloak, and
musket.

The soldiers’ angry shouts drew close,
their breathing labored. They were yelling at me to stop. Ignoring
their words, and the thumping, burning pain in my neck and chest, I
rolled over, grabbed my weapon, leapt to my feet, and sprinted
on—spitting out the unpleasant taste of dirt was met with limited
success.

Our chase resumed down the hill and
into the town. My lead had evaporated with the fall. Tall, dense
buildings enveloped us in a small, man-made canyon. Our feet
pounded the cobblestones and reverberated off the surrounding
structures. My lungs screamed in agony for want of air. The
soldiers were also tired; their heavy gasping just inches away. At
any moment, I expected to feel the painful stick of a bayonet in my
back, and felt grateful that the shot from their muskets had
already been spent.

A gentle tug around my neck slowed me,
then it released. Another risky look back showed one of the
soldiers grasping at the tip of my cloak with one hand, still
fingering it, trying to get a more solid grip; the other man was
only a few paces behind. I reached up with one hand, undid the
knot, flung the cloak back, and kept running. A painful sounding
thud, followed by a string of curses and profanity, caused me to
look back again. The cloak had apparently wrapped around the head
of the first man, causing him to run off course and full force into
a house.

The other soldier, ignoring his fallen
companion, leapt over his covered, flailing body and continued the
pursuit. Through streets and alleys we ran. Slowly, I gained more
of a lead, but the stubborn bugger wasn’t giving up. A plan formed
in my mind. I sprinted to the next corner, rounded it, and emerged
in a small square. When safely around the corner and out of sight,
I slid to a stop. Seizing the musket by the barrel, careful to
avoid the bayonet, I waited for a split second. I checked my timing
and then, with all my strength, swung—right as the man was about to
burst into view. In the split second before the blow, the soldier’s
eyes went wide. Realizing the unavoidable, he cringed, tensed his
muscles, and prepared for the worst. It came.

The weapon connected with his chest,
along with the sickening crack of breaking ribs. The man’s legs,
arms, and hat kept their forward momentum, but the upper half of
his body arched back and even retreated slightly. For a moment, he
hung in the air like a rag doll, before crashing down hard onto the
cobblestones.

He lay on his back, mouth opening and
closing like a fish gasping for air—small croaks escaped his lips,
but not much else. The air had been knocked out of him. I was sure
that, combined with the exhaustion and broken ribs, he wasn’t much
up for a chase anymore.

Walking a little way off, I slumped
against a building and tried to catch my own breath. The rest was
fleeting. Footsteps and a man’s voice echoed through the small
man-made canyon. “This way,” he yelled. “He went this
way.”

The soldier who had been tangled up in
my cloak emerged from around the corner. Blood from a broken nose
was smeared across his face, and he looked furious. He made no
attempt to rush me. Instead he stooped, grabbed his companion by
the arms and dragged him out of the alley. The fallen man, having
recently found his breath, gritted his teeth and groaned in agony.
Hooves clattering on cobblestone echoed in the small square and
grew louder at an alarming rate.

My shoulders sagged and an involuntary
curse escaped my mouth. Gathering my courage and strength, I
launched off my resting spot, raced across the square, and into an
alleyway. I ran between the two seemingly endless towers of rock
and wood. At the halfway mark, charging horses entered the alley
behind me. The sound of hooves on stone reverberated through the
air. In the midst of all the noise, I heard the unmistakable sound
of steel on steel; it was that of a sword quickly drawn from a
scabbard.

The end of the alley may as well have
been miles away. There was no way I’d make it before the thundering
horses closed the gap. I had one shot in my musket and no reload;
now seemed a good time to use it.

You’ve only got one chance. If you
miss, I thought to myself, you won’t have time to regret
it.

I stopped, swung the musket around, and
greeted the horsemen for the first time. There were two of them,
one right behind the other. Both donned uniforms like the other
soldiers, except that they wore tall, black boots and a pointy
helmet with a plume of what looked to be horse hair coming out the
top. The lead horseman stood on a large animal that nearly filled
the alleyway—his gleaming, silver sword poised, ready to
strike.

I aimed for the center of the horse, or
the best I could under the circumstances. And with no time to
steady myself, I pulled the trigger.


Chapter Fourteen: Trapped
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UNDER normal conditions, the firing of a musket was a
relatively fast experience; but under duress, it seemed to take an
interminable length of time. The hammer fell painfully slow,
leisurely striking the flint, which then ignited the powder; and
only after all that, did it finally resume its normal speed. The
weapon forcefully expelled the deadly, little black ball. Even
before it left the barrel, I knew I’d missed my target. It sped
down the alleyway but not far enough. The ball blasted into a side
wall, in front of the charging horse. However, despite my poor aim,
the shot still devastated the soldiers. Fragments of rock and
mortar peppered the horse’s head. The deafening roar and smoke from
the black powder proved too much for the poor creature. It slid to
a stop and reared up in terror, tossing its head and very nearly
its rider. The soldier dropped his sword and desperately clung to
the saddle in an effort to avoid falling off and possibly under the
hooves of the panicked animal.

With no time to stop, the second mount
charged straight into the hindquarters of the still rearing lead
horse, causing its master to launch over its neck and into the
front horseman. The momentum toppled the first horse backward and
onto the second; and the whole group of them came crashing down
onto the hard, stone street in a chorus of crunching bodies,
snapping bones, and screams of pain.

Not wanting to watch the ghastly wreck,
and desperate to get away, I continued my flight. Street blended
into street and I prayed that I was traveling in the right
direction.

“Over here! I see him!”
cried a soldier somewhere behind me.

I turned at the next street and
sprinted down it, only to hear the clamoring and cursing of
soldiers at the other end. I slid to a stop, and desperately looked
for another route. There were no side roads or alleyways, and there
was no going back the way I had come.

With nowhere left to run, I braced for
a fight, with a spent musket as my only weapon. Fortunately, it
still had a lethal bayonet attached, and a very solid butt that had
already proven useful.

A long, moonlit shadow of a soldier
passed across the homes at the far end of the street. At any
moment, a soldier, or soldiers, would appear at both
ends.

A hand grasped my clothing. I jumped in
surprise. However, before I could whirl and attack, I was drug back
through a door that I hadn’t noticed.

“Shhh,” said whoever it was,
while silently closing the door. An old man, with a shaky but
cheerful voice, said, “Very lucky ya ended up here—very lucky
indeed.”

He was wearing a nightshirt, and had a
shock of long, white, scraggly hair jutting out from under a
cap.

“Looks like they just about
had ya.”

“A few times,” I
muttered.

He gave a quiet but jovial laugh.
“Well, yer not out of the woods yet, young John. They’ll know ya
disappeared inta one of these doors, and they’ll be a goin’ house
to house looking for ya anytime now. We best getcha out, before
they get here.”

“How… how’d you know my
name?” I asked, astonished.

“Got some friends workin’
the gate, which means a lot of people know yer name now; and after
tonight you’ll be a big hero fer some.”

“You’re not going to tell
are you?” I asked, suddenly worried.

“Relax,” he said. “They
ain’t findin’ out from me; but everyone will suspect. Quite a
coincidence—the nightcha show up, a big commotion with gunfire and
everythin’ happens. Not sure whatcha done, but I’m sure it was
spectacular.”

“I’m confused. Why would
that make me a hero?”

“Plenty a folks don’t like
it much here. Anythin’ bad that happens to them is good
news to us.”

“So why doesn’t anyone do
anything?”

“They’re all too powerful
and we ain’t got no organization or leader. Now, I’d love a chat,
but we best get ya off.”

He hobbled over to a shelf and withdrew
a small hammer of sorts from behind a few books. Returning, he
stooped down and pried some floorboards up from their nails.
Beneath lay more old rotting planks. Those, he simply lifted and
revealed a deep hole dug in the dirt.

“Down inta the tunnel with
ya. Follow it ‘til it ends, and you’ll come up in an old, burnt-out
house. From there, ya ain’t far from yer destination.” He then gave
me the directions and added, “Ya best not be found with that
musket, or they’ll know for sure it was you. Leave it down there;
we’ll take care of it.”

“We?” I queried.

“A small resistance,” he
said with a dismissive wave. “Not much, quite pathetic really, but
it’s all we got. Most folks are just plain too scared to join
us—consequences and such.”

A banging could be heard from the house
next door.

“Now off ya go,” he ordered.
“And do be quiet, woncha? I ain’t got many days left, but I’d
rather not spend ‘em rottin’ in a cell.”

I slithered down the hole and called up
softly, “What’s your name?”

“Simon.”

“Thank you,
Simon.”

“Yes, yes. Think nuttin of
it, my boy. Now do be quiet.”

I remained unmoving and silent in the
small tunnel, which was barely large enough to crawl through. A few
rickety boards were the only support keeping the whole thing from
caving in on me. The only light came from above, and that
disappeared rapidly as the old man replaced the planks and the
floor. No sooner did he finish, than a soldier pounded on the door,
which rained dust and dirt down onto my head.

The soldier demanded, “Open up, you
filthy scum! And be quick about it, or we’ll break the door
down.”

“Comin’, comin’,” replied
the old man.

The sound of the door unlatching
drifted down and soldiers rushed in. They ran through the house.
Vibrations from their boots continued my little rainstorm of filth.
Occasionally, there was the sound of something being knocked over.
After a few minutes, I heard a soldier declare, “He’s not here,”
followed by the sound of boots scurrying out. A moment later, the
same orders to open another door, almost word for word, could be
faintly heard.

Not wasting any more time, I half
crawled, half slithered my way through the dark, miserable tunnel.
My hands pawed over the dirt. From time to time, I would touch an
object which I was glad I couldn’t see—a few of them squeaked and
scampered away. Progress was determined by the different boards and
beams that collided with my head, which in turn caused more dirt to
fall down on top of me. Each time, I gritted my teeth and kept
going, doing my best to keep from cursing—albeit it was unavoidable
at times.

The tunnel was longer than expected,
and I found it quite tiring to travel in that dog-snakelike
combination. Nevertheless, I made good progress and found the end,
or more specifically my head discovered the end when it plowed into
a hard-packed dirt wall.

Reaching up, I felt for the opening.
Using my fingers, I checked for any protrusions that may cut or
give me any more head knocks on my way out. Finding nothing, I gave
the obstruction a push. The heavy lid only budged slightly before
falling back down. With a deep breath, I gathered my strength and
sprang up, giving it a hard shove. This time it moved, but not as
expected. The door, or whatever it was, swung more sideways than
up, but it was enough to escape. I crawled out and into a grimy
mess. Briefly studying my surroundings, I discovered that only two
walls remained of the decrepit building I found myself in. There
was no roof. Debris and ashes were scattered everywhere. The object
blocking the entrance to the hole turned out to be a wooden board
covered with a filthy, molding rug, or perhaps a dead animal…I
didn’t care to find out. With a few good, squishy shoves from my
boot, it fell back in place.

I briefly shook off as much dirt from
my hair and clothes as possible. The blackness of the night was
fading. On the horizon, a line of light began to penetrate the
darkness. The sun, again, waged its epic and eternal battle against
the dark night—both relentless in their pursuit of the
other.

Following the directions given to me by
the old man, it wasn’t difficult to find my way back. Before long,
I crept into the house. Jane waited in the dim
candlelight.

“Where have you been?” she
demanded. “You’ve been gone for hours! Don’t you know it’s
dangerous to be out after dark?

“Yes, I’m somewhat
acquainted with the dangers now,” I mumbled. “I’ve been trying to
find a way out of this town.”

“And did you?”

I shook my head; more dirt particles
floated down.

“Good heavens, have you been
rolling around on the ground? You’re filthy.”

I opened my mouth to reply, and she cut
me off.

“Never mind, you can tell me
about it later. With all the commotion you’ve caused, they’re sure
to check to see if their new citizen is at home.’

“You could hear
that?”

“I believe it’s reasonable
to assume we would notice when the whole hilltop blows up in musket
fire,” she said with just a hint of sarcasm.

“Where are the
others?”

“Hannah can sleep through
most anything. I doubt she could be roused, even if the gunfire
happened right here in this house. And I just sent father to bed.
Now we’d better get you cleaned up in case they come, or they’ll
know for sure it was you. So off with your shirt,” she ordered, and
left.

While she disappeared into the other
room, I did as I was told. She returned with a pair of breeches, a
shirt, and a wet cloth. Without a word, she ran her fingers through
my hair and shook out what dirt she could. With the water, she
cleaned my face, neck, ears, and hands. To be truthful, I enjoyed
it, and silently wished it could go on a moment or two
longer.

Jane’s face remained
unreadable.

Taking the clean clothes, she tossed
them at me and said, “Put these on and be quick.” Then she turned
and again strode into the other room.

I stripped down to my undergarments and
pulled the clean shirt on; at which point, Jane
returned.

I let out a small cry and covered
myself with the clean pair of breeches.

She rolled her eyes. “For being so
swift, you sure are slow sometimes.”

“When else have I been
slow?” I demanded.

She again rolled her eyes and walked
back into the other room without replying; leaving me to get my
pants on and figure out what else she meant.

I finished dressing as quickly as I
could and called, “Ready.”

She returned, took the dirty clothes
and, with the wet rag, she smothered the candle. Then she wrapped
my soiled garments around it.

“Best if they don’t smell a
freshly extinguished candle,” she explained unnecessarily. “Lie
down; and for heaven’s sake, pretend you were asleep. Better yet,
if they don’t come, try to get some real sleep; you look like you
are in need of it.”

Without another word, she swept out of
the room, and I obeyed her command. Sleep came easily. The moment
my head touched the blanket that made up my bed, I was already
out.

Unfortunately, it didn’t last
long.

It felt like I’d just barely closed my
eyes when a mighty pounding at the door, and a shout from an angry
soldier, jarred me from my sleep.

I groaned, rolled over, and heaved
myself to my feet. It was a difficult task, and more difficult yet
to pry my eyes open.

“Open up! Or we’ll break the
door down,” demanded the soldier.

“We’re coming,” cried Mr.
Wolfe, as he scurried down the stairs and into the room. Jane and
Hannah were at his heels. Unlike me, I noticed that the others were
fully dressed. How odd, I thought. When did they have
time to get dressed?

The pounding continued more vigorously.
Hannah rushed over and unlatched the door. Light streamed in and I
was surprised to discover that at least a few hours had passed;
though, to my tired body, it had only felt like minutes. The
sunlight blinded me as I tried to blink away the sleep from my
eyes.

Two soldiers rushed in, ready to give
combat to anyone daring to make the slightest move. No one did. The
sight of the next man sickened me. Lyman strode in with a bit of a
swagger, all dressed up in his soldier uniform. I wondered if he
slept in it.

“Ah, Mr. Casey, have a late
night did we?” he asked in that greasy voice of his. Walking around
the room, he wiped his finger across the table inspecting it for
dirt. He then eyed everything as if it were painful to see such
poverty; until at last, his lustful eyes fell on Jane. “Miss Jane,
always a pleasure.” They lingered on her far too long and a tad too
low.

She looked at him blandly and said
nothing.

Finally, he pried his eyes from Jane
and turned them to me. Instantly, they changed from lust to hatred.
The feeling was mutual.

“Well?” he asked.

Maybe it was because of exhaustion, but
I felt confused. “Well, what?”

“My goodness, you are a slow
one, aren’t you?” he said with a contemptuous look. “I asked you a
question. Now let me state it in a way even you can comprehend.”
Then, accentuating every word, he said slowly and loudly, “What
were your actions during the night?”

Mimicking his tone and voice, I
replied, “I was sleeping.”

It wasn’t the smartest thing that’s
escaped my lips and his face turned red. Contorting with rage, he
rushed over and slammed me against the wall, jamming his forearm
onto my neck and under my chin. He spat through a clenched jaw,
“You are a bloody fool to mock me. Do you think I’m
daft?”

I really wished he hadn’t asked me
that. He had a way of making me drop my senses and say whatever
came to mind. Hannah sensed the same thing, and with her eyes, she
relayed the message, “Now would be the time to KEEP YOUR MOUTH
SHUT!” I took her silent advice and resisted the temptation to
reply frankly.

Lyman continued, “I know you were at
the garrison last night. I expected you would try something that
stupid.”

He leaned hard on my throat, choking
off my air supply. Then, putting his mouth to my ear, so that only
I could hear, he hissed, “I do not know why my father insists on
bringing you to dinner, you pathetic little boy. If it were up to
me, I would kill you now; a pleasure I may still enjoy after
tonight. So, if I were you, I would hold my tongue and show some
respect. Who knows? I may even decide to be merciful and permit a
quick and painless death.”

Through his eyes, I could see he truly
hated me, which was no surprise, but this was intense—so fierce
that I could feel he desperately wanted to kill me. And there was
something else that accompanied the loathing…it was tremendous
fear. Why he felt so afraid and angry would be a mystery that I
wasn’t going to find the answer to just yet.

To emphasize his point, Lyman released
my neck, grabbed my hair, pulled me a few inches away from the
wall, and then violently slammed my head back against the hard
surface. Stars obscured my vision and pain shot through my skull.
The process was repeated once more, and I nearly blacked
out.

He released me and snapped his fingers.
A short, wiry man scuttled into the room carrying new clothes and
boots. Pretending to resume composure, Lyman said, “A gift from my
father. I will return later this afternoon to escort you to
dinner.” Then, wrinkling his nose, he added, “And do clean up; you
smell like a pig.”

With that, he turned and walked briskly
out into the light. The little man left the clothes and bustled
away, followed by the soldiers.

When they had all left, Jane closed the
door and checked my head to make sure it hadn’t been cracked open.
“I really wish you would stop pushing him like that,” she
said.

“So do I,” I
muttered.

Hannah walked over to me and sniffed.
“He’s right. You do smell like a pig.” Then darting well out of my
reach, she added, “I’ll go fetch some water for your
bath.”

“What did he whisper to
you?” asked Jane, after Hannah had left the room.

“Nothing much,” I replied.
My head throbbed and it was painful where she parted my hair in an
effort to get a better look.

“Since you won’t tell me, it
must be something bad.”

“Is anything Lyman says
good?”

“No,” she confessed
quietly.

She finished her inspection and
revealed a blood-stained hand.

Reading the expression on my face, she
assured, “Don’t worry; it looks worse than it is.”

“Very comforting,” I
replied.

Mr. Wolfe broke his silence, “Did you
find a way out last night?”

I shook my head. “I’m certain that our
horses are being held in the fortress. And from what I can tell,
there isn’t any easy way in.”

His shoulders dropped. “No, I wouldn’t
think so.”

Sounding more optimistic than I really
felt, I suggested, “Perhaps there is still a chance. If I can slip
over the wall and sneak around the back side of the hill, a way may
present itself.”

“Perhaps,” he said, but he
didn’t believe it. To tell the truth, neither did I.

Hannah returned with the water. Seeing
our downcast expressions she observed, “I missed something, didn’t
I?”

“No, not really,” said
Jane.

“Then why all the sad
faces?”

“Because we are still trying
to figure a way out of here,” replied Jane.

“And not just here,” I
added. “First we have to get our horses out of the
garrison.”

“Why don’t we just leave the
horses and go on foot?” suggested Hannah.

“Absolutely not,” retorted
Mr. Wolfe.

“Why? We’ve done it
before.”

“Because that was then and
this is now,” he barked. “We are not taking such a
risk!”

Jane and Hannah both looked taken
aback. I was too, for that matter. Even though I agreed with him,
his agitation still surprised me.

“He’s right,” I confirmed.
“I don’t think there is any way Lyman will just let us go—at least
not me. If we’re discovered missing, they will most certainly give
chase. On top of that, we still have to evade the Brean. Without
horses, we won’t make it far.” And, though I didn’t say it, I felt
sure Lyman wouldn’t let Jane go without pursuing her, especially
with me. He wanted her for himself. I tried not to think about it,
finding myself growing angry at the thought.

Jane added, “Since they’re expecting
John tonight, we wouldn’t have much of a start on them.”

Hannah’s optimism deflated a bit. “Then
we don’t have a chance.”

“You never know,” I said
encouragingly. “Maybe I can convince Lord Wright to let us go. At
the very least, I won’t have to figure out a way inside the
fortress.”

Mr. Wolfe spoke up, “I’m sorry. Short
of Lord Wright’s permission, and without an actual plan of escape,
I’m afraid I can’t allow the risk. There are other
alternatives.”

“Such as?” asked Hannah
skeptically.

“We can continue as we
always have. There is no reason why we have to flee right
away.”

“Except that John is about
to go up to the garrison tonight,” blurted Jane
uncharacteristically. “Who knows what will happen to
him?”

It made me feel wonderful to have her
support.

“I know you’re concerned,
Jane,” he said with growing frustration. “But I think we are being
too quick to judge. We don’t know why he was invited. Perhaps he
will be offered some government position. If not, then I’m sure a
strong, young man like John can get stationed as a town guard, or
even as a soldier to the lord. Why else would he be given new
clothes and invited to the garrison? They could have killed him by
now if they had really wanted to.”

“You saw how Lyman treated
him. You can’t possibly believe he will be treated fairly,” she
argued.

“But it’s not entirely up to
Lyman is it?” snapped her father. Then, rubbing his forehead with
one hand, in an effort to regain some composure, he added, “Now,
tomorrow we will go to the minister of housing and find John
permanent living arrangements. That is my final decision.” Turning
to me, he added, “You are, of course, welcome to stay here until
then.”

It was pointless to argue. Besides, the
fight had gone out of me. My hopes were dashed and my heart sank.
The thought of having to stay any longer, to simply exist without
reason, was smothering. Even though I’d been living my whole life
without aim, at least it was my choice to make. Here, there was no
choice, no hope. Like the pierce of a venomous thorn, the despair
of Marysvale poisoned my soul, slowly decaying my will to live. I
could see no escape from the place that had become my
cage.
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Chapter Fifteen: The Market
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WITH nothing left to say, I quickly bathed and dressed
in my new clothes. I had to get out. I had to think and calm the
growing panic that had taken root in me. Unable to meet Jane’s
searching eyes, I left. I was only a block away when a hand slipped
around my wrist. Lost in thought, I hadn’t heard anyone approach. I
turned and gazed into those deep, green eyes that had the most
amazing effect of causing both elation and anxiety. I wanted to
snatch Jane up in my arms and never let her go, though I knew that
wasn’t going to be possible now, no matter how much I loved her. I
didn’t even know for sure whether she felt the same way. There was
also the piercing sword of realization that whatever we shared was
only a seed of love—true love would only blossom with time and
nurturing; and time with Jane appeared to be a fleeting
commodity.

“Can I walk with you?” she
asked hopefully.

“Of course,” I replied,
truly glad she came. Offering her my arm, she fell in as we walked
the streets of the town. The sun slipped behind a bank of dark
clouds, throwing the town into shadow.

“Where are we going?” she
asked.

“I don’t know. I hadn’t
really thought about it.”

“Are you upset?”

“No,” I lied. Even though I
knew I shouldn’t be angry with Mr. Wolfe for doing what he thought
best, I was. I also felt extremely disappointed in myself. After
all, coming up with any real plan of escape had, well…escaped
me.

“Yes, you are,” she
countered.

I smiled at her. “So you’re now a mind
reader?”

“Good enough to read
you.”

“Am I really that
easy?”

“No, but I can tell you’re
upset. Why else would you leave without saying a word, and with no
destination in mind? Besides, I can tell because I’m upset, too,”
she said sympathetically.

I looked at her quizzically.

She read my expression. “I really don’t
want to stay in Marysvale either.”

“Why?” I asked. “I mean…I
can’t imagine anyone wanting to live like this; but I want to hear
your reasons.”

“I suppose for the same ones
you have,” she answered. “I know what this town is—all of us that
live here do. There is no freedom and no future—other than what our
leaders decide for us. And I know what my future holds for me if
it’s up to Lyman. I can see the way he looks at me. I would rather
die than to have to wake up next to him.”

“Would you be willing to
leave your father?”

She fell quiet.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly.
“Don’t answer. It’s not fair for me to ask that of you.”

We walked in silence, following street
after street in no particular fashion. Walking always helped clear
my mind and calm me down, and this time was no exception. I started
to notice a few things. Firstly, for a town of this size, the
streets were relatively empty, but not entirely. People hurried
this way and that, never making eye contact, and ducking their
heads as we passed. No one smiled. And the people had one thing
amongst them in common…fear.

Jane, apparently reading my mind again,
broke the silence. “They’re afraid. You never know whom you can
trust; even family members can be threatened or persuaded to turn
on you. Disloyalty and criticism about the town leadership are not
tolerated, and the punishment is quite severe. It’s better to keep
your mouth shut and not say anything at all, than to open it and
say something to the wrong person. And your being dressed in their
clothes doesn’t help, either.”

“Oh,” I said. “Are these
their clothes?”

“Yes. Everything new comes
from them. You look like an off duty soldier.”

A few more streets passed before she
asked, “Is there anything else you want to see?”

“The sight of Marysvale
fading away behind us.”

She smiled. “Anything else?”

“Not
particularly.”

The noise of a gathering crowd echoed
faintly down the street.

“What’s that sound? Can you
hear it?”

She nodded. “It’s the
marketplace.”

“Let’s go see it,” I
suggested.

“I’m not sure you want
to.”

“Why?”

She paused before answering, “Because
goods aren’t the only thing being sold there.”

“What do you
mean?”

Jane’s face turned grim and she uttered
one word, “People.”

It took me a moment, but comprehension
eventually dawned, and then turned to shock.

“That man from last
night?”

“Perhaps, but I doubt it.”
She went on to explain, “There aren’t many slaves here, but there
are some. They are bought, traded, and sold in the town square by
the nobles. Our leaders enacted slavery as a benevolent alternative
to death, and to serve as a deterrent for those inclined to disobey
the law.”

Would I choose to be a slave over
death? I pondered. Perhaps if death was the only other
alternative…

Sensing my dilemma, Jane asked, “What
troubles you?”

“I was wondering which I
would choose. Maybe that man will be a slave; but he will be alive.
Over time, perhaps they may free him.”

I knew, the moment that I had spoken
it, that I didn’t believe it.

“No,” she said with a sad,
slow shake of her head. “But there is another aspect you haven’t
thought about. Come with me and I’ll show you.”

“What if I don’t want to see
it?”

“You don’t,” said Jane
quietly. “But it may be good for you to see what happens with your
own eyes.”

I felt both reluctant and
curious—something inside of me needed to know.

Jane led me to the town
square.

It was the same place where I had been
chased just hours before. Merchants now filled the plaza, if you
could really call them that. It was a pitiful sight. Most of the
products being sold were worn out with little use left in them.
There were odd trinkets, handmade items, bowls, cooking things,
cloth, and tools. Few people browsed.

In the center of the square sat a
raised platform, one that hadn’t been there earlier. People milled
about it. A large number of them were dressed in fine clothes, with
a healthy color to their skin. They were laughing and lost in
conversation with each other.

“Are those the
nobles?”

Jane nodded.

Townspeople were also in attendance and
they, too, talked amongst themselves, though they kept their
distance from the nobles.

As my eyes drifted over the crowd, they
fell upon a small, solemn group of people. Many had moist eyes and
dabbed at their tears with scraps of cloth. Among them, I noticed
the family of the man who had been taken the previous
night.

Jane watched me. “Now you see the true
cost of this vile practice. Those are the families of the slaves,
hoping to catch a glimpse of their loved ones. Wishing, at the very
least, to see if they are still alive. Torture is what it really
is: not knowing what happened to them. And if they are to be sold,
never permitted to speak to or hold them again. Watching as their
husbands, fathers, mothers, and wives are paraded about, beaten,
and sold as though they were livestock. They don’t even know if
they will be here; but they come, just in case today is the day
that their current masters decide to trade or sell
them.”

She posed a question. “If you could
decide their fate, what would you choose if it were
someone you loved—slavery or death?”

I said nothing, and felt dreadful as I
played out how I would feel if it were Jane, Sarah, or Hannah up
there. I knew I would rather they be dead; at least then I would
know that they weren’t being tortured or abused for the rest of
their lives.

A murmur broke out as a rather large
and muscular man walked onto the platform. He wore well-tailored
clothing and a neatly trimmed, brown beard.

“Who is he?”

“He is the minister who
governs and regulates the selling or trading of slaves. He and his
assistants will oversee all transactions.”

A moment later, three men were brought
out onto the platform. Chained at the wrists and feet, they were
nearly naked, except for some cloth wrapped around their loins.
Their hair was chopped short and they were shaven and clean,
presumably presented in their best form so as to fetch a higher
price. I turned to leave, not wanting to see anymore. A roar went
up from many of the townsfolk, as they yelled and hurled insults at
the men.

I stopped, confused at their reaction.
“Why are they jeering? What have these men done?”

“Most likely, they have
committed no serious crime. The supposed real criminals are
executed, or the ones the leaders feel are a threat. Most of the
slaves simply offended the wrong noble, or committed a petty crime,
such as stealing food for their starving families. On a rare
occasion, you may see a former soldier who is sold for
insubordination, or perhaps striking an officer. They will bring
the most money as they are fit and strong.”

“But why are their fellowmen
tormenting them? Don’t they know that any one of them could easily
be up there?”

“I suspect that is precisely
why they do it. They don’t want it to be them. Those that
are in the audience labor under the assumption that this proves
they are loyal to the leadership and nobles. They believe this
demonstration of support will keep them and their families safe.
They are the ones who will dutifully turn in their neighbors if
they catch them doing something contrary to the laws, or even if
they simply suspect misbehavior.”

“And does it buy them
favor?” I asked.

She thought about it. “Perhaps a
bit…some may be rewarded by being drafted as a town guard; or they
could be recompensed with more food and even a bit of leniency. In
the end, they fail to realize that they are simply
disposable—useful idiots to the powerful.”

A group of nobles now stood on the
stand, poking, prodding, and generally inspecting their would-be
property.

“I’ve seen
enough.”

Desperation swelled inside of me and I
wanted to flee now more than ever—not just the square, but
Marysvale itself. Turmoil churned in me. How could I run and leave
Jane and Hannah at the mercy of those who ruled here? If given the
chance to leave a free man, could I turn my back on
them?

As we walked in silence, the roar of
the crowd faded away with every passing step. The cobblestone
streets brought back some normalcy—well, as normal as it could be
for Marysvale. People still scurried out of my way.

We rounded a corner and entered a
narrow alley. It was empty, except for two soldiers who had an old
man trapped against a wall. I recognized the soldiers from the
night before. They were part of the contingent who took the man
from his family. I also recognized the old man.

“I know him,” I whispered.
“He helped me escape earlier.”

“You mean Simon?”

“You know him?”

“Everyone knows him. He is a
nice man and has helped many—the little bit he can.”

The soldiers hadn’t seen us
yet.

“Oi, whatcha got there
Simon,” demanded the younger of the two.

Simon had something wrapped in cloth,
which he clutched protectively to his chest.

“Nuttin,” he
snapped.

“If it’s nuttin, then why
don’t you show us?”

“Cause it’s none of yer
business.”

“Wrong,” said the older
soldier menacingly. “Everything is our
business.”

Jane whispered in my ear, “Let’s leave
before they see us.”

“I’m not running,” I stated
flatly. “Not this time.”

I quivered with anger. Jane looked
scared, but stood by my side.

The older soldier grabbed Simon by the
sleeve and tried to pry the bundle from him. “Give it!” he
ordered.

“NO!” shouted Simon
defiantly.

The soldier violently ripped Simon’s
arms apart and flung him sprawling on the cobblestone. The bundle
fell and the cloth unraveled, revealing a loaf of bread.

Simon’s face and hands were scraped and
bleeding; he struggled to his knees and tried to get up. The bully
put his boot on his rump and kicked him down again. Meanwhile, the
younger one hooted with laughter. He scooped up the bread and took
a bite.

The bubbling cauldron welling inside me
exploded into rage.

I shot down the street like a charging
bull.

The soldiers, busy tormenting their
victim, and never dreaming that someone would come to the old man’s
aid, remained oblivious to my attack.

I leapt into the air and kicked out and
into the back of the older, unsuspecting soldier with every ounce
of speed and strength I could muster. He flew into the outer wall
of a home like a rag doll, bounced off at an angle, and fell in a
heap onto the cobblestone street.

I landed in a crouch.

The younger soldier turned, just in
time to see me spring up and smash my fist into the side of his
face. The force ratcheted his head around; his body followed suit
as the entirety of him twirled and slumped already unconscious to
the ground.

The older soldier was scrambling to his
feet. I leapt over his comrade and grabbed the back of his coat
with one hand and the back of his hair with the other. I hauled him
up and launched him head first into the wall.

Instantly, he fell and joined his
companion in an unconscious stupor.

I reached down and helped Simon stand.
He shakily found his feet.

“Wonderful,” he said
breathlessly, with a gleam in his eye.

Jane ran up; she looked
terrified.

“What is it?” I
asked.

“You!” she gasped. “You have
no idea what you’ve done. After they wake, they will go for help
and search the town for you. They will be brutal with anyone
involved. Even more so to those who help you!”

Simon nodded in agreement. “Afraid
she’s right. Much as I enjoyed it, it’ll cause nuttin but
trouble.”

I looked down at the two unconscious
soldiers. Both had long knives in their belts. I reached down,
withdrew one, and tested the blade. It was sharp. Disarming the
other soldier of his weapon, I handed it to Simon. Then, squatting
next to the younger one, I cut several long bands of cloth from his
shirt. Using one of the strips, I gagged him.

“What are you doing?”
demanded Jane.

“Keeping them quiet,” I
replied simply. I then proceeded to cut his hair with the
knife.

“By cutting off their hair!”
she exclaimed exasperated.

“No,” replied Simon amazed.
“It’s brilliant.”

“What’s
brilliant?”

“Be right back,” said the
old man excitedly.

“What is brilliant?”
demanded Jane, as the old man hobbled away.

“I’m not convinced it is
brilliant,” I confessed. “It could be the most incredibly stupid
thing I’ll ever do; but it looks as if there is little
choice.”

She surveyed me with wide eyes, and
then her jaw dropped, and she gasped, “You’re not!”

I nodded. “I am.”

“If you get caught, they
will kill you!”

“Like I said…it could be the
most incredibly stupid thing I’ve ever done, which is saying
something. But if it works, selling them will eliminate one big
problem.” I didn’t bother mentioning that Lyman already wanted to
kill me.

She eyed me sternly. “That is indeed a
very big if. They are bound to figure it out
sometime.”

“Perhaps, which is why you
will not be seen anywhere near me when I do it. Regardless, by the
time they do find out, I will be gone—or dead in the
attempt.”

She grimaced at my casual tone. “Well,
if you insist on risking your life, then at least do it
right.”

She stripped the uniform off the older
soldier and tossed it to me. “Be quick and put this on.”

I did as she commanded, while she
undressed the other.

A clattering noise drew our attention
to the sight of Simon returning with a handcart.

“Makes em a bit easier to
carry, eh?” He wore a mischievous grin.

“Can you take care of this?”
I asked, referring to the other uniform.

“Oh yes, we can make good
use of that. Wish you hadn’t cut the shirt up, though….Still, I
suppose it couldn’t be helped.”

I gave my clothes to Jane for
safekeeping. Taking the remaining bands, I bound their wrists and
tossed their nearly naked bodies into the cart.

“Right, what else should I
know? How is selling a slave done?”

They both looked at each other
questioningly.

“This is not encouraging,” I
stated dryly.

Jane shifted uneasily. “It’s just that
we’ve never done it….But we’ve seen it,” she added
quickly.

“And we know the basics,”
added Simon encouragingly. “Can’t be much to it.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered in a
tone that suggested that it was anything but. “Well, explain what
you do know.”

What they knew turned out to be very
little. The minister, or one of his assistants, handled the trades
to ensure that both parties fulfill their agreements. In turn, the
minister received a fee for his troubles. The buyers could
negotiate with the seller, or the seller could let the minister
handle it for a percentage of the sale. That was the extent of
their knowledge. They didn’t know the protocol on arranging things
with the minister, or his usual cuts. Paperwork and regulations
were also a bit ambiguous, if indeed there were such
things.

With their limited knowledge imparted,
I ordered Jane to stay with Simon. After she returned a stern look,
I changed the demand to a heartfelt plea. I couldn’t bear putting
her in any more danger than she may already be in, and I hadn’t
forgotten my promise to Mr. Wolfe to keep her safe. Reluctantly,
she agreed.

I wheeled the cart, now laden with
soldiers, down the cobblestone alley to the market.

On the stand stood a new group of
slaves, two of them were women. Unlike the men, they were clothed
in plain white smocks. All of them looked miserable and mistreated.
I took a moment to steel myself, mustering the most vicious look I
could.

The older soldier in the cart stirred,
and I now wished I would have tied up their feet. Having one of
them escape was a scary thought; one that ended with my plan being
discovered, and me taking their place on the stand.

Searching the crowd, I spotted the
minister of slaves in a discussion with a noble; which suited me
just fine, as I was about to throw Sarah’s caution of not reading
souls to the wind. I decided to try someone a tad lower down—an
assistant. I found a man that resembled what I imagined an aide to
the minister would look like. I was wrong. After poking briefly
into his soul, I discovered he was more intent on buying than
selling. Although I pitied all the slaves, I felt particularly
sorry for the poor individual who would end up with him.

Moving along, on my third attempt, I
finally found an assistant. After a moment of digging, I discovered
that going to him would be a mistake. He was naturally distrustful
and inquisitive; the type of person who would ask too many
questions—questions that I doubted I had the answers to.

I scanned a few more men and finally
found the minister’s second aide. He was more to my liking: a bit
slothful and not too particular about anything, though I’m sure
anyone could have guessed that from his appearance. He was in his
mid-thirties, with long, unkempt hair—at least where there was
hair. He had a bit of a belly, though it was not terribly large.
His clothing was ill fitting, and he looked a bit disheveled. At
first glance, one may wonder why anyone would choose him as an
assistant. However, I could see that he was greedy and would do
anything to make as much money as he possibly could. That greed
could be useful, not only in making the minister a healthy profit,
but I surmised it could be used in my favor to overlook a few minor
details for the right price.

The older soldier in the cart awoke and
looked dazed, if not a bit confused. His companion also began to
stir. Taking a deep breath, I lifted the cart handles and wheeled
up to the second assistant.

He eyed me suspiciously, “What you got
there?”

“Two for auction, courtesy
of General Wright,” I growled gruffly, trying to convey an
intimidating presence that would discourage anything but
cooperation.

Comprehension dawned on the soldier who
was now fully awake. He let out a muffled cry through his gag, and
attempted to scramble out of the cart.

“Quiet you!” I barked and
persuaded him back down with a powerful fist to his gut. “You know
why you’re here.”

He collapsed back gasping for breath,
which I suppose would have been easier to do without the
gag.

The assistant’s eyes narrowed. The
younger soldier’s eyes blinked open, confused. I fought the panic
welling inside me.

He’s not buying it, I thought.
My heart raced—the instinct to run was overwhelming. I shifted my
stance slightly, preparing for a quick dash. I sprang into his soul
and dove for his thoughts. It was a bit too forcefully, and he
winced and instinctively rubbed his temples. I was partially right.
He wasn’t about to scream for help, but he did find it strange that
I didn’t go to the minister himself.

“I would have gone to the
minister himself,” I quickly explained. “But as you can see, he is
busy, and so am I.”

The assistant grunted, “What’d they
do?”

I smiled wryly. “Nothing! Or at least
that is what they’ll try to tell you.”

He smiled and nodded understandingly,
while touching the tip if his nose knowingly. “Ah, of course not!
Innocent is what they all say. Eh?” He poked the soldier who,
through his gag, frantically tried explaining that he really was
guiltless. Thankfully, it all came out garbled and muffled. The
assistant withdrew a short whip from under his coat and struck the
soldier hard across his naked chest a few times. The soldier bit on
the gag, and screamed a muted scream.

The color drained from the younger
soldier, who was now fully awake; and his face turned a pale white
from fear and realization at what was happening. His bound hands
trembled.

Pangs of guilt ripped through my soul.
I hadn’t forgotten what they had done, and at the time it seemed
like a good idea; but here I was doing exactly what I’d condemned
others for doing not moments ago. Although I realized the
circumstances were indeed different, it was a very small
comfort.

“Got a bit of fight left in
them, eh?” He shuffled close to my side and tapped his fingers
together. Then, as if in some sort of scheme, suggested, “For a
small fee, we could take the fight out of them, get them in proper
shape for selling. Got just the place—a nice cell where they can
soften up some and learn proper respect for their new masters. If
that doesn’t do it, we have other ways…”

I certainly needed time to figure out
my escape before the soldiers could convince anyone of their
innocence. I nodded weakly and felt worse. I looked away and my
eyes fell on Jane far off in the crowd, who had ignored my request
to stay away, watching our exchange.

The assistant followed my eyes and
caught sight of Jane. “Ah, got a bit of business to attend to while
on duty, have we?” With a wink, he nudged me conspiratorially. “Not
to worry, this won’t take long.”

“No, it won’t,” I snapped.
“I believe you can take care of this transaction for me. Give the
money to General Wright.”

I turned to leave. “Wait!” he called.
“I didn’t get your name for the records.”

“I didn’t give it,” I
growled menacingly. “Nor did I give you a price. I trust that point
won’t be lost on you.”

It wasn’t. His nose twitched, and you
could almost see the greed consume him as he thought about the
amount of money these two could make him. And since there was no
price given, he could easily report them as selling for much less
than they really would. Falsifying any paperwork would be easy for
him. He appeared suddenly anxious for me to leave, before I changed
my mind. I wondered if he would cut the minister in on the scam or
just keep it all to himself. I suppose there was a good chance they
wouldn’t get to keep anything. A commanding officer may go looking
for his lost men, or they might succeed in convincing someone of
their innocence…then again, perhaps not.

Without saying another word, I turned
and walked away to the sound of the assistant savagely whipping the
soldiers, while ordering them to keep quiet.

I met up with Jane and Simon. They
could read the expression on my face and neither one bothered with
questions. Simon quickly led us to a nearby vacant house where I
changed back out of the uniform. I handed it to Simon, along with
the knife. “Can you take care of these?”

He nodded. “Indeed I can.”

With nothing left to say, or nothing
left I cared to say, we exchanged brief goodbyes and Simon set off
in one direction while we set off in another.

“Come,” said Jane. “We need
to get you back.”

“We do?”

“Yes, we do. You look tired,
worn down, and you haven’t had good sleep in days. You will need to
be alert tonight…” Her voice trailed off, and she turned pale. Some
dark thought had just entered her mind and, for the first time
ever, I didn’t want to read her.

“I don’t think I can go to
sleep,” I said.

“I can help.”

“Really? How?” I asked, now
intrigued and wondering what she had in mind. A part of me was
afraid to find out.


Chapter Sixteen: Betrayal
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AS it turned out, nothing sinister was involved—no
bitter concoctions to drink, or blunt objects to the head. When we
returned, Mr. Wolfe had gone. Hannah could be heard somewhere in
the house, but was making herself scarce.

Jane spread out a blanket on the floor
and immediately gave orders for me to lie down, so I
did.

I eyed her dubiously.

She ignored my look and sat on the
floor beside me.

“Close your eyes,” she
said.

I obeyed.

She then began to softly stroke my face
and hair.

It felt relaxing, but also made it
difficult to fall asleep. Her touch felt too wonderful, and I
didn’t want to miss a moment of it slumbering. This is not
going to work, I thought, and I opened my eyes, ready to
explain that point to her. Without missing a stroke, she passed her
hand over my face, gently closing my eyelids, and proceeded to hum
a quiet melody.

Her clear voice was beautiful. I didn’t
recognize the tune, but it sounded Irish. It was probably a good
thing she wasn’t singing the words, because it also sounded a
little sad. For a while, I listened to the entrancing
song.

“I’m afraid it is nearly
time, John,” she whispered, while gently shaking me.

“Already?” I asked, finding
myself a little disoriented and surprised to discover that sleep
had indeed overcome me. I yawned and stretched. A few more hours of
sleep would have been nice, but the short rest worked wonders. Even
in that half-awake state, my mind was sharpened, and strength ebbed
back into my overworked muscles.

“Yes,” she replied
sadly.

The tone in her voice pulled me fully
awake. “What’s wrong?” I asked instinctively, while sitting
up.

She still sat in the same spot by my
side, and I wondered if she had remained there the whole
time.

“Nothing…you’d better get
ready. They will be here any time, and it’s best if you don’t make
them wait.”

“Yes, that probably is a
good idea,” I agreed. “But something else is bothering you. What is
it?”

She sighed, “I don’t like you’re going
up there. I’m worried and can’t help feeling that something bad is
going to happen.”

I gave her what I hoped was a
reassuring smile. Even though I wholeheartedly agreed with her, I
didn’t want her to feel my apprehension.

“Try not to worry. The
thought of sending me off without a proper kiss can be quite
disturbing, I realize. I’ve been told I have that effect on women.
It’s a burden I must bear. But somehow I’ll manage if you
can.”

Her mouth dropped in mock disgust, and
she shoved me over.

“How can you joke? You may
never come back.”

“What else can I do?” I
replied. “It does no good worrying about things I can’t
change.”

“No, I suppose not.” And
then, looking down, she started to fiddle with her gown. Suddenly,
she looked up. Her expression had changed and, as if by magic, her
green eyes beckoned me closer. I obeyed by leaning in just a
little. Subconsciously, she bit her lower lip and almost
indiscernibly drew closer. My heart raced as our eyes locked,
and…

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t
know anyone was in here,” said Hannah, gushing into the room, once
again with impeccable timing.

I sighed, and we fell apart. Some
feeling told me that Hannah did know we were in here and most
likely had listened to part of our conversation; perhaps even grew
a little worried when our voices died down. Her face dropped in a
sudden, pretend realization.

Shaking a finger at us, she said, “Oh
no. You two weren’t about to kiss again, were you?” And she
sensuously half closed her eyes and puckered her lips. With her
hand, she grasped the back of an imaginary head and commenced
kissing the air in a somewhat dramatic manner.

More from reflex than a conscious
effort, my leg shot out and swept across the backs of her feet. The
imaginary kiss disintegrated, as her arms flew wide and she fell on
her rump with an “oomph”.

“Ouch!” she
exclaimed.

Jane broke into laughter. Hannah tried
desperately to look angry and wounded, which only inflamed matters,
until it bubbled over and all three of us laughed at the silliness
of it all.

Mr. Wolfe, who had apparently returned
during my nap, made his way down the stairs. The floorboards
creaked as he moved through the house. A moment later, he appeared
in the doorway and leaned against it. Even though he had no idea
what was funny, the sight of us all sitting on the ground laughing
infected him, and a grin spread across his face.

It took a moment for us to regain our
composure. When we had, Jane got up and offered me a hand. I took
it, and then did the same for Hannah.

The moment didn’t last long. Mr. Wolfe
brought us sharply back to reality. “You best get ready, John. They
will be here any time now.”

The smile faded from Jane’s face, as
did a little color, though not as badly as before.

“Don’t look so glum,” he
said to Jane. “I’m sure that everything will be fine—just wait and
see.”

“I don’t know how you can be
so sure,” said Hannah. “It doesn’t work out for very many of us who
get called up there.”

“That’s not entirely true.
There have been many young men drafted into the soldier core. They
have a good life.” Then, as if it would make us feel better, he
added, “Officers can marry and have families.”

Jane didn’t bother to reply; she simply
retrieved my boots for me. Embarrassed by his comment, I busied
myself with putting them on. Jane proceeded to tuck and pull on my
clothes until they were straight and everything was again in its
proper place.

I looked at her curiously. I was
perfectly capable of getting myself ready; but for some reason, she
was intent on doing it herself.

Her only comment was, “I’ve seen you
dress before.”

She moved on to my hair which, again, I
found enjoyable. So instead of complaining about it, I let her
finish in silence, while the other two simply watched. Mr. Wolfe’s
face was unreadable. Hannah, on the other hand, wore an expression
of horror, and she clearly had a hard time understanding why Jane
fussed so.

Jane finished and turned me around.
“Now, let me have a look,” she said. Then, with a slight smile,
added, “Well, you’re not much to look at; but since we can’t send
anyone else, you’ll have to do.”

Hannah giggled and it made me feel
better that they both still had some humor. Perhaps Mr. Wolfe was
right; maybe it would all work out.

That delusion, however, instantly faded
the moment someone pounded on the door.

Mr. Wolfe went briskly over and opened
it. “Ah, welcome,” he said, and gestured into the small
room.

His graciousness did not go unrewarded.
Four men bustled into the room and shoved him harshly aside. As he
stumbled back, he fell to the ground. Hannah hurried to his aid
just as Lyman, wearing a wicked smirk on his face, sauntered in.
More soldiers waited outside with a shiny, black carriage and
horses.

“My, my, I can see I was
right—the bath made no difference at all,” said Lyman mockingly. “I
can still smell the stink on you.” Turning to the soldiers, he
smirked, “There are some rats you simply cannot clean.”

His cronies laughed. I recognized three
of them as the officers that had been with him the first time we
met.

He looked at Mr. Wolfe, who struggled
to his feet.

“Will you please get up, you
pathetic old man,” growled Lyman angrily. “Some of us do not have
the luxury of lying around all day.”

The officers laughed again.

Hannah, unable to control herself any
longer, rushed at Lyman, while at the same time accurately
describing him with a few, choice cuss words.

Prepared for her little attack, and
with one arm, he simply blocked her flying fists with a sweeping
motion and with his other, struck her hard across her face. The
blow knocked her to the ground and a red welt appeared instantly on
her cheek.

The soldiers roared in
laughter.

Jane screamed, “Don’t you touch her!”
and charged Lyman.

Quickly, I snatched her up as she ran
by and held her from behind in a tight hug.

She struggled to free herself. “Let me
go!” she demanded.

Whispering into her ear, I said, “Don’t
do it. He brought this many soldiers wanting a confrontation. There
isn’t anything you can do other than get yourself hurt.”

In a flash, Lyman’s countenance changed
from snide to dangerous. His face flushed scarlet with anger and a
vein throbbed on his forehead.

“Getting our jollies are
we?” he sneered, with a hard edge to his voice. “By all means don’t
let me interrupt.”

I stared into his hard, cold eyes and
down into the dark abyss that was his soul. Irrational anger and
jealousy floated at the surface, with murder waiting close by….He
hated me for being close to Jane, and he wanted to punish her for
letting me get there.

Jane, even without any special
abilities of her own, could tell something was terribly wrong with
him. She stopped struggling and said quietly, “I’m fine, John. You
may release me now.”

I did.

Lyman gave a forced little laugh and,
looking at me, asked, “Is that the best you can do?” Then he
purred, “I can assure you that I am capable and willing to do much,
much more.”

He raised an arm and snapped his
fingers. More soldiers hustled into the house.

“Take the girls to the
garrison,” he ordered. They rushed over to apprehend Jane and
Hannah.

“No!” cried Mr. Wolfe. “You
can’t take them!”

Lyman laughed, “I can do whatever I
want to, old man. You should know that by now.”

It seemed the girls had different
plans, however, and pandemonium broke out.

Hannah furiously scratched the face of
the first soldier who touched her, drawing long, red streaks in his
flesh that quickly filled with blood. He shrieked in pain and
backed away, with his hands protecting his wounds. The other
soldiers were not so eager to be the next on her list.

Jane kicked her attacker between the
legs so hard that there was an audible pop. His eyes went wide and,
clutching himself, he toppled over in pain. This had the same
effect on Jane’s pursuers as Hannah’s defense had on hers. None
appeared too keen to take the lead.

Lyman screeched profanities at his
soldiers and threatened many different forms of punishment if they
did not get the girls quickly. The motivation worked. Two soldiers
lunged at Jane simultaneously, while trying to safeguard themselves
from suffering the same fate as their still moaning
comrade.

Mr. Wolfe dove in front of them. They
stumbled on him and, aided by the flailing arms of Mr. Wolfe, they
toppled over.

Lyman’s officer friends now entered the
fray. One drew his sword and went for Mr. Wolfe.

Hannah, who had now been overcome by
two of her assailants, and was being carried out, saw the sword and
let out a scream.

With devastating speed, I flew across
the room and grabbed the officer’s outstretched sword arm with both
hands. While yanking it down, I brought a knee up hard into his arm
and snapped his bone somewhere near the elbow. In a howl of pain,
the officer dropped the sword, and it clattered harmlessly to the
ground.

By now, Jane had been captured, and she
too was being half dragged, half carried, kicking and screaming, to
the carriage outside, where her sister was already inside and being
bound up.

Mr. Wolfe struggled to his feet, but
was kicked to the ground.

Another officer stormed me from behind.
My senses flared to life and, without looking, I knew his exact
position. When the distance and timing were right, I dropped to a
knee and thrust my elbow hard and out behind me and into his gut.
His body wrapped around it and the air flew out of his lungs with a
whoosh. Using my other hand, I grasped my clenched fist and
ratcheted my arm up even deeper into his stomach. At the same time,
I shot up, lifting the man off his feet, and with a twisting
motion, I sent him flying backwards into the next soldier surging
toward me. Together, they crashed to the floor.

Turning, I saw Lyman across the room,
smiling menacingly, and aiming a pistol at my head. He pulled the
trigger.

I jerked back just in time to hear the
explosion, as the gun expelled its tiny projectile right through
where my head had just been. The ball blasted the wall of the
house. I closed my eyes as bits of debris from the collision
showered my face.

Taking advantage of my situation,
soldiers charged in and tackled me roughly. They slammed my body to
the floor and twisted my arms up painfully behind my
back.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the
carriage, which held the girls, sweep past the door. Jane screamed
my name, tears streaming down her cheeks. I imagined what it must
have looked like from her view: the powder from the shot, Lyman
still holding the pistol, her father now on his feet, and soldiers
swarming my body. She must think I’ve been killed or, at the
least, seriously wounded. It wrenched my heart to hear her,
and my love for her intensified.

My wrists were bound up
tightly.

After a few curses and groans of pain,
the wounded were helped to their feet and escorted out and onto
horses, and the commotion died down quickly.

I finally noticed that Mr. Wolfe was
saying something over and over again.

“You promised,” he cried.
“We had a deal that you wouldn’t hurt them if I
cooperated.”

Tears welled in his eyes. It made me
sad. I knew the anguish and panic he felt. The only thing in this
world that meant anything to him had been taken away. Whatever deal
he’d made had gone wrong. He placed his trust under the false hope
that his enemy would be just as honorable as he. Unfortunately,
time and time again, wicked men take the morality of the good and
twist it, using it for their own purposes. Evil knows only two
outcomes: triumph and defeat; compromise is merely a stepping stone
on the path to victory.

Lyman walked over and knelt down on my
back, twisting and driving his knee in deeply. He grabbed my hair
in his fist and pulled.

“Are you watching this?” he
asked. “Look how pathetic he is. Don’t you agree, John?”

I said nothing.

He jerked my head up and slammed it
down.

“I asked you a question,
boy,” he hissed.

Still, I said nothing.

Again, he pulled up and slammed my head
painfully against the floor.

Then, dropping his head close to mine,
he threatened, through clenched teeth, “You really must learn some
respect, boy; your life depends on it.” Spit drizzled out his mouth
and onto my cheek.

I ignored him and, again, he repeated
the process of bashing my head. A buzzing sound filled my ears,
accompanied by an agonizing throbbing in my head. My eyes lost
focus and, for a moment, I thought unconsciousness would overcome
me, but it didn’t.

Lyman, perhaps coming to the same
conclusion, stopped the beating.

“No matter,” he said calmly.
“We can discuss this later, under a more persuasive setting. As for
now, you simply must know how weak and wretched this man is. I
think you will agree with me in the end that he truly is
deplorable.”

He barked at Mr. Wolfe, “Tell him. Tell
him what a friend you are. Tell him, Judas, how you sold him for a
pittance.”

I could hear the glee in his voice. I’d
heard it before in the words and thoughts of men like him. They
pleasured in the humiliation of others—at their disgrace and
belittlement. It made them feel powerful and in control.

Then Lyman screamed, as if yelling made
him more commanding, “Tell him!” His voice cracked, as the insanity
filled him and, without waiting for a reply, he drew another pistol
and shot.

Mr. Wolfe fell with a howl of
pain.

“No!” I cried, bucking Lyman
violently off my back.

Instantly, two of his officer friends
leapt on me and pinned my legs and the rest of me to the
floor.

Lyman furiously jumped back on me, this
time driving his knee down onto my neck. He motioned eagerly with
his hand for another pistol.

One of the officers obliged him, and he
aimed it again at the poor man, who grasped his leg and writhed in
pain.

I closed my eyes, unable to bear the
sight.

Lyman, his voice dripping with the acid
of uncontrolled anger, said, “Oh no, you are going to watch—or I
will make this slow.”

For Mr. Wolfe’s sake, I forced my eyes
open. They were blurry from the grief I felt for Jane and Hannah,
and the hatred I felt for Lyman and his cruelty. In my anger, I
would have killed him right then if possible, regardless of the
consequences. The world is simply better off without the likes of
Lyman.

“Tell him,” he repeated.
“And I will be swift.”

Calmness inexplicably fell over Mr.
Wolfe, and he sat up awkwardly. He didn’t even appear to be in much
agony, though he still gripped his wounded leg as blood poured out
between his fingers. He looked at me with sad eyes and said, “I’m
truly sorry, John. They knew you were coming even before you
arrived. They promised me that if I helped to keep you in
Marysvale, they would not hurt my daughters, and they would
increase our food rations.”

“There,” said Lyman with
smug satisfaction. “Now you see the true nature of this worthless
mongrel. He betrayed you for a mere few sacks of corn.”

“No,” said Mr. Wolfe. “They
never told me who you were. Believe me, I would have gone with you
if there had been any real plan of escape; but I never honestly
believed there was. After you left last night, I went to Lord
Wright and pleaded with him on your behalf. He said you would be
unharmed and possibly even put in a favorable position.” Then
sorrowfully, he added, “I should have known better. I should never
have trusted them to keep their word.”

“You stupid fool,” sneered
Lyman. “We will keep our word. Hannah and Jane will be perfectly
safe and well cared for in the garrison.” A twisted smile crept
across his face. “I’ll personally see to it.”

Mr. Wolfe glared at him. Conjuring up a
mouthful of saliva, he spat it across the room and onto Lyman’s
face. Shaking with anger, Lyman drew the pistol up and, without
hesitation, shot Mr. Wolfe.

He tumbled backwards, with his wounded
leg stretched out in front of him, and the other bent behind. His
arms fell by his side. A dark stain appeared on his chest and grew
as his life quickly slipped away. Staring off into space and time,
Mr. Wolfe took a few gurgling breaths…and then, for him, the pain
of this world ended.

Lyman gloated, but I ignored him and
watched as Mr. Wolfe’s spirit separated from his temporal body and
rose to his feet. He peered curiously at the body lying on the
floor and then at me.

He looked at me and asked, “Can you see
me?”

I nodded the best I could under Lyman’s
knee.

“Please forgive
me.”

“There’s nothing to
forgive,” I said.

Lyman looked down at me with a confused
expression.

“Don’t tell my daughters
what I’ve done. I don’t know if they would understand my
intentions.”

“I won’t,” I
promised.

“And please take care of
them for me?”

“With my life.”

Lyman laughed, “He’s gone mad; just
listen to him babble.”

I became aware of another spirit
materializing beside Mr. Wolfe. As the apparition coalesced, I
could see a woman filled with and enshrouded in a white glow. Mr.
Wolfe noticed her, too. He turned and gazed at a beautiful, younger
woman with green eyes and dark hair. Recognition dawned, and a look
of sheer delight crossed his face. “Abby!” he exclaimed excitedly.
Then, throwing his arms around his wife, they embraced lovingly.
“Oh, how I’ve missed you,” he said.

“And I you, Michael,” she
replied in a musically tender voice.

Her radiance flowed over and onto him
like a warm blanket, filling his soul with light. And as it did, he
too grew younger until their ages met.


Chapter Seventeen: The Guest
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ENOUGH lunacy,” said Lyman abruptly. He ordered the
soldiers off and then stood up, yanking me up by my hair and
pulling some out in the process.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mr.
and Mrs. Wolfe, still locked in their embrace, fade like sand blown
away by the wind, to go to that place beyond the reach of even my
sight. Before disappearing completely, Mrs. Wolfe looked at me,
with a smile that reminded me so much of Jane, and gave me a small
wink of recognition. And then they were gone.

A strange feeling of peace fell over
me. Was it acceptance of my fate? I wondered if it was the same
calmness that had descended upon Mr. Wolfe at the end. My mind
cleared of the trauma and raw emotion plaguing it. Instead, it
filled with numbness and a strange clarity of thought.

Lyman saw the change and mistook it for
submission, or perhaps despair.

“Ah, I can see we made some
progress today. Well worth the sacrifice of one insignificant fool,
wouldn’t you say?”

I remained silent.

“Oh, come now. You aren’t
seriously distraught with the loss of that miserable life are you?
It was hardly worth the price of the ball and powder to end his
existence.”

His comments should have enraged me,
and perhaps, after the numbness wore off, they would; at present, I
simply wanted to get out of the house. More importantly, I wanted
to get Lyman out, to stop him from desecrating the now hallowed
ground. Without a word, I turned my back on him and strode out of
that sorrowful place and into the street.

Lyman, predictably, chased after me,
followed by his men.

“Don’t you turn your back on
me,” he snarled.

Grabbing my shoulder with one hand, he
twisted me around and threw a fist into my gut.

I was ready for him. His blow was met
with hard, tensed muscles. He would have to be a lot quicker than
that to catch me off guard. It was almost laughable to watch his
expression, as the punch landed harmlessly with a dull thud. For a
moment, I debated if I should take a page out of Jane’s book and
kick him hard enough between the legs as to permanently end his
accursed bloodline. However, after a brief internal debate, I
decided against it, knowing that the satisfaction of crippling him
wouldn’t outweigh the obvious retribution that would
follow.

Angrily, he grabbed a musket from a
nearby soldier and slammed the butt into my stomach. It was much
more effective than his fist. I doubled over in pain. If I had any
food in my stomach, it would have come up. Still, it didn’t have
his desired effect and, raising the weapon, he hammered it down
onto my hunched back.

The force flattened me to the pavement
and mated the pain in my gut to the newly acquired one in my back.
An unpreventable moan escaped my lips, and this seemed to satisfy
him.

He looked down and said, “Despite the
enormous amount of pleasure this brings me, we really do need to be
on our way.” He sighed, “Sadly, my father still wants you alive for
the time being. Although, picking up this conversation later does
give us something to look forward to.”

Then, contorting his face in rage, he
hauled back a foot and kicked me hard in the side. Spidery
tentacles of pain shot through my body. I grit my teeth to keep
from crying out.

As if addressing a small child, he
asked, “Now, are you going to behave and ride like a good little
boy; or do I have to tie your feet and carry you like
saddlebags?”

“Ride,” I moaned.

“Good.” Then, to no one in
particular, he ordered, “Get him on his horse.”

If only that were true…but Smoke wasn’t
anywhere to be seen.

With my hands tied behind my back, it
took a few awkward maneuvers to get me up and onto my nondescript
mount. Finally, we set off through the streets of Marysvale, with
Lyman proudly taking up the lead. The soldier, whose arm I had
broken, brought up the rear and glared at me, while bearing his
affliction stoically. I wondered if he planned on just throwing
visual daggers at me the whole ride, or if he would get to take his
revenge later.

We worked our way through the streets
and the townsfolk scurried out of our way. Where possible, they
fled up alleys and into buildings and homes. Those who had nowhere
to go got as far out of the way as they could and avoided looking
directly at the soldiers; though their curiosity often got the best
of them, and they watched me as I passed. Their faces were gaunt
and sad, with worry lines beyond their years. Most looked scared,
and a few even clasped their hands together and offered up silent
prayers—probably on my behalf.

Leisurely, we ascended the
hill.

As much as I loathed to even speak to
Lyman, a question burned in my mind, so I finally asked, “How did
you know I was coming?”

He craned around to get a better look
at me, a bemused look on his face.

“You still have not figured
that out?”

I shook my head.

He threw his head back and chortled,
“How delightful! Well then, we mustn’t spoil the surprise. Where
would the fun be in that?” He laughed again and turned away,
obviously with no intent of telling me.

We traveled the remainder of the way in
silence.

The stone walls of the fortress loomed
before us, as we clattered our way up the cobblestone path to the
massive black doors. After a heavy clunk, they parted in the middle
and glided silently back, revealing the courtyard
beyond.

Our party passed safely through, and
the doors, propelled by a few soldiers, again slid silently
closed.

I twisted around in my saddle and
watched a thick wooden bar lower into place, again sealing the
doors shut. A couple of soldiers on the ground ran toward two huge,
ornately carved timbers that jutted straight up into the air,
located about 15 feet behind each of the wall doors. The base of
each timber was fastened with iron hinges to massive, perfectly
square stones buried deep in the earth. A little over midway up,
chains were attached to each of the timbers with an iron band. From
there, the chains ran back at an angle and down into separate
boxes, which were also embedded in the ground. Out of each box
protruded a lever. The soldiers each grabbed a lever and pulled
back. With a loud clanking sound, the chain slid out of the ground,
and the tops of the timbers slowly lowered until they buttressed up
against each door, effectively making them impossible to force
open.

I didn’t think my hope of escape could
sink any lower, but after seeing this, it plummeted. I had even
less of a chance to open these doors than the main ones leading out
of the town. There was no way out.

A jagged flash of light caught my
attention. In the distance, dark clouds were building, as lightning
danced through black puffy masses, followed moments later by the
sound of rolling thunder. The air sat heavy and still, as if
holding its breath in baited anticipation for the pending
storm.

On the air, a sound floated by—a whinny
that I’d recognize anywhere.

Smoke.

My eyes darted around the courtyard,
noticing my surroundings for the first time. There were six large
buildings, more like castles, of various shapes and sizes. They
were all made of the same smooth stone; and evenly laid out in a
manner that made it possible to see every building at once.
Cobblestone pathways ran between them through groomed, lush green
grass. Goats grazed on the grass, thereby keeping it short. Large
trees were judiciously placed, giving it a balanced look and
feel.

Situated near the walls, much like in
the town, were other various wooden structures. However, unlike the
town, they were uniform in appearance and neatly maintained. Among
them, I identified a blacksmith and a gunsmith, lumber and grist
mills, a butcher shop, and corrals full of livestock. Soldiers
drilled and practiced maneuvers on the grounds. Men trained horses.
Women and children walked the paths, going about their daily
business. Everyone here was well fed and clothed.

I didn’t linger long on most of the
buildings; I searched for one in particular and finally found it
situated amongst the other wooden buildings…stables. Parked in
front sat the coach that had carried Jane and Hannah away. Again,
Smoke’s whinny drifted on the wind, like he was calling me. I
longed to ride him and felt that if I could just get on his back,
everything would be all right. I couldn’t see him, but perhaps he
could see or smell me; or maybe it was just that special sense that
some animals seem to possess.

The soldier with the broken arm studied
me. I forced my eyes away from where Smoke was and back onto the
cobblestone path.

Curiously, the back wall of the
fortress rose to only about chest high. It wasn’t nearly tall
enough to keep anything out, except perhaps the smallest of forest
creatures. How strange, when considering the impenetrable front
wall. It ran up to, but not around, the sides of the last and
largest of the castles, which appeared to be our
destination.

We drew up in front of a stone
stairway, which led to massive double wooden doors where two
soldiers stood guard.

“You,” barked Lyman to one
of the guards. “Let his lordship know that I have arrived with his
guest.”

The soldier snapped his heals together,
gave a salute, and retreated through the door.

We waited, but not for long. A moment
later, the soldier returned, followed by an elegantly dressed,
older gentleman. The man wasted no time announcing, in a most flat
and bored sounding voice, “Lord Wright.”

Out strode the lord.

“Ah, John, how good of you
to come.” He stopped, and his eyes fell on my bound wrists and then
moved onto the rest of the company. He looked at the various
wounded men with their scratches, bruises, and broken arm. He
hesitated a bit longer on one soldier in particular, not entirely
able to figure out what was wrong with him. His pallor was pale
green, and he perpetually shifted in his saddle on account of
Jane’s kick.

Finally, he asked Lyman, with a bit of
amusement, “Have a little trouble did we?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,”
replied an irritated Lyman.

“Clearly,” said Lord Wright.
“You and a half dozen of your finest is all it took.”

A few of the men winced at the rebuke.
Lyman simply looked sour.

“Well, don’t sit there like
idiots; get him off that horse,” ordered the lord.

Two of the more mobile men slid off
their mounts and unceremoniously drug me off mine and onto my
feet.

Lord Wright walked over to Lyman and
motioned for him to hand over the jewel-encrusted dagger sheathed
in his belt.

Lyman withdrew it and gave it to
him.

Taking it in his hands, Lord Wright
played with it for a moment and tested its sharpness with his
thumb. “I do hope your restraints are no longer needed?” he asked
questioningly, his sharp eyes studying my face.

It was pointless to resist, there was
nowhere to go, and making trouble would only cause me, or the
girls, harm.

I shook my head.

“Good.” Then walking around
to my back, he cut the cords binding me.

The blood rushed back into my hands and
created a tingling sensation. I rubbed my sore wrists, trying to
get feeling to return.

Lord Wright, with an impatient wave to
the soldiers, said, “That will be all.”

They started to turn.

“Not you, Lyman,” he called.
“Our other guests will be arriving shortly. You will make yourself
presentable and greet them as they come.” He then gave him a
dismissive wave, too.

“Yes, my lord,” said Lyman,
looking disgruntled. He slid off his saddle, snapped his fingers
for one of the door guards to take his horse, and then disappeared
into the castle.

When Lyman was gone, Wright smiled at
me in his feigned, fatherly way. However, his cold eyes betrayed
the monster lying in wait.

“Walk with me.”

He turned, and I followed, keeping a
respectful half-step behind. We ascended the stone steps and
entered the magnificent castle. Lyman was nowhere to be
seen.

The inside entrance was huge. The walls
were smooth and the floor even smoother, with a polished shine. I
could see no mortar anywhere—every stone had been cut to perfection
and laid upon each other. The ceiling rose up higher than any I’d
seen before; and I wondered how many cottages you could fit into
this one room alone—easily six or seven long, if they were the same
size as my last one in Syre, and more if you could stack them. At
the very top were fixed stained glass windows that let in light.
Along the walls hung unlit lamps mounted in iron brackets. Off to
the right and left stretched wide arched corridors; and in front of
us loomed a massive door.

“Come,” said Wright. “We
shall wait on the balcony while my other guests arrive.”

“There are others coming?” I
inquired, as we pushed open the great door and walked through
another arched passageway. Several tall and wide portals lined the
hall; and staircases, leading to the upper regions of the castle,
twisted off every so often.

“Oh, yes. I do hope you will
oblige. You see, it is so rare a treat that we get strangers and
news of the outside world here. I know the others will be as
fascinated to hear your tale as I.”

“Do all new arrivals get the
same reception?” I asked, unsure what his reaction would
be.

He laughed condescendingly, “My dear
boy, we are always interested in outsiders.”

There was no further explanation and I
didn’t press.

We continued to walk along corridors
until we pushed through a door at the far end of the castle and
emerged into a spacious sitting room. It was about half the size as
the entryway. Unlike the entrance and passageways that bore no
decorations, this one boasted large tapestries and paintings on its
walls. Beautiful rugs adorned the floor. A huge fireplace, with an
ornate stone mantle, was located to our left; and a fire burned
brightly in the cavernous opening. It warmed the room, dissipating
the cool dampness that filled the rest of the building. Large,
comfortable chairs were dispersed all around it. A beautiful desk
and a bookcase full of manuscripts were positioned not far away.
Tall, thick windows lined the back wall. Lord Wright stretched his
arms wide and asked, “Well, what do you think?”

He was obviously pleased with his
creation; and I had to admit it was very impressive.

“I’ve never seen anything
quite like it before. It’s very comfortable and warm for a room
this size.”

“Ah, that is my own special
design. The room is warm because of the iron work in the chimney
and walls. Once hot, it radiates heat throughout the room, even
after the fire is extinguished,” he explained with pride. “And for
the finest part, at least when it is warm enough to enjoy it…” He
walked over to the windows and unlatched a small iron bar. Two of
the panes swung inward on a wooden frame, giving access to the
balcony beyond.

He stepped through and I
followed.

The terrace was grand and semicircular
in shape. An ornate stone banister extended up nearly waist high
and ran around the edge. Stone columns supported an arched roof,
which protected the balcony from the sun and weather. A few benches
completed the decor.

The view was spectacular. Walking over
to the banister, I looked out over the woods which stretched beyond
the hills and valleys as far as the eye could see. It also revealed
why the town wall ran up the middle of the hill and why the rear
rampart of the garrison was only about chest high. The back half of
the entire hill was missing. Gone were the trees, ground, rocks,
everything. Only a cliff remained. And right on the edge of the
bluff was the fortress wall. Jutting out, on its own little
precipice, was this castle. I imagined that, to a bird, the whole
fortress, including the grounds, the wall, and this castle, looked
a bit like a flat, upside-down Q.

Lord Wright, following my eyes,
explained, “This hill is nothing but a very large rock. As you can
see, below are the remains of a quarry where the necessary stone to
build our defenses was extracted. As we dug up the hill and built
the city, we gained skill in masonry. You can clearly see the
craftsmanship, most notably in the wall, is progressively superior
as you start at the bottom of the town and work your way up. The
garrison was built last and is a culmination of that
expertise.”

“Was there any part of the
town on the other side of the hill?” I asked.

“Yes, but it became evident
that those citizens would have to be moved.”

“And the displaced townsfolk
were agreeable?”

“Not all of them; but it was
for the greater good.”

“Mmm,” I said
absentmindedly.

“You don’t agree? And what,
pray tell, would you have done differently?” he asked, attempting
to sound friendly, though there was a noticeable edge to his
voice.

The similarities between him and Lyman
were striking. However, there were differences. For one, he was
sharp. Nothing escaped his critical eye. Every facial expression
was analyzed, no voice inflection was lost. And, unlike his son, he
had gained control of his emotions, at least on the
surface.

Deciding not to antagonize him, I
replied, “I suppose I would have done the same.”

And truly, I couldn’t think of another
solution.

Fortunately, I was spared from any
further conversation. The elegant, older gentleman entered the
balcony and announced, “My lord, the others are
arriving.”

“Excellent,” replied Lord
Wright. “They appear as eager as I am to get started. I shall go
and greet them. Please show this guest where he may freshen up.”
Then, addressing me, he added, “Make yourself comfortable. I will
send for you when we are ready.”

He swept through the sitting room and
out the door.

After he was gone, the older gentleman
said, “Right this way, if you please.”

We walked back into the room and, with
a sweeping arm, he gestured toward a narrow door in the wall
opposite the fireplace.

“Thank you,” I
said.

He returned an impersonal formal smile
and, with a slight bow, he left the room.

Opening the door, I stepped into a
small room. On a table sat a stone basin filled with water, a
silver mirror, a brush, and clean linen cloths.

Looking into the mirror, I discovered
some dried blood from my nose and abrasions where Lyman had beaten
my head against the floor. My face was beginning to show signs of
bruising, but hadn’t turned black yet. My hair, of course, was also
a mess. However, on the bright side, with a bit of dusting, my
clothes looked respectable again.

After washing, I retired to the sitting
room and waited.
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The late afternoon grew unnaturally
dark as I watched the storm clouds progress. Great sheets of rain
swept across the forest and on toward Marysvale.

I waited by the fireplace as dread
churned in the pit of my stomach.

Soon, rain began to fall outside in
great, heavy drops. As the day slipped into blackness, the only
light in the room was that of the fire.

The wait continued with its unnerving
effect. I felt sure it was a purposeful attempt to wear down my
defenses.

Finally, the gentleman
returned.

“They are ready, if you
please,” he said, and, with another slight bow, waited for me to
follow.

We traversed torch-lit passageways.
After what seemed to be a long walk, we arrived at two large,
wooden doors.

“Your name please,” he
asked.

“John,” I
replied.

“I must have your surname as
well,” he pressed.

“Oh, it’s Casey. John
Casey.”

“Please wait here until I
have finished announcing your name, then you may enter.”

I nodded to show I
understood.

He pushed the door open and slipped
inside. With a loud voice, so everyone could hear, he announced,
“John Casey.

Feeling somewhat anxious, I took a deep
breath and entered.

I found myself in a sprawling dining
room. Two large, square, iron chandeliers, holding small oil-lit
lamps, were suspended by chains from the ceiling. They illuminated
a long, wooden table. Around it, sitting in wide, high-backed
chairs, sat twelve men, including Lord Wright and Lyman. All were
clad in fancy, elegant clothing. I felt extremely
underdressed.

More lamps were mounted to the walls,
illuminating servants standing patiently near tables that held all
kinds of food. Despite the intimidating nature of the setting, the
sight made my mouth water.

At the far end of the room, on opposite
walls, were two other doors. I surmised that the one to my left,
nearest the food, opened into the kitchen; but I couldn’t begin to
guess where the other led to.

Enormous chairs stood at each end of
the great table; both were unoccupied. A servant gracefully walked
over to the one nearest me and slid it out, motioning for me to
take my seat.

Lyman sat a few settings away on my
right. At the far end, on my left, presided Lord Wright, who
analyzed my every movement.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “May I
present to you…” and, with a little cough, finished, “our Mr. John
Casey.”

Smiles broke out on the men seated at
the table; a few even snickered.

I failed to see what was so humorous,
but gave an awkward smile, which caused Lyman to hiss under his
breath, “You stupid fool, they are laughing at you.”

I felt embarrassed and wanted to kick
him under the table; but as I would have needed an eight foot leg
to do so, decided to keep my peace.

“Please,” urged Lord Wright,
“let us be courteous to our guest.”

My eyes fell upon the empty chair next
to him. Of course he noticed.

“Ah, wondering who is
absent, are you?”

Realizing he was actually waiting for
my reply, I answered, “Yes, my lord.”

He explained, “You see, this chair is
reserved for our leader…” He waited for my reaction. When he got
none, he continued, “Who rarely gets the opportunity to join us.
Yet, we set it regardless, as a sign of respect. Now John, we are
all most anxious to learn about you.”

“There really isn’t much to
tell,” I said.

“Come now, I believe there
is quite a bit to tell,” said a rather fat man, in an abnormally
high voice.

Apparently, the introductions were only
one way, for no other names were given.

“Quite right,” agreed the
lord. “However, as I am sure we are all a bit famished, let us dine
before beginning.” And with a clap of his hands, he sent the
servants into action, dishing up plates of food and presenting
them.

The servants started at the far end of
the table and worked their way to me. I surmised that it was
delivered in the order of rank. No grace was offered and the men
simply started to eat when served.

I was last. My plate held roast fowl,
corn, potatoes, freshly baked bread, pumpkin, and a few other
vittles that I wasn’t familiar with, but were delicious,
nonetheless. Some type of strong drink was poured, but I declined.
The last thing I needed tonight was my mind clouded by
spirits.

Conversation bubbled among the men
about troop training, how so and so was doing, and other innocuous
matters. No one addressed me, which suited me fine; so I ate in
silence. When the senior men at the far end of the table had
finished their meals, Lord Wright said loudly, “Perhaps you could
start with where you came from, John?” Signaling that it was time
to start whatever they had in mind.

Sadly, I’d only eaten half of my
food.

They fell quiet, all eyes on
me—although a few continued to eat, including the fat
man.

“I am from Syre,” I replied
simply.

“Where do you hail from
originally?” asked a sickly looking, bald man.

The question made my heart stop.
How could they know that I’m not originally from Syre? For
a split second, I hesitated, but then, responding naturally. I told
them about my first childhood town after leaving the burned out
cabin.

Lord Wright looked amused and asked,
“And do you have any family?”

“No,” I replied.

“Come now,” blustered a
feeble, old man, who didn’t look like he had much time left in this
life. “Must we drag everything out of you?”

“Which we will be happy to
do,” added another in a threatening tone.

“Now, now,” chided Lord
Wright, “there is no need for that…yet.” Then, addressing me
coolly, added, “But we really must know what you know. I am
particularly interested in your parents. If they are dead, tell us,
how did they die?”

The thought of reliving those
experiences, with this group of swine, was revolting to me; and a
slow anger began to boil deep inside. Carefully, I kept it in
check; and as calmly as I could, I replied, “Both were murdered—my
mother when I was young, and my father six years ago.”

“How fascinating,” Lord
Wright said pensively.

“Enough of the charade,”
demanded another elderly man. “He’s done nothing but lie. We’re
wasting our time playing these games. Let’s get on with
it.”

A few of the others nodded their heads
and murmured approval.

“Yes,” said Lord Wright, “I
quite agree. Let us get to the crux of it all, shall
we?”

I felt confused.

He continued, “We have brought you here
because our leader has taken quite an interest in you. After much
deliberating as a council, we are prepared to offer you a rare
gift.” He paused for effect. “We would be pleased to have you join
us.”

Now I was even more perplexed. Is
this some kind of trickery? I thought. I looked around the
room; the others were quiet with stone faces.

“But why?” I asked, unable
to keep the puzzlement out of my voice.

“Oh, come now,” countered
the feeble, old man. “Surely you can think of a reason why. Despite
what Lyman thinks, you can’t be that daft.”

I could think of a reason why. But
there is no way they could know about my gift—they don’t even know
who I am, I thought.

Lord Wright read the expression on my
face. “Ah, I can see it comes to you.”

My mind raced. How do they
know?

They waited. I said nothing, mostly
because I didn’t know what to say.

The old man broke the silence, “It is
an admirable quality to give up nothing; but it only works when the
other party isn’t aware of what you are holding back. Good heavens,
man, we know about your special talents.”

Stunned, I asked hesitantly, “How do
you know about that?”

They laughed.

“There is no need to play
stupid with us,” stated the old man. Then, addressing Lord Wright,
he said, “Merrick, tell him the best part of our offer. Perhaps
that will jog his memory.”

Lord Wright continued, “We know that
your abilities have increased over the years, and that they can
grow even more given proper guidance. Just think of the
possibilities. With your talents, there is nothing we cannot
conquer.” A lust for power filled his eyes and his voice quivered
with excitement. “Imagine all that will be ours. No enemy can hide
from you; every strategy employed against us will fail. The
weaknesses of our foes will be easily plucked from their minds and
exploited. Under our direction, and with you commanding our forces,
we will be unstoppable.”

“No!” cried Lyman, leaping
to his feet, his face flushed with rage. “That is not what was
agreed.”

“Sit down,” demanded Lord
Wright, rising to his feet.

Lyman did no such thing. “I will not
serve under his command,” he shrieked.

“It is not up to you!”
bellowed Lord Wright. “You will do as we say. This is not open for
debate.”

“He is an imbecilic fool of
a lower class and a coward,” ranted Lyman, his voice getting
shriller.

The anger inside me boiled over, and I
stood up forcefully, sending my heavy chair to the floor in a loud
crash.

The thought came to me that I may be
making a mistake, but I quickly shoved it out of the way with the
images of Lyman shooting Mr. Wolfe, his old body hitting to the
floor, and the blood pooling around him. I thought of Jane and
Hannah, who likely had no idea that their father had been brutally
taken from them.

The room grew quiet; all eyes fell on
me. I even had the attention of the warring father and
son.

“Let’s discuss who the
coward is, shall we?” I said icily and full of contempt. I
continued, “Who is it that murdered Michael Wolfe?”

“He was attacking me,”
snapped Lyman.

“Attacking you?” I laughed.
“Was it when he was standing there unarmed? Or was it when he spit
on you after you shot him in the leg?”

“I do not have to explain
myself to a foul-smelling, stupid pig like you,” he spat, and gave
a dismissive wave.

Mockingly, I jabbed, “So let’s see if
my slow, stupid mind gets this straight. The mighty Lyman Wright,
with a squad full of trained soldiers, was overwhelmed by an old,
unarmed, defenseless man. You poor thing, how did you
survive?”

Then, throwing all caution to the wind,
I twisted the verbal knife deeper and added spitefully, “No wonder
they want to replace you as commander.”

It was too much an insult for him to
handle, and his face contorted with rage. He let out a
bloodcurdling cry, withdrew his sword, raised it above his head,
and charged.


Chapter Eighteen: Naehume
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CRIES and orders for Lyman to stop erupted from the men.
I calmly stepped away from the table and faced my enemy.

He streaked across the short space
between us, eyes wide and filled with pure hatred. Drawing close,
he began to slash down with his sword.

That’s when I moved. Spinning a quarter
turn sideways, I rocked my torso back, brought up a cocked leg, and
kicked out hard. The bottom of my boot viciously made contact with
Lyman’s face. His head snapped back; and teeth, blood, and spittle
flew from his mouth. More blood spewed from his nose. The sword
sailed from his hands and clattered to the floor with a metallic
ring; at about the same time, he landed on his back. Moaning, he
slowly rolled over onto his knees and rocked, while clenching his
nose in an attempt to staunch the bleeding.

I turned, expecting to incur the wrath
of the council. To my surprise, only a few wore scornful
expressions—most were amused, and some even appeared happy and
entertained at the show.

“Well done,” said the old
man gleefully, obviously one of those who enjoyed the spectacle.
“You do have a mean streak in you, don’t you? That can be very
useful to us.”

Lord Wright looked downright murderous,
all pretense of kindness gone. “Your decision then,” he said icily.
“Are you joining us?”

I could see they simply wanted my gifts
to satisfy their own lustful desires. Joining them wouldn’t change
anything except make them more powerful. I hated the way they
treated the people of the town, their lawlessness, and their joy in
my crippling Lyman. They had no loyalty, not even to their own. It
didn’t take me long to reply.

“I’ve seen the misery you’ve
bestowed upon this town; and the thought of helping you spread that
despair is revolting to all my sense of decency.”

“Think about what you are
saying,” said the old man, now not so merry. “You have just struck
a superior officer, which carries the penalty of death; joining us
will negate that fact. If you refuse, you will die.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “So be
it.”

“Such a tragic waste of your
gifts,” he sighed. “But if it must be so, then I’m sure Lyman can
arrange a fitting end.”

“Before you go,” said Lord
Wright. “We simply must learn all that you know.”

“I’ve told you
everything.”

“Liar!” he yelled. “You have
deceived us this whole evening. Did you really think that changing
your name would disguise your identity? Do you truly believe that
such a childish trick would fool us?”

“I have no idea what you are
talking about,” I replied evenly.

He slammed his fists down on the table,
making the dishes bounce. “We all know your name is not John
Casey—it is John Stone! Good heavens, Lyman was right; you really
are a dolt!”

I closed my eyes for a moment, reeling
at his revelation. Could what he said be true? Or was this just
another trick?

Opening my eyes, I found Wright
studying my expression, his demeanor suddenly changed from rage to
amusement. “She was right. You really do not know anything, do
you?”

I said nothing. My mind was racing,
trying to figure out what everything meant.

“Well, I suppose then this
wasn’t a complete waste of time. After all, we had to be
sure.”

“Who was right?” I asked
weakly.

“Why, your aunt Sarah, of
course. She said she did not tell you anything of importance, which
surprises me just a little. Still, it is her
prerogative.”

“What else didn’t she tell
me?”

He smirked. “Well now, perhaps you
should inquire of her yourself.”

The room of men guffawed
loudly.

Their laughter made me angry and,
losing control of myself, I snapped, “I know about
Naehume.”

Their cackling quickly died and their
faces now wore amused expressions.

“Ah,” said Lord Wright
slowly. “Now we get to it. Please tell us what it is you know and,
believe me when I say, you have our undivided
attention.”

Suddenly, I regretted mentioning the
name. “All I know is that Naehume is your leader.”

He chuckled cruelly. “Forgive us if we
fail to believe you. Surely, you know more.”

“I’ve said everything I’m
going to say.”

“We shall see,” he said with
a sardonic smile. He addressed Lyman, who was still on the floor.
“Are you quite finished licking your wounds?”

Two servants went over to help him to
his feet. He shoved them away and got up.

Then, Lord Wright clapped his hands and
boomed, “Guards.”

A half dozen soldiers instantly poured
in through the door on the right. It would be pointless to resist,
so I glared at the lord while my hands were bound tightly behind my
back.

When that was finished, he said
mockingly, “Very stoic of you, I am sure. But you see, where most
presume death to be the ultimate punishment, I, however, do not. We
have learned, through experimentation, that there are many forms of
torture and many different ways to loosen the tongue. I have no
doubt that you would be able to resist most of them, but not
all.”

He then bellowed, “Bring them
in.”

The same door opened, and Jane and
Hannah were viciously shoved inside. Both had their hands bound in
front of them.

“What are you doing?” I
demanded.

Upon hearing my voice, Jane looked up
at me, and relief spread across her tear-stained face.

Ignoring me, Lord Wright continued,
“Naehume is most anxious to talk to all of you.” Then he ordered,
“Bring them along—you too, Lyman.”

A smile spread across Lyman’s bloody
mouth.

“NO!” I cried. “I’ve told
you everything!”

“Perhaps,” said Lord Wright,
as he strode past. “We shall see.”

Lyman fell in step behind his father.
The soldiers gathered behind us and forcefully prodded us out of
the dining hall and through the wide corridors. A lightning bolt
flashed through a nearby window, its bluish-white light briefly
illuminating the passageway. Occasionally, a soldier gave a hard
push—obviously more to intimidate than to hurry us along. A few
times, they did it so forcefully that one of the girls would
stumble and fall, only to be hauled aggressively to her feet and
again driven ruthlessly forward.

We passed through a door and down a
long, sloping corridor. Soon we broke out into a vast, deep natural
cavern. Torches lined a wide staircase that was roughly chiseled
out of the cave walls. The stairs circled around, in an irregular
pattern, as they spiraled down the abyss. Bats squeaked and flew
about before disappearing somewhere into the blackness.

We descended down and around the
cavern, until we reached the bottom. From there, we followed a
tunnel which finally emerging into a large chamber. A fetid,
rotting odor filled the air. Few torches cast a dim, orange light,
revealing scattered bones lying about. Multiple sets of chains were
nailed into the cave wall, with shackles fastened to the ends. In
one pair, the upper half of a long-dead and decaying body still
hung. Prison cells ran the entire length of the back half of the
chamber. Iron bars were embedded in the stone, extending from the
ceiling to the floor. They were divided every so often by more iron
bars that ran perpendicular to the far wall. In total, there were
five cells. One of them housed more human remains heaped in a
corner; another contained a tattered, bloody nightshirt.

The cave felt damp. A trickle of water
could be heard seeping out of the walls. It moistened parts of the
floor where moss grew in abundance.

“Put him in a cell,” ordered
Wright.

A soldier snatched up a large key from
a protruding nail on the wall, and opened one of the middle cells.
As soon as the rusty iron bars had swung open with a groan, another
soldier violently shoved me in from behind, so as to ensure I’d
fall; and with my hands tied behind me, there was no way to brace
myself. I hit with a thud and slid a foot or two along the grimy
floor.

The cell door slammed shut with a clank
and was locked.

“That will be all,” said
Lord Wright. “You may return to your posts.”

With a salute, the soldiers disappeared
back the way we’d come.

Roughly, Lyman grabbed Jane by the arm
and twisted her around. Lord Wright did the same for Hannah. They
led them into another dark tunnel that I hadn’t noticed.

“You don’t have to do this,”
I pleaded.

In the flickering torchlight, Lord
Wright stopped, turned, and peered back at me, his face contorted
with malevolent loathing.

“No, no. You are looking at
this incorrectly. Of course we do not have to…we get to,” he said
venomously.

He spun around and they continued their
march down the tunnel.

“Wait,” I cried.

They ignored me.

A terrible feeling of dread and fear
welled inside me. “Wait, I’ll tell you anything.” I pleaded more
loudly, panic and desperation cracking in my voice.

They stopped, and I thought they would
return; but it was only to open a door in the side of the tunnel.
Dim torchlight streamed out of the opening. The girls were thrown
in, and father and son followed. Instantly, both Jane and Hannah
screamed in heart stopping terror; and the door slammed shut with a
wooden rattle. The wood was apparently thin, because I could hear
the men laughing.

I flung my extra vision open and cast
it towards the girls, desperate to see them, though also afraid of
what it might reveal. But it was pointless. I couldn’t see through
dead material; and rock was certainly no exception. The only way I
could even tell my sight was working was from the moss, as it was
the only living thing in my field of vision. I let it
close.

Awkwardly, I struggled to my feet and
ran, hurtling myself against the cell door. It gave a slight
tremor, then nothing. I careened into it again—not a budge, not
even an inch. Hauling back and frantic, I charged painfully into it
once again. The only sound it made came from the resonating thud
that traveled through me as my body collided with the
bars.

I ran to the back of the cell,
mustering all the speed I could…

“It won’t work,” said a
quiet, raspy voice. “You will only succeed in hurting
yourself.”

I hesitated, unsure of what I’d just
heard. I peered into the dark tunnel. I could hear muffled voices
coming through the door where the girls had disappeared to moments
earlier.

“Put your back up to the
bars.”

I looked around. In the dimly lit cave,
it was difficult to see or hear where the soft voice was coming
from.

“Over here,” came the reply
to my searching.

Squinting behind me, and into the dark
shadows of the cell next to mine, I saw what I had mistaken to be a
dead body move. The wounded, grimy figure half crawled, half drug
himself into the torchlight.

I studied whoever it was for a moment
as he drew near. In horror, I finally recognized the swollen,
bruised face of Sarah.

 


***

 


“What…but how did you get
here?” I asked.

She wore the same clothes she was
wearing when we’d left, but they were dirty with stained splotches
of dried blood. They were also torn and shredded, some probably
from torture and some to make strips of cloth to bind up her
wounds.

In a croak, she whispered, “The Brean
may not be able to swim or build boats, but men can.”

“I don’t understand,” I said
confused.

“I never planned on men,
only Brean. My escape plan was to flee by boat to a small island
where I had built a shack and stocked it with food.” She took a few
breaths. “That’s why you couldn’t come with me; the boat wouldn’t
carry all of us.”

Sarah continued, “They were waiting for
me when I reached the island. I was captured and brought here for
interrogation, even before you arrived. I have been in this dungeon
ever since. I’m sorry John, I should have told you more, but I
didn’t think they would discover the truth about you. I had no
idea...”

“You don’t have to say any
more,” I reassured her.

She shook her head. “You deserve to
know the truth, at least as much as I know. The only reason I was
allowed to live in peace was to set a trap for you. They thought
you or your father, my brother, would come looking for me. They
want you dead, for some reason. They never expected you to make it
into the town. When you did, they decided to try and get you to
join them.”

“They told you all this?” I
asked.

She nodded. “They are arrogant and
couldn’t help boasting how they had used me. Regardless, I don’t
think they intend for any of us to live much longer.”

A blood-curdling, prolonged scream of
pain rent the air and echoed throughout the chamber, followed by
sobs and appeals to stop. It was impossible to tell which girl made
what sounds. The door did nothing to stop the heart wrenching
pleas. It tore through my soul, and I would gladly have traded
places with them. It would have been much easier to bear their
agony than to sit here feeling so helpless and responsible. If this
was the kind of torture Lord Wright had in mind for me, it worked.
I would tell them anything to make it stop. Tears poured down my
cheeks as the harrowing screams resumed again and again.

“Give me your hands,” said
Sarah somberly. Tears were also streaming down her grime-covered
face.

I put my back up against the bars and
her shaking hands fumbled and struggled with the knot before the
cords finally fell loose. I sank to the floor and buried my head in
my hands.

An eternity passed before the torturous
screaming stopped.

Dread fell over me. I lifted my head
and stared hopelessly at the cold stone walls of the cave,
terrified at what was happening in the accursed room. I overheard
the sounds of crying and murmuring voices. There was a harsh laugh,
followed by scuffling and more sobbing.

Suddenly, the door flung open, nearly
rending it off its hinges. A body sailed through the opening,
smashed against the opposing tunnel wall, and crumbled to the
floor. Right behind her, a massive, dark shape filled the entire
passageway. The shape barely had to stoop to snatch up the fallen
girl. Lumbering, hunched over into the dim light, was the ugly,
scarred-face Brean who had tried to attack me in Sarah’s house an
eternity ago. I gasped in shock and terror, stumbling back against
the cell wall.

A rumbling, deep rhythmic sound issued
forth from the monster and its colossal shoulders shook. At first I
couldn’t make out what it was doing, and then I realized it was
laughing at me as I cowered at the back of the cave.

Lord Wright emerged from the room with
the hair of the other girl grasped in his hand. She was bent over
with her head at his waist. Her legs stumbled as she struggled
behind him, trying to keep from falling over and thereby being
dragged completely by her hair. Violently, he hurled her in front
of him where she sprawled across the floor. She rolled over and,
with her bound hands, brushed the hair from her face. Tears
streaked down her lovely cheeks, and she flashed me those deep
green eyes that I loved so much—they were filled with sorrow and
pleading.

Instantly, I jumped into Jane’s mind.
She didn’t keep me out—instead, I could hear her talking. “I’m not
hurt, John; it’s Hannah!” She was unable to hold back the images,
though she tried to, of Hannah strapped to a table and long, thin,
curved blades slicing….

I closed my eyes, unable to bear the
sight.

Hannah, still grasped in the monster’s
hand, seemed like a lifeless ragdoll. It threw her body across the
room with an underhanded toss. She landed and slid nearly six feet
before coming to rest against my cell, face down.

I rushed to the bars and gently turned
her over. Patches of blood grew on her dress where tears in the
fabric had been made, revealing cuts on her body. Her face was
scraped and her lip split open. Through the bars, I cradled her
head in my arms the best I could. I watched her chest rise and
fall. Slowly, her eyes flittered open and I leapt into her soul.
With gratitude, I found that her virtue hadn’t been taken from
her.

She was physically much stronger than I
would have given her credit for.

Hannah smiled a feeble smile and her
mind filled with the vision of Jane, her father, and me in their
kitchen. The vision replayed back in my mind from her perspective.
I could see and hear myself clearly, talking to her.

“Hannah,” I said. “Sometimes
simply knowing information puts you in dangerous
positions.”

She sighed, and I continued, “It may
force you to say or do something you’d rather not, and it can be
used against you and those you love.”

I heard her voice reply, “I understand.
Still, I think I’m perfectly capable of dealing with it just as
well as you are. And I’m tired of people deciding what they think
is best for me. I can choose for myself.”

“Yes, but freedom to make
your own choices doesn’t make you free from the
consequences.”

The vision blurred a bit as she rolled
her eyes. “Are you going to tell me or just preach me to death?”
Then she softened, “You told me to trust you and I do. Now it’s
time you put some trust in me. I want to help if I can and I won’t
betray anything. I promise to do the right thing should the time
ever come.”

The memory closed, and again I was
looking at her battered face.

In a whisper, she said proudly, “I kept
my word. I didn’t tell them anything.”

Tears gushed from my eyes and rolled
down my face. I smiled back at her and whispered, “I never doubted
that you would.”

She looked pleased, and then closed her
eyes. I brushed the hair from her face and gently laid her head
back on the floor.

“How very touching,” sneered
Lyman. “But Jane told us everything she knows. She couldn’t wait to
talk once I was finished with her sister.”

I noticed the jewel-encrusted dagger
sheathed on his belt. The hilt was covered in blood.

“Now,” said Lord Wright. “We
want to hear it from you. What else have you
remembered?”

“I told you everything.
There isn’t much more,” I said meekly.

“But there is something. Is
there not? And remember, we still have one sister to go if you
refuse to cooperate.”

“No, don’t,” I pleaded.
“I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

“That is better,” he purred.
Then, gesturing toward the massive Brean, said, “Now let us begin
with what you know about our leader, Naehume.”

My mouth dropped as I looked at the
hulking monster before me. His beady, red eyes stared at me,
unblinking.

Wright, missing nothing, said, “Ah, I
see that Naehume is not as well known to you as you would have us
believe.”

“No,” I stammered. “I just
heard the name and assumed that he was your leader. I didn’t know
he was a Brean.”

“And how did you come to
hear his name?”

“In the forest a long time
ago, when I was a child. I saw some villagers doing something to a
Brean.”

“What did you see?” he asked
with increased interest.

I described the scene of chanting
around the Brean. “I thought they were going to curse it or make it
a sacrifice…” I looked at Lord Wright with sudden understanding and
alarm.

He simply smiled.

“The Brean was Naehume,” I
said in astonishment. “You were there, too. You weren’t hurting
him…you were worshiping him.”

“Guilty as charged,” he
crowed.

“But why?” I asked
incredulously.

“Why? For power, of course.
It was the idea of our esteemed leader which made all of this
possible. How could I turn such a gift away? I was not going to
live like the average fool, and we never would have taken Marysvale
without him.”

“But what does he get out of
it?”

He laughed. “The same thing we get:
opulence. No longer do they have to live like common animals and
forage the woods for food.” He paused and then pressed, “What else
do you remember?”

“I remember the murder of my
mother,” I said, through clenched teeth, while glaring at the ugly
Brean before me.

“Oh, we already know all
about that. It was your father who saved you and gave Naehume his
scar.”

“Why?” I cried angrily. “Why
did my mother have to die?”

“My, my; temper, temper,” he
said patronizingly. Then, with a hard edge to his voice, he said,
“I think it would be imprudent of you to forget the situation you
find yourself in and, more importantly, that of your
friends.”

Hatred boiled inside of me. However
despite the anger, I forced myself to calm down.

“Why did she have to die?” I
asked again, more placidly.

“You were all supposed to
die: your mother, your father, and especially, you. It would have
been a risk beyond foolish to leave you alive. You might have
exposed our plans.” He thought for a moment, “Is that everything
you remember?”

“That’s all.”

“Very well,” he said. “And
did you tell anyone else?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?” he asked
skeptically.

“Yes. I promised a man…” I
stopped, as another realization came to me. “It was you! You were
the man in the forest! You charged me to keep it a
secret.”

He smiled a cold, weak smile. “So, did
you keep that promise? You told no one?”

“Only Jane; but that was
just here, on our way to Marysvale. I didn’t remember anything
before then. In fact, I don’t remember anything of my childhood
before my mother died. Only bits came back to me when I started
seeing familiar people and surroundings.”

“See how easily it all comes
out, once you decide to cooperate?”

Naehume said something; but I was too
astonished by his deep, animal, but strangely human-like voice,
that I missed what he said.

I looked at him dumbly.

“He asked,” snapped Lyman
irritably, “if you remember anything else about that
day?”

I shook my head.

Naehume said something more in that
low, rumbling voice that sounded like, “Come.” It must have been,
because Lord Wright followed. So did Lyman; but Naehume held up a
hand and Lyman remained where he was.

They walked back into the torture room.
I could hear them speaking, but again was unable to make anything
out. After a moment, Lord Wright returned and Naehume lumbered off
in the opposite direction down the tunnel. I watched him quickly
melt into the darkness. Then something caught my attention. At the
far end of the tunnel, so faintly that it was barely visible,
flashed a brief pulse of illumination—the eerie, whitish glow of
lightning. Instantly, it fell dark again.

My hopes rose. Of course there must
be another way out, I thought. The Brean couldn’t simply
stroll in and out of the castle through the streets of the
town.

Unfortunately, my hope was short
lived.

“Excellent news,” said Lord
Wright enthusiastically. “We believe you, John. Regrettably, we
both have other business to attend to.”

Then, addressing Lyman, he said, “I
trust you can dispose of them properly? Any way you
please.”

“Yes, my lord,” he answered,
with a wicked smile.

“But we didn’t tell anyone,”
I cried.

“So you didn’t…nor shall
you.” He disappeared down the tunnel leading back to the castle.
Soon, he called back, his voice echoing faintly through the
chamber, “Leave their bodies. The Brean will be back later to feast
on them.”
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Chapter Nineteen: Overcome
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AH, let the fun begin,” sniggered Lyman. He leered at
Jane, who was still sitting on the damp ground.

“Oh, no! Oh, please no!
Please don’t hurt her,” begged Hannah quivering. Her eyes were open
and full of terror.

I looked at Hannah’s broken, bloody
body on the floor and how she shook with fright. I looked at Lyman,
the evil being who had inflicted it upon her. There would be no
reasoning with him; his eyes were already full of madness and lust.
The rage I had been stifling now burned deep inside me.

“Not to worry,” said Lyman
derisively. “I have something special planned for her.”

He walked over to Jane, yanked her up
by her dress, and viciously kissed her on the mouth. She struggled
with him, eyes wide. Then, unable to do anything else, she bit his
lip.

Lyman cursed while backhanding her hard
across the face. She fell to the floor. Reaching down, he tore the
dress from off her shoulder.

“Don’t do that,” I
threatened, through clenched teeth.

He laughed and, withdrawing his
blood-covered dagger, said, “Why John, are you jealous? Rest
assured, when I am finished, I’ll make it swift…for her. Though, I
can’t promise the same for the rest of you.”

Hannah let out a small squeak of
fear.

The fire inside of me grew and burned
hot, like a blacksmith’s furnace, to the point of consuming me. I
rushed to the bars and grasped them tightly—my hands and body
shaking with rage.

“Come to get a better view?”
jeered Lyman.

Placing the bloody dagger between his
teeth, he removed his coat and breeches so that he was only dressed
in his shirt and undergarments. Jane scooted away from him in a
desperate, but fruitless, attempt to escape. He removed the dagger
from his teeth and, with a mocking, triumphant look, turned to me
and said, “Now, watch.”

Our eyes locked. And the serpent, so
aptly analogized by Jane and Hannah, burst from me, past Lyman’s
gloating stare, and bore into his black soul.

He stumbled back a step in surprise and
his eyes went wide. I had more power than I’d ever felt. Everything
was open to me. I slithered through his mind, striking my fangs
into a random thought. It was of him as an adolescent. A man was
kneeling and pleading with him, “Please, don’t kill me, I beg of
you. I didn’t mean to strike you. It was wrong. I’m so sorry. It
won’t happen again, I swear it.” It was his
schoolmaster.

His father stood by his side, talking
sternly. “He is lying. Kill him. If you do not, you will never be
respected, and you will be worthless to me as a son.”

I could sense his internal struggle;
but the desire to please his father won, and he pulled the trigger.
It was his first murder. He felt horrified…and exhilarated at the
same time.

Leaving the memory, I slithered further
in and bit another thought. It was a man chained to the outside
wall. He screamed in fear, struggling to escape, as two Brean
approached him. Again, Lyman was fascinated by it.

I released that memory and bit another,
just a nip, and then onto the next without bothering to watch. I
went on, faster and faster, striking and moving.

Grasping his head, he moaned. His hands
shook, causing the dagger to slip and clatter to the
floor.

“What are you doing?” he
cried frantically, unable to break his gaze.

Jane, with her bound wrists, lunged
forward and snatched it up. Lyman didn’t notice. His whole body
convulsed.

Heaving back, and with all her
strength, Jane thrust the knife into his gut. A terrific tremble
rattled through his mind, and I was hurled from his dark thoughts.
He came to his senses and looked at the weapon in his body, then to
Jane. Rage contorted his face and he backhanded her, knocking her
back to the floor. He struggled to remove the slippery
weapon.

Instantly, Jane’s head snapped back up;
anger and determination flashed in her eyes. Springing to her feet,
she raced forward and tore the dagger from Lyman’s hands and gut.
He grimaced and cried out in pain.

Lunging forward, he swung at her. But
she was ready for him, and quickly ducked the flying fist. Again he
tried, and she leapt lightly back out of reach. With the yell of a
mad man, Lyman dove for her with surprising speed, despite his
wound. She danced out of his path. As he passed, Jane spun around,
building momentum. She flipped the dagger, reversing her grip.
Then, with all of her might, she plunged the weapon deep into his
back, between his ribs, and into his heart. Surprise briefly
registered on his face as he arched his back; but there was no
scream. Almost gracefully, he fell forward without making another
sound, except that of his body hitting the cold, hard
ground.

The dark specter, that was part of his
soul, immediately leapt to its feet. Its hollow eyes locked on Jane
and charged with its arms wide, ready to tackle her to the floor.
She didn’t even notice as it passed harmlessly through
her.

It glanced at its empty arms and,
thinking that she had simply dodged out of the way, tried
again—with the same results. Once more, it charged with no effect.
It looked confused. Taking a moment to sum her up, it noticed that
she wasn’t frightened anymore. Her chest heaved and her hands
shook. Silent tears, from multiple emotions, flowed from her eyes
and down her cheeks.

Mistaking her reaction as one of
surrender, the dark ghost gave a small, unnatural cry of triumph
and thrust its hands around her neck, in an attempt to seize and
choke her. However, they too simply passed through. Confused at
this revelation, it stepped back, gazing at its hands, then at her,
and back to its hands. Cautiously, it approached her and thrust its
hollow fist through her chest. Her only response was a slight
shiver. It studied her face. Then, realizing that she was looking
at something, it followed her eyes and found what captured her
attention.

The corpse of a man lay on the ground,
wearing nothing but his undergarments and a bloody shirt. A
jewel-encrusted hilt, with only a small sliver of the blade,
protruded from his back—a weapon the ghost recognized, having
wielded it often.

It took a moment for it to comprehend
what everything meant; but eventually, the specter’s face morphed
from shock, to fear, and finally, to outright terror. A horrible,
high-pitched shriek, that no human could make, pierced my ears,
causing me to cringe.

By some unseen force, the darkness in
the room began to gather and gravitate into the black soul. At
first, it came as a trickle, but its power built quickly. The
trickle turned into a stream, and then into a raging torrent, as
blackness from every corner of the dungeon flowed into it faster
and faster from an unending river of shadow. The screeching grew
louder. Darkness flowed in so rapidly, that the outer edge of the
soul began to be sucked into itself. As the soul shrank, the
shrieking became more and more faint, until finally, everything
that was Lyman had disappeared into nothing, leaving only the empty
shell of a body.

A hand gently shook me, and a voice, as
if from a dream, called, “John…John…John...What’s wrong? Are you
hurt?”

Suddenly conscious that I had been
holding my breath, I slowly exhaled. My hands were white from the
strain of clenching the iron bars too tightly, afraid that I’d too
be consumed in the devouring whirlpool.

Releasing my grip, I answered, “I’m
fine.”

Sarah stood awkwardly with her weight
on only one leg. Her right hand held onto the cold iron to steady
her, while she reached through the bars to shake me.

She looked skeptical.

“Truly,” I promised. “But if
we don’t leave this place soon, we will all be in
trouble.”

Jane was now kneeling by Hannah, and
looking up at me with a pale face and a worried look.

Addressing her, I said, “Please, get
the key to our cells from the nail on that wall and bring it to
me.”

She turned, looked to where I was
pointing, and then obeyed.

“Good. Now move Hannah away
from the doors.”

As carefully as she could with her
hands tied, she gently slid her wounded sister a few feet
away.

I stuck the key into the lock and
opened it. Then I unlocked Sarah’s cell. Walking over to Lyman’s
body, I removed the dagger and wiped it on a clean patch of his
undergarments. Afterwards, I retrieved his sheath and fastened it
onto my belt. Finally, walking over to Jane, I said, “Let me see
your hands.”

She held them out. Using the blade, I
easily sliced through the binding cords. I did the same for Hannah,
and then slipped the weapon into its sheath.

Sarah limped her way out of the cell
and knelt at Hannah’s side. She tore parts of Hannah’s dress open
to expose the damage done to her body. I turned away to offer
privacy, and heard cloth being torn into strips, as Sarah and Jane
worked to bandage up Hannah’s wounds.

“I’ll be right back,” I
said.

“Where are you going?” asked
Jane anxiously.

“I want to explore the
tunnel and see if I can find out where Naehume went.” I
replied.

“Be careful,” she said, with
more than just a little fear in her voice.

“I will.”

I ran down the passage; but stopped at
the door where Hannah had been tortured. I opened it and stepped
inside.

Three oil lamps still burned, suspended
from the ceiling by chains. Directly under the lamps stood a wooden
table with straps attached to it. A smaller table was positioned
beside it, on which lay small bone-handled knives with long, thin
blades of many different shapes. Some were curved and some had
hooks on the end of them. A few still dripped with fresh blood.
Chairs lined the wall, many of which had straps attached to them. I
guessed they were used to restrain the prisoners who were forced to
watch as their loved ones were slowly killed.

I’d seen enough, and left the chamber.
The tunnel grew darker as I continued down the passage. At its
darkest point, it made a gentle turn, and I smelled something.
Welcomed, fresh, rain-scented air reached my nose. Ahead of me, a
movement caught my attention, and I froze. Using my extra vision, I
could make out the figures of two men sitting on what I guessed to
be large stones. One was yawning and covering his mouth. I was
surprisingly close to an exit, for beyond them, I could see the
tops of trees, blowing in the wind from the storm. And, although I
could only see living things, I could tell by the shape and
positions of their hands that they were both armed with
muskets.

Stealthily, I inched up to the men. For
a moment, a moral war broke out in my mind on what I should do.
These men haven’t done anything to me; they’re simply doing
their duty. Of course, that duty is to protect the entrance of a
tunnel that allows access for the Brean into the castle—the same
Brean that are to return later to feast upon our corpses. And,
I told myself, I had no doubt that these men had heard and knew
what happened in the chamber at the end of this cavern. Plus, if
given the opportunity, I suspect that they would have no qualms
about stopping us from escaping and return us to the dungeon. With
the war decided, I drew the dagger from my belt.

I silently crept within a few feet of
them and sprang into action. I ran up behind the larger of the two
men and slammed the hilt of my weapon into the back of his head. As
he crumbled to the ground, unconscious, I reached around and
snatched the musket from his limp hand. Whipping it up, I aimed it
at the other soldier who had been taken completely by surprise and
had barely registered that something was amiss. He looked at me
stupidly, trying to grasp what was going on. His mind eventually
caught up, and he attempted to raise his musket.

“That will be the last
mistake you make,” I growled. “Better for your health if you drop
it.”

He hesitated, and then, apparently
agreeing with me, dropped his musket.

“Good,” I said.

“Who are you?” He asked in a
rough voice. His face was now absent of any stupid stare as he
glared at me with a hard one.

“When I want to hear from
you, I’ll let you know.” I barked. “Now back up against the
wall.”

He hesitated again and didn’t move. I
wondered if he regretted his decision, perhaps thinking it was
better to die at my hands than back in the chamber. Would they
really do that? I questioned. Of course they
would.

As fast as I could, I kicked out hard
and hit him in the chest. He flew back and his body smacked against
the side of the cave.

He cursed and stood up, rubbing his
head. He was a little smaller than me, but his demeanor showed that
what he lacked in size, he made up for in tenacity.

“Follow my commands that
slowly again and I’ll kill you.”

He continued his glare.

“Now, put your hands behind
your head.”

He did so, slowly.

Keeping my eyes on him, I cautiously
bent down and picked up his fallen musket.

With that secured, I backed up a few
feet to put some distance between us, just in case he tried
something. I looked around.

The mouth of the cave had been secured
by heavy, double wooden doors that were now propped wide open,
allowing the fresh, cool air inside the musty cavern. Near the
doors, in each side of the cave walls, two cavities had been
chiseled out of the rock; and four large barrels were nestled
within each recess. Leaning one of the muskets against the wall, I
used the tip of the dagger and pried up one of the lids. They were
filled with black powder.

“What are these for?” I
demanded, though I already had a pretty good idea.

He didn’t answer.

I walked up to him and slammed the butt
of the musket hard into his gut, then backed up a few steps as he
doubled over.

He groaned for a moment and then, while
crouched, he lunged at me; but I was ready for such a trick.
Starting at my thigh and moving upward, I swung the butt of the
musket in a rising arc until it connected with his face, ripping
his head back and knocking him against the wall. He leaned over,
spitting blood and teeth from his mouth.

Calmly, I repeated, “What are these
barrels for?”

He spat out more blood, but didn’t
answer.

I took another step forward, and he
quickly answered, “They are to detonate and seal the entrance if
needed.”

Just what I
thought.

“Now, pick up your friend
and carry him.”

He bent down and heaved the unconscious
man over his shoulder.

I gestured with the musket, indicating
to go back the way I’d come. He set off up the dark tunnel. I
scooped up the second musket and followed.

I didn’t trust him in the dark, so I
opened up my vision to keep an eye on the stubborn soldier. It was
a good thing I did, because in the darkest part of the tunnel, he
slipped a hand under his clothes and withdrew something.

Sticking the point of the bayonet into
his back, I threatened, “I bet I can pull this trigger faster than
you can turn around and stick me with that.”

“How can you see?” he asked,
unable to keep the astonishment out of his voice.

Poking the sharp point in a bit
further, I replied, “I said, when I want to hear from you, I’ll
tell you. Now drop it.”

He did.

It turned out that having a bayonet
stuck in his back was a good motivator and, in no time, the light
from the torches grew, until we passed the torture chamber and
emerged into the dungeon.

The women registered a brief look of
surprise and fear at the sight of the soldiers, but relaxed when
they saw me behind them, now armed.

“Put your friend into one of
the cells,” I ordered.

He obeyed.

“Now, lie down.”

He started to, but Jane stopped him.
“Wait, take off your clothes.”

“What?” we both said in
unison.

“Did you find a way out?”
she asked me.

“Yes,” I replied, not seeing
the point.

“And I suppose your plan
involves riding horses?”

“Of course.”

“Then I don’t want to be
stuck in this,” she said, drawing out her dress.

I shrugged, “Please yourself.” Then,
addressing the soldier, I ordered, “Do as she said.”

He made no attempt.

“Very well—we’ll do it the
hard way.”

I walked up to him.

“No,” he said quickly. “That
won’t be necessary.” And he stripped down to his
undergarments.

“I want clothes, too,” said
Hannah weakly.

I nodded. “We can use
Lyman’s.”

“Please,” she begged. “Not
his.”

The soldier, hearing Lyman’s name,
perked his head up and noticed the body lying on the
ground.

“Is he dead?” he asked in
astonishment.

I didn’t bother replying and commanded
him to lie down and put his arms behind his back.

“What are you going to do?”
he asked.

“I’m not going to discuss
anything with you,” I replied.

“Then I’m not
cooperating.”

“That can easily be solved,”
I said, and I aimed the musket at him.

He closed his eyes and tensed his
muscles, expecting the worse.

Instead of shooting him, I slipped
silently behind him and knocked him out.

Quickly, I obtained the clothes for
Hannah, and then tied and gagged both soldiers. After retrieving
their pouches of ammunition, I brought the uniforms to the waiting
women.

“Why did you tie them up?”
asked Jane. “I don’t think they will be able to do much harm locked
up.”

“So they can’t undo their
gags. I don’t want them calling out to anyone for help.”

“Oh,” she said simply, and
then motioned for me to turn around so they could
change.

When Jane finished, both she and Sarah
worked on Hannah, who remained remarkably quiet during the ordeal.
The only sound she made was an occasional sharp intake of pain as
they dressed her.

“All done,” said
Jane.

“Good. I’ll need your help,
Jane. Sarah, you stay here with Hannah.”

“No,” cried
Hannah.

“We’ll be right back,” I
promised.

“Please don’t leave us
here,” she pleaded. “What if they come back?”

I thought about that.

“She has a point,” reasoned
Sarah. “We don’t know when they will return, and if they do,
neither of us are in shape to do anything, other than get
recaptured.”

“Very well,” I agreed. Then,
turning to Jane, I asked, “Can you help Sarah?”

She nodded.

“I’ll carry
Hannah.”

“John,” said
Jane.

I looked at her, “Yes?”

“What about father? How are
we going to get him out?”

It was the question I’d been dreading.
I knew it was coming, but illogically I hoped it wouldn’t. Again,
the images of his death flooded my mind and, again, I relived the
heartache…and now Jane and Hannah would have to endure it, too. I
didn’t know what to say. I studied my feet and waited for some type
of inspiration, something that would lessen the blow and make it
easier for them to take.

“Well?” she asked
again.

“Jane,” I began softly,
still hoping for that inspiration that wasn’t coming. “Your father
is dead.”

She was stunned.

“I’m so sorry…. There wasn’t
anything I could do.”

Her emotions flowed into me. I could
feel her shock, as well as her doubt that she’d heard me correctly;
yet she knew that she had.

“How?” she asked.

“Lyman,” was all I could
manage.

Slowly, the shock gave way to grief,
and tears welled in her eyes. Jane threw her arms around Hannah,
and Sarah gently embraced them both. They all wept.


Chapter Twenty: Out of the Dungeon
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AFTER several minutes, Sarah finally said, “I’m sorry we
don’t have more time to mourn properly. If we are discovered, your
father’s sacrifice will be in vain and we will all
perish.”

Jane nodded and released Hannah. Wiping
her puffy, red eyes on her sleeve, she stood up. Wordlessly, she
took one of the muskets from me, then went over and offered Sarah a
hand.

Sarah took it, rose to her feet, and
put an arm around Jane to use her as a crutch.

I gently scooped up Hannah, who felt
amazingly light. She wrapped an arm around my neck, buried her head
in my chest, and silently wept. Giving her a tender squeeze, I
desperately wished I could take her pain for her; but the best I
could do was to carry her and fulfill my promise to her
father.

Sarah searched Lyman’s coat and
withdrew some gold coins, a timepiece, and a key. She deposited all
of them into her pocket.

We set off, retracing our steps back
through the tunnel. Words of comfort finally came to me in the
dimly lit passage. Hoping it would ease their grief some, I decided
to share it.

“Do you remember anything
about your mother?”

Hannah shook her head.

“She is very beautiful.” I
said.

She continued crying for a moment until
what I said had sunk in. Taking a sniff or two, she gained some
composure, then lifted her head and looked at me,
confused.

I continued, “You and Jane look so much
like her, but you even more so—especially your eyes. Though her
smile is very much Jane’s.

Now I had all their
attention.

“Do you remember my mother?”
asked Jane.

“No, not exactly…” Then,
searching for the right words, I added, “It seems that, not only
can I see into a living soul, but I can still see that soul for a
short time after the death of the body. I was able to see your
father when he died. Your mother came to meet him, and I saw her,
too.”

Drawing from my memory, I went on to
describe my experience from the time their mother appeared. I told
them how she looked with the light that filled and encompassed her
being. I recounted their father’s words to her and her words to
him. I told of the loving embrace they shared and how she filled
her husband with that same light, as they peacefully departed this
world.

“Did you really see all
that?” Hannah asked hopefully, wanting to believe it.

“Yes. Every word of it is
true, I swear it.”

Longing for more, she asked, “Is that
everything?”

“Only one more thing: before
your mother appeared, your father asked me to look after you. So, I
suppose that puts me in charge. You’ll have to do what I say from
now on.”

She grinned at me weakly. “Now I know
you’re lying…he wouldn’t dare.”

I smiled and she rested her head
against my chest.

We reached the winding torch-lit stairs
that led up to the castle. Using my sight, I checked for guards and
found none.

The ascension went better than
expected, but still required a few rest stops, mostly for Sarah’s
sake.

During our last break, Hannah said,
“You don’t have to carry me. I think I can walk.”

“I don’t mind. Besides, it’s
not you walking that worries me; it’s your ability to ride a
horse.”

“I can do that.”

“By yourself?”

She nodded.

Voices drifted down the corridor as we
reached the top of the stairs. Leaving Hannah propped against the
wall, I investigated.

Peering around the corner, I saw two
women walking away from us. They took a few more steps before
turning a corner and disappearing down another arched hallway.
Their voices faded.

Finding nothing else, I
returned.

“Who was it?” whispered
Jane.

“Two women I didn’t
recognize,” I replied back in an equally soft whisper.

“Do you have a plan?” asked
Sarah quietly.

“If we can get our horses,
there is a way out through the dungeon.”

“Why didn’t you tell us
there was a way out when we were down there?” asked
Jane.

“It didn’t come up in
conversation—and I assumed you knew.”

“Did you know, Sarah?” asked
Jane.

She nodded. “After I was…questioned, I
guessed that Naehume was getting in and out through
there.”

“And you plan on simply
walking horses through the castle?” asked Jane
skeptically.

“It’s easier than breaking
through both gates,” I replied. “Do you have another
idea?”

She thought about it, then shook her
head. “Do you know where the horses are?”

“Yes, in a stable in the
courtyard.”

“Then we should get
moving.”

“We have another problem,” I
confessed. “There are two guards outside the main castle
door.”

“I think I know a better way
out,” said Sarah. “Lyman brought me in through a side door. Since
it was locked, there were no guards.”

“If it is locked, then how
are we going to open it?” asked Jane.

Sarah withdrew the key retrieved from
Lyman’s coat and replied, “With this. Follow me.”

Wrapping an arm around Jane, she led us
through the castle. We went through unfamiliar passages,
occasionally hiding when faint voices echoed through the halls, but
no one ever materialized. It was remarkably quiet, as most of the
castle’s inhabitants had already retired for the night.

Halfway down a particularly long
hallway, a burst of loud laughter, from somewhere farther down the
hall, made us stop.

“What do we do?” whispered
Jane. “Do we keep going, or go back?”

“How close are we?” I
asked.

“Almost there,” replied
Sarah.

“Almost where?” asked
someone behind us with a deep, gruff voice.

I turned, with Hannah still in my arms,
and saw a large soldier walking down the corridor toward us. He had
a pistol in one hand and a bottle in the other. I still had the
musket cradled up underneath Hannah, which he didn’t seem to
notice.

He saw Hannah in my arms and eyed me
suspiciously.

“What’s this?” he
demanded.

His breath reeked of spirits and his
uniform was in slight disarray. He didn’t look drunk, but then the
pistol didn’t look exactly rock steady either. If I didn’t have
Hannah, disarming him would have been easy enough; but as it was, I
worried about him getting off a shot, or yelling for
help.

My brain raced for something to say and
I stammered, “Uh…we are…uh…”

He didn’t bother waiting for my reply.
“Oi. You sneakin’ women into your quarters, ain’t you?”

My brain still seemed locked,
“Uhh…”

“I gots eyes, don’t deny it.
Just make things worse for you. Now get a move on,” he flicked his
pistol toward the sound of the laughter, motioning for us to go
there.

Jane left Sarah’s side.

“Oh, please don’t turn us
in,” she pleaded, and then slipped between his arms so quickly, he
didn’t know what to do. She pressed her body up to his and said
seductively, while teasing his hair, “Surely there is something I
can do to dissuade you.”

He looked down at her alluring smile
and a grin spread across his face, revealing rotting, black teeth.
“Well now, perhaps there is something after all,” he said, in a
pathetic attempt to match her seduction. Stuffing the pistol
loosely into his belt, he placed his arm around Jane, and took a
long swig from the bottle. “I know just the place,” he said,
pinching her bottom.

She giggled playfully, as I watched in
horror.

The soldier led her down the hall
towards the sound of the raucous laughter.

“John,” whispered Hannah.
“Close your mouth and stop gaping. Good boy. Now put me down and
follow them.”

I could hear Jane ask, “Aren’t you
going to share that with me?”

He handed her the bottle, as they
slipped into a room and closed the door.

I sprinted down to the door and flung
it open. The man was sprawled on the floor in a small puddle of
liquor and bits of shattered glass.

Jane stood over him, still holding the
broken end of the bottle.

I relieved him of his pistol and
stuffed it into my own belt.

Jane brushed the glass off him and
placed the end of the broken bottle near his hand, in an effort to
make it look like he had simply passed out.

With a smile, she looked at me and
asked, “What would you do without me?”

Before realizing what I was doing, I
threw my arms around her. It startled her—and me, for that matter.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, releasing her.

“Don’t be,” she said,
drawing in so closely that we were only inches apart. “I have that
effect on men, you know.”

“Goodness,” said Hannah from
the doorway. “I can’t ever leave you two alone, can I?”

Sarah stood by, wearing a
smile.

I stepped back and muttered, “We’d
better be on our way.”

“Yes, we’d better,” replied
Hannah distrustfully.

Back in the hall, light spilled out of
an open room farther down; it was also the source of the laughter.
Far behind us came the sound of more laughter. Men were coming down
the long corridor behind us.

There was no choice; we had to go
forward. I scooped up Hannah, while Jane resumed her position by
Sarah’s side.

We passed by the open room. A dozen men
sat around wooden tables, located in front of a fireplace. The fire
burned low. They were drinking, laughing, and swapping tales. Some
had passed out on the floor. One noticed us and suddenly
straightened up. Here it comes, I thought and waited for
the alarm to rise. Instead, he raised his cup in a drunken salute,
then promptly fell over backward and lay unconscious on the
floor.

Safely past the commotion, we arrived
at the door. Sarah slipped the key in the lock and opened
it.

The night air felt cold and damp; the
storm had moved on and was now raging off in the distance. Outside,
the grounds were quiet, all the activity of the day long over. The
only movement my sight revealed was of the sentries manning the
wall, much fewer in number than the previous night, but still
alert. There were two guards posted at the main entrance to each
castle, and I assumed our castle had the same contingent. Four pair
of soldiers patrolled the grounds in a circular pattern, though
they appeared to be going more through the motions than actively
surveying. Crossing to the stables didn’t appear to present any
great challenge, more a matter of timing than anything.

When the nearest pair of soldiers
passed, we made our move. When the next pair neared, we hid behind
trees. And so we weaved our way to the stables. It was much slower
than I’d hoped, but still uneventful.

At the stables, I placed Hannah on her
feet while I unlatched and slowly pushed the large door open a
crack. Peering inside, nothing seemed out of place, except for the
sound of heavy sleeping. I motioned for the women to come. They
quickly slipped in and closed the door behind them.

After a moment of searching, I found
the source of the snoring. Within the stables were two small rooms.
In one laid my crossbow, absent of all but five arrows. I snatched
them up and silently strung it. The other room held a grimy bed on
which a smelly, muscular man slept. The butt of a pistol protruded
from beneath his pillow. I quietly added it to the other one
already in my belt. After locating some rope, the man finally woke
to me binding his wrists, while Jane gagged him. He struggled, but
with our task nearly completed, all he could do was glare at
us.

I tied his feet together, and then
secured him to the bed, patted his cheek, and muttered, “Sleep
tight.”

After grabbing all the ammunition I
could find, we returned to the others.

“I don’t believe your farm
is safe anymore,” I said to Sarah.

“No,” she
replied.

“How far away is the nearest
settlement?”

“There is only one
settlement close by. It’s just shy of a day and a half
ride.”

“Then we’ll make that our
destination?” I suggested.

They agreed.

With that determined, I said, “Wait
here. I’ll be right back.”

Sarah and Hannah stayed put; Jane
didn’t. She followed me down the rows of stables.

In no time, I had found what I was
looking for. Smoke whinnied and draped his head over my shoulder in
a horse-type hug.

I patted him affectionately in
response.

The stall next to his contained Sarah’s
brown mare.

Jane took the task of saddling them
while I picked out another two of the fastest horses I could find,
or at least what I guessed were the best. Even more importantly, I
hoped they had stamina.

We saddled and led them back to Sarah
and Hannah.

“We’ll have to go through
the main doors of the castle,” I said. “They are the only ones big
and wide enough to ride through.

“We’re going to ride through
the castle?” asked Hannah somewhat dubiously.

“Why not?” I asked. “Much
quicker than walking; and there’s no question the main hallways and
doors are large enough—they were built for the Brean. Do you think
you can manage?”

She nodded resolutely. “Just don’t put
me on Smoke.”

“No,” I replied. “I think
I’ll ride him myself this time.”

I carefully lifted Hannah up into a
saddle. She winced in pain, but gave no complaint. I then helped
Sarah onto her horse, while Jane mounted another.

“We’ll have to deal with the
guards at the doors,” I said to Jane.

She patted her musket, “I’m
ready.”

“Is everyone else ready?” I
asked.

They nodded and gripped their
reins.

Going over to the stable door, I peeked
out and watched until the patrolling soldiers passed, waiting for
the largest gap possible. Then, swinging the door wide open, I
leapt on Smoke and led the charge, out onto the wet
grounds.

We were halfway back to the castle when
someone raised the alarm.

“Halt,” yelled one of the
patrolling soldiers. His partner turned to see what the commotion
was about.

“Halt,” he yelled again at
the top of his voice. Now we had the attention of all the soldiers,
including those manning the walls and guarding the
doors.

We made no attempt to stop.

He fired a warning shot.

We ignored it and charged on toward the
castle. As we drew near, the guards at the door looked
uneasy.

One yelled, “Halt.”

When we didn’t, they raised their
muskets and aimed threateningly.

Jane pulled up next to me and drew her
musket. I did the same.

Both sides waited tensely for the
distance to close—the closer we were, the better the shot.
Unfortunately, they had the advantage, as it was much more
difficult to shoot accurately from a moving horse.

A few scattered pot shots rang out from
the patrolling soldiers, but they were too far away to be a
concern.

We drew within effective weapons range.
Securing our reins, we both stood up in our stirrups, while using
our legs to hang on and absorb the up and down motion from our
mounts.

Jane fired first. The musket erupted,
with billowing smoke shooting out the end. The white plume was
angrily disrupted and scattered, as she continued her charge
through its midst.

Her shot was true—a guard violently
jerked and toppled over.

Following her lead, I fired. My weapon
mimicked hers, the cloud of smoke obscuring my vision. Charging
through the sulfurous smell of the smoke revealed that my target
still stood, calmly, in fact.

He took his time and, deciding to take
revenge on Jane, changed his aim from me to her.

I couldn’t bear the thought of
something happening to her. I kicked Smoke and he surged ahead. It
wasn’t much, but it was enough to cut in front of Jane, causing her
to alter course slightly and thereby putting me in the sights of
the soldier.

He fired.

For a brief moment, I thought he had
missed; but then a searing pain roared across my side, just above
my belt. The force from the little ball felt like I’d been hit with
a large, heavy hammer, swung by a strong blacksmith.

Using every ounce of effort, I kept
myself from flying out of the saddle. Warm blood ran down my
side.

The guard dove for his fallen comrade’s
unspent musket. At the same time, the doors flung open, hitting him
in mid stride and sending him sprawling onto the ground.

Armed soldiers filled the
doorway.

Smoke leapt up the steps and plowed
into the unprepared men. Bodies scattered this way and that, as
those lucky enough to avoid Smoke now had to scramble away from
Jane, Hannah, and Sarah’s mounts.

Hooves clattered and echoed through the
stone castle as we continued our charge.

Officers screamed orders at the fallen
men, trying to get them to their feet and in pursuit.

Torches and lamps whizzed by, like
angry fireflies.

Occasionally, we slowed to make a
turn.

A few curious onlookers dared to enter
the passageway, only to leap back in an effort to avoid the
gigantic dark gray horse.

I passed a turn.

“No, it’s this way,” shouted
Jane, who then took up the lead.

Hannah and Sarah followed
her.

Smoke slid to a stop on the smooth
stone.

The shouts of soldiers rang through the
castle, accompanied by the sound of boots pounding the stone. It
seemed like they came from everywhere.

Awkwardly, I turned Smoke around, and
we quickly caught up to the others.

Through one last, recognizable
corridor, we emerged into the cavern. Before us, the torch-lit
staircase descended like a coiled serpent, wrapping its way around
the black shaft of darkness.

Jane hopped off her horse and started
to lead it down the steps.

“Wait,” I called.

She stopped.

Addressing Sarah, I asked, “Do you
think you can ride down the stairs?”

“Yes,” she
replied.

“Good.”

I dismounted Smoke and, with a bit of
maneuvering, we positioned Sarah in the front. She led Jane’s mare,
followed by Smoke, who had no need of being led, with Hannah taking
up the rear.

“Is this necessary? Can’t we
walk?” asked Hannah more than a little worried.

“It is necessary,” I
replied. “You can barely walk and, at any moment, soldiers are
going to pour onto the stairs where we will be easy targets. Your
part is simple; your horse should follow the others without a
problem.”

“Should?” she asked
anxiously.

“You can ride Smoke if you
prefer.”

Suddenly, she seemed fine with her
horse.

Grabbing my crossbow and ammunition, I
signaled for Sarah to start going. “Wait for us at the bottom,” I
instructed.

She nodded, turned forward, and nudged
her mount forward. The line of animals slowly descended the
stairs.

I gave Jane my musket. “Load it for
me?”

She took it. “What are you going to
do?”

The shouts of soldiers drew
closer.

“You’ll see. Follow
me.”

I ran down the staircase and, grabbing
torch after torch, flung them over the edge.

They fell, flickering and fluttering in
their downward rush to meet the bottom. Hitting the rock, they
spewed burning embers everywhere.

Not quite halfway down, I caught up
with the horse caravan. Taking one last torch, I tossed it over the
edge, and then ran back up to meet Jane, who had only made it about
a quarter of the way.

I stopped her. “This is a good
position. We’ll cover them until they get to the
bottom.”

She handed me a musket. “A good
position? I don’t see how… Oh,” she said, looking around and seeing
what I had done. The top half of the cave, where we were hiding,
was now enshrouded in darkness. The bottom half remained lit for
horse and rider to see.

“Here they come,” I
warned.

The first soldier, an officer, burst
out of the corridor and onto the stairs.

Waving his sword at the horses, he
yelled excitedly, “There they are. Shoot them!”

Apparently, in his exuberance, he
failed to notice that two of the horses were missing
riders.

Jane wasted no time in reversing his
orders. Her musket belched fire through the darkness, briefly
giving away our position; but the officer didn’t notice. Her shot
found its mark, and he fell over dead.

More soldiers caught up and poured out
onto the stairs.

I took my turn, fired… and
missed…again.

Perhaps it was intuition, or maybe
because it’s what I would have done—either way, I didn’t have to
look to know that Jane eyed me questioningly. I didn’t meet her
gaze, and she said nothing. She broke her stare and
reloaded.

Trying to redeem myself, I grabbed up
the crossbow. Quickly, I aimed, and pulled the trigger—halfway, for
the first arrow, then all the way for the second. Silent and lethal
arrows sliced through the air, burying themselves deep into their
victims. Neither of them heard a thing. The first man cried out in
pain and fell backward. The other screamed and tumbled over the
edge, into the black abyss. Seconds passed before a crunching thud
echoed up, registering the end of his descent.

Regretting that I’d left the remaining
three arrows on Smoke, I returned to loading the musket.

Some of the soldiers saw the spark from
our muskets, including another officer. He yelled orders to shoot
at the flash.

I desperately grabbed Jane by the hand
and dragged her further down the stairs.

The soldiers fired.

Balls flew by dangerously close,
ricocheting off the cavern walls and out into the
blackness.

Jane finished loading and fired at the
officer; he crumbled to the ground with a croak.

She started to reload, but I took the
musket from her and thrust my loaded one into her hands. Then I
reloaded hers.

She fired and missed.

I finished loading and handed her the
musket. This time she hit her target. We repeated the cycle three
more times, with three more hits.

The mini massacre didn’t go unnoticed
by the remaining soldiers. Without an officer to direct and
motivate them, they fled to the safety of the passageway, stumbling
over the fallen and wounded in their escape.

Scooping up the crossbow, I tucked it
under my arm and grasped the musket and balls. With my other hand,
I took Jane’s.

“Let’s go,” I said. “They
won’t stay there for long.”

And indeed the angry shouts of arriving
officers could already be heard as they ordered and reorganized the
men in preparation for another assault.

Hand in hand, we fled down the
stairs.

“Amazing! Where did you
learn to shoot like that?” I asked.

“Sarah,” she replied with a
grin. “I’ll teach you when we have more time.”

A sharp pain shot through my side. I
groaned through gritted teeth, withdrew my hand from Jane’s, and
pressed it against the wound. My clothes were soaked with blood. In
the excitement, I’d forgotten about it, though in light of the
pain, I’m not sure how.

“You’re wounded,” cried
Jane. “When did it happen?”

“The guard at the castle
door.”

“When you cut in front of
me,” she said more to herself. She then added resolutely, “We need
to bandage it.”

“I most assuredly agree. But
perhaps now isn’t the best time. Don’t worry, I won’t collapse for
at least another minute or two,” I joked.

She didn’t think I was
funny.

We reached the bottom and ran into the
passage leading to the dungeon where Sarah and Hannah waited. Jane
leapt up onto her horse, and I launched onto Smoke. Halfway through
my jump, I realized a more judicial and perhaps less heroic
approach to mounting Smoke would have been in order. In pain, I
gasped in a somewhat less masculine way than I would have liked.
But at least I made it, saving me the embarrassment of falling back
to the ground. I wondered what kind of hell Sarah and Hannah were
experiencing with their many cuts and wounds. It sent a tingle of
sympathy pangs to areas best left unmentioned.

The sound of soldiers clamoring down
the stairs filled the air.

“Hurry! GO!” I shouted
unnecessarily, as Sarah had also heard the commotion and was
already galloping down the tunnel.

Through the passage we fled, and in no
time, one by one, we burst into the dungeon.

Suddenly, Hannah, then Jane let out
screams of terror; Hannah’s being the loudest.

Upon entering the chamber, I
immediately saw the horror that lay before us. I sucked in my
breath, stifling the cry that threatened to escape.
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Chapter Twenty-one: Beyond the Wall
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SIX Brean hunched over Lyman’s and the now dead
soldiers’ bodies. They were feasting on the corpses, their ugly
faces and hands drenched in blood.

Raising their massive heads, they
regarded us with their black, cold eyes.

My stare met with that of a Brean who,
although I couldn’t be sure, resembled the first one I’d seen and
shot near Sarah’s. It felt like ages ago.

It recognized me, too.

The monster stretched its jaws wide and
bellowed a deafening roar that blew spittle and blood. The other
Brean responded, in a chorus of thunderous vociferation that shook
the cave and sent shivers of fear down my spine.

Sarah charged through the chamber, past
the Brean, and down the last tunnel leading to the outside. Hannah
followed Sarah into the tunnel, with Jane right behind.

Altering Smoke’s course slightly, we
dashed by the wall, and I grabbed a torch before turning and
galloping down the tunnel.

Grunts, snarls, and the thumping of
padded feet, echoed behind us, and told me that the pursuit was
on.

Past the torture room and down the dark
tunnel we sped.

Looking back, my heart leapt. One of
the Brean had gained ground and was frightfully close.

Rounding the bend in the tunnel, I
turned my head just in time to see Sarah exit the cave and
disappear into the night.

Approaching the mouth of the cave
revealed what I’d been waiting for—barrels of black powder,
specifically the one with the lid that I’d pried back
earlier.

Hannah exited.

My hands felt cold and clammy. The
placement of the torch was a problem I hadn’t fully figured out
yet. All I knew was that tossing it directly on the powder would
cause an instant explosion, blowing everything left in the tunnel
to bits, including me and Smoke.

Jane exited.

At least I don’t have to shoot the
barrel, I thought dryly.

I took a deep breath, which caused pain
to shoot through my side, and tossed the torch. It flew in an arch
and landed on the lid. The momentum from its weight caused the lid
to shift; and the burning torch reversed course and slowly started
its fatal roll down toward its destiny…entirely too fast. The cave
was about to become a tomb—my tomb.

The exit grew nearer, yet had the
terrible effect of shrinking away from me the closer the blazing
torch came to the powder.

When I was sure my life was over, an
odd experience happened.... Time slowed—or perhaps my brain sped
up. All kinds of thoughts filled my head. I thought about my short
time at Sarah’s, and my first encounter with Jane and Hannah. My
thoughts flowed like a river—the cascading water randomly bubbling
from one memory to another.

We sailed on as the tip of the fiery
torch rolled to the edge, about to fall into the powder and thereby
turn the cave into rubble. My river of thoughts became dark and
ugly—its murky water rushing over the edge of a high fall, tumbling
and tossing, racing to its final fate below. I was going to die in
this cave. How will death come? Perhaps I would be killed
quickly under the crushing weight of rock. Or will I die
slowly—in a trapped pocket of air, as dust chokes my lungs and
suffocates me?

Like water dashing on the rocks below
the fall, a chilling screech pulled me from the dark corners of my
mind. It was a terrifying sound that drew my attention behind me.
The Brean leapt into the air. Its sharp claws poised for the kill
as it shot towards us.

Whether it was the cry from the monster
behind us that motivated him, or that he too could feel the
impending danger—whatever the reason, Smoke launched forward. He
accelerated so fast that I nearly tumbled off his back. It was
unnaturally swift, and the only thing that saved me was a desperate
grasp of his mane. In that moment, I learned that, not only was
Smoke an incredible animal, but he was special,
too.

With that incredible burst of speed, we
sailed out into the fresh air and away from the opening.

The explosion roared behind us. It
looked, and felt, like a cannon. Rock, dust, and bits of Brean
blasted out the opening of the cave and rained down over the
remains of the rock quarry and woods. The blast was devastating.
The earth trembled, as unseen rock collapsed and sealed the
entrance. The rumbling continued until the cave-in had completed
itself.

When the destruction was over, Sarah
asked in astonishment, “What happened?”

“I threw a torch,” I replied
casually, as if that explained everything.

“That was some torch,”
retorted Jane.

“Yes, I’ll teach you how to
throw one when we have more time,” I replied calmly, though I shook
uncontrollably from fear and excitement.

Jane threw me a sarcastic
smile.

“But for now,” I continued,
“I’m positive that the whole garrison is awake.”

“If not the whole town,”
added Hannah.

“Yes, well, my point is, I
think they may send someone to investigate. We should get
away.”

“Oh, I am quite positive
they will do more than just that,” informed Sarah, looking
up.

We all followed her eyes. High above,
on his balcony, stood Lord Wright, glaring down at us through the
cloud of dust and debris. Two men stood at his side. One of them
pointed in our direction and said something. Wright
nodded.

“Then we’d better not waste
any more time,” I suggested.

“No,” contradicted
Jane.

“What?” I asked, not
entirely sure I heard her right.

“No,” she repeated. “I’m
going to check your wound and bandage it.” She alighted from her
mount.

I started to protest, but she cut me
off.

“We have a few minutes at
the least. It will take them time to get horses and men ready.
And,” she said, holding a finger up to keep me from protesting, “it
will take longer if you argue, and much longer if we have to go
back and pick you up after you’ve fainted from loss of
blood.”

“She’s right,” agreed Sarah.
“I’m afraid we won’t survive in the woods for very long without
you.”

I knew that arguing with the women was
a losing proposition, so I gave in. “Very well,” I said,
dismounting Smoke with a grimace. “But do hurry.”

“As fast as I can,” she
assured.

She gingerly lifted my clothes,
exposing my wound.

Hannah went white.

“That awful?” I
asked.

She nodded.

Jane took a moment longer before giving
a more judicious and informed answer. “It looks bad, but I don’t
believe it hit anything important. It’s shallow and the ball passed
through. You could use some cleaning and sewing; but since we don’t
have the proper supplies, a bandage will have to
suffice.”

Jane quickly tore some strips of cloth
from my shirt and bandaged me up. “There, I suppose that’s the best
I can do.”

The pressure of the wrap did feel
better.

“Thank you,” I said
sincerely.

A sweet smile was her reply.

“Now may we go?”

Jane mounted her horse and set off at a
trot.

We worked our way north through the
remains of the hill and past the north gate.

The town guards were well awake, but
they were looking toward the garrison, pointing and talking to each
other.

I pulled up next to Sarah, withdrew the
musket from Smoke, and gave it to her.

“What are you doing?” she
asked.

“Giving you
this.”

“I’m not in much shape to
shoot at anything,” she protested.

“Neither is he,” teased
Jane.

“I’m afraid it’s true,” I
sighed. “I’m not a very good shot, but that isn’t why I’m giving it
to you. I won’t need it, and you may.”

Hannah looked scared. “Why?”

“I’m only going to retrieve
the food I left in the field, as well as the rifle,” I reassured
her. “Both of which we’ll need—especially the food. You all look
like you could use some nourishment.”

“Shall we wait?” asked
Jane.

“No, I want to put some
distance between us and the town. I’ll catch up.”

“Hurry back.”

“As soon as I can. And
Sarah?”

“Yes.”

“Keep them going, no matter
what you hear. In fact, if you hear anything, run as fast as you
can.”

She nodded.

I peeled away, before any more
questions could be asked.

The storm had moved off, revealing
brilliant stars and a bright moon which lit up the damp countryside
in its pale, white light. It also made it easier to find the oil
skin pack, which lay right where I’d left it. Scooping it up, I
continued on to the trees where the rifle waited.

Clamorous shouts surged from the wall.
The guards had finally noticed the women, and were gesturing
excitedly at them. They hadn’t spotted me yet.

Other than talking amongst themselves,
they didn’t appear to be doing anything about it. I hoped that’s
all they would do.

I pressed on to the tree line and
slipped into the woods. Locating the rifle was a bit more of a
challenge. Many of the trees looked like the ones I wanted, but
none had what I searched for. About to give up, I checked one more
maple that looked promising and finally found the rifle, lying on
the ground.

Faintly, through the trees, I heard the
sound that I hoped I wouldn’t, but knew I would—the unmistakable
groan from the rusty hinges that held the massive gates. Opening my
vision, I saw town guards pointing in the direction where the women
had disappeared into the forest. Ten mounted soldiers streamed out
of the town, two by two, riding at a full gallop.

I knew we would be pursued, once Lord
Wright had discovered us. That was part of the reason why I had
separated from the women...to implement a plan. And now, it was
time to see how well, if at all, my idea would work.

I picked the shortest line to intercept
the cavalry, and kicked Smoke into action.

He responded with enthusiasm and
galloped through the trees. Apparently, he didn’t suffer from the
exhaustion that plagued me. I would have given anything to lie down
in a warm bed and let the fire in my wound subside. But it was
pointless and disheartening to dwell upon it, so I set my
concentration to the task at hand.

At the edge of my vision, I saw the
women still moving at a trot. They hadn’t heard the gate and didn’t
know they were being hunted. They would be caught soon.

We flew back onto the field and angled
in behind the riders. There were no corridors, caves, or trees to
slow Smoke down. Despite my pain and exhaustion, Smoke’s rhythmic
pounding and raw speed felt exhilarating.

Our dash through the open attracted the
attention of the guards on the wall. In a valiant effort to warn
the cavalry, they yelled and waved frantically. It was no use; the
soldiers remained focused on the women. Besides, I was doubtful
they could hear anything over the thunder of their horses. If they
did, they probably thought it was just cheering.

I fell into the rear of the column,
just as they charged into the woods. No one noticed that an
eleventh rider had joined the back of their group.

I withdrew the crossbow, freshly loaded
with its lethal, silent arrows. I aimed, and pulled the trigger.
The little twang, signaling the soldiers’ demise, was masked by the
sound of pounding hooves. 

One by one, in rapid succession, two
victims fell with a thud. I nudged Smoke forward. He ran between
the two rider-less horses and on up to the next unsuspecting
pair.

However, without the true and sure
arrows, I had to risk getting closer. These two soldiers noticed
something was wrong when Smoke’s bobbing head appeared between
them. Even so, there wasn’t anything they could do.

I had already drawn my pistols, and was
so close that even I couldn’t miss. Both weapons barked and leapt
in my hands. White smoke spat out the ends and streamed behind my
outstretched arms. The deadly balls found their targets and the
soldiers hit the ground in a rolling, tumbling, crumpling
motion.

One of them, without a doubt, was dead.
His ghost furiously rode the unburdened horse. It kicked and cursed
at the animal for slowing and falling behind. The horse drifted
away from the group, enraging the ghost even more. It grappled,
fruitlessly, for a whip that he couldn’t hold.

The rest of the soldiers now knew that
something was terribly wrong. It was confirmed to them when they
looked back and realized that four of their comrades were
missing.

I stuffed the pistols back into my
belt, and Smoke, not knowing I wanted him to slow, continued his
charge up and in between the next two riders.

For a moment, we all looked confused;
but it didn’t last long. The soldier on my right quickly drew his
pistol.

There was no time to draw the
rifle.

Seizing the reins, I did the only thing
I could think of. I drew back and turned hard to the right. Without
hesitation, Smoke slowed, turned, and charged into the hindquarters
of the smaller animal. He caught it with its hind legs in the air.
Without weight on his back legs, the horse swung sideways. Unable
to keep its footing, it fell over. The rider clung desperately to
an elusive grasp that would keep him in the saddle, but quickly
lost the battle against momentum and force. In the end, it turned
out to be a blessing for him, as he was flung clear of the saddle,
and free from the crushing weight of his mount.

Smoke stumbled for a moment, but
regained his stride and continued his turn away from the toppling
duo. We crashed through the trees as gunfire erupted from the
remaining horsemen.

Balls shredded the air, blasting leaves
and branches around us. One even came so close as to tousle the
back of my hair.

Two men peeled away and gave chase;
while the other three continued after the women, whom I noticed
had, thankfully, heard the commotion and were now galloping at full
speed.

I angled away from the other three
riders and coaxed Smoke to run faster. He valiantly responded. Each
of his powerful strides put a little more space between me and my
pursuers.

When the distance was enough, I slowed
Smoke to match their speed and searched for a fallen tree of just
the right height.

We darted around trunks and over
obstacles. It took a bit of hunting before finding what I was
looking for. We aimed for it and I set up Smoke’s approach. He
launched over it with ease—but then, the fallen tree wasn’t chosen
necessarily for its height, but for the difficulty in seeing beyond
it.

As soon as we landed, I reined up and
turned Smoke around. Withdrawing the rifle, I aimed and waited
momentarily.

The thumping of hooves drew up to the
fallen tree, and the lead horseman launched into the air. His head,
and that of his mount, appeared first; but I waited for their
entire bodies to clear the obstacle. With my poor aim, I needed the
biggest target possible.

The man’s eyes went wide with fear as
he realized, too late, the deadly trap he was in.

I fired.

The rifle roared to life. The air
filled with the acrid smoke from the black powder, and partially
blocked my vision. However, I could see enough to tell that
something was wrong with the horse. It came down without energy or
the rigidity and tension it should possess.

Upon landing, the animal’s legs simply
folded. It somersaulted forward, and catapulted his rider face
first into the ground and continued to roll until its back came
crashing down onto the poor man.

Both lay motionless.

The second rider leapt over the stump.
Seeing the jumbled mess of horse and man beneath him, he tensed
with fear. Down they came. His horse miraculously located a spot
for its legs, and landed with only a small stumble. Relief filled
the soldier’s face, then instantly transformed to anger. He aimed
his horse at me, drew his sword, and charged.

I hadn’t planned on him surviving the
jump, and found myself unprepared for the ferocious attack.
Desperately, I struggled to raise my rifle. The gleaming, sharp
blade sliced through the air, making a whooshing sound as it fell.
It embedded deep into the wood stock of my gun.

Instantly, the soldier tore it
free—nearly wrenching the rifle from my hands. Rage contorted his
face. He slashed again, breaking a barrel band. Again he slashed,
breaking the flintlock mechanism. Like a mad man, again and again,
he chopped; his blows splintering wood and obliterating the rifle
as I feebly defended against his attacks.

Our horses danced around each other
while their masters waged war above their heads. Or more
accurately, one master battled, while the other somehow survived.
It was only a matter of time before I lost the fight against the
superior training of the soldier.

The next time he drew back in
preparation for another lightning strike, I threw the splintered
and broken rifle at his chest.

It did little to hurt him, and he
easily knocked it away. However, it bought me a few precious
seconds. I utilized them by kicking Smoke into flight. He lurched
ahead, churning the dirt beneath his hooves. I leaned forward,
desperate to avoid the next lethal blow that was already in
progress.

The blade skimmed the back of my
clothes and a new draft was born in them.

Instantly, my enemy gave
chase.

Flying through the woods, we galloped
as fast as our mounts could go.

Astoundingly, by driving his horse
unusually hard, the soldier remained close behind. The gap between
us and the other three soldiers closed, as did the gap between them
and the women. I kept a safe distance out of musket range as we
slowly caught up, and then passed the other three
riders.

The miles rolled by as we hurtled on
through the forest. Night started its gradual fade to day, and the
sun began its slow climb over the horizon. A glance under my arm
showed the soldier still riding like he was possessed by a demon.
Flogging his horse, he beat every ounce of speed from the poor
animal, but his mount was no match for Smoke. Even with his
viciousness, it wasn’t enough to catch us.

Despite growing tired and dripping with
sweat, Smoke slowly and steadily continued to grow the distance
between us, length by length.

All the horses were being pushed beyond
their limits, and soon, one of them would collapse. If betting
wasn’t a sin, and there was someone to take my wager, it would be
on my pursuer. His horse faded, but the whipping continued,
nonetheless.

I angled over and worked my way behind
the women. When they heard Smoke running up behind them, they all
turned with fearful expressions, which morphed into recognition,
and then to relief. Smoke slowed to match their pace. The maniac
horseman had now joined his comrades, but continued his steady fall
behind.

The chase continued until a horse did
finally collapse.

I would have won my bet.

At this point, the soldiers realized
that running their horses into the ground wasn’t a very good idea
this far away from anything. They reined up and granted their
mounts a rest.

I slowed our small group to a trot
until we were out of their sight, and then we too
rested.

It turned out to be quite a long rest,
which was good for the animals as well as their riders. Ideally, it
should have lasted for days. Hannah looked extremely pale. The ride
was the roughest on her, but she didn’t complain. A part of me
wished she would, at least then I would know she still had some
kick left in her. Both Hannah and Sarah’s clothes were stained with
fresh patches of blood from their many wounds being constantly
reopened by the long, hard ride. Exhausted and in pain, no one said
much of anything.

Using the opportunity, I took to
reloading the pistols, and then my crossbow, with the last
remaining arrow. After that, I tracked the soldiers with my extra
vision. We mimicked their movements. When they rode, we rode; when
they rested, so did we—always staying out of sight, but not by
much. I hoped if they never saw us, they would get discouraged and
give up. They didn’t.

We continued through the rest of the
day in that strange standoff, until…

Behind us, in the distance, a lone,
high, staccato-like cry floated across the hilltops. A chill ran up
my spine. I knew what it meant, as I had heard it once
before.

 Chapter Twenty-two:
Alyth
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THE cry was answered just like before. And again, it was
answered. It was echoed so many times, I lost count. From behind,
and from our sides, those bone-chilling cries rose over the
treetops.

Judging from the location of the first
call, I guessed they had found our tracks.

I turned to check on the women; terror
was written in their faces. The soldiers weren’t concerned.
Apparently, their part in this ordeal had been played; with nothing
to fear, they simply mounted, turned around, and departed at a
leisurely walk.

“How far away are we from
our destination?” I asked anxiously.

“Perhaps three or four
miles—possibly even five; but no more,” replied Sarah
tensely.

An all-out run of that distance, on
already tired horses, was asking a lot, if not too much.

I didn’t think Hannah could get any
paler, but I was wrong. She said nothing, but resolutely gripped
the reins and shot me a look of courage that melted my heart. She
really was much stronger than I would have ever guessed before all
this happened.

I searched the surrounding countryside
for the source of the cries and found nothing. Though I couldn’t
see any Brean, I did see the clearest and flattest path through the
trees.

“Keep up and don’t spare the
horses,” I instructed. “If any of your mounts fail, I will come
back for you. The others keep going.”

They all nodded in understanding, and
we set off at a fast gallop—one that I knew would stretch their
horses’ endurance past their limits.

I opened my vision and left it open, in
search for the black vortexes that were the Brean. It taxed my
already exhausted body. I wasn’t so much worried about the monster
calls that came from behind us; they would have a tough time
catching up. The more worrisome ones came from our sides. They were
the ones that had a chance at heading us off.

As we galloped, the feeling was
surreal. The trees flew by in the crisp, autumn air. Much had
progressed in the week since I started this strange journey. The
woods were now completely ablaze in a sea of color. Whereas only a
few leaves had fallen to the ground before, now they rained down,
leaving a thin blanket of the colorful foliage. Unfortunately, it
wasn’t thick enough to cover our tracks. As the leaves fell, the
cries of the monsters intensified.

Still, I couldn’t see them.

It wasn’t until the town slowly
materialized on the edge of my vision, did the terrible, soulless
voids emerge into sight. More accurately, it wasn’t the town that I
saw, but men manning yet another wall, or what I assumed was a
wall, because they looked oddly suspended in the air.

Running in that awkward stance of
theirs, weaving through the trees, the Brean poured out of the
forest. A wall of Brean began closing in on each side of us, giving
the impression that we were hurtling through a narrowing
canyon.

I judged our speed and the distance we
still needed to go, against the speed at which the monsters were
closing in, and my heart sank. It wasn’t enough. Despair washed
over me—its dark waves crashing all around, filling my lungs, and
choking off all hope. How could we make it through so much,
just to fail so painfully close to our goal? It didn’t seem
right.

So close, but not close enough. Smoke
could have made it, but I couldn’t live knowing I’d left the women
I loved to stand alone. Hearing their cries of pain, and to imagine
or possibly witness the hideous beasts feasting on them, was too
much to bear. Life without any of them would be hollow and empty. I
wanted to be where they were, even if it was in these dreadful
circumstances.

I still had two pistols and an arrow;
if I had to, I would make their deaths quick. Not slowly, not
horribly, not to be toyed with, for who knows how long, at the
hands of those monsters.

And after that, I wouldn’t care what
they did to me.

I closed my vision; it was too much for
me to take in.

I bowed my head, as if a heavy weight
had fallen upon me. My eyes closed and, unexpectedly, I found
myself praying. I prayed desperately for God to do something. I
prayed that it be His will for us to live. I prayed for a
miracle.

Slowly, I opened my eyes, and noticed
the sweat pouring down Smoke, drenching his dark coat and making it
even darker. His gallop was still strong, and I knew it would stay
that way right until the end. To see his magnificent stride and
unbreakable spirit, to know that he wouldn’t give up until he was
forced to, kindled something deep inside of me—not hope, but shame.
Smoke wouldn’t quit until a pack of monsters drug him down, or
until his heart literally gave out. If he won’t give up, why
should I? We may die; but why make it easy? I wasn’t going to
fail simply because I didn’t try. No. I won’t vanquish myself
or the girls. I’ll make the monsters do it—and I’ll make them work
for it.

That shame inside me suddenly sparked,
and determination ignited in its place, burning slowly but
resolutely.

I raised my head and drew the two
pistols. Not so much because I thought I’d actually hit anything—it
just felt like the right thing to do. Plus, I was tired of them
digging underneath my belt—a silly thing to be concerned about, I
know.

Still, I left my vision closed. It’s
easier to take on one problem at a time than to focus on them all
at once.

Our appointed time with destiny grew
near. At first, it felt like a trick of the eye through the falling
leaves: dark, hairy bodies, blending and merging with the foliage,
appeared momentarily, dancing through the autumn sun, only to
return again to shadow. One by one they appeared.

As they saw us, they changed course
slightly, and plotted our interception. A small one, in particular,
ran amazingly fast. It angled and streaked toward me.

I wanted desperately to shoot, but I
had to wait. Hitting anything with a pistol, on the back of Smoke’s
heaving body, was as close to impossibility as I could think of for
me. So I waited.

It drew close.

And when I thought I couldn’t wait
anymore, I waited.

Finally, when it was mere yards away, I
shot.

The ball blasted into its chest.
Despite the obvious wound appearing, all it did was slow him
momentarily.

Frantically, not bothering to aim, I
fired the other pistol.

The poorly aimed shot was rewarded with
nothing. I missed.

I fumbled for the dagger, just as the
Brean snarled ferociously... and leapt.

This is it, I
thought.

I felt somewhat disappointed. I had
imagined a more glorious fight—perhaps it taking three or four of
the beasts to stop me. I envisioned being a little closer to the
town, where there would be a witness—someone to pen a song about
the heroic stranger. I certainly didn’t expect to die at the hands
of the first Brean that attacked, and a small one at that—at least
for a Brean.

Two things happened at the same time.
The first was a crack from a musket, and the second was a huge
chunk of the monster’s head exploding before my eyes.
Unfortunately, the shot didn’t stop its momentum. Bracing for the
impact, I dropped the dagger and ducked. Using every ounce of my
strength to hang on, I clung to the saddle and Smoke’s mane The
Brean’s bloody, stinking, hulking body careened into me. It rolled
and flopped over my back, then tumbled to the ground.

I wasted no time in looking back to see
my savior.

Jane smiled and winked, her smoking
musket still clutched in her hand.

I returned the smile.

Then she did something I thought quite
odd…. She screamed.

There wasn’t anything I could see wrong
with her, or Sarah, for that matter, or Hannah.

Suddenly, Sarah’s eyes went wide and
Hannah screamed, too.

They were looking at me.

Perhaps the smaller Brean had injured
me when we hit. But I didn’t feel anything wrong.

Sarah pointed frantically.

Following their eyes, I realized they
weren’t looking at me, but at the huge monster materializing right
in front of me.

 


***

 


Naehume was gigantic, towering at least
two or three feet above me atop Smoke. I knew he was large, but
hunched over in the dungeon didn’t convey the proper scope of his
size. Seeing him drawn up to his full height was truly
terrifying.

With Smoke’s speed, there was no time
to stop, and no going around him at this close range; there was
barely time to take in his terrible reality. Our reunion was
imminent and Naehume knew it.

I desperately fumbled for the crossbow,
sure that I wouldn’t be able to retrieve it in time, but still
tried, nonetheless.

His red eyes burned with the eternal
hatred that constantly fed his soul. He hunched and squatted,
spreading his massive arms wide, as if preparing to wrestle, or
snatch us if we tried to pass. He thundered a booming, chilling
roar, revealing rows of long, sharp teeth. His putrid breath washed
over me. He truly was a demon of the dark—the monster from my
nightmares.

Then, for the second time, something
remarkable happened. Smoke again burst forward in a blast of
amazing speed. What should have taken three or four strides, took
only one. I was completely unprepared and, again, nearly toppled
off his back.

More importantly, it took Naehume off
guard. Smoke tossed his head back and charged into him.

It was like hitting a tree, practically
stopping all of our forward drive. The only thing keeping me from
flying into Naehume was Smoke himself. I launched into his neck
and, reacting naturally, I wrapped my arms tightly around
him.

Naehume was knocked flat on his back.
Smoke half leapt, half high-stepped over the prostrate
Brean.

The women galloped around the
entanglement of horse and monster.

Naehume rolled over to protect his face
from the trampling hooves and to set up for his
retaliation.

As soon as we passed over him, his head
snapped up, and he sprung into a crouch, preparing to
pounce.

I worked to free the crossbow, but
Smoke’s natural defenses took over again.

His hind legs cocked up under his
stomach, and then shot back, smashing into the demon.

The sound they made, when connecting
with Naehume’s face, was strangely like two boulders hammering
against one another. One of the hoofs landed a particularly savage
blow, tearing a long, deep red split into his gruesome face, which
instantly filled with blood.

Sadly, he wasn’t decapitated; though,
for a minute, there was hope.

Naehume howled in pain, trying to hold
his mangled face together with his hands.

Smoke didn’t need to be told to run, as
by the time I turned my attention back to the women, he was already
catching up with them.

They had slowed down, probably to come
to my aid; but when they saw me charge toward them, they again took
up the flight.

We galloped through the last of the
trees and into a large clearing. The town lay a half mile away. It
was much, much smaller than Marysvale. From the outside, it looked
like a large fort. Wooden timbers encircled it. A few lookouts
stood inside watchtowers.

Out of the trees swarmed dozens of
Brean. They flanked us on both sides and now outran our tired
horses.

One of the ugly beasts paced Jane for a
moment, sizing her up; its long, shaggy arms swinging madly. It
issued an angry snarl, and cut over to begin its attack.

Sarah drew her musket, with arms
trembling from fatigue and pain.

She fired.

Her shot was off and the gun fell from
her weak hands.

The beast flinched at the sound,
dropped, and ran hunched, low to the ground.

I unfastened the crossbow, aimed, and
pulled the trigger.

The arrow twirled, soaring through the
air, and plunged into the monster’s shoulder.

It growled furiously, tore it out, and
tossed it away without breaking stride.

Other monsters closed in around us,
each of them choosing their prey. Some twitched their long claws in
anticipation. A few made strange barking sounds of
excitement.

Two angled in from opposite sides of
Sarah, another chose Hannah.

Twenty or thirty more Brean poured out
of the forest.

With nothing left to defend ourselves,
I watched in horror as Jane’s Brean surged forward, preparing for
its final strike.

The wait wouldn’t be long before the
rest of us joined her fate.

The monster drew within feet, timed its
leap, and… with a yelp of pain, it fell, tumbled, and rolled
through the dirt.

The thundering boom of a rifle rumbled
and rolled across the countryside.

We galloped past the writhing
Brean.

A moment later, another fell to a
similar fate, and then another. The air was soon filled with the
continuous explosion of rifle fire.

Any monster that drew near us, fell.
Sometimes it took two, even three shots to bring them down; but
they still fell.

Tears of relief streamed down my face
as I realized, for the first time since I could remember, that
townspeople were shooting to protect me, instead of kill me. I
suppose to be accurate, they were protecting us; nonetheless, I
claimed it.

We charged on to the town. Along the
top of the wooden wall, men and women busily loaded and fired
rifles and muskets, even a few of the older children were helping
with the loading.

Encircling the entire town ran a deep
canal lined with rocks. A small river had been diverted, filling it
with water and creating an effective barrier.

At first, I couldn’t see any way across
it, or any type of gate. Then, quickly, an entire section of the
timbers lowered, bridging the waterway.

The monsters, still driven with insane
persistence, continued their onslaught, only to be repelled by the
villagers.

We galloped across the
bridge.

Some of the Brean tried crossing, but
were met with a wall of shot, and toppled off the bridge into the
slow-moving water below.

As soon as we crossed, the bridge
raised and resumed its duty as a fortification.

The rifle fire died down, and I
surmised the Brean were retreating.

With a deep sense of gratitude, I said
a silent prayer, thanking God for our miracle. Then I slid wearily
off Smoke, and went to help Hannah. Jane followed suit and helped
Sarah off her horse. As soon as she touched ground, Sarah fell into
Jane’s arms, and they both instantly began to sob. Cradled in my
arms, I held a weeping Hannah.

The townspeople began to gather around;
and an old man, with silver hair, bounded toward us. He was
remarkably energetic, and wore a huge, welcoming grin. We all
turned to face him as he gave us a little bow and said, in a thick
Scottish accent, “Welcome to Alyth.”


Epilogue

 [image: tmp_ad500467d79a9d0c655f9840cb00c8e9_nF4Izp_html_m457b280f.gif]

ALMOST five days had passed since our arrival in the
cheery little town of Alyth. It was evening as I walked the dirt
streets, and passed the wooden homes where children played on
porches. The delicious smells of supper wafted through the air.
Nearing the stables, a familiar whinny greeted me. I smiled, but
kept going. Not tonight, my friend. I was on a mission—one
I felt somewhat nervous about, but determined to fulfill. It was
something I’d put off far too long.

I continued along the timbered wall to
a set of wooden stairs, which I ascended quickly. At the top, I
followed the suspended walkway until I reached one of the
watchtowers.

Pulling the door open, I stepped
inside. The small room resembled the towers in Marysvale. It
consisted of a roof and four walls, with one of them opening to the
forest beyond. In the middle of the room sat a small, iron stove
which radiated heat. Surrounding the stove were four chairs; three
of them were occupied by Sarah, Hannah, and Jane.

“You’re late,” accused
Hannah.

They were drinking tea and watching the
sun set across the treetops. It had become our new
ritual.

Upon arriving in Alyth, Sarah insisted
on taking her turn at watch. They wanted her to rest, and she did;
but she also claimed she could sit there as well as
anywhere.

Hannah, being Hannah, grew bored of
rest and felt like she was missing out on something; so she also
joined Sarah. She was positive that we talked about her behind her
back, and was very concerned that she wasn’t there to defend
herself.

“I’m not late,” I
retorted.

“It feels like you’re
late.”

“How can I be late when it
isn’t even my watch?”

“Well, I was here early,”
she said with pride.

I sighed, “You can’t be here early;
it’s not your watch either.”

She gave a little wave of her hand as
if dismissing what I’d just said. “Still, you’re usually here
before now.”

“I was busy,” I
said.

She eyed me suspiciously. “Doing
what?”

“You’re awfully nosy today.
Besides, it’s nothing that concerns you.”

She studied me, then exclaimed, “Look
at you; you’re all cleaned up. What for?”

“Do I need a
reason?”

“No, but you’re in clean
clothes, too.”

Her eyes narrowed, suddenly more
distrustful.

Sarah was looking at me, with a grin
that she wasn’t hiding very well behind her cup; and Jane was
looking at me too, with no expression at all. Suddenly, I felt very
uncomfortable. Refusing to meet their eyes, I sat down and sipped
my tea.

After a moment of awkward silence,
Sarah put her cup down and stood up.

“Come along, Hannah,” she
said, holding out her hand. “You can help me down the
stairs.”

Hesitantly, Hannah took it and stood
up. “But your watch isn’t up for a quarter hour,” she
protested.

“I think John and Jane can
finish up for us tonight.”

Her eyes widened. “But they’ll be
alone!”

“Yes,” agreed Sarah. “They
will.” And with a firm arm around Hannah, she led her to the
door.

Hannah whipped her head around and
glared at me with the most disapproving look she could
muster.

Before the door closed, and careful
that the other two couldn’t see me, I returned her look with the
smuggest “I won” expression that I could manage.

Her jaw dropped and she was about to
contend, but the door closed.

Jane stood up to take in the last of
the sunset; and I joined her. It was beautiful. Silhouetted against
a deep blue sky, the fading sun ignited the treetops in a blaze of
color.

“At least there’s no lasting
damage to her mental state,” I said, referring to
Hannah.

Jane smiled.

She started to say something; but
unable to resist any longer, and before I lost my nerve, I snatched
her up in my arms and kissed her lips.

She went stiff.

I released her, mortified that I had
been too presumptuous.

I stammered, “I’m sorry… I thought you
felt the same way.”

She looked at me slyly. A playful grin
spread across her face, and she said, “Took you long
enough.”

Bewildered, I sputtered, “But… I
thought…It’s just that…”

“Shhh,” she whispered,
pressing a finger to my lips.

Then, taking my face in her hands, she
gently pulled me close and kissed me.

 


To all those who made this possible
with your valuable input; and to you, the reader, for accompanying
me on this journey—thank you.
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Please join us in the Fall of 2011
for the second installment of the Marysvale series.

www.jaredsouthwick.com

For B’lue—I love
you.
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