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PART ONE
 

“I saw the cloud, but I did not foresee the storm.”


 


-Daniel Defoe
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Chapter One
 The Hunt
 

Robinson ran through the forest, feet churning the sodden earth, mouth expelling drafts of hot air that shrouded his face and wet his eyes with tears. The fog that had loomed most of the afternoon finally descended, blanketing the gaunt trees in a gloom from which most living things had fled.

There were few sounds. The sharp intake of breath. The flapping of his cloak. The crushing of leaves underfoot. He tried to shut them out. The one thing he couldn’t dismiss was the thrum of blood pulsing in his ears—a rhythmic crooning that had become as familiar as an old friend.

Thirty meters up range, the tall mute kept pace, bobbing effortlessly between the pines, head snapping fluidly to mark his target and keep it in range. The longbow was strapped across his back, but there was no question how quickly he could retrieve it, or how one steady-fingered pluck could make the instrument sing its song of death.

It was the shorter mute who had gone missing. One minute she was behind him, and the next she was gone. A stranger in Robinson’s position might have dismissed her because of her size or sex. But he knew better. He had seen the mute pair hunt. Brother and sister, working in tandem. Together, they made killing an art.

Down by the river, a shadow flit between the trees. It could have been a trick of light, but Robinson knew better. The girl had gotten around him. He didn’t know how. What she lacked in speed, she made up for in grit. He could almost see her face—ghostly pale, those small, unblinking eyes filled with a determination that had never tasted defeat.

Only then had their strategy become clear. Hem in their target and push south until the tributary cut east. With nowhere else to turn, he would be forced to go where hammer and anvil would meet. Robinson shook his head in admiration. Their plan wasn’t exceptional, but it showed patience. And in the wilderness of men, patience was a blade with teeth.

At the top of the next ridge, Robinson paused briefly to get his bearings. Before him, the terrain stretched out, rising and falling like the chest of a slumbering giant, an autumn weald split by a muddy snake of river, whose white-capped scales flickered gold with the final few moments of stolen sunlight. With the moon obscured behind the veil of fog, night would soon devour everything. Then he would be at an even bigger disadvantage. The time for waiting was done.

Robinson surged forward, taking care to mark his path as he sped down the hill, his boots crunching over the pine needles and leaves that overwhelmed the forest floor. As he weaved through the briar and bramble, he felt a familiar wash come over his brain and a sound like the far-off buzzing of bees. He pushed the sensation back. Now was not the time. Ducking under low-hanging boughs, bent and broken by a recent ice storm, he resumed his fevered pace, which always skirted to the edge of recklessness but stopped just short of crossing over.

With each step, Robinson felt the heft of his weapons striking against his burning thighs. That sensation had become an unexpected ally, and he wondered if he would ever again live in a world where their cadence didn’t provide a measure of security and, if he was being honest, a tickle of excitement. His fingers itched to wrap around their hardened handles. But not yet.

As Robinson’s sight dimmed, his other senses heightened. The rustle of leaves in front of him. The heavy musk of fear in the forest. And there, in the distance, the trickle of water from the brook he’d seen when he passed this way two days earlier. He now knew where the encounter would happen. The only question was whether he could get there in time.

Robinson never heard the arrow loose and only saw it when it sank into the tree at knee height in front of him. He knew, at this range, he was in little danger of being hit. The girl simply wanted to remind him she was there. He imagined her smiling. But if she thought her show might make him panic or stop him in his tracks, she was dead wrong. He picked up speed instead, leaning over to make his body a smaller target. He worried that if his quarry ventured too far ahead, he might lose all sight of her. Then the game was sure to be over.

Almost immediately, the clouds above darkened, and blackness rolled across the trees like a heavy curtain. The sun was gone. Robinson needed to put an end to this now, but the odds were still against him. One mistake—one misstep—could easily cost him his life.

This thought was never clearer in Robinson’s mind than when he traversed the next rise only to find himself sailing down a steep downslope that led to the brook. When he landed, the leaves gave way under his boots, forcing him to pitch forward slightly. He held his balance until his next foot found an old log and the bark slogged off like the skin of a boiled fowl. He tucked his shoulder and rolled three times before he slid to a halt at the bottom of the hill, his axes already in his hands.

The forest had gone silent, and Robinson had lost his target. He breathed steadily in through his nose and out through his mouth, careful to keep the sound to the minimum.

Robinson remained there, on one knee, his eyes narrowed for any sign of movement in the darkness. The time seemed interminable, though it was likely no more than a few seconds. And then a blur, perhaps a hundred meters in front of him, where a copse of bushes lined the brook. His head swung left and then right. Neither of the mutes could be seen, but he knew they were close.

Robinson felt his heart pounding to get out, and that rush of heat rolled over his head once more. Again, he pushed it back. He scanned the vale floor, knowing his adversaries wanted blood just as badly as he did. And then, in front of him, came the subtlest movement of a branch. It might have been a draft of wind, but instinct told him otherwise.

Robinson pushed out of his crouch and was running at full speed almost immediately. At the same instant, he saw the tall one break cover from the rocks above him, his hand moving fluidly back and grabbing his bow. Before it completed its arc around his torso, an arrow had already been nocked and was drawn taut.

A splash of water drew Robinson’s eyes to his right, where the girl appeared out of the shadows, her mouth open, her eyes set, her hand reaching for an arrow. It was two warriors against one. Bows and arrows against axes. And yet, defeat never entered his mind.

Twenty paces away, Robinson saw the shadow in a furrow and knew it was now or never. He pulled his left axe back and threw it with all his might. The girl loosed her arrow almost at the same time, but it sailed wide and caromed off some rocks. Her brother drew up to his full length, taking a fraction of a second longer to release the cord, to ensure his aim was true.

An anguished cry tore through the hills as blood sprayed across the trees. The sound of flesh tumbling to earth echoed through the forest. The moment descended into silence, with only the running of the brook left to compete with the heavy exhalations of the dying.

Footsteps padded forward slowly, with no more concern for stealth. It was hard to see where the wounded lay, but the smell of blood led a path to it. Two shadows gathered over the prey, their forms faint and growing fainter with each passing moment. One of the forms knelt down, drew out a knife, and pushed the branches of a bush out of the way.

The arrow shaft shook undulated before finally going still. The squatter pushed the flesh back to reveal the arrow had hit the body center mass but had missed the heart, its intended target. It was clear why. A scratch on the ironwood handle of the axe had deflected the arrow’s blow. It had come a fraction of a second too late.

The tall mute stood and looked at his sister, sullen and bemused. And then both of their eyes turned toward Robinson as he reached down and pulled his axe from the boar’s chest, speaking only one word:

“First.”
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Chapter Two
 The Wanderer
 

Pastor sat on the edge of the wagon and picked meat from his teeth with a twig, while Robinson watched motes of kindling rise from the fire before sizzling on the rain-soaked tarp and vanishing into ether.

“You eat like a horse,” Pastor said.

“Thank you,” Robinson replied. “I love it when you nag.”

Pastor howled, his booming laughter causing the mute brother and sister to look up from their plates by the fire.

“Every time you bellow like that they get nervous,” Robinson said.

“So? They’re good when they’re nervous,” Pastor said as he poured more wine from a jug.

“They’re good when they’re rested. They won’t sleep if they think you’ve drawn every brigand, wild animal, and Render from here to the Atlantica.”

“Bah,” Pastor said, nodding to the rain. “Nothing’s venturing out in this soup but us. More vino?”

“Two is plenty, thanks.”

“What? Come on. Don’t make an old man grovel. The only thing worse than drinking this swill is drinking it alone.”

Robinson rolled his eyes but let Pastor fill his cup.

 

It had been five months since Robinson had returned to the forbidden continent, and in that time, the search for Friday had yielded little. He’d tracked the Bone Flayers from Washington D.C. to the coast, but lost them when they entered the northern tip of the Great Missup.

For the first several months, he worked his way through a web of tributaries. When he happened upon some modest village, he would draw the Bone Flayers’ sigil in the sand, and the wary inhabitants would point downriver before fleeing. At other times, all he found of settlements was smoke and ash.

Equally elusive were the Aserra. The only sign of their existence was the occasional mountain symbol cut into a tree. Other markings usually accompanied it, but Robinson could never decipher them. Each time he saw one, however, the scar on his arm burned in memory of her.

Run-ins with Renders grew sporadic outside the cities. Many had died in the weeks that followed the releasing of FENIX spores, but many still remained. It seemed the primary damage affected the creatures’ ability to reproduce. Robinson hadn’t seen a single offspring since.

It had been five weeks since he happened upon the mutes. He was working his way through a valley when he heard a garble of shouts and the hiss of arrows being loosed around a bend. Through tall weeds, Robinson discovered a band of marauders encircling a wagon guarded by two youths about his own age. A tall boy stood atop the driver’s platform, firing arrows with nimbleness and grace. Even from afar, Robinson could see there was something different about him. His skin and hair were the color of bone, and he had pink eyes that never blinked, even when confronted by no less than nine armed men.

The girl behind the wagon also wielded a bow, but nerves affected her precision. She, too, had white skin and hair, and with each shot, she opened her mouth as if to yell, but only a hollow wheeze escaped.

After realizing their targets weren’t easy prey, the marauders spread out their attack. The gambit might have paid off, but out of nowhere, a third figure broke from the covered wagon, shouting. A blinding flash of light erupted, along with a booming that shook the trees as the odor of sulfur suffused the air. The marauders froze as this dark-skinned man with nappy, gray hair howled as if reciting a spell. The illusion succeeded in running off five of the attackers, but the others only redoubled their efforts.

Robinson watched the battle until one of the marauders slipped behind the girl without drawing her attention. He was about to bludgeon her skull when Robinson stepped out of the foliage and threw his axe. It sank into the marauder’s chest, driving his companions away.

The male mute quickly nocked an arrow for Robinson, but his dark-skinned companion held his hand up.

Robinson saw a scar bisecting one side of the man’s face, the right eye milky with blindness. His first words were surprising.

“Are you hungry?” the man asked.

 

Five weeks later, Robinson still traveled with the trio. And although the mute brother and sister never exactly warmed to him, they were utterly devoted to the man he had come to know as Pastor.

“Tell me again why they stay with you,” Robinson said of the mutes. “You’re moody, cantankerous, and you rarely wash.”

“All true,” he said before belching. “But I’m a hell of a cook. And I have nice teeth. Never underestimate the aesthetics of traveling with those of good dental hygiene.”

“They think you’re a magician.”

“Do they?” Pastor asked. “Ha! Marvelous!”

“And, of course, you do nothing to dissuade them of this notion.”

“Should I? The world has regressed into fear and mysticism. What if I throw up some light to keep the horrors at bay? I can do more with smoke and mirrors than you can with your axe. And I reveal truth.”

“An axe reveals truth just as easily.”

“Yes, but it’s an ugly truth. And it has a distasteful finality to it.”

Robinson felt a chill and pulled his coat around him. He stared into the dark forest as the rain continued to fall.

Pastor groaned. “You have that look again.”

“What look is that?”

“The one you get when you sit still too often. Like a squirrel is trying to burrow into your larder.”

“It’s been five months,” Robinson managed. “And I’m still no closer to finding her.”

“Five months. In which time you’ve traversed four ancient states and one commonwealth. In our short time together, we’ve run across scores of villagers, nomads, and no shortage of ruffians. All of who have confirmed the Flayers you seek return home via these waterways every winter. I’d call that progress.”

Robinson knew he was right, but the frustration remained all the same. He couldn’t help thinking he would move faster on his own. And yet, Pastor was correct about the comfort of companions.

The fire crackled as the mutes finished clearing plates. Afterward, the brother mute left to scout the woods, scowling at Robinson as he passed.

“He doesn’t like me,” Robinson said once he was gone.

“Why would he?” Pastor asked. “He’s spent a lifetime honing skills that come effortlessly to you.”

Effortlessly, Robinson mused. His skills were hard won. He had the scars to prove it.

Near the fire, the sister mute unfolded her bedroll and climbed in. It was always the same routine with them. One slept while the other kept watch. Robinson felt a tinge of jealousy every time he saw it, remembering a similar bond.

“I know!” Pastor exclaimed suddenly. “Let’s listen to some music!”

Pastor reached back into the wagon and returned with a strange device. Robinson had asked about it, along with many of his possessions, but never got straight answers.

“What’ll it be tonight?” Pastor asked. “Baroque? Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier would fit this milieu splendidly. Though I know you’re partial to Dixieland jazz.”

“You choose,” Robinson said.

Pastor paused before making his selection. Suddenly, the night air was infused with a graveled voice with minor accompaniment. The language was foreign, but the words conveyed passion and melancholy.

“‘Hymne a L’amor’,” Pastor said. “Never in the annals of man was there a more exacerbating race than the French. But they could speak on the vagaries of love. Shall I tell you about them?”

“No,” Robinson said. “No history tonight, please.”

“A bit of philosophy, then? Or science! I can tell you how man once walked the moon. Or how we came close to colonizing Mars.”

“I’d prefer a story instead.”

“Of course! Allow me to regale you with the mighty tales of Olympus. Or the fall of Atlantis, perhaps? No? The Arabian Nights? The first continent of Ur? Or the City of Glass?”

“What’s that one about?” Robinson asked.

“Imagine a place beyond the reach of roads or men. Where once, long ago, the world chose to send its brightest minds for safekeeping. Now imagine what those people could accomplish as the centuries passed and the outside world crumbled away. The eradication of disease. The end to genetic predispositions for violence and strife. The end to entropy and a new understanding of thermodynamics and the laws of the universe. A world where anything was possible. Would you consider such a place Utopia?”

“I don’t know what that means,” Robinson said as he kicked his feet up and laid his head back. “What else have you got?”

Pastor shook his head. “First, more wine.”

Robinson groaned. “What good is a storyteller if he’s too drunk to tell stories?”

“Sober stories are merely somber ones with an ‘m’ missing!”

Pastor cackled and Robinson snorted. Even the mute sister rolled her eyes.

“In vino veritas!” Pastor toasted. “In wine there is truth!”

“And in you, never the two shall meet.”
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Chapter Three
 Fire and Blood
 

They left every morning at sunrise, following the old roads that had started as graveled stone and eventually became dirt and grass.

Pastor had built the carriage himself from the shells of old automobiles. A tarp protected the riders from rain, but it did little to stop the cold from seeping in.

The carriage wheels turned at a slow pace, and the horses nickered. Robinson sat up front with Pastor, one eye searching for danger while the other hunted for food. In this regard they’d been fortunate. There were always white-tailed deer, cottontails, and boars abound. Striped skunks, foxes, and caribou flourished in the mountains while wild turkeys, wood ducks, and grouses peppered the hills and ponds. Red-colored hawks and horned owls dotted the trees, but these were always harder to catch.

At night, the group listened to the crackling fire and the spring peepers, whose calls sounded like bells made of crystal. During the day, warbler songs accompanied the creaking of their wooden wheels.

Pastor spoke continuously of the region’s history, from ancient discoveries to tales of civil battles. Robinson listened without interruption. His education included names of the region’s flora. There were too many trees to remember, but he knew black spruce dominated the higher elevations with balsam and Fraser fir, oak, and hickories filling everything to the south.

A cold front had moved in after the rain stopped, dropping the temperature rapidly until little moved outside but them.

Their progress was slow, but steady. The muddy roads cracked with ice, and every inch of skin beneath torn clothing throbbed like an open wound.

They passed a small lake covered with a layer of ice. Robinson turned when a large acorn fell from a tree and broke upon it. Little else stirred. He looked up to the sky to see that the gray cumulus clouds had disappeared, replaced by ones of uniform white that hung low like a shroud.

Robinson felt bad about the slow pace, and yet he loved the feeling of staying in motion. He rubbed the stubble on his face, still enjoying the sensation as if it were new. He hadn’t looked in a mirror or in a still body of water for some time. He wondered how much he had changed. Would Friday recognize me? He felt a familiar lightness in his chest and pushed her from his mind. Some thoughts linger in the subconscious and some fester there. He couldn’t afford this one to take root any more than it had.

“It’ll snow soon,” Robinson said.

Pastor looked up from his map and nodded. “But do you know where?”

“Snow didn’t fall much in my homeland, only rain. But I’ve seen a lot of acorns on the ground, and the squirrels are more active than usual.”

“Is that all?”

“Last night I heard a lot of … grilos?”

“Crickets,” Pastor translated.

“Yes. And I saw muskrat burrows high on the riverbank.”

“Geese, butterflies, and bees have all disappeared too. Mother Nature has given us her warning. A heavy winter is coming.”

“Mother Nature?”

“An expression of the old world. Once, they were obsolete, but now they’re becoming relevant again. Look there. High on the tree. Do you see it?”

Robinson looked up and saw a dark mass hanging from a branch.

“‘See how high the hornet’s nest, ’twill tell how high the snow will rest.’”

“It can’t possibly reach that level, can it?” Robinson asked.

“Doubtful,” Pastor answered. “But it will be a bad winter. And we haven’t come remotely close to finding proper shelter. Or securing enough food. We’re seeing fewer and fewer animal tracks. Soon, many will be in hibernation.”

Pastor finished with the map, folded it, and placed it in a waterproof sleeve. It was as valuable as a weapon, which is why he always kept it in his shirt, next to his skin.

“You’ll be stopping for the winter, then?” Robinson asked.

“I had hoped to keep moving. Maybe outrun the storms to the south, but now I’m not sure that’s possible. These gals are old. They can only be pushed so hard. Will you continue on?”

Robinson nodded. “I’ve already lost so much time. Every indication I have is that the Bone Flayers return home for winter. My fear is we’ve already missed them.”

“We’ve crossed their path. You know your course is true.”

“Yes, but I’m stuck here on land, while they can veer from it at any time. Plus, I don’t want her to lose hope.”

Pastor tread carefully. “Have you considered that she might not still be alive?”

“Of course. Anything is possible. I have to admit that. But you don’t know the leader of the Bone Flayers like I do. Arga’Zul is a cruel, vain man. He considers Friday a prize to be flaunted. And besides, Friday is too stubborn to die.”

“All men lose hope.”

“Not me,” Robinson said.

“And what makes you special?”

“Nothing, really. But it’s hard to lose hope when it’s all you have left.”

“I will be sad to lose you. Good conversations are rare these days. Plus, I’ve grown fond of you, even with your sharp tongue.”

“But imagine how far it’ll stretch your wine.”

Pastor smiled, but it was mostly for show. The truth was, they would both miss each other’s company. But for all the advice and instruction he could offer Robinson, he could not keep him truly sharp. And for the task still before him, this meant everything.

At that moment, a breeze blew in, and Robinson frowned.

“I smell fire,” he said.

Pastor nodded again. “Something is burning to the south. When we exited that last hollow, the wind turned, and I caught the scent. But it’s not a campfire.”

“How can you tell?”

“There’s a chemical tint to it. Likely a structure fire.”

Robinson stared at him.

“You want to see what it is?” Pastor asked.

“If we can do it without being spotted,” Robinson said.

Behind them, the tarp rustled, and the brother mute sat up. He had an uncanny gift for sensing danger. Possibly he’d heard the tone of their conversation turn. Or maybe he, too, had some magic. He tapped Pastor on the shoulder.

“Nothing to worry about, my friend,” Pastor said. “Merely a fire. But we are moving in for a closer look.”

Once again, the mute’s suspicious eyes turned to Robinson. His gaze was accusatory, that this could only be from his influence. Robinson wondered if there would ever come a time when he wouldn’t feel that loathing from him.

It was another quarter turn before the carriage split a cluster of trees and they saw black smoke rising over a small vale. A farmhouse sat nestled in a grove of sugar maples, its roof on fire. Several families were huddled under the eaves of its porch, fighting a losing battle against a swarm of marauders. Each time one of the settlers died, the shrieks of women and children enveloped the valley.

Pastor drew the carriage to a halt. It was clear this battle could not be won. Their aiding would accomplish little, other than putting their own lives at risk. And then Robinson saw the leader of the marauders spin so his cloak fell open, revealing a necklace of white bones underneath.

Robinson’s feet were already speeding across the dirt when Pastor’s shouts reached him. They went unheeded. Axes in hand, Robinson raced toward the enemy force, blood pounding in his ears, his mouth suddenly bone dry.

For the first time in five months, he was in sight of Bone Flayers, and they would not escape him now.
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Chapter Four
 The Iron Nail
 

A drop of blood splattered the deck, turning the soap a dirty pink hue.

Friday looked at her hands. Her knuckles had split and scabbed over many times in the last five months, but she saw no open wounds now. And it wasn’t coming from her wrists either, where the iron shackles had nearly rubbed her flesh to the bone. Long ago, she’d learned to tuck tufts of torn fabric beneath them when scrubbing the ship’s deck.

In fact, she had no idea where the blood had come from, until she felt something warm running down her upper lip. Before she could wipe it away, the first mate kicked her from behind and sent her sprawling.

Friday lunged at the man, but he and the other Flayers just laughed. Their taunts had become ritual, something to stave off the boredom. Friday was determined to never let them see her give in.

The laughter ceased when two heavy boots hit the deck.

Arga’Zul stood at the top of the steps and glowered. His crew quickly hustled back to work, checking the rigging, buffeting sails. The war chieftain had been in a foul mood ever since they’d departed the City of the Pyramid seven weeks before, and no amount of pillaging seemed to quell his ire.

It wasn’t hard to read Arga’Zul’s moods, but Friday knew them better than any other. After all, she had spent every day of the last five months as his thrall. And yet it was only during this latest trip that she’d sensed something new in him, a mounting frustration, though she hadn’t determined the cause. Even pillaging had failed to improve his disposition. These days, he spent most days and nights in his chambers, poring over papers on his desk.

Once, while delivering his evening meal, Friday stole a glimpse over his shoulder, but she saw only maps with no bearing. Was he looking for something?

They had attacked a port city the day before. As always, Friday had been locked beneath deck, trapped in the dark with nothing to do. Yet even there, surrounded by water-soaked timbers and tight-knit chambers full of human filth, the smell of smoke and death still found her, as did the accompanying lamentations.

During those terrible times, the only thing for Friday to do was close her eyes and think of Crusoe. Was he still alive or dead? Safe or injured? He had promised to come for her no matter what, but he was not born on this continent. Had she taught him enough to survive its lands, its tribes, its hardships, and surprises? There was no questioning his heart, but would it be enough when things turned desperate and bleak?

When Arga’Zul’s eyes turned to Friday, the edge of his mouth curled into a cruel smile. He strode forward and set his thick hand on her head, not to cause pain, but to show possession.

“How is my Gōngzhǔ?” Arga’Zul asked.

Friday pulled away but did not lash out at him like the others. Instead, she spit on the deck, and Arga’Zul threw his head back and laughed with his crew. Then, he reached down and grabbed her by the hair and yanked her close.

“Look there,” he said, the scruff of his beard scratching her ear. “The child.” He nodded to a girl around nine with hair the color of fire. The last survivor of a fishing village they had sacked a week before. Friday had no idea why he’d spared her. “Shall I give her to my crew? She won’t make much of a meal for my wolves, but the games they could play would be fun to watch.”

Friday gnashed her teeth. She had made a pact with herself when Arga’Zul took her captive the second time. She would care only for herself. There was survival and escape. Nothing more. And yet this child, with her auburn hair, fair skin, and empty eyes reminded Friday of someone, though she didn’t want to admit whom.

For a full moon she had been aboard the ship, emptying water pans and serving food. In all that time, she had talked with no one.

Nameless. That is what you are, thought Friday. May the Goddess bless you to stay that way.

“Stubborn,” Arga’Zul said, pushing Friday away.

He continued down the deck until he reached the forecastle. There, he leaned over the railing to stare out at the passing lands as a gaggle of geese flew south overhead.

“It will be an early winter,” Arga’Zul muttered to himself.

There is much to do.

 

Deep in the bowels of the aft of the ship was a narrow recess where Friday slept.

The remaining prisoners were kept in a cage not far from her, packed so tightly they could barely breathe. Most were taken captive as slaves or sold to breeders. They were fed little, rested less. More often than not, they died within a few weeks. The lucky ones dropped dead from exertion. The unlucky, to the barbarous whims of the evil men upstairs.

In the five months since her recapture, Arga’Zul’s ship—which Friday had learned was named Spinecrusher—had docked at the Bone Flayer’s home village once. It was on the river far to the south and run by Arga’Zul’s brother, Baras’Oot, their king. It had once been an ancient city of note, but no one knew its name. It might have faded into memory were it not for a building in the shape of a pyramid.

The land around it was flat and dull, but it contained the largest bazaar Friday had ever set eyes on. Trade partners came from all over the region to buy and sell slaves, livestock, and weapons. Often, those buying were the same ones who had been stolen from.

Of all the terrible things Friday had witnessed, none could compare to the cruelty inflicted upon her own people. The Bone Flayers valued the Aserra above all other prizes. They paraded them through the streets like trophies. They were beaten, broken, and flayed. Many sat in cages at the corners of the bazaar, left to beg for food until they died, sometimes longer. When Friday was first marched through the city, she locked eyes with many of these poor souls. They always looked away in shame.

Arga’Zul planned a similar fate for Friday, but he understood one of the cruelest gifts was patience. Friday would not die before he saw her broken.

He was in for a very long wait.

 

The nail groaned loudly as it struck metal. Friday paused, waiting to hear if anyone reacted to the sound.

Her eyes had grown keen in the darkness. Even from here, she could make out the bodies of the slaves sleeping in the stockade. She was about to turn away when she saw a pair of eyes watching her from within the bars. It was the nameless girl. Friday saw no danger, so she put a finger to her lips and motioned for the girl to go back to sleep.

For three months, Friday worked every night after the ship had gone silent, using the iron nail to chip at the wood around the mount of her shackles. The wood was old but hardened. It had only begun to loosen in the last few days.

Once, at the beginning of summer, a young male slave was brought aboard whom Friday did not like. He had a habit, this slave, of turning up around her. When he made an overture of kinship that first week, she spurned him. The slave grew insistent, urging her to escape with him, but she denied him until, one day, he disappeared altogether. She heard he had been hanged from the mainsail, but she never saw his body.

Friday knew she would only have one attempt at escape. After that, she would either be beaten or killed. Neither option truly scared her. The only option that did was the idea of being Arga’Zul’s prize forever.

The pull of the river was constant, and the Spinecrusher almost always stayed in motion. It was clear to Friday that Arga’Zul knew the river by heart. Every inlet and sandbar was his domain. And yet, nothing seemed to appeal to him more than unfurling those black sails and letting the wind carry him forward.

As Friday toiled below, her mind always ventured back to Crusoe. The memory of him standing on the banks of D.C., threatening the war chieftain, always made her smile. Until she remembered the blond boy striking him from behind and having his body dragged away. Still, she believed in her heart he was alive and coming for her. It was the one thing that made the rest of it bearable.

Friday heard heavy footfalls on the floorboards above her. Arga’Zul’s berth was directly overhead. Only when those sounds ceased did she resume chipping away at her shackles.

She suspected she would be free soon. She was preparing the other contingencies in her mind when she felt another drop of blood run from her nose. It was an ill omen. Her strength had ebbed of late, and she had lost even more weight. Only when she noticed the swaying lamp near the stairs had grown blurry did she face the fact that she was dying.
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Chapter Five
 Siege
 

Pastor called after Robinson as he sped across the field, but either he hadn’t heard his call, or he disregarded it completely. The brother and sister mutes rushed up with bows in hand, the question implicit in their stances.

“Yes, dammit!” he cursed. “Go. Both of you, help him!”

In an instant, they were off.

As the house fire raged, three Bone Flayers stood outside the conflagration, trying to coax their targets to step from the porch. Smoke was already billowing out of the windows, pushing them forward. But in their thirst for blood the Flayers never saw the shadow speed in from behind, nor the axe that cleaved the first savage’s head in two.

The second and third Flayer whirled, but arrows struck them in the chest and throat, and they dropped to the dirt.

At that very moment, a fourth Bone Flayer rounded the house, this one identifiable by a black hand painted on his face. Robinson assumed it marked him as someone of rank. The savage let out a war cry and charged, throwing a spear that missed Robinson by inches.

In the next instant, a knife was in the savage’s hand, but Robinson’s axes swung with speed and precision that quickly had Black Hand on his heels. Then an arrow found Black Hand’s leg, and he fell to the ground.

As the farmers stepped out from under the burning eaves, a few moved in the downed man’s direction.

“Don’t kill him!” Robinson cried.

 

Seconds later, more families flooded out of the house, one of them yelling, “There are more coming up the street!”

Robinson scanned the area. He knew they’d never make it back across the field, so he nodded toward the barn.

“In there!” he yelled.

The farmers and their families were halfway across the yard when a dozen more arrived. Several shot arrows. One woman was clipped in the shoulder and her children wailed. The woman’s husband pulled her by the arm as Robinson picked up the smallest of her children and carried her toward the barn.

Behind him, one of the Flayers let out a reverberating whistle—a signal Robinson took to mean more reinforcements were on the way. He glanced back to see Black Hand being helped to his feet. He cursed himself for not killing the man when he had the chance.

The barn was a rusty, old structure, possibly left over from the days before the Great Rendering, but it had undergone many repairs and had held its form well. The good news was that its exterior was mostly corrugated metal with a gambrel roof that would be difficult to set afire. The bad news was that once they stepped inside, the flayers were sure to trap them inside.

The interior of the barn had stalls for horses and pigs. Across the floor were all manners of handcrafted plows and machines that looked to do seeding, planting, and tilling. Ladders on both ends led to small lofts, likely where feed was once kept, but each nocked up against bay doors that opened to the outside.

Robinson ran to the opposite end of the barn to look out the rear doors. A road ran alongside a small creek opposite another empty field. The Flayers hadn’t circled the barn yet, but it was only a matter of time. He closed the doors and turned back to the mutes.

“Get up in that loft and open those doors,” he told them. “With the sun at your back, you should be able to pick off a few Flayers without presenting too much of a target.”

As they scaled the ladders, Robinson turned to the families. They were dressed uniformly, mostly in black. The men wore trousers and starched shirts, buttoned to the top. A few wore vests, and all wore wide-brimmed, black hats. The older men had beards with no mustaches. The women wore black dresses that dropped to the ground and white lace cloths that covered most of their hair.

“Which of you knows how to fight?” Robinson asked.

No one raised a hand. Robinson almost groaned but knew it would do no good.

“Which of you can fight?” he asked.

This time, several of the men raised their hands, along with one woman, though none held conventional weapons, merely farming tools.

“We are willing,” the tallest figure said. “If you tell us what to do.”

The man’s clothes were singed, but he looked hale. A second man, who appeared to be his brother, stood next to him.

“You two, come up front with me,” Robinson said. “The rest of you guard the back door. Try to block it with anything you can. If you need help, call out.”

As they hustled off, Robinson locked eyes with a teenage girl. She couldn’t have been more than fifteen, but something about her froze him in his tracks. And then it hit him. With her light hair and green eyes, she was the spitting image of Tessa.

“What do you want us to do?” a silver-haired farmer at Robinson’s elbow repeated.

“Find anything that will make a weapon. The longer the better.”

At the front of the barn, the mutes had opened the loft doors and were alternating arrow fire. Robinson heard a cry, followed by a call, followed by more cries. He fought the instinct to laugh because he knew the mutes were using a wounded man as bait.

“You!” Robinson called out as another farmer passed. “We saw other farms as we approached. How many of you are there?”

“Twenty-six families we numbered,” the man said grimly. “But after the first attack, most of the able-bodied men formed a party and left for the river. They still have not returned.”

“That’s because they’re dead,” Robinson said.

The man’s head sank, but he seemed to know it was true.

“Make no mistake,” Robinson continued, “these are incredibly skilled savages you’re up against, and they won’t quit or retreat until the rest of you are dead too. But you have one thing going for you. Do you know what that is? This is your home. And it’s hard to flush an animal from its home. If you value the lives of your family, fight. Fight until there’s nothing left.”

“That we will,” the man said defiantly.

A whistle drew Robinson’s eyes upward. The sister mute signaled six to the right. Four to the left. Ten working around to the backside.

Too many, Robinson thought.

He ran to the front, where the biggest farmers waited.

“Why aren’t they attacking?” one of them asked.

“They will,” Robinson answered. “Caution isn’t the Bone Flayer way. Most likely they’re waiting for the rest of their party to arrive. Or maybe they’re trying to find some cover to aid their approach. If they can’t decide on a plan in time, they’ll simply charge.”

At the far end of the barn, something struck the metal doors. The villagers had managed to secure them with an old chain but were struggling to hold it closed.

Robinson raced back to join them.

“How many outside?” Robinson asked.

“Four or five,” a large woman answered. She held a scythe in her hands, its blade marked with blood. Despite the situation, her voice was steady and her eyes narrow. She was a strong one.

“Another five went around the side, but they’ll be back. I’m not sure how long we can hold it closed.”

“Don’t,” Robinson said, and the woman blanched. “When I give the signal, let the slack out a foot or so.”

The woman nodded. Robinson took out his axes and stepped to the side of the doors. When he was ready, he signaled. The chain loosed, and hands reached for the door. Robinson quickly hacked at every show of flesh, and fingers rained down into the dirt amid screams. The chain was pulled taut, and the barn doors closed once again.

“Be a while before they try that again,” the strong woman said.

Robinson nodded and smiled, but that smile faded when the mute sister whistled from the front of the barn. Reinforcements had arrived.

Her hands flashed once, twice.

Twenty more men.

Far too many.
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Chapter Six
 Slings and Arrows
 

“Finish barring the door!” Robinson yelled to the farmers at the rear of the barn. “Use everything not nailed down!”

He ran back toward the front of the barn. The mutes were continuing to fire arrows, but the Flayers were returning fire at twice their number. Once the mute sister’s quiver was depleted, she started plucking the enemy’s arrows from the wall near her. Just as she leaned out to retrieve one, a live arrow struck her in the calf, and she dropped to the boards. She quickly pulled herself out of sight and reached for her pack to bandage the wound.

The mute brother stamped his foot to get her attention, but she waved him off and even managed some kind of smile. It was one of the bravest things Robinson had ever seen. The mute brother responded by stepping out from cover to fire three arrows in quick succession. From the cries that followed, each must have found their mark.

Robinson signaled the mute brother from below, whose eyes were full of anger and resentment that said, You’ll pay for this.

“How many?” Robinson asked.

The mute brother peeked outside for another look. He turned back and flashed both hands three times.

If being incredibly outnumbered wasn’t bad enough, the wind had picked up, blowing the smoke from the burning house in their direction.

Blind and outnumbered. Could it possibly get worse?

The answer came as the mute brother stamped his foot again. He pointed outside to the left. Robinson ran to the front and peered out an old window. There, he saw five or six Bone Flayers had acquired a wooden cart and were using it as cover to move closer. Among them was Black Hand.

“You,” one of the hale farmers called out. “You need to see this!”

Robinson rushed to the right side of the barn and looked out through a broken window of an old metal door to see a second group of Flayers huddled together. One held a clay jar that he was trying to light on fire.

Robinson looked around and spotted something.

“Open the door when I give the signal,” he said.

Robinson slid his axes inside their hitches and bent over to pick up a rock. He pulled out his sling as he loaded the rock into the pouch. After two revolutions, Robinson nodded, and the farmers threw open the door. Robinson stepped out and released the stone just as the Flayer was about to toss the clay jar. It shattered, and a shroud of fire instantly covered the closest three Flayers.

Robinson ducked back inside an instant before arrows stitched the door. The farmers slammed it shut as the screams of the burning men pierced the afternoon air.

Inside, children continued to cry. Robinson took a deep breath and knew it was only a matter of time before the Flayers returned with more flammable material. They might not be able to burn the barn down, but they could smoke out or asphyxiate those inside.

Robinson ran to the ladder and climbed to the loft. He leaned over the mute sister, who was wincing with pain but still firing arrows from her seated position.

“How is it?” Robinson asked.

She shrugged bravely, but the answer was obvious.

Robinson rushed across the loft to stand behind the mute brother.

“As you can see, they have numbers,” Robinson said. “We can hold this position a while and pick off a few here and there, but eventually, they’ll find a weak point.”

The mute brother gesticulated toward the front, but Robinson shook his head.

“A frontal attack might surprise them for a moment or two, but we’d still be out in the open with them behind cover. These people are farmers, not fighters. Once the hand-to-hand starts …”

He didn’t need to finish. They both knew the situation was grave. Robinson could have cursed himself for getting into this mess, but it would do no good. Friday had taught him that there’s an answer for every foe and every battle. The most important thing was to keep a level head until that answer came.

When it hit him, he giggled. The mute brother raised an eyebrow, but Robinson shook his head.

He signaled the farmer below. “Go back to the rear of the barn and tell everyone to come up here.”

“What about the rear doors?” the farmer asked.

“The barrier will hold. Go.”

The man ran off. Robinson turned back to the mute brother and told him what he was going to do.

Robinson leaped down to the second floor as the farmers gathered on both sides of him. He told them the plan, choosing to ignore the looks of confusion and worry.

He approached the main barn doors, closed his eyes, and wonder if Friday would approve.

“Open it,” he said.

Smoke billowed inside when the farmers opened the doors. Immediately, the Flayers behind the cart fired several arrows, but none found their mark.

“Bone Flayers!” Robinson yelled in their guttural tongue. “I seek parlay!”

His request was greeted with derisive laughter.

More arrows flew in. Among the farmers, one woman was aware enough to collect the projectiles and have her children usher them to the mutes.

Robinson leaned out again.

“Are the mighty Bone Flayers so cowardly that they will not listen to the words of a dying man?”

The word “coward” drew their ire, but the arrows slackened long enough for a rough voice to respond.

“Words are for women and the dead!” he said. “Come out and show us which you are!”

More laughter followed.

“And what of the challenge?” Robinson asked. “I once heard that the leader of a Bone Flayer army will fight to the death any who challenges him to single combat. Is this not true?”

“The challenge is for slaves! We take no slaves today.”

And then, shockingly, Robinson stepped into the daylight.

“Even for an Aserra?” Robinson asked.

The Bone Flayers were shocked silent. Even the farmers gasped when Robinson stepped into the sun with his shirt off, the brand on his arm glistening for all to see.

Would Friday approve? Hell yes.

A Flayer behind the cart stood up and prepared to throw a spear, but someone stopped him. It was Black Hand. The broken shaft of arrow still protruded from his leg.

“Accept your challenge,” Black Hand said.

To Robinson’s right, a second Flayer called out. Painted across his face was a red hand identical in every way to the man in front of him. Robinson assumed the men were brothers.

“No! This boy is of pale skin. He is no Aserra! Let me kill him.”

“I have seen him fight,” Black Hand said. “The right is mine.”

Black Hand removed his necklace of bones and dropped them in the dirt. Then he limped around the cart, switching the cudgel from his left hand to his right while drawing a knife from his belt.

Behind Black Hand, half the farmhouse collapsed, sending sparks and ash billowing into the sky. No one seemed to notice.

Robinson stretched his neck by rolled his head in a circle. He knew his timing would have to be perfect.

Ten paces away, Black Hand paused, his eyes locked solely on Robinson. His mouth curled into a smile, revealing sharpened, pointed teeth. Then he charged.

Robinson’s fists tightened around his axes, but he stood his ground. Only when Black Hand was raising his cudgel did Robinson finally drop. He saw the mute brother’s arrow strike Black Hand in the upper chest. Black Hand pitched forward as Robinson rose, swinging his axe with all his might. The back of the axe caught Black Hand’s spine perfectly, and it broke with a resounding snap.

The Bone Flayers flew into an immediate frenzy as they gave up their defensive positions and surged forward. Robinson whirled and raced back for the safety of the barn.

Overhead, the mutes fired their remaining arrows, but it did nothing to stop the swarm from reaching the door.

When the Flayers rushed inside, they were surprised to find themselves funneled into a narrow gap between equipment that had been hastily erected from the animal pens. Behind this fortification, the farmers lashed out with their ad hoc weapons, stabbing, gouging, and bludgeoning with renewed vigor, as if tasting real hope for the first time.

Almost immediately, the mutes leapt down to join the attack, but the trough of death was already bowing from the mass of Flayer bodies. Even with the funnel they’d created, there were simply too many enemies to hold the lines.

Just when the Flayers seemed poised to overrun the barn, an explosion of light and fire lit the sky behind them, blinding everyone.
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Chapter Seven
 Blood Promises
 

For three days, the Spinecrusher had cut smoothly downriver. No one aboard, outside of Arga’Zul, ever knew if the ship’s movements were arbitrary or part of a plan. One day he might stop, if he deemed a village posed a challenge. On day he might stop just for easy pickings. Just as often, he passed inhabited areas by entirely, while smirking from the deck as if to taunt those on shore.

I could take you at any time.

Friday had little to do during these days but sit in her hovel and wait. Flayers came and went, retrieving slaves or supplies, but she was mostly ignored.

One very rainy afternoon, Friday heard the call to lower sails, and the anchor struck the water with a splash. The ship slowed to a halt, although it still rocked with the current. Immobility made everyone nervous, especially the slaves. Nothing good happened when the Bone Flayers had downtime.

An hour later, two savages appeared with a stick and rope in hand. Friday didn’t fight when the noose was wrapped around her neck. One of the men cautiously unlocked her leg irons, while keeping a second thick stick ready. A month before, Friday had bit a chunk out of his face. She looked at the scar and grinned. Arga’Zul would kill any man who significantly harmed her, but any fool can make a mistake. Today, her assault was merely a scowl.

The savages escorted Friday to Arga’Zul’s cabin, where he sat at a table, eating his evening meal. The odor of cooked meat wafted over Friday, and her mouth watered. Arga’Zul motioned the men to put her in a chair at the table before leaving.

Arga’Zul was a massive man who bore as much fat as muscle. And yet, he had shown prodigious speed and strength for one his size. His forehead was dotted with perspiration, and his body smelled rank. Then again, so did Friday. She knew in her current condition, she couldn’t overpower him, so she sat back and watched him instead.

The great enemy of her life was an arm’s length away, and she could do nothing about it.

Arga’Zul tore at a roasted fowl with his hands, licking his fingers as he shoved meat into his mouth. Sweet potatoes, hardtack, undercooked beets, and roasted corn filled out the table. Friday’s body betrayed her, and she swallowed.

Arga’Zul eyed her momentarily before raising his chin and saying, “Eat.”

Friday didn’t hesitate. She tore into the bird quickly. The robust flavor was so intense she thought she might pass out. But before she had swallowed the first bite, she was already reaching for more.

Arga’Zul set a cup down in front of her and filled it with wine from a jug. She gulped it down, only to have him fill it again.

For months, Friday had eaten nothing but gruel, so this was an extravagance beyond measure. She knew it would come at a price.

“Gōngzhǔ,” Arga’Zul said. “Stubborn girl.”

Friday hated that word and the way he said it, but she refused to quit eating. She mowed through an ear of corn and what was left of the meat. Two more cups of wine left her head feeling light. She only stopped when she realized it might make her vulnerable.

Arga’Zul looked her over and smiled. Friday wondered, not for the first time, why he had never forced himself on her. No other female slaves received this courtesy.

“You eat well,” he said, finally. “Better than some of my men.”

Friday swallowed and spoke. “When food is placed in front of me, I eat.”

She put the emphasis on the word food. Most of what she had been given she did not consider edible.

“You eat better than the slaves,” Arga’Zul said.

That was sadly true.

When Friday could eat no more, she sat back, and Arga’Zul whistled. Nameless and another slave entered to quickly clean the table. Friday silently cursed herself for not trying to smuggle food away, though there was no place for her to hide it.

After the slaves departed, Arga’Zul unrolled a thick map on the table. The Great Missup dominated the center of the page. Once the river named Mississippi fed the interior states, but after the Great Rendering spurred the collapse of the ancient aqueduct system, the river opened to the east until the Great Missup joined the Atlantic just south of the ancient capital. Now salt water coalesced with fresh water to make a passageway that cut through the heart of the continent.

Xs dotted the sides of the river. Friday assumed these were places Arga’Zul had already sacked. But there were more Xs inland. She had no idea what those represented.

“Show me where the Aserra live,” he said.

Once Friday realized he wasn’t joking, she burst into laughter. Arga’Zul smiled and then let his huge arm fly. The backhand split her lip and sent her flying to the floor.

She looked up, fueled by an all-consuming hate.

“One day, I will kill you,” she said.

“So you’ve said.”

“But here, now, I make my promise. To the Goddess and all I hold dear. When you die, it will be by my hand alone.”

Arga’Zul reached for his cup of wine and leaned back to sip it. His eyes never left her.

“Life aboard my ship can be easy, or it can be hard,” he said. “You could eat every night like this at my table. Or you could eat nothing at all.”

“A hard life is all I have ever known,” she retorted. “And I prefer the company of slaves to yours.”

“They have it worse than you. But it can be worse still. Especially for the girl.”

Friday tensed but wasn’t surprised by his words. It was why she promised to never care for anyone but herself.

“You will do as you wish. You always have. What do I care for strangers? You’re a fool if you think I will ever give up my people.”

He knew he could break her. Her body was already failing. Flesh was weak. But the mind, the heart—those were the gems he loved to hold and crush most. They did not break, they shattered, and then, only under the right kind of pressure.

He doubted she could find her people, even if she wanted to. She had been away from them nearly a year and a half. And the Aserra never stayed in one place for too long. Still, he needed to test the flaws in her armor. One day, they would become faults that would let him drive the dagger home.

Arga’Zul held out his massive hand. “Get up.”

Friday refused his hand and returned to her chair. The wine had made her head hot. Suddenly, she wanted to be away from him. The way he looked at her made her stomach turn.

He reached out and gently pushed a few strands of hair from her face.

“I could make things easier for you anyway.”

Friday looked at him in disbelief and laughed. “I would kill myself before I let you touch me.”

Arga’Zul’s mouth twitched.

“You preferred the touch of that boy I took you from?”

“Cru-soe is more man than you’ll ever be.”

“Not man enough to hold you. To keep you safe.”

“But you remember what he said that day, don’t you? He said he would come for me. He swore it.”

“To make a promise and fulfill it are two separate things. Not that it matters now. The boy is dead. I would not want to give you false hope.”

“You lie,” Friday said.

“A lie would be to say I witnessed it. I did not. But the pale stranger told me of his plans. He paid greatly to return him across the sea so he could make an example of him. If it is of any consolation, he did say it would be quick.”

Friday felt her face flush and her hands tremble. Arga’Zul watched, delighting in her pain, as he always did.

“Dead for months and still you pine for him. I almost wish I had taken the boy too, so I might have milked the life from him in front of you, one drop at a time.”

Friday’s eyes darted around, settling on a knife left on the table.

“Go on,” he teased. “Take it. If you can.”

Friday considered leaping for the knife, but she knew she would never reach it. Even with her belly full, her muscles had atrophied, her speed bled away. She turned. She would continue to bide her time.

“Wise,” Arga’Zul said. “My stubborn Gōngzhǔ. We will anchor here until the storm passes. It may be one day or five. Plenty of time to continue our games.”

He leaned closer and reached out to touch her hair again. The wine was thick on his breath. But it was the look in his eyes that truly frightened her.

“I’ve heard your promise, Princess. Now hear mine. I will break you. It’s only a matter of time.”
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Chapter Eight
 Black Hand
 

The sounds of war were replaced by the screams of the dying as an acrid, chemical odor washed over the barn.

Once Robinson’s eyes adjusted, he saw the majority of the Flayers outside had been killed. Those who survived wouldn’t last long. They were strewn across the ground, steaming sacks of flesh and gore, tissue eaten away by some terrible substance. Despite their horrific injuries, the survivors were focused on the figure approaching through the curtain of smoke that still bled from the house fire. A wild-eyed man speaking in tongues.

Pastor.

Robinson hurried through the dead to finish the Flayers who had been spared the worst of the blast. He couldn’t get to them all. At least two had made it to the cover of trees. They would be impossible to track down.

The farmers stumbled out of the barn, their expressions numb, their eyes locked on Pastor as if to ask what this new horror was. Robinson could see something in him had changed. Gone was the jovial philosopher. He was replaced by something older and infinitely sadder.

He had saved them, but at a terrible cost. To Robinson, the worst part was the look on his face when the mute sister limped outside, the arrow stuck in her calf.

Robinson avoided his gaze.

As parents escorted their children out with hands over their eyes, Robinson directed the woman farmer to use the cart to carry their wounded, cautioning them to avoid Black Hand, who sat numbly in the dirt, an arrow protruding from his chest.

“Leave that one for me,” he said.

No one argued. But as Robinson perused the dead, he noticed a face missing.

“The Flayer with the red hand on his face? Has anyone see him?”

No one did. He had a feeling it would mean trouble.

Pastor helped the mute brother lead his sister to a stump to sit, setting his head against hers now that the battle was over. It was the most emotion Robinson had ever seen them show.

Those farmers without children milled about, exhausted and unsure of what to do. That’s when Pastor held up his hands.

“Brothers and sisters,” he spoke firmly. “The savages have been vanquished, but there is no time to dally. We must set to saving what homes we can and looking for survivors. The womenfolk and children can tend to the wounded. The rest of you, follow me.”

By mid-afternoon, the fires had been extinguished. A makeshift healer’s house had been set up in their single-room schoolhouse to care for the wounded. Robinson discovered that somewhere in the melee he had taken a cut to his neck, but he refused to seek help before the more seriously injured were attended to.

Pastor assembled a group of male farmers to scout the forest and riverlands to ensure the Flayers were not regrouping somewhere. Once that threat was addressed, he advised them to burn the Flayer ship. They had seen enough fire that day, but the logic of the act was undeniable. After that was done, Pastor helped retrieve the bodies of the dead, and they were buried together in a field not far from their homes.

Initially, the farmers were wary of Pastor, given the spectacle that precipitated his arrival. Words like ‘sorcerer’ were whispered about, but slowly, surely, his gentle tone and wise guidance earned their amity.

Surprisingly, it was Robinson they gave the largest berth, though many took time to nod their appreciation. When it was clear there was nothing more for him to do, Robinson walked around the backside of the barn where Black Hand was secured to a post. There was little doubt the Flayer leader was in great pain, but he suffered in silence. Robinson stood over him with a chagal skin of water and took a long drink.

“Thirsty?” Robinson asked.

Black Hand said nothing, but when Robinson lowered the chagal to his lips, he greedily swallowed it down. After sitting in the sun all day, his skin was burned. His legs folded awkwardly beneath him. The arrow wound to his chest had already drawn its share of flies. He was long past slapping them away.

“I will not give you what you want,” Black Hand spat.

Robinson smirked as he sat down, sliding his back against the warm, corrugated metal of the barn. He looked out over the fields. The sun was descending through sparse clouds casting everything in the alpenglow of autumn.

“Sentiments are cheap out here,” Robinson said. “Those most of all.”

Black Hand snorted, but understood his predicament.

“I am a Bone Flayer,” he said. “We bow to no one.”

“And I am Aserra,” Robinson said. “We’re both used to getting what we want. I could torture you a hundred ways—”

“And I will not break.”

Robinson shrugged.

“I believe that you believe that,” he said. “That’s why I won’t waste either of our time. I’ve decided to leave you alive instead. Here. In the hands of the farmers. You see, these people? They’re not like us. They don’t live by a code of violence. They’re passive. You’ve slaughtered dozens of their families and friends, and still, they refuse to kill you. I don’t understand it. I doubt you do either. But it’s their way. What they’ll do instead is patch you up. Remove those arrows from your body and clean the wounds so they won’t get infected. Then, they’ll build you a little cage and prop it in some corner of their village, so every day, when they pass you on the way to their fields, they can point you out to their children and say, ‘Look. There is the evil of the world. Together, we have safety, but leave us, and it’s his kind you’ll have to contend with.’ I’m sure they’ll keep you alive in that cage a very long time.”

Black Hand glared at him, but Robinson could see his words were sinking in. For a warrior like him, it was the worst sentence imaginable.

“What do you want?” he asked finally.

“How do I find Arga’Zul?” Robinson asked.

Black Hand almost laughed. He looked at Robinson as if he was crazy.

“Arga’Zul is a war chieftain, the great champion in the history of our clan. His name is feared in every corner of the land. What is he to you?”

Robinson saw no reason to lie. “He took someone I love.”

The prisoner’s eyes drifted a moment and then snapped back.

“The Gōngzhǔ,” he said.

“I don’t know what that means,” Robinson said.

“The Aserra girl. She is yours?” He wanted to laugh but could only shake his head instead. “She is his great prize. He takes her with him everywhere he goes. He parades her at our village. Has her sit at the table of his brother, our king. She is alive. But she will never be returned to you.”

“I don’t plan on her returning. I plan on going where she is and taking her.”

This time, Black Hand did laugh. Never in his life had he heard anything so preposterous. But he saw the seriousness in Robinson’s gaze and admired the boy’s courage, even if it was folly.

“Tell me how to find her,” Robinson said, patting the knife at his waist, “and I’ll give you a warrior’s death.”

Black Hand tried to sit up, but his body would not respond. Already, he had grown tired of this dirt place, and it hadn’t even been a day.

“Follow the river south. On foot it would take many moons. Five if you slept little. More if you encounter trouble. One day, you will see a port on the eastern side of the river with many ships. There, a great pyramid rises over an ancient city. It is in the shadow of the pyramid we call home. But be warned. We Flayers are a suspicious people. We hate many but none more than Aserra.”

“What grudge lays between the two?” Robinson asked.

Black Hand snorted. “It is not for me to say. Ask Arga’Zul when you meet him. I’m sure he will gladly tell you.”

Robinson nodded and stood up. He was also tired. Tired in his bones. The road to Friday had just grown that much longer. But nothing on this continent came easy.

“The blade?” Black Hand asked.

Robinson took the knife out and dropped it in the dirt in front of him. It sank into the ground up to its hilt. Then Robinson stepped back and set his hand on the hilt of his axe.

Black Hand looked back at the sunset one last time, filling his lungs with air still tinged with the scent of his handiwork. As he exhaled, he reached for the knife, but it never left its earthen sheath.
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Chapter Nine
 Ghosts
 

Later that night, the villagers gathered together for supper. After a lengthy prayer in a language Robinson did not understand, a pig was slaughtered, roasted, and served with potatoes, carrots, and pickled relish. The men drank a homemade wine derived from beets, while Robinson drank fresh milk with the women and children. It was the first milk he’d had on this continent.

The farmers ate mechanically, as if the dishes offered nothing more than sustenance, but for Robinson and Pastor, every bite was delicious. They offered little talk other than to thank their host for their meal. Robinson wasn’t sure if any conversation could’ve gotten through to them. The farmers were numb.

The only person who seemed eager to reach out was the girl who looked like Tessa. Several times, Robinson caught her watching him. Eventually, her mother scolded her with a disapproving frown. At the end of the table, a boy her age brooded.

Pastor nudged Robinson and whispered, “Finding anything to your taste?”

Robinson rolled his eyes but was thankful they were eating by candlelight. Otherwise, someone might have seen him blush.

Once the meal was over, the men gathered around a large fire in the village square and tapped a wooden cask of mead. It was thick and woody and made Robinson’s head swim.

For the next two turns, Pastor worked his magic on the crowd. He spoke of past civilizations and man’s inherent thirst for violence. He spoke of the necessity of small villages like theirs to establish relationships with others up and down the river; how such alliances could not only create opportunities for trade but band together in times of attack or disaster. He spoke with wisdom and humility, and with the absolute confidence of one who knows he speaks the truth.

He reminded Robinson of his father.

As the discussions continued, Robinson watched as the fire lessened and was stoked back to life. All at once, his eyes got heavy. Some time later, a gentle hand shook him. It was the female farmer. She told him a bed had been arranged at one of the vacant houses. The others bid him good evening, but he was too tired to respond.

Entering the house felt like a violation, but Robinson was thankful for a warm bed. He’d been shown into a child’s room before his host departed.

Simple toys carved from wood littered the floor. Blocks with letters on them. A spinning top. He even saw a silver airplane that he was sure had been left over from before the Great Rendering. He picked it up and spun the propeller, thinking how much Tannis would have liked it. For the first time in a long time, he wondered what they were doing back home. Was Father still running the Crown? Were his changes in policy moving forward or meeting with resistance? Did the children feel alone now that Robinson and Vareen were gone? Tannis had Slink, but Tallis had no one.

Robinson was lying down in bed when he heard the sound of the front door opening. His fingers wrapped around his axe, but the soft pad of feet stayed his hand.

When the girl appeared, she held a candle, and its halo of light made her look luminous. She wore a dark smock and had her hair pulled back, revealing the taut skin of her neck. Robinson felt something stir inside him and was flooded with guilt because of it.

“My father asked that I see to your bandages once more,” the girl said. Her voice was soft, but there was an undercurrent of boldness there.

“Okay,” Robinson said.

He peeled off his shirt so the girl could remove the cloth at his neck. A wave of goosebumps danced over his flesh at her touch. He thought of Friday.

“No sign of infection,” she said. “That is good.”

Robinson said nothing, so the girl took a rag and cleaned his wound again. Then she dipped her finger into a salve and worked it around the wound. Her touch was overpowering. Robinson fought the thoughts invading his mind.

“That man—your friend—” she began.

“Pastor.”

“He says you seek a lost loved one. A girl.”

“Woman would be more accurate.”

“Was she taken in a raid like the one we suffered today?”

“Something close to it.”

“My father says the savages do not keep their prisoners long. And the girls they take … he says their time is not pleasant. How long ago was your woman taken?”

He knew where her questions were leading, but didn’t stop her from asking them.

“Five months. Maybe more.”

“And you believe she is alive?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“Why?”

“Because it’s the only option I can live with. The only option that lets me keep hope. And I know if the situation was reversed, I wouldn’t want her to give up on me.”

“You love her then?”

“Very much.”

In that moment, Robinson felt an immense sadness. He had grown a lot since he fled the Isle a year and a half before. His father had said he had become a man, and yet, whenever he thought of himself as one, his mind went back to that day when Vardan Saah activated the FENIX and how surprised he was when the missiles exploded and spilled spores into the sky instead of death. It was his mother who had saved humanity, not him. He had sacrificed all for the girl he loved, but it had cost him something inside. He had sworn if the same situation ever repeated itself, he would make the right decision the next time. But deep in his heart, he wasn’t sure.

“Winter nears,” the girl continued. “And a heavy snowfall is expected this season. We have homes here, like this one. A strong man could have one if he was willing to join us. He could have other things too …”

She put her hand on his shoulder. Her touch felt like velvet. The smell of flowers in her hair was intoxicating. But it all felt wrong. He took her hand gently and pulled her around to face him.

“Did Pastor send you or was it your father?” he asked.

“If I’m not woman enough, there are others—”

“Stop, please,” he said.

She shuffled awkwardly.

“Do you not find me … appealing?” she asked.

“I think you’re one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever seen. And some man is going to be so lucky to win your heart.”

“But not you,” she said.

“Mine’s already promised to another. But I saw someone at the table tonight who seemed to have an eye for you.”

“Tomas. He’s just a boy.”

“Funny thing about boys. They have a habit of growing up to be men, with the right motivation.”

A smile crept onto her face.

“Tomas would die if I walked into his bedroom.”

She blushed and Robinson laughed. Then they heard the door open, and Pastor appeared.

“Am I interrupting?” he asked.

“No,” the girl answered. “I’m finished.” She quickly gathered her things and edged back for the door. “If either of you need anything, my parents’ home is two over.”

“Very kind, my lady,” Pastor said. “You have our thanks.”

She curtsied and left. The room descended into an awkward silence.

“They’ve given me the master’s room,” Pastor said. “But the bed is too damned large. And soft. Do you mind?”

He pointed to the second bed in the room, and Robinson nodded. Pastor plopped down and propped a pillow under his head.

“Truth is, I’m used to sleeping outside these days. I miss roots in my bum and the sounds of the night.”

“Which are usually drowned out by your snoring.”

“Pfft. That’s the wine. I’ve had none tonight.”

“You had two casks of mead.”

“Ha! One, at most.”

Robinson fell back onto his own bed and shook his head.

“Where are the mutes?” he asked.

“Who’s to say? Wandering the hills? Sleeping in trees? Those two would die before they slept inside.”

“I’m the reason the girl was wounded.”

Pastor’s head snapped toward him, ready to admonish, but he saw the guilt in Robinson’s eyes.

“You are,” he said finally. “And the reason everyone here is alive.”

“No,” Robinson said. “That was your doing.”

“Bah. Tricks. Illusions. That’s all I can conjure. You’re the real magician. The way you fight—the way others follow you—it’s a rare thing. A rare and terrible thing.”

Pastor blew out the light and rolled onto his side. Robinson was utterly exhausted but couldn’t immediately get to sleep. He couldn’t escape that fact that he was sleeping in someone else’s bed. That very morning, a child rose here with the light, and now his flame had been snuffed out. It reminded him that life was precious and never more than when it was at risk.

There, in the dark, he reached for the one thing that gave him hope. Friday’s acorn. He ran it over his fingers, letting the ridges trill against his skin. It was like their love. Hard on the outside but full of life and promise within. One day, he thought. I’ll see it bloom. But not alone.

Not alone.
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Chapter Ten
 Treachery!
 

The rain fell steadily at an angle, buffeting the faces of those on deck. It was a cold night that the wind had given teeth, prompting each Flayer to bundle in heavy fabrics with only a narrow slit from which to see. Not that it mattered. The fog was so thick it made visibility beyond the ship’s balustrade impossible.

They had dropped anchor in the cove of an island. A party had gone ashore to scout the area but returned with nothing to report.

The Spinecrusher was the finest ship in the Bone Flayer fleet. Its dual masts and low hull also made it the fastest. But like every ship, it was not impervious to the elements. In one corner of the aft deck, water seeped down through nooks and crannies until it spilled over the rafters, drip by drip, and stirred Friday from sleep.

Despite the chill outside, the hold was warm and humid. Friday yawned as her eyes focused in the darkness. At the far end of the room that single-candled lantern swayed gently with the current. It provided scant illumination, but it served as a beacon to tether her in the darkness.

Friday lay still, listening to the sounds around her. Sleeping inhalations. The occasional snore. The ever-present creaking of the ship. Even the Flayer on patrol near the steps snored lightly. Her heartbeat quickened.

The time had come.

Friday rose to her knees as quietly as she could. She wiped her hands clean and took hold of the mounting pin with both hands. She tugged it side to side slowly until it began to move. After a minute, it came out of the wood with a pop.

Friday froze and waited, but she heard nothing but silence.

Carefully, she retrieved the torn fabric of a burlap sack that she had stolen long ago. She used it to strap the excess chain to her arm. She left enough hanging in case she needed a weapon. Then she crawled out of her hovel and quietly crept past the stockade. None of the other slaves stirred. Even Nameless was lost to slumber.

The Flayer guard near the stairs sat on a barrel, his head and back propped against the wall behind him. His mouth lolled slightly open as he snored. A spear was interlaced in his arms. Friday briefly entertained the idea of killing the man for the spear but decided it was too big a risk.

She continued on instead, timing her ascent of the steps with the rocking of the ship so that the creak of the third, sixth, and eleventh steps would meld with the symphony of everyday groans the wooden vessel produced.

At the top of the stairs, two Flayers stood sentry just outside, facing away. Both were awake, but the sound of the rain striking the deck was too loud to hear over. Friday hesitated there in the shadows. She could easily poach a dagger from one of the men, finish them both off, and be over the side of the ship before the alarm sounded.

But escape had never been her plan.

Friday had sworn if she ever got a chance to kill Arga’Zul, she would seize it, consequences be damned. The man had been a blight on her people for decades, and claiming his life would not only avenge the legions of Aserra he had killed and taken captive, but it would also send a message to the rest of the Bone Flayers that none among them was untouchable.

As Friday turned for the captain’s cabin, she paused. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard Robinson’s voice calling her from the arcade. His words were a blur, but the meaning was clear: he would come for her—damn everything. Alive or dead, she knew he would not begrudge her this act. Or if he did, he would at least understand it.

She was Aserra. And the Aserra demanded a worthy death.

Friday’s hand reached slowly for the iron lock, lifting it incrementally until she felt the latch give. She pushed the door open just enough to see the room was dark inside. Once she was sure the sentries hadn’t moved, she slipped inside and closed the door behind her.

Friday froze there, taking long, deep breaths to slow her heart. The room stank of Arga’Zul’s musk. It was thick and foul, but here it was mixed with the savory meal he’d eaten that night. She padded quietly to the table and was relieved to see a glint there that she recognized as Arga’Zul’s knife.

Goddess be praised, she thought. I have chosen correctly.

Friday was nearing the table when the floorboards groaned beneath her feet. She paused and waited until a heavy exhalation resounded from Arga’Zul’s hammock. From here, she could see the faintest image of his form in his berth. One hand was flung over the side, hovering, outstretched, inches above a nocked blade that lay on the floor.

A splurge of rage instantly coursed through Friday, but she fought back the rash impulse she felt. She would never get another chance like this.

All at once, Friday felt woozy and had to reach out for the table to steady herself. Blood ran again from her nose, and panic began to well inside her. Was this her fate? To come so close to killing the man she hated most only to have her body fail her in the end?

Her legs shook and her arms felt weak. She knew she would be unable to endure any kind of extended fight. Even at her healthiest, Friday couldn’t have beaten Arga’Zul.

Friday reached out and scooped up the knife, careful not to let the blade scratch the table’s surface. She then turned toward Arga’Zul’s sleeping berth, trying to dissect his silhouette from the shadows. All she needed was to identify his massive head. From there, she could run the dagger across his throat and wait for his lifeblood to spill out across the floor. The sound of him drowning in his own blood would be like sweet music to her ears.

If, for some reason, Friday couldn’t find his neck, she would sink the blade deep into his heart. He might get out one panicked cry out before death took him. What happened after was in the Goddess’s hands.

Step-by-step, Friday edged closer. Her hand holding the dagger grew slick with sweat. She struggled to keep her breathing even. There could be no mistakes now.

Arga’Zul groaned in his sleep. Friday heard his sheets rustle as he turned. A spate of adrenaline flushed her system, but she fought to keep her hand steady. Carefully, she raised her foot over the sword on the floor and set it down on the other side. Leaning forward, scanning the shadows, she found her enemy’s throat. It lay open. Inviting.

And just as Friday prepared to do the deed, she heard a click behind her. Her head turned as light spilled into the room. There, Friday saw the small red-haired girl she called Nameless pointing her out to the sentry behind her.
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Chapter Eleven
 A Road Diverged
 

When Pastor woke the next morning, he found Robinson’s bed empty but made, the sheets crisp and tight. He smiled. The young man was nothing if not well mannered.

After washing his face and hands in a basin, Pastor made his way outside to take in the crisp morning air. The needles in the yard had frosted the night before, and his breath plumed out in front of him. He felt rested, but he knew there was much to do.

After a few moments, he felt a presence behind him and turned as Robinson rounded the deck, bag in hand.

“Leaving already?” he asked.

Robinson nodded.

“I thought I’d get an early start.”

Pastor nodded to a pair of chairs on the porch.

“Sit with me for a moment,” he said. And when Robinson hesitated, he continued, “I promise not to try to convince you to stay.”

The men sat a few feet apart, but for the first time in their journey together, it felt like they were leagues apart.

“I take it our painted-faced friend told you what you wanted to know?”

“Let’s just say he pointed me in the right direction. Do you plan to stay?”

Pastor nodded.

“Winter’s coming. And the people here need us, though they might say otherwise. As you may have noticed, they’re as warm as day-old pie. But they are decent and humble and deserve every chance to live their lives according to their beliefs.”

“Which are?”

“Determined by Gottes Wille. They came to this country in the early eighteenth century, descended from the Mennonites, though they mostly flourished up north. They reject technology and subscribe to the philosophy of Gelassenheit, which means submission.”

“Submission,” Robinson repeated. “Not a concept that inspires longevity.”

“And yet, here they are. Living as their ancestors have for centuries, while everyone else around them faded to dust.”

“What will you teach them?” Robinson asked.

“What I can. New farming methods. How to build a defensive perimeter. They won’t accept weapons or training, but maybe I can convince them to seek out alliances with their closest neighbors. Sometimes even the most stubborn, solitary people recognize there is strength in numbers.”

Robinson chose not to rise to the bait.

“I asked you once why it is you do this—travel from place to place, engaging people—but you never quite gave me an answer.”

Pastor sighed.

“We’re lucky S.O.Bs, you and me. We’ve been afforded this rare gift to glimpse the past and see all that had been achieved and all that was once possible. Who’s to say, ultimately, what was responsible for man’s downfall? Arrogance? Hubris? An appetite for violence and chaos? Men are blind fools, ruled by our desires, fueled by our weaknesses. And yet, still we strive. Our thirst for knowledge, our hunger for experience—it’s the true meaning of life.

“And now the slate’s been wiped clean. We can, with only a few steps back, pick up where they left off. And with some luck, and maybe a slight course correction, mankind can become worthy again.”

“Worthy? Of what?”

“This. The earth. Each other. These gifts so few of us treasure, but we have all the same. That’s why it’s so painful to see you go. The world needs leaders, Robinson. Those capable of helping to shape the future. Oh, you’re rash. And sometimes your vision is myopic. But you have character and integrity, and those are rare qualities in this world. I wish … I wish we had more time.”

“Time is the one thing I don’t have,” Robinson said.

“I know,” Pastor said. “You’re a knight on a quest to save a fair maiden. Like Sir Galahad or Prince Valiant.”

Robinson didn’t recognize the names, but he knew they were meant as a compliment.

“Have you considered,” Pastor said, treading carefully, “the possibility that she is no longer alive?”

“Of course,” Robinson answered. “I have to.”

“And you admit the prospects of finding and rescuing her are also grim?”

“I do.”

“And still you undertake this quest. Why?”

Robinson looked him in the eyes and said, “I made a promise.”

“And your word is everything,” Pastor said and shook his head. “Then you are indeed a knight of old and your quest just and true. Personally, I still think you’re a fool. But a fool for love isn’t such a terrible thing.”

This time they both smiled.

“But now, I have a question for you before you go. Quid pro quo.”

“I love it when you speak Latin,” Robinson said.

Pastor winked.

“You said you were in this nation’s capital at the beginning of this year.”

“That’s right,” Robinson said.

“During that time, there was an event—an anomaly—that occurred in the sky and precipitated changes on the ground. Changes that directly affected the population of the inflicted creatures you call Renders.”

Robinson swallowed but let him continue.

“Do you know of what I speak?” Pastor asked.

Robinson wasn’t sure why Pastor was asking the question, but he knew it was important to him for some reason. He decided to proceed carefully.

“Let’s say I did,” Robinson answered. “How would a simple pilgrim like you know where it originated?”

“One hears things on the road,” Pastor answered.

“Uh-huh.”

Robinson looked out across the yard as the sun worked its way into the sky. The frost was already starting to thaw. He was eager to get underway.

“Since you’re so fond of stories,” Robinson said, “I’ll tell you one no one’s ever heard before. It’s about a kid who was shipwrecked far from home. Every day this boy woke up, he was terrified it would be his last. But luck kept him alive. Chance. Then, one day, a girl came into his life and made him strong. Made him complete. When men came and took this girl, he swore he would do anything to get her back, even if it meant destroying something that could save so many others. The boy agonized over his decision. But in the end, he chose the girl. In the end, the real choice was made for him. But to this day, the boy remembers he chose for himself.”

Pastor watched Robinson as he contemplated his words.

“I’m only telling you this because I want you to understand the boy was no hero. He was just lucky to be surrounded by good people.”

Pastor nodded with understanding.

“Maybe this boy shouldn’t be so hard on himself. Making bad choices is what boys do. It’s what they do after that makes them men.”

Robinson looked at Pastor and then down the road.

“Well, it’s time.”

“Yes,” Pastor replied. “I guess it is. Oh, I almost forgot. I have a gift. Something to remember me by.”

Pastor reached into his coat and pulled out the waterproof case carrying his map.

“No,” Robinson said. “I couldn’t—”

“Go on,” Pastor said, pushing it on him. “You need it more than I do. Besides, I always have more secrets in my bag of tricks.”

Robinson nodded and took the map and stuffed it in his shirt.

“Will you tell the mutes I said goodbye? Maybe they’ll warm up to me once I’m gone.”

“All things do with the passing of winter.”

 

Robinson left through the fields, eager to avoid any run-ins with the farmers. They had spent all night mourning their dead, and today, he could hear them sifting through the rubble, beginning to rebuild the only life they had ever known.

The field led east to an old dirt road, where a pair of farmers were returning with horses that had escaped during the fire. As he scaled a small berm, he caught a glimpse of the river beyond and let the smell of its waters wash over him. Just as he was about to turn south, a figure stepped from the trees on the northern side of the field. It was the mute brother. He stood motionless, watching Robinson before offering a slight nod.

Robinson waved, but before his hand fell, the mute brother was gone.

Robinson turned south, bundled his coat, and resumed his journey.
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Chapter Twelve
 Flight
 

She had been betrayed.

There was no question about it. With one brief glance at Nameless’s face, her treachery was made clear.

Friday understood instinctively it wasn’t an act born of jealousy or revenge. It would not earn her freedom or some great luxury. It was simply a choice of survival. Maybe she would be spared one less lashing. Earn one more day of existence. It was an act of preservation, not of deceit. She couldn’t fault the girl for that.

The sentry pushed his way into the room, lantern in hand. As soon as he saw the knife in Friday’s hands, he shouted and charged with his spear. Friday threw the blade and watched it sink into the man’s throat.

As the sentry’s body hit the floor, Arga’Zul woke with a start, his free hand grasping for the sword. Friday kicked it away, while swinging the chain with all her might. She heard Arga’Zul howl as it struck his face. She swung the chain again, but this time, he’d raised an arm in defense.

Arga’Zul was grasping for Friday when she heard feet approaching. With her opportunity to kill Arga’Zul slipping away, she scooped up the spear on the floor and sped toward the door, skewering a second sentry just as he appeared.

Friday pitched his body aside but hesitated as she reached the door. Nameless looked at her without expression. Friday grabbed her hand and pulled her outside.

Sheets of rain struck them from the port side, but Friday failed to see Flayers in her immediate vicinity. She did, however, hear Arga’Zul behind her, stumbling to his feet, howling for the guards. She pulled Nameless into a run. The girl realized what Friday planned to do but didn’t try to stop it. As Friday leapt over the starboard side of the ship, Nameless’s legs hit the balustrade, and she pirouetted twice before slamming into the water.

The cold water cut through both of them like a knife. Instantly, the air was sucked from Nameless’s lungs, and every muscle in her seized. But Friday’s hand tightened around hers as she kicked upward.

They broke the surface of the water and gasped for air. The freezing raindrops that caromed off the water struck their faces like angry bees. Above them, the alarm had sounded, and the glow of torches moved hastily about. Friday pulled Nameless toward shore.

On the Spinecrusher, Arga’Zul burst from his cabin, his face bloody and raw, but his deep voice tore through the storm, spurring his men into action. Flayers spilled out of the hold with torches and weapons.

Arga’Zul howled for his men to find the girls, but it was a few moments before someone caught sign of the escapees. Arrows took flight, forcing Friday and Nameless to dive under the water and kick harder for shore.

Something moved in the water and Friday felt as if her foot had been stung, but she pushed on until both feet sank into the muddy earth, and she dragged Nameless ashore.

The cove had a narrow slice of beach with nothing but trees beyond. As Friday pulled Nameless toward the woods, she heard splashes in the water behind her, drowned out only by the raging voice of Arga’Zul.

The ground inland was scarcely more than bog, but Friday found the firmest path even in the darkness. She sprinted between trees, only slowing when confronted with fallen logs or pools too deep to traverse.

The underbrush lashed out at both girls, cutting their legs and arms while their feet fell prey to rocks and twigs. But the cold kept Friday moving, even when Nameless had lost all sense of direction.

Friday was five hundred paces into the woods when her adrenaline started to abate. She was malnourished and weak, far worse off than when Crusoe had rescued her from under the monolith. Her chest was heaving, breath coming in heavy, ragged gasps. And yet she didn’t quit. Could not quit. Not now, not ever.

Nameless fought hard to keep up, but she had one luxury Friday did not. She had helped prepare meals for the Flayers and for Arga’Zul. And despite the terrible danger, she had stolen food whenever she could. Sometimes it was no more than a bone to suck marrow from. Other times it was leftovers of a feast. She didn’t have much energy in reserve, but she would make sure it was enough.

The difficulty of the terrain lessened the farther they moved inland. When they reached a small hill, Friday held her arm out and halted. The girl doubled over, hands on her knees, gasping for air, but she still said nothing.

Friday looked behind them but saw no lamps or torches through the trees. The rain struggled to purge the canopy. Friday took a hard look at the girl. She was skin and bones, made even more pathetic by the rain, and yet she hadn’t given in.

She might survive after all.

“Are you hurt?” Friday asked, but she didn’t get a response. “Nameless!” This time the girl looked up. “Are you hurt?”

Nameless shook her head.

Friday lifted her foot to see an arrow had taken a small chunk out of the back of her heel. A hair higher and it would have hit her Achilles tendon.

Friday was tearing a strip of fabric to bind it with when Nameless gasped.

“Look!” Nameless said.

Friday had never heard her speak before. She turned back toward the trees, where the glow of a single torch had appeared. Then, one by one, others appeared like fireflies.

“Go,” Friday said, pushing Nameless on. “Go!”

Friday was utterly spent, but she trudged on. Over the sloshing of wet earth and falling rain, she could still hear Arga’Zul bellowing in the darkness, his voice getting louder. Friday was starting to lose hope when she saw a break in the trees. A lightning strike illuminated waters to the east.

Nameless took in the river and froze. Friday recognized that look. She flashed back to the moment in D.C. when she collapsed through the bridge and nearly died when the rapids pulled her away. These waters were worse. They were colder, and it was night. Even now, Friday might have braved the river, but she knew Nameless would not survive. She cursed. Damn Cru-soe, she thought. This is his fault. It was his influence that made her care for others. Now it might cost her her life.

Friday scanned the shoreline until she saw a mass of woods a hundred paces away. She dragged the girl to the dam from the waterside.

A beaver exploded from its den, its mouth screeching fiercely, razor-like teeth gnashing with deadly intent. Friday pulled a stick from the thatch and beat it back, opening the narrowest of ingresses.

“Get inside,” Friday said.

Nameless realized immediately there was only room for one. She saw Friday understood it too.

Through the trees, the glow of torches grew stronger. Friday knelt in front of the girl. “I’ll lead them away,” she said. “Stay as long as you can. Then head south. There will be people along the river. If the Goddess is merciful, someone will take you in.”

Nameless struggled to find words of gratitude, but Friday was already gone. Nameless did the only thing she could: she climbed inside.

Friday was fifty paces down the beach when a band of Bone Flayers spilled out onto the sand in front of her. She ground to a halt and turned back only to see more flush from the trees. Shrieks and cries filled the air as she was surrounded. And then they stopped as Arga’Zul emerged. He was bloody and out of breath, but when he saw Friday, he cracked a terrifying smile.

Friday looked around until she found ground that was the most firm. Then she tore away the fabric that had been holding her chain in place.

Arga’Zul nodded. The Flayers swarmed in.

Friday crushed the first attacker’s jaw with the chain, but she never got a chance to pull it back for a second strike. The pack was on her, punching and kicking her mercilessly.

Friday collapsed in the water, her vision blurring. Before her one eye closed she saw a Flayer approaching the dam, only to leap back as something attacked him. The man turned away to rejoin the others.

Nameless would survive.

She hoped Crusoe would forgive her. She had failed in her escape, but by saving the girl, she had succeeded in saving some small measure of herself. And, of course, it’s what he would have done.

The last thought Friday had was of that small victory. Her mouth curled into a bloody smile right before she fell unconscious.
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Chapter Thirteen
 The Cat People
 

The days fell back into repetition.

Robinson rose each day before the break of dawn and ate a simple breakfast of fruit and grains. Then he’d walk until his feet hurt and his stomach screamed. After a short break for food and rest, he’d take to the roads again, this time until the sun started to set or until he stumbled upon some shelter too good to pass up.

Throughout his journey, his eyes stayed active, scanning the forest around him for danger. Still, he was apt to daydream now and then. He thought of his time in D.C. and of his friends and family back on the Isle. He thought of Tiers, Pastor, and the mutes. But mostly, he thought of Friday. Her touch. Her voice. Her face while she slept. How tender it looked. How different it was from the one she wore when she fought.

The only memory he avoided was Resi, the ornery dog who’d adopted him upon his arrival to this continent only to die at the hands of the Flayers. That loss hurt as much as saying goodbye to his mother.

 

He’d been walking the ancient cracked roads for eight days when he found the river again. Although the rain had stopped a few days before, the water remained high and ran at a fevered pace. Few of the ancient stone bridges that traversed the river had survived. And what steel bridges remained groaned perilously, covered in rust. Most were nothing more than skeletons, more dangerous to pass than the river itself.

So Robinson often walked along the banks, though he knew it slowed his pace. At least there, he could see remnants of the ancient world. Errant houses shorn to their foundations. Business structures folded in like the cakes Tallis once made with Vareen. Water and wind had eaten the colors, but here and there, he could still make out signs bearing faded names of brands that grew familiar after a time.

On those nights when rain or the cold forced him to take shelter, he often found it in the strangest places. Once, he slept in the belly of a rusted fuel tanker. Another time, in a metal smokehouse that still smelled of old meats. More often he tied a bivy sac between trees and slept thirty feet off the ground.

His favorite evenings were when he found some home still standing and he was able to build a fire in its hearth and imagine himself back in New London, playing Over the Wall, Under the Wall with Tannis while his parents chatted over mundane things. Vareen would pop in with sugarcakes, and the kids would fight for the biggest one.

Through it all, Robinson stayed close to the river, his ears attuned to the sounds of ships. Each day he imagined rounding a bend and seeing those familiar black sails and its red sigil and the giant at the forecastle would look out, unaware his death was not coming in the shape of an army, but one former boy willing to do anything for his love.

 

It was the sixth day after the rain had ceased, and Robinson had just finished crossing a steep mountain. That morning, he found a grouse’s nest on a high branch with six small eggs inside. He carefully put them into his pack for later, but when it was safe enough to raise a fire.

The woods along the river had grown thick, but all at once they became oddly quiet. He looked for animal tracks, but found none. A niggling feeling began to peck at him from the back of his mind. It made him wary, but he chalked it up to being on the road alone again.

It was getting late. Robinson needed shelter, but he wanted to keep moving while there was light.

The river’s pace had slowed over the last day, but sediment raised by the rain still left it thick as soup.

As the sun dwindled, he walked along the waterline, scanning for areas fish might hole up. He’d fashioned a spear from a slender piece of bamboo. But just when he saw a flash of scales glinting in the current, he looked up and froze.

A group of wooden boats lay on the shore of a small island. These were not relics, but something recently crafted. Splayed across their sides were drawings of some kind of animal, but Robinson couldn’t make out what kind. What he did see sent a chill up his spine. Smoke was rising from a fire a few feet up the beach.

Robinson quickly scanned up and down both banks and into the forest. He saw no movement, but the fire meant someone was close. If they’d seen his approach he was at a huge disadvantage.

Robinson’s hands fell to his axes, but he didn’t pull them. Instead, he stepped back from the water’s edge toward the tree line. Part of him wanted to sprint into the forest, but his eyes kept returning to those boats. One of them could cut his journey to the flayer capital in half.

While ruminating his next move, a breeze blew in, carrying an odor Robinson hadn’t smelled in some time. It instantly set his nerves on fire. Something moved in the brush behind him, and before he could react, three Renders burst from the forest.

The first Render launched himself off some rocks, forcing Robinson to roll underneath his attack and swing his axe at his hindquarters. His second blade caught the creature across the ankle, and he heard a snap. As the beast howled on the ground, Robinson spun to find two smaller, faster Renders surrounding him and driving him back toward a thick cluster of trees at the waterline.

On instinct, Robinson dove behind the trees, giving the creatures the narrowest outlet to reach him. The smallest beast circled around his flank, but the largest one stormed straight ahead, snapping branches with his massive arms.

When the smaller Render came around to face Robinson, he whirled his axes in a vertical rotation. The creature lost its footing, and Robinson sunk a blade into its flesh.

The middle-sized Render roared as its companion fell, but it was the larger Render that drew Robinson’s focus. It had broken through the knot of dead branches, forcing Robinson’s back to the river.

With no other options, Robinson remembered Friday’s most valuable lesson: when in doubt, attack.

Robinson bounded up the nest of tree branches and leapt over the biggest Render. It lashed out with its long claws, catching the sleeve of Robinson’s coat and tearing it away. Robinson landed behind the creature and rotated quickly with both blades. The creature roared, its fetid mouth inches from Robinson’s face. But slowly, surely, the two axe blades tore into its chest and sent the beast collapsing to the earth. It writhed before ceasing movement altogether.

Robinson was in the process of taking his first real breath since the fight began when the third and final Render charged from his side. Robinson tried to extract his axes from the dead render’s chest, but both were lodged in bone. In a desperate act of preservation, Robinson threw up an arm, but the mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth never reached him. Instead, a wave of arrows stitched the creature’s flesh, and it fell at his feet and moved no more.

Robinson turned quickly to see who had saved him. On the shore, some twenty paces away, stood a dozen human figures wearing loincloths and covered in blue, black, and silver body paint. Half held bows and arrows, while the other half gripped spears. At their heels were the canoes from across the river.

How could they have crossed so quickly? Robinson asked himself.

He instinctively took a step back, but the locals notched more arrows and began yelling at him in some incomprehensible language. He raised his hands, noting the men seemed more frightened than angry.

Just when it seemed like the painted men were about to attack, a young child pushed her way to the front, motioning for them to lower their weapons. They did so, reluctantly.

The girl was also painted in silver, black, and blue, but Robinson thought he could see auburn hair underneath. Her complexion looked lighter than the others, and she had eyes that bore intelligence.

Once the men had lowered their weapons, the girl stepped closer to look Robinson over. When she finally spoke, he was stunned by her words.

“You must be Cru-soe. I’ve been expecting you.”
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Chapter Fourteen
 Revelations
 

The ship was in full sail when Friday finally awoke. The room was dark, and the endless swaying made her want to vomit.

A blurry figure set a damp compress to Friday’s head before wiping spittle from her mouth. Friday wanted to bat the hand away but didn’t have the strength.

The woman slowly came into view. Friday recognized her as one of the older slaves. She muttered something unintelligible, motioning to Friday’s right eye. Friday reached up and discovered it was closed. She briefly wondered if she had lost it, but there was nothing to be done, so she chose not to worry about it.

With her remaining eye, Friday took in her surroundings. She was shocked to see she was not in the hold but in Arga’Zul’s berth. She tried to sit up, but something cold and hard tugged at her ankle. She glanced down to see a leg iron tethering her to the hammock. The skin beneath it had already grown raw.

Friday collapsed back into the hammock, and pain stitched her body from side to side. Her fingers reached under a blanket to find heavy bandages covering her ribs. She instinctively took a deep breath, and it felt like her lungs were being ripped out of her chest. She fought another wave of nausea and tried to remain still.

The slave woman patted Friday’s hand and whispered more words she couldn’t understand. Friday wanted to ask her about Nameless but was afraid to hear the answer. The last thing she remembered seeing was one of the Flayers duck into the beaver dam and leap back as if being attacked. She couldn’t remember what happened afterward. So be it. Friday had done everything she could to help the girl, even after she had betrayed her. Friday hoped the Goddess would take pity on the child.

Friday was startled from her reverie when she felt something cool against her lips. She tried to turn her head, but the woman held her and uttered a word she thought meant ‘drink.’ Friday opened her mouth and felt the cold water rush in. It stung her throat going down, but it almost immediately revitalized her. She swallowed greedily, even as the water spilled down her face and neck. She finished the cup, saying only, “More.”

Her voice sounded foreign to her, scratchy and thick.

The woman shushed her and put a stale piece of bread to her lips instead.

“Eat,” she said in the common tongue. Likely, it was the only word she knew.

Only after Friday had inhaled several pieces did she ask, “How long?”

The woman looked around warily but did not answer.

While the bread did help ease the pain in her belly, nothing could temper the headache that gripped her skull. It was like her head had been split in half. As she chewed, she felt soreness in her jaw and neck. She had been beaten badly. Had she come close to dying? She had suffered many injuries in her lifetime but couldn’t remember feeling worse. From the taste of vomit and blood in her mouth and the smell of urine stemming from her underclothes, she suspected she’d been unconscious at least a few days.

The cabin door swung open abruptly, and a large shadow that could only have been Arga’Zul filled the frame. A narrow shaft of daylight streamed in from behind him, searing Friday’s brain until she cried out.

“Out,” Arga’Zul growled. The slave woman quickly left.

Friday listened as Arga’Zul stomped across the room and pulled a wooden chair to her bedside. Once he sat, Friday expected him to grab her by the hair or face, but it didn’t happen. Instead, he waited until she turned her face in his direction.

“You live,” he grunted.

She couldn’t tell if it was surprise in his voice or exasperation.

“I cannot die,” Friday croaked, “without killing you first.”

Arga’Zul laughed loudly, but this time it felt strange. Friday swore if it had been anyone else, she might have said it was tinged with relief. She immediately dismissed the notion.

A moment later, she felt something warm touch her lips. She drew back, but Arga’Zul glowered and said, “Drink.”

She was about to refuse, but then the smell of the broth hit her. She opened her mouth, and the delicious brew spilled down her throat.

Once it was done, he set the bowl on the table and waited.

“How long?” she asked.

“Six days,” Arga’Zul answered.

Friday felt the draw of the river and realized they were moving faster than usual.

“You’re at full sail,” she said.

He nodded. “We are almost home.”

She craned her neck toward the table and saw it had been wiped clean. All his maps and scrolls were gone.

“You’ve found what you were looking for,” she said.

He didn’t respond at first. His eyes remained on her. And then, surprisingly, he spoke.

“Three days ago we came upon an inlet. Normally, it is too shallow for my ship, but the recent storms had raised the water. There, two leagues in, was a small city of the ancients. An insignificant place by any standard, and yet there, at last, I found what I have been seeking. Funny how often the things you search for can be found right before your eyes.”

At that moment, the ship drifted to the west, and a stream of light breached the curtains in the back. Arga’Zul’s face was revealed, and Friday was surprised to see how wan he looked. Yes, his skull and cheeks were bruised where she had struck him with the chain. His brow bore a crescent of stitches he had most likely done himself. But what was most surprising was the fatigue that accompany his wounds. It was as if he too had suffered mightily. The war chieftain saw her watching him and turned away, but it was too late. Friday at last understood the truth: he was in love with her.

In the past, she might have taunted him with that knowledge. But now, she chose to hold it like a diamond close to her heart. She would only reveal it when the time was right. Arga’Zul was like a mountain made of the hardest stone. It could only be destroyed from the core.

“How long before we arrive?” Friday asked.

“Two days if the wind holds. Three if not. Are you eager to see my homeland?”

Friday snorted. “Should I be?”

“No,” he said, leaning close. “You have escaped me a second time. I will suffer mightily for that when my people hear of it.”

Friday tried to chuckle.

“Forgive me for injuring your precious ego.”

Only then did Friday feel Arga’Zul’s hand maneuver slowly across her head to take her mane in his hand.

“I forgive nothing. You paid a trifling price for your escape attempt, but that was for my crew. My debt I see to here and now.”

He raised a razor in his hands. Friday tried to move away, but there was nowhere to go. He brought the blade down quickly. She felt her hair tear where he cut it, at the roots. His hands trembled as he hacked away. He did not stop until it was all gone.
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Chapter Fifteen
 Nameless
 

“How do you know my name?” Robinson asked.

Nameless didn’t immediately answer. The painted men squabbled nervously amongst themselves, only stopping when the girl spoke. They loomed around her protectively.

“Step away from your weapons,” she said.

“Why would I do that?” Robinson asked.

“Because if you don’t, they’ll kill you.”

Robinson put the painted men’s number at eleven. Too many. Nameless gleaned what he was thinking.

“They don’t like strangers. They would have killed you already, but you bear the mark of the Aserra. They know the Aserra are great warriors and do not want to anger their tribe, but they will protect their people if they must.”

“Tell them I mean them no harm,” Robinson said.

“Words are useless. Only deeds.”

“If I step away,” he asked, “can you guarantee my safety?”

“Why do you think you’re still alive?” Nameless smirked.

Robinson studied the strange girl before acquiescing. One of the painted men ran forward to retrieve Robinson’s axes. As he approached, Robinson noticed he wore strange plastic armor on his shoulders and that his face paint was designed to resemble a cat. He wondered what crazy religion was responsible for such bizarre affectations.

The tallest of the cat men made a clicking noise, and two of his party ran forward to grab the Render corpses and pull them into the forest.

“They burn the bodies, but only in the forest. I cannot say why,” the girl said.

“I asked you how you knew my name.”

“I’ll tell you, but first we need to return to the island. They don’t like to be away from it long. From what I understand, it offends their gods.”

Nameless turned back to the tallest of the cat men and spoke to him. Their conversation was strained, but the import eventually got through. The man shook his head several times, but the girl was adamant. Eventually, the pack stepped back, and she waved Robinson to follow.

“This way. You’re safe for now.”

“What do you know about their gods?” Robinson asked.

“Only that they think I’m one of them.”

 

The cat men took Robinson and Nameless back to their island via their canoes. Once on the ground, the canoes were hidden, and the group headed into the forest. The path was small and muddy and traversed a number of winding slopes and dizzying switchbacks. Robinson was quickly lost, but Nameless watched, undaunted, from atop the shoulders of two men. Finally, they stepped underneath some tall, ancient forked pole of faded yellow before entering a small village.

The village was nothing more than a score of mud-covered, thatched huts, but everywhere Robinson looked, he saw the same painted colors of blue, black, and silver as well as crude drawings of black cats. Atop the fence line were rows of what looked like distended skeleton heads, but when Robinson drew closer, he saw they were only ancient helmets of some variety, with bars to protect the combatants’ faces.

Hushed voices ran through the crowd as Robinson passed. Others pointed out the mark on his arm, while a few hissed at him like hungry felines. The womenfolk were busy cooking food over fires and tanning hides, while the children carried freshly picked turnips and beets.

They led Robinson to the largest of the mud domes and ordered him inside. His only source of light was the coals of a fire. The walls were colored with stick figures engaged in some kind of violent game that he didn’t understand.

Sometime after dark, a woman brought a bowl of fish, rice, mushrooms, and herbs in a simple but tasty broth. Later, the leader returned with Nameless and two of his biggest cat men. They had trouble entering with their shoulder armor intact. Robinson didn’t see how they maneuvered in them during a fight. One of the men placed kindling in the brazier and stoked the fire to life.

“This is the leader of the village,” Nameless said. “He wishes to know your purpose here.”

“Wait,” Robinson said. “Before we get to that, how did you know my name?”

The leader spoke to Nameless, but she shook her head forcefully and held up a hand to silence him. Then she turned back to Robinson.

“Like most men, they are not patient, but I’ll try to answer what I can. I am called Nameless. It is not the name I was born with, but it is as good as any. Some months ago, marauders from the river attacked my village. They butchered my people and razed our home. I am the only one they spared. I was taken as a slave aboard their ship. I was treated badly, but not as badly as some. I learned quickly to keep my head down and mouth shut. I worked, listened, and learned.”

The leader of the cat men again tried to interrupt her, but Nameless held out her hand. Again, the man sat back, frustrated.

“On this ship was a girl. Your age perhaps. She had been there longer than any other. The master of the ship was cruel to her, but his cruelty afforded her some protection. The crew called her ‘rose’ because she was beautiful but pricked like thorns. They spoke of how she once traveled with a boy who carried two axes and fought like the devil. Together, these two slayed many of their kind.”

Robinson’s heart was pounding in his chest. He had so many questions but fought to remain silent as Nameless continued.

“The girl remained unbroken despite the abuses heaped upon her. I alone discovered she had a plan for escape. One night, she broke her bonds, but rather than flee, she sought to cut the master down in his sleep. I alerted the guards to stop her. It was, I believed, my only hope for survival. And yet, when this girl fled the ship, she took me with her, even though she knew I had betrayed her. She gave me life when I tried to bring the end to hers.”

Robinson nodded but let her continue.

“We swam to this island,” Nameless continued. “But the master and his dogs were quickly at our heels. In the end, we could not outrun them. So the girl gave up her freedom for mine.”

Her eyes fell to the fire, as if reliving the event all over again. “It was she who named me Nameless, though I never learned hers.”

“Friday,” Robinson said. “At least, that’s what I called her.”

Nameless nodded.

“What happened afterward?” Robinson asked.

“She was beaten badly and returned to the ship. I remained hidden, but the search for me was brief. The next day, the master’s ship was gone.”

Robinson took a heavy breath. He was relieved to know Friday was alive, but the details haunted him.

“How long ago did this happen?” he asked.

“A moon, maybe. By now the master should be close to home.”

The leader of the cat men whispered to the girl again.

“They fear the master, as do most along the river. But they fear the Aserra too. They seek a truce with your people for your release.”

Robinson looked the men over and saw the fear in their eyes. They were simple folks, trying to carve a life from the harshness of this land.

“How do you understand their language?” Robinson asked.

“It is a mix of many spoken on the river. And I have an ear for such things.”

“And you said they think you’re a god? Why?”

“The master came to their island and left me behind. I have scratches on my arms from the trees and an animal whose home I shared. And I have red hair. They believe I am from the kingdom of cats, whose gods they follow.”

Nameless shrugged, and Robinson fought to contain his smile. The leader of the cat people interrupted again, the frustration in his voice mounting.

“Look, I don’t see any reason why the Aserra would harm these people,” Robinson said. “But I can’t speak on their behalf. All I can offer them is this: if they help me, I promise I will hunt the master down and kill him, or die trying.”

Nameless shook her head. “I see now why she likes you. You are the same inside.”

Nameless relayed this offer to the cat men. Eventually, the leader agreed. As he and his men stepped outside the tent, he spoke a word, and a cheer went up. Then a celebration began. Men began to play wind instruments, while others beat on the helmets like drums. The energy was spirited, and the leader was being congratulated for making his accord.

Food and spirits were thrust into Robinson’s hands.

“You should see this,” Nameless said as she guided him through the village to a small perch that overlooked the area behind them.

Robinson was stunned. There, a great coliseum sat half-submerged in water, thousands of seats from its upper deck still recognizable despite centuries of erosion. The tips of yet another yellow, pronged post could be seen not far from them, along with a towering mural that still read: Home of the Carolina Panthers.
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Chapter Sixteen
 Where Dark Rivers Run
 

The cat people had gathered at the beach with one of their canoes waiting in the water. It was small and looked the least secure, but it was better than nothing.

Nameless had ordered the canoe be stocked with enough provisions to last him several weeks. The leader had grumbled but ultimately acquiesced. They’d be glad to be rid of Robinson, especially since he was Aserra. His promise to kill Arga’Zul didn’t seem to factor into things.

“They tell me this tributary joins the Missup on the other side of those mountains,” Nameless said. “If you keep course, you should find it easily enough.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” Robinson asked.

Nameless looked over her shoulder at the cat people.

“And go where? Here, I’ll live, grow. In time, I will find a mate and bear children. My line will continue, and my parents’ sacrifice will not be in vain. And I could do worse than being considered a deity.”

Robinson looked at the water, which was still surging from the rain. The extra days had given him a belly full of food and some good rest, but as always, he lamented the loss of time, knowing it meant Friday was that much farther away from him.

“One other thing,” Nameless said. “The master is believed to choose his destinations at whim, but when I was aboard, his path was very specific. I believe he’s searching for something.”

“What?”

“I do not know. He had ancient maps spread across the table, and when we did stop, it was less to pillage than to search. In the end, he seemed to grow … desperate.”

Robinson thought about that before nodding.

“Thanks for telling me,” he said.

Behind them, the cat people talked excitedly.

“Looks like they’re really happy to be rid of me,” Robinson said.

“It’s not you,” Nameless retorted. “Last night, one of the scouts reported seeing a creature on the opposite shore. He swears it resembled their feline God.”

“A panther? Out here? Doubtful, but I guess I’ve seen crazier things.”

“We all have. Which is why you must be careful. The night harbors many ill things, and they all make their ways to the dark heart of the river eventually. She would not want you to fail now, when you are so close to finding her.”

Robinson looked downriver and back to Nameless.

“You really think she’s alive?”

Nameless smiled. Or came as close as she could to smiling.

“She is alive. But I saw the same desperation in her eyes that I see in yours. Also, your Friday has a special place in the master’s heart. He will not give up his Gōngzhǔ so easily.”

“Gōngzhǔ?” Robinson repeated. “What does it mean?”

“You are Aserra, and you don’t know the language?” The girl smirked. “Gōngzhǔ is the name given to the daughter of your chieftain. Your Friday is a princess.”

 

Once Robinson’s canoe was heading downstream, he looked back to see the cat people disappearing into the trees. Only Nameless remained behind. He thought for a moment that he might have seen her reach up to wipe her face, but his sight was affected by the sun reflecting off the water.

A quarter turn later, Nameless’s words proved true. Robinson’s canoe dumped out into the Great Missup. Although he’d traversed the river many times, he’d never seen it in all its glory. The river was boundless; its dark, muddy waters roiled along at a quickening pace.

Robinson knew nothing of canoes and struggled to keep it from overturning again and again. What made the situation worse was that the canoe wasn’t created to navigate such a speedy river, and freezing water often spilled over the side. This forced Robinson to pull to the bank again and again to empty it out. Within a turn, his arms, torso, and back were sore with the exertion. Within two turns, he was exhausted.

Thankfully, the cat people had wrapped the provisions in some kind of leaves that kept them from getting wet.

That first day was one of the longest of his life, but by mid-afternoon, the water had slowed to a modest pace, allowing him to rest between strokes. The sun had also come out mid-morning, partially drying his shirt and pants. Only then did his teeth stop chattering.

By the end of the second day, Robinson was equally exhausted, but his outlook was nowhere near as bleak. The colors of fall had bloomed into all their glory as he passed through canyons rife with brush and wildlife.

Along the way, he witnessed ancient bridges and homes bowed to time. There were also people on the move or in villages too small to raid. Once, he saw women washing clothes in the river while their children swam naked nearby. When they saw Robinson, they hurriedly disappeared into the forest.

The days got slightly warmer, but Robinson failed to stay dry. Twice, he was dumped into the water, once losing a package of rations. One day he would fight the river at every turn, while the next, it was content to carry him toward his destination.

Five nights in, he had an experience that shook him. The sun was setting in the west, and he was looking for a place to camp. But just as he was about to pull onto a bank, he heard movement in the brush. And suddenly, it was like the forest had gone silent. He turned and peered into the darkness. At first he saw nothing. But then, as his eyes began to adjust, he saw a plume of dust expelled from within a copse of trees. When it happened a second time, he realized it wasn’t dust he was looking at, but breath. Someone or something was watching him.

Robinson quickly pushed the canoe back into the water and paddled downstream before choosing a place on the other side of the river to camp, but he slept little that night. He couldn’t shake the memory of how low that breath was to the ground. Was there really a jaguar on the loose, or was he becoming susceptible to the myths of the forbidden continent? The thought unnerved him.

Fifteen days after he left the cat people, Robinson was coasting along in a light rain. But as it began to pick up, more and more water spilled into the canoe. He used his bottle to scoop it out, but it made paddling nearly impossible.

Robinson had finally decided to pull ashore when he made a terrible mistake. He steered too close to the river’s edge and got caught in an offshoot that turned into a series of rapids. He fought to control the craft, but it slammed into several rocks, one of which punctured the bottom of the boat.

Robinson tried not to panic, but when a second mass of rocks appeared, he thrust his paddle out to push the canoe away. Unfortunately, he misjudged his speed, and the paddle snapped in half. The canoe immediately pirouetted into a small eddy. When the boat hit it, it tipped over threw Robinson in the water.

The cold water shocked his senses, and he was pulled under again and again. Robinson kicked hard for the surface, but every time he managed to grab half a mouthful of air, he was cast over another set of rocks and submerged again.

When the river narrowed, Robinson swam hard for a sandbar but found the current propelling him toward a tangle of trees. At the last second, he managed a deep breath before he was sucked under.

Robinson’s leg snagged between two branches before the current dragged him down. He fought the urge to panic as water spilled into his mouth. He pulled and kicked, but his leg wouldn’t come free. When he realized his strength was ebbing, Robinson reached for his axe and used the blade to cut the top of his boot open and pull himself free.

Robinson exploded out of the water, gasping as he swam to the bank. He collapsed in the mud. When mud spilled through his fingers, he realized his axe was gone.

He struggled up the bank and collapsed in the dirt. Downriver, his canoe dotted the underbrush in pieces.

He should have felt happy to be alive, but at that moment, he felt his lowest. He was lost. He still had the Pastor’s map in its waterproof pouch, but one of his prized axes, a boot, and the rest of his provisions were gone. The only thing he knew for certain was that with every moment he stood here, Friday was drawing inexorably away.

Not far from the riverbank was a field of corn, overgrown with disuse. Robinson followed the field southwest in hopes he’d meet up again with the river.

He was limping along at a snail’s pace when, out of nowhere, a loud horn split the silence. Robinson dropped to his feet, but saw nothing. The sound blasted twice more. Robinson knew whatever it was, it was man-made.

Robinson crept along several hundred paces until he saw smoke billowing over a rise. Another sound carried on the wind. Machinery. Substantial machinery.

As he drew closer, Robinson came across a large, deep trench with fortifications that encircled the area beyond. Renders, thought Robinson. This was once used to capture Renders. But it hadn’t been used in some time. Were they dying out this far south too?

Robinson scaled the trench and crested the hill to steal a glance at what laid beyond. He was stunned silent. Spread over a flat expanse was a yard full of giant machines. He had read about them in the library but had forgotten what they were called. The ancients had used them in their day to ferry goods and people across the continent. Only when the whistle of one sounded again did he remember they were called trains.

Robinson was so filled with awe and wonder that he didn’t hear the men approach behind him. He turned and reached for his remaining axe, but his hand froze.

Two men in leather pants, waistcoats, and boots pointed ancient pistols at him. The closest one flipped up the brim of a wide-brimmed hat and spit a stream of inky juice onto the ground.

Through mottled black teeth, he said, “Hold it right there, Pardner.”
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Chapter Seventeen
 Familiar Faces
 

By the time the Spinecrusher reached the City of the Pyramid’s port, Friday had done enough healing to walk. Her left eye had opened partially, and although she could see colors and shapes, her vision was still blurry. She was also prone to headaches, especially when exposed to sunlight. She had been remanded back to the stockade with the other prisoners, but she was provided food from his stock, and the crone continued to tend to her injuries.

The slaves spent long hours debating what the future held for them, but whatever horrors they imagined, Friday knew the truth was much worse. She had seen slaves dragged from the ship, beaten, and caged like the lowest of animals. The women would be sold to breeders. The men strong enough to work would go to the traders. Everyone else would be killed. Still, Friday refused to speak of these things. They would find out soon enough for themselves.

When the ship finally put to quay, the pilfered goods were off-loaded first, under the watchful eye of a harbormaster who annotated each and every piece of wealth for the Bone Flayers’ king. Arga’Zul stood by the man, arguing over the value of goods, but he remained unbowed. He was clearly an important figure in the eyes of Baras’Oot.

The slaves followed next. Friday was pulled from their numbers, her chains removed, but her hands were bound with cords that cut off her circulation. The remaining slaves received far worse treatment as the slave traders dragged them from the ship, beating them with whips and marching them toward a corral in the center of the great bazaar. This cage was domed, with metal latticework that was topped with broken glass to keep the prisoners from scaling it. Inside, scores of other human beings wallowed in misery and waste. It was a pitiful sight.

Arga’Zul was quick to dismiss his men, who ran off to their families or tended to their vices. He then tied a rope around Friday’s neck and secured it to his belt. The noose wasn’t tight, but he was prone to choking her whenever she tarried too long.

The pyramid field was on a flat parcel of land not far from the water, and several old buildings had been repurposed as kitchens, barracks, armories, etc. At the far corner rose the great pyramid, a towering monstrosity of steel and glass that had been crafted by the ancients. Most of the glass had been broken over the years, replaced with black canvas that bore the familiar red sigil.

Merchant shops filled the teeming bazaar, selling wares that had been pillaged or stolen. The trader crowds were a mix of foreigners vying for deals and the city’s elite, who were always accompanied by long retinues. Black banners hung from high poles, streaming in the wind with the Bone Flayer whipping the air.

At various locations, the bodies of flayer enemies were also on display. Some dangled from ropes, others were crucified or on racks. On a few occasions, Friday caught the eyes of her own people within those lofted cages, their Aserra brand displayed prominently outside, the flesh still dripping blood where it had been flayed from those inside. Where once proud defiance reigned, now only broken spirit and flesh remained.

As Arga’Zul paraded Friday thorough the market, insults and refuse were hurled at her. Some spat, others cursed, but all reveled in her capture. When one local tried to strike her, Arga’Zul clubbed the man to the ground. The crowd laughed as he convulsed.

Although it was fall, the day was warm, and sweat trickled down Friday’s back and neck. A low wind kicked up dirt, which stuck to her skin.

Most of the villagers bowed in supplication when Arga’Zul passed. Others greeted him according to their rank, with the more prominent among them receiving a return acknowledgment.

Eventually, they arrived at a tent raised in the shadow of the glass pyramid. Arga’Zul pulled Friday’s leash taut.

“Once we’re inside, you will hold your tongue. My brother rarely notices slaves, but he has a habit of taking things that belong to me.”

Friday nodded but said no more. The guards at the door slapped their fists across their chests before opening the tent flap for Arga’Zul and his party to enter.

Friday didn’t know what to expect inside, but she found the room surprisingly modest. There were a few areas for sitting and a large bed behind gossamer curtains in the corner of the tent. Merchants were gathered around a garish throne to bargain favors.

A slender man sat in a large chair at the top of the dais. He was nearly as tall as Arga’Zul, but unlike his warrior brother, he had little muscle or fat to speak of. His waist was taut and his skin pale. Friday felt an immediate loathing for the man as he sat, bored, yawning openly as others talked.

When this king saw Arga’Zul, he did not break from his trade, but a smile-sneer appeared on his face. After dismissing the merchant, he waved his brother forward.

“The great vanquisher returns. Prince of Rivers, Begetter of Blood. Greetings, Brother.”

“Greetings,” Arga’Zul said, stepping forward to embrace his brother, who didn’t rise, but let him kiss both cheeks.

“I hear you have recovered the object of my bidding. Discovered in a minor tributary, I believe?”

Arga’Zul gnashed his teeth. The only way for the king to know this would be if he had spies aboard the Spinecrusher. He would need to ferret them out.

“Yes, my king,” Arga’Zul said finally.

“Perhaps you should have looked there first. After six moons, I was beginning to suspect you were losing your touch.”

“There are many cities of the old world. Many of these places are no more than rubble and are difficult to navigate to.”

“And yet you still had time to raid.”

Arga’Zul shrugged. “I do have a reputation to maintain.”

Baras’Oot turned to one of his slaves and said, “Find Valud.”

As the slave ran off, Baras’Oot finally noticed Friday.

“And what have we here? Is this the princess I’ve heard so much about?”

“My great prize,” Arga’Zul said. “Daughter of the leader of our rivals.”

“Bring her closer. I would have a closer look at her.”

One of Arga’Zul’s men struck Friday in the back with his staff, and she shot forward, her face hiding none of the disdain she felt at that moment.

“I heard she was beautiful,” Baras’Oot said. “But you’ve done your best to free her of that disservice.”

“A disagreement,” Arga’Zul said. “She has trouble remembering her place.” Arga’Zul turned to Friday. “This is my brother, Baras’Oot, King of the Bone Flayers, and your new master. You will kneel before him.”

Friday leaned forward as if to comply but spit on the ground instead.

Baras’Oot laughed heartily.

In a rage, Arga’Zul punched Friday in the mid-section, and she doubled over.

“I see she follows your orders as well as your men,” Baras’Oot chided.

“She is Aserra. They always prefer the whip to the bridle.” Arga’Zul glowered.

“For you, perhaps,” Baras’Oot said. “I have never had such problems.”

As if on cue, a man appeared. Head shaven, sinewy frame. He wore the dress of the Bone Flayers, complete with a single string of teeth around his neck. And yet on one of his shoulders was a familiar mark.

This man was Aserra.

Friday looked at him with disgust, but the man appeared not to notice or care.

“Valud,” the king said. “My brother claims this girl is a princess of your people.”

Valud looked at Friday as if studying an insect. “Whores and princesses look alike to me, exaltado pai, and they are of little difference in the wild.”

Baras’Oot chuckled again.

In an instant, Friday was on her feet, charging Valud, but Arga’Zul’s guards caught her and pulled her back.

“She has spirit,” Baras’Oot said. “I can see why you like her. She will be very fun to break.”

Arga’Zul said nothing.

Baras’Oot lifted a lazy finger to one of the slaves, who hustled over with a jug of wine and two ancient glasses. Her shaking hands poured the cups and handed one to each brother.

“Show me the prize.”

Arga’Zul reached into his shirt and retrieved a folded map. It was yellow with age but intact. He held it out, but Baras’Oot barely glanced at it. Instead, he signaled Valud.

Valud spread the map out on a small table, tracing his finger over the ancient script, struggling it settled on a location to the southeast. He turned to Baras’Oot and nodded.

“The location and era appear to be correct, my king,” Valud said. “But this ancient tongue escapes me. Your guests will have to verify it.”

Baras’Oot nodded to the slave again, who quickly rushed away. Then his attention turned back to his brother.

“Fall has almost turned. Will you go out again before winter comes?” he asked.

Arga’Zul shook his head. “I am weary of travel. And my ship is in need of repairs. And I have much to accomplish here.” He touched Friday’s cheek and she snapped her head away. “I also wish to see if our guests can deliver what was promised.”

“And if they cannot?” Baras’Oot asked.

“I will do what I do best. At your bidding, of course.”

Behind them, the tent flapped opened, and the slave returned with two figures in tow.

“Come, my friends,” Baras’Oot said. “I have two surprises for you. I believe we have found what you’re looking for. The map.”

“And the second surprise?” the older of the two figures asked.

“A guest I am told you are familiar with.”

The two figures stepped out of the shadows, and Friday felt every muscle in her body seize. The older man moved for the map, but the younger one’s eyes never left Friday.

“We are,” said the younger one. “We are indeed.”

Friday had once again found herself in the presence of Vardan and Jaras Saah.
  


PART TWO
 

“On this road there are no godspoke men. They are gone and I am left and they have taken with them the world.”


 


-Cormac McCarthy
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Chapter Eighteen
 Cowboytown
 

They marched him downhill through the belly of the train yard. Robinson got his first look at the locomotives up close. They were magnificent, towering beasts made of iron and steel. Someone had taken great care to fix them up.

The men hadn’t bothered shackling Robinson’s hands. There was little need with two pistols at his back. Or so they thought.

He’d heard the click of their loading mechanisms and knew the explosive charge was a finger tug away. But there were a lot of steps that had to happen. The eyes registering movement. The brain sending a signal to act. The hand doing what it was told. It all added up to time.

Neither man seemed nervous about pointing a weapon at Robinson, but he didn’t panic. He’d had guns at his back before.

The men were largely silent. The older of the two had a gut that folded over his trousers and drew heavy breaths as he walked. If it came to it, he wouldn’t be hard to overcome.

The second man was the problem. He was short but stocky through the chest and shoulders. He had a thick red beard, stained dark with the substance he spit out again and again. And he had wild eyes. Every time Robinson looked back at him, the man grinned as if to say, Go ahead and try.

At the top of the next rise, a sprawling ancient city came into view. To the left was a vast collection of commercial buildings and towers. Only one was toppled over, but all were devoid of glass.

If there was any activity there, Robinson couldn’t see it.

The area to the right was different. The once-paved streets had been filled with dirt, and they were clogged with horse-drawn wagons, kids, and dogs. Robinson saw women walking the sidewalks in pairs, stopping to point at dresses in a window or exiting stores with bags in hands.

Atop the corner buildings of that main road, men with rifles watched over the crowd. They all looked identical, with thick mustaches, heavy coats, and wide-brimmed hats.

The older man nodded to one as they passed, and he signaled back. That’s when Robinson’s escorts returned their pistols to their holsters.

On the side of a brick building, an ancient sign had been re-erected. Rust had eaten its edges, but most of the words were still clear. They read:


W lc me to Nash ille



But someone had crossed out the last word and written over it:


Cowboytown



Music wafted out over the din. Robinson recognized the sound as a piano. But this one sounded much different than the box he’d stumbled upon when he first landed on the continent a year and a half before.

This was no tinkling of the keys. It was buoyant and spirited, with great crescendos that were accompanied by the cheers of a rowdy crowd.

As the trio turned up this main street, Robinson noticed a man on a stepladder lighting a gas lamp. More were interspersed every fifty or so paces, suggesting someone had taken the time to reconstruct the infrastructure of this city. But who? And why?

A few townspeople glanced at Robinson, but most paid him no attention. Almost all of the men wore belts around their waists, each displaying one of those old-style pistols and a row of cartridges lined up around the back like soldiers in formation.

Do they hand out those weapons to everyone who passes through town? Robinson wondered.

“Who you got there, Mox?”

Robinson looked up to see a girl barely older than himself leaning over a balcony railing. Her face was heavily painted, and she was dressed in dainty lace clothes that left little to the imagination.

“You find me a stud colt wandering the prairie?” she yelled.

Mox, the red-bearded man, spit, revealing at least two missing teeth. There could have been more.

“I think pony be more like it, Wellie,” Mox replied.

Two more women appeared on the balcony. They were all dressed similarly and wore heavy face paint and perfume so strong they could probably smell it by the river.

“Bring him up here. Let us look him over proper like.”

“Why? You need a break from real men?” Mox asked.

“Dunno,” Wellie replied. “Ain’t had one in a while.”

The women cackled. Mox grumbled after his partner elbowed him.

“He is a pretty thing,” a brunette said. “Wonder if he’s ridden a woman yet?”

The third woman thrust her extremely large bust out.

“Imagine he’ll get thrown riding these!” she said.

Robinson looked away, embarrassed.

“Aw, look,” Wellie said. “He’s blushing. Maybe we should give him one for free. Whadaya say, Sweetie? You wanna come spend some time with us?”

“Boy ain’t got no time for you,” Mox said. “He’s going to see Boss. But when I’m done, I’ll come back for that freebie, if you like.”

“Mox, you’re so dirty, I’ll charge you once for the deed and twice for cleaning the sheets!”

Mox cursed and waved them off as he shoved Robinson down the street.

Eventually, they arrived at the establishment from which the music was emanating. A sign overhead read Doc Holliday’s Saloon.

Pushing through the doors, they were greeted by a sweltering heat that radiated off the mob of bodies gathered at a long bar to the left and tables in front of a stage. Gas lamps lined the walls, and iron chandeliers holding candles above added to the heat.

On the stage, a buck-toothed man in a straw hat pounded the keys while two women in provocative clothes danced behind him. With each kick of their legs, the male customers howled and shouted bawdy things that spurred the women on.

The place stank of hops, sweat, and vomit.

Mox pushed through the crowd and spoke briefly to a man behind the bar. When he returned, he said, “Out back.”

“Out back” turned out to be a horse paddock where a group of people were watching a man being whipped. His back was bloody and he cried out, begging for mercy, but no one ever answered.

Mox approached two figures near the back. The nearest was a tall, lanky man in a light blue suit with a pencil-thin mustache and oily hair parted dead center. Next to him was a woman dressed all in white, including a wide-brimmed white hat.

“’scuse me, Mr. Dandy, but we found this cub here skulking around by the rail yard. Thought Boss might want to see him.”

Mr. Dandy glanced back at Robinson but never really looked at him.

“You know thinking is not your forte, Mox,” he said. “Get rid of him.”

“Yessir,” Mox said.

As Mox returned, Robinson noticed the woman in white glance over her shoulder at him. She was pretty, but there was a harshness that radiated off her.

Mox shoved Robinson back toward the saloon door. But Robinson figured he’d done enough waiting. He slammed his head back as hard as he could. It connected with Mox’s nose, producing a sickening crack.

The older man reached for his pistol, but it was too late. Robinson jabbed two thumbs into his eyes. Then he whipped around, punched Mox in the gut, and pulled his head down to meet his knee.

As Mox fell, the Big Hat with the whip struck out at him, but Robinson let the leather coil around his arm before wrenching him forward and punching the man in his throat.

Robinson kicked him into the path of a fourth man, pummeling him with shots while swinging his human shield to fend off blows. The fight ended when Robinson raked his remaining boot down his attacker’s shin and kicked him in the head when he fell.

In the time it would take to climb a flight of stairs, Robinson had incapacitated four men. But as he bent down to pull his tomahawk from Mox’s belt, he heard a click behind him.

“That’ll be about enough of that,” the voice said.

Robinson turned to see the woman in white pointing one of her two shiny pistols right at him.

Robinson sighed and dropped his axe.
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Chapter Nineteen
 Boss
 

The woman in white had called for more men. Once Robinson was secure, she holstered her pistols.

Three of the injured were sent to see someone named Doc, but Mox refused to go. He was ordered to escort Robinson to a building across the street through a door marked ‘Theater.’

To his surprise, Robinson was ushered into a room with hundreds of chairs, most of them full of townspeople hooting and laughing. Robinson was forced into one in the back.

A cone of light projected photos on a large screen at the front of the room, only these photos were moving. The images were scratched and faded, but the voices nearly matched the performers that loomed larger than life.

Most of the performers were dressed like those of Cowboytown. They wore long leather pants that swung open by the ankles, wide-brimmed hats, and pistols. When a man with a star on his chest was assailed by three men with black hats. tThe hero fended them off and pulled his weapon. Three rapid blasts of smoke felled the assailants, and the crowd in the theater stood and cheered as the music swelled.

“They’re called picture shows,” the woman in white said. She’d slipped in so quietly, Robinson never even heard her sit down beside him. “Ever seen one before?” He shook his head. “Few have. Cowboytown might be the last place in the Americas where you can see one.”

“Cowboytown?” Robinson asked.

“Why don’t we go upstairs where we can talk?”

They exited the theater and walked up a flight of stairs, passing through a room that held the picture showing machine. Beyond it was a small office. Robinson was directed toward a seat. The woman sat opposite him. Mox, Mr. Dandy, and the other men filed in behind them.

“Way back when this land was first settled,” the woman said, “hard men were needed to wrestle it from the wild. Men like those you saw on screen. Many pushed cattle—hence the name, cowboy—but others worked and enforced the land in other ways. When I first stumbled upon this city, it was a lawless town. Fella that ran it before me did so with an iron hand, but any place given enough time and people will pull toward civilization. The trouble was it was always lacking that special something to pull people together. When Mr. Dandy discovered the movies, people were in awe. It gave them something. A spark of hope. Identity. Something. Since I was starting in the same place as those men from way back when, I decided it was a …”

The woman snapped her fingers, and Mr. Dandy finished her sentence.

“Methodology worth emulating.”

“So this town,” Robinson said, glancing around, “and your uniforms, are what? Affectations?”

The woman looked at Mr. Dandy with an eyebrow raised.

“Young man has a vocabulary,” he said.

“And a two-dollar accent,” Mox said, as he wiped the blood from his nose with a dirty piece of cloth.

“They call me Boss,” the woman in white said. “I run this town. And this is Mr. Dandy. Where you from exactly?”

“Up north,” Robinson said.

Boss eyed him as she pulled a slender bag out of her pocket and took out a paper stick. She put it to her lips, and a man with a match put fire to it. The woman inhaled and blew out smoke. Then she spit a few grains of residue out.

“Quirley?” she offered and Robinson shook his head.

“How does it work?” Robinson asked of the projector.

“A series of light-refracted images are captured on celluloid,” said Mr. Dandy. “Then, they are run through the machine at a brisk enough pace to mimic the illusion of real-time motion. Depending on the strength of the light source, this device can project those images onto any surface of our choosing.”

“And this celluloid is from before?”

“Celluloid has a remarkably short shelf life. Most picture movies turned to dust right after civilization. But back then, some smart fellows discovered you could preserve pictures by separating the reels into colors and storing them in salt mines, one of which we discovered. All I had to do was find a way to remix the colors to make a new master. To our good fortune, the original purveyor of these films was a collector of the western genre, such as you see here.”

“And what do you use for power?”

Chuckles filled the room. Then Boss nodded to one of her Big Hats.

The man plodded to a door at the rear of the room. When he opened it, Robinson felt his chest tighten as a familiar, earthy musk flooded out.

Renders held by chains trudged upon machines with moving canvases beneath their feet. Animal flesh hung from hooks in front of them kept them in perpetual motion. Their faces bore agony. The room filled with wails.

Robinson felt his stomach turn but didn’t look away until the door closed.

“Their movement powers a series of generators that, in turn, produce a modest electric current,” Mr. Dandy said.

“Kinetic energy,” Robinson said.

“Yes,” Mr. Dandy said, surprised. “Not many have a comprehension for it.”

“Or care to,” Boss added. “So, now that we’ve answered your questions, how about you answer a few of mine. Starting with your name and what you’re doing in my town.”

“My name is Crusoe. And I arrived here by accident. I was canoeing downriver when I was overturned. I made it to shore and stumbled upon your train yard.”

“Why were you on the river in the first place?”

“I’m looking for someone.”

“Who?”

“A woman. She was taken from me.”

“By who …?”

Robinson thought it best not to mention the Bone Flayers, so he said the first thing that came to mind.

“Brigands. They had a boat.”

The woman scowled again. “Brigands on a boat,” she repeated. “On the Great Missup. Well, don’t that take the rag off? How long ago was this ‘woman’ of yours taken?”

“Five months, four days, and seven hours.”

“He’s a damned liar,” Mox said. “This boy’s lying! No man can survive that long in the wild by himself.”

Boss looked Robinson over, noting the scars on his body and the hardness of his eyes. “I suppose it depends on the man.”

Boss took another inhalation of her paper stick. This time, she let the smoke waft out of her mouth and up her face.

“The problem I’m faced with is that we have no proof to confirm your story. Far as I know, you could be a gentleman of the first water. Or you could be a charlatan looking to slip in and poison my city from the inside. Cowboytown has a lot of enemies. The type that’d have no hesitation in sending spies or even …”

She snapped her fingers again toward Mr. Dandy.

“Saboteurs,” Mr. Dandy added.

“Now, if you’d come in the regular way, via the port, you’d have seen a big old sign on the way into town, barter, buy, or sell - all commerce accepted. But you didn’t come here with business on your mind. And that leaves me in a uh …”

Fingers snapped.

“Precarious position,” Mr. Dandy offered.

“Now, I run a straightforward operation, Mr. Crusoe. Everything on the up-and-up. I even keep a ledger of all transactions in Cowboytown. And nothing goes down without my say-so.”

She pulled a worn book from her jacket and set it on the table.

“The man taking the whip out back? His name’s in this ledger. An honest day’s pay for an honest day’s wage. But when one of my men caught him sleeping on his watch, he knew the ledger must be settled. You suppose that’s fair enough?”

“I guess,” Robinson said.

“Glad you see it that way. Because it brings us to our dilemma. You got no business being here. So what do I do with you?”

“You could let me go,” Robinson said.

“True,” Boss agreed.”But, as I see it, that would be doing you a favor. Now, I’ve already shown you some hospitality. Showed you a picture movie. Let you talk with one of my whores. Then there’s a matter of you beatin’ up my men.”

“He got lucky,” Mox said. “Gimme another chance, Boss, and I’ll—”

“What do you want?” Robinson asked.

“In lieu of goods, I’m apt to take services. You might be between hay and grass, but you fight like hell, Kid. Can you shoot a gun?”

“No.”

“Doesn’t matter. These things can be taught. It’s gravel in the belly that can’t. And I reckon you, Mr. Crusoe, got that in spades.”

“How long?” Robinson asked.

“Few months should right the ledger.”

“Impossible,” Robinson said. “Every day I’m delayed is another day my friend’s life is at risk.”

“There is the transport,” Mr. Dandy interjected.

Boss glanced at him, and some secret communication seemed to be going on beneath the surface. Boss seemed hesitant to reveal it.

“My associate Mr. Dandy is speaking of a business arrangement we have taking place a couple weeks down the road. We’ll be transporting a special commodity we produce to some real dangerous folk. The kind of people more likely to give it to you in the neck than uphold their end of a bargain. You savvy?”

“Then why do business with them?” Robinson asked.

“It’s a large order. And these aren’t exactly the kind of folks you say no to. I need men that can hold their water. I figure if we have enough of them we might uh …”

Snap, snap.

“Dissuade any feasible chicanery,” Mr. Dandy said.

“Do this,” Boss said, “and I’ll call it square. Hell, I might even make it worth your while. Room and board at the hotel. Hooch and whores to a limit. What do you say?”

What could he say?

Robinson wasn’t being given any real option. His choices were slavery or death. Death he could deal with—at least it came on his terms. But a life under the thumb of others? He knew the bitter taste of that meal from his days on the Isle. He’d seen what having a master had done to Friday. Boss had said a couple weeks, but there was no guarantee he’d be released, even if he survived this dangerous transport duty.

Life, he knew, was a slippery slope. Once you took on the yoke, it was a hard thing to shake.

In the end, Robinson made the only choice he could.

“No,” he said.

Boss’s eyes widened with surprise.

“Excuse me?” she said.

“I’m no slave. My life can’t be bought, sold, or bartered. You want to kill me for stumbling upon your little fiefdom, so be it. But I won’t be blackmailed into being your fool. If I’m going to die for a cause, it’ll be a cause I believe in. So do what you have to do. Or stop wasting my time.”

“This s.o.b. wants to die,” Mox said, as he pulled his gun from his holster. “I be happy to send him on his way!”

But Boss threw a hand up to stop him.

“You’re not going to let him come in here and talk to you like that, are you?! He’s nothing, Boss! We don’t need him. Let me fill this boy with lead!”

“I make the decisions here,” she hissed. “Grab leather!”

Mox cursed but did as told.

Boss looked back at Robinson, consternation written on her face.

“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you? But Mox is right. I can’t have strangers coming into my town and thumbing their noses at my proposals. I have a reputation to protect. A woman’s only as good as her reputation. Still, killing you does seem a mite rash. No, I got something different in mind for you. Mox, take Mr. Crusoe to the caves.”

A wicked grin spread over Mox’s face.

“The caves? Woo-wee! You gonna see Trog, boy! Couple weeks in the caves with Trog, you gonna wish you were dead.”

Mox grabbed Robinson and shoved him toward the door.

“You’re making a mistake,” Robinson said.

“I’ll note it in the ledger,” Boss said.
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Chapter Twenty
 Cruelties
 

“He’s dead, you know,” Jaras said.

Jaras had received permission from Arga’Zul to escort Friday through the bazaar. There were only two caveats: no harm could come to her, and two of his fiercest men would accompany them to ensure their safety.

Friday said what she always said when the light-skinned stranger spoke, “No nichen lingua.”

Jaras could feel the anger simmering in her, and he reveled in it.

“I find that difficult to believe. You see, the Robinson I know would never miss a chance to show how clever he is. Teaching a second language to a savage is an opportunity he’d find very hard to pass up.”

Friday’s plan was to ignore Jaras, but his smug arrogance was taxing her. Under different circumstances, she might have cut the smirk off his face. But that option was currently off the table, so she decided to take a different approach.

“You speak of Robinson, the boy. I only know Cru-soe, the man. These are not the same people.”

Jaras grabbed a nectarine off a passing table.

“Maybe you’re right. Not that it matters anymore. As I said, our friend is no longer among the living.”

Friday snorted, but his words still had bite. They fed on the fear inside her that no matter how long she toiled for her freedom, Crusoe’s survival was out of her hands. For all she knew, he might have died six months ago or only the day before. The world was a harsh place. And as much as she loved Crusoe and respected the fighter he’d become, he still came from a place where clean hands and warm beds were the norm. Yes, she had helped craft him into something more, but even a sharpened blade can break when it strikes bone. And any grip can slip from the grasp of its wielder.

Friday gritted her teeth and walked on. Nothing she said would deter the boy from his games. Like the child who teases the snake with a stick, he would bask in his folly, darting ever closer until he made that one pivotal mistake. Then he would feel her bite and know the error of his ways.

The bazaar was busy that morning. Merchants had been coming ashore at a fervent pace. The Flayers’ annual fête was well known, but Friday never imagined how many people it actually drew. The numbers were staggering.

But these walks served a deeper purpose than sightseeing or an afternoon’s escape from the mindless servitude of the pyramid. For Friday, they were an opportunity to scout the city’s weaknesses. There were no boundaries save the river to the west and the marshes to the east. There were also no walls or conventional defenses. The closest things to fortifications were the towers positioned at various intervals outside the bazaar. And yet, despite heavy foot patrols, there was an escape route—if one dared to run across two thousand feet of open ground.

“Well?” Jaras said.

Friday realized Jaras had been talking the entire time. She shook her head as if she hadn’t understood. He sighed impatiently.

“I asked if Robinson shared with you tales of the Red Road? What am I saying? Of course he did. It’s such a seminal part of growing up in New London. I imagine it’s the equivalent of the ghost stories you tell here. Only ours are real. It’s an incredible thing to watch in person. A show unlike any other. No, ‘show’ isn’t the right word. Spectacle. That’s the one. It has the ability to horrify and entertain at the same time. Robinson used to love it too. Until his name was called.

“Think of a crowd, larger than this,” Jaras continued, waving toward the bazaar. “Each called from their daily tasks. Most are citizens of low rank. Though they’re insignificant in a general sense, they do make up the mob. It’s their resentments that stoke the fire, especially when a Tier like Robinson is chosen.”

Friday watched as Jaras relived the scene in his mind.

“The first roar of approval came when they tore the clothes from his body. I’ll never forget his reaction. It was modesty, I think. He still believed himself above reproach. Next, the shackles went on, and the march began. The Iron Fists—our version of these clods back here”—he nodded to Arga’Zul’s guards—“are charged with protecting him. But in all honesty, they love a good bloodletting as much as any man. And they only really need to keep the guilty alive until they pass through the Western Gate. After that …”

“The first rock hit him here,” Jaras said, setting a delicate finger that had never known dirt beneath its nail to point to his brow. “That’s when he let out this sob like the mew of sheep. Humiliating.”

As Jaras droned on, Friday found it increasingly difficult to maintain her composure. She knew she could turn and snap the boy’s neck in an instant, but the reward would be short lived.

“I honestly thought he would soil himself. But he managed to keep going, even as his legs started to bleed. There was some marginal groveling. That’s to be expected. But it wasn’t until he saw his family that the dam finally broke.”

“His family?” Friday blurted.

“Yes. His mother was dead, of course. But his father and the twins were there. He must have been so ashamed, because once he saw them, his head dropped, and he never raised it again.”

And then, unexpectedly, Friday smiled.

“You have made a mistake,” she said.

“Come again?” Jaras asked.

“Now I know you lie. For only shame can bow a head,” Friday said. “And Cru-soe is incapable of shame. Yet the same cannot be said of you. I witnessed it first at the field of fliers. And again in the streets of D.C. when you saw what Cru-soe had become, and what you had not.”

“And what was that?” Jaras snorted.

“A man,” Friday answered.

“Is that right? So, if I were to take up a pair of axes and slaughter a few walking bags of pus, that would make me a man in your eyes? It doesn’t take much to impress your lot, does it?”

“You joke, but you know I speak the truth. The difference between a brave man and a coward is that the coward speaks where the brave man acts. You taunt because you are cruel—that is your nature—but you talk because all you are is wind. If anyone brings shame to their family, it is you.”

Jaras flushed. He pulled Friday to a violent halt.

“Don’t talk about my family,” he spat. “You know nothing about them.”

“I know enough. I see pain on your face. I see loss. But I see something else. Is it guilt? Is it your hand that wears their blood or …” In that moment, she saw through him. “Or Cru-soe’s?”

Jaras clenched his fists, ready to strike her, but Arga’Zul’s men leaned closer as they easily recognized the violence brewing in him.

“Whose life did he take?” Friday asked. “Your mother’s? A brother’s? Or was it your sister?”

Jaras’s hand shot out and wrapped around Friday’s throat.

“Don’t you dare talk about my sister! Not in the same sentence as him!”

Arga’Zul’s men were quick to pull Jaras off Friday, but he continued to struggle.

“Robinson stole everything from us. From her! But I’ll have my revenge. I’ll show him a pain a thousand times worse! Then he’ll know about real loss!”

Friday stumbled back and said, “So he is alive.”

Jaras froze. He struggled for something clever to say. Instead, he turned and stalked back toward the pyramid.

“He came for me once,” Friday called after him. “He’ll come again. And when he does, your line is through!”

Jaras spun, his cruel grin already returning.

“He had better hurry. You see, your captor has agreed to retrieve something for my father. And when we take possession of it, you, your foolish boyfriend, and every savage on this damned continent will pay the ultimate price.”

Friday watched him skulk away. She believed Crusoe had succeeded in destroying the thing they wanted. The stories of vanishing Renders were evidence of that. But the boy’s surety worried her. She needed to keep her ears open and find out if his words were more than just empty air, or if there was indeed something bigger to worry about.

And yet, even with that threat of danger, she couldn’t stop smiling. She didn’t know how Robinson had survived his capture, or if he had even returned to this land. But she knew one thing for certain, and that couldn’t be taken away from her.

He was alive.
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Chapter Twenty-One
 The Caves
 

“The caves, boy,” Mox said, his face knitted up with glee. “I’d sooner go to Hell than the caves. Least Hell doesn’t have the Trog.”

Mox and two Big Hats marched Robinson back down Main Street. The sky had darkened, but the gas lamps illuminated a town that embraced frivolity.

They returned to the train yard and approached a small, squat structure with a candlelit window. Mox called out, and a peg-legged yardmaster appeared.

“Mox, you mother’s teat!” the yardmaster bellowed. “You bring me my money?”

“Settle down, Clawfoot. I ain’t gotta make good till payday.”

“Payday is tonight. If you ain’t got my money, we got trouble.”

Mox laughed and broke off a piece of something black in his mouth and chewed it until his teeth disappeared.

“That we can discuss at the table tonight. I’m on Boss business now.”

“Who’s that with you?” Clawfoot asked.

“Prisoner,” Mox answered. “Boss wants him sent to the mines.”

“Ain’t got no run planned until tomorrow. Bring him back then.”

“Boss said now. Figures he might be a saba … saba—”

“Turd,” Robinson cut in.

Mox cuffed him across the back of his head.

“Boss is getting paranoid by the hour,” Clawfoot said. “I’ll be thankful once this fandango’s done.”

 

The train was a mishmash of old parts, some of which came from other types of vehicles. But when Clawfoot spun up the engine and black smoke belched from a stack, Robinson knew he was in for a ride.

Mox slid open the rusty door to the first car, and an overpowering stench hit Robinson as Mox pushed him inside. His hands and knees were quickly coated with a tar-like substance that reeked of foul soil and animal waste.

“Like that smell, boy?” Mox teased. “You’ll get used to it where you’re going.”

The Big Hats climbed up and chained Robinson to a handrail at the front of the car. Then, Mox punched him in the gut.

“That was for making me swallow my chaw,” Mox said.

He swung twice more. Only with the final blow did Robinson sink to his knees.

“And that’s for all the smoke come outta your fancy mouth.”

Inspired by the Big Hats’ laughter, Mox reached down and stripped Robinson of his sole remaining boot and tossed it out of the train.

“Won’t be needing that where you’re going.”

The train jolted forward as a shrill whistle cut the night. Coal smoke blew past the door as the train began to move. Robinson slid down against the wall as Mox and the others took up position at the opposite end of the car. One of them broke out a box of cards, and they played a gambling game.

Outside, the passing landscape was illuminated by a turgid moon that cast everything in opaque light. The air was crisp, but it succeeded in flushing some of the stench from the car.

Trog.

The name elicited fear in those who spoke it. Robinson knew he should be worried, but he also remembered Friday teaching him that fear of the unknown was always worse than fear of something real. He hoped it would hold true in this case.

As the train purged the foothills, the woodlands thickened, and the moon disappeared. Then, all at once, Robinson saw a shadow keeping pace on the ground outside. A chill shot up his spine. He assumed these lands were home to a variety of animals, but something about the shape felt eerily familiar. As he leaned out for a better look, he thought he saw a pair of eyes flash up at him. Then the train sped over a bridge, and the shadow fell away.

Sometime later, Robinson woke as the train began to slow.

“End of the line,” Mox said.

Mox threw Robinson from the train, and he hit the ground hard. His shackles bit his wrists as he struggled to his feet in front of a narrow opening in a thicket. Mox shoved him through, then down a misty slope that led to a morass of spindly trees. Someone lit a lantern, but it provided scant light. The path became muddy, and several times, Robinson nearly slipped, but he trudged forward, head swiveling toward every shadow and sound that gave the bog life.

At last, the path ended at a pond ringed with twisted, gnarled trees woven with mist. Robinson looked around for a boat, but he didn’t see one.

“You’ll like this,” Mox said.

Mox pulled his pistol and fired three shots in the air. They echoed over the water and were followed by a foreboding silence.

For a moment, nothing stirred. And then a light emerged from a cave across the bog. A small wooden boat appeared, with a hunched figure rowing toward them.

Robinson’s heart thrummed in his chest. In the capitol library, he had read the mythological story of Charon, the ferryman. He was said to escort newly deceased souls across the River Styx to the land of the dead, but only for the price of a coin.

Robinson had no such coin. Would he be forced to wander the shores of some unnamed purgatory for one hundred years?

The figure that arrived was not Charon, but a man wearing goggles and an old duster. He was covered with soot from top to bottom and stank even worse than the train car.

“Another customer for the deeps, Drego,” Mox said.

Drego grinned, revealing a mouth devoid of teeth.

Mox elbowed Robinson toward the boat, the pistol twisting in his back.

“If you’re thinking about jumping once you’re out there, I’ll give you fair warning. There’s things in that bog that’ll skin you faster than a Flayer. Though I wouldn’t mind seeing you try.”

Robinson sat at the front of the rickety old boat as Drego paddled away. Before long, Mox and the others had disappeared, leaving him with only the gentle stroke of Drego’s oar sinking into the water again and again.

Once inside the cave, stalactites and stalagmites appeared, the lantern light making them look like teeth of an impossibly large mouth. Robinson thought it might be a karst mine with all the limestone formations, clints, and grikes. He could also see flutes and runnels overhead, suggesting that a mountain rose high above them.

If the odor in the train had been bad, here, it was downright paralyzing. The acrid stench grew stronger the farther they descended. Robinson’s eyes began to water, and he was forced to breathe through his mouth.

Just when it seemed like the trip would never end, Drego turned a bend, and Robinson saw several torches lining a smooth inlet. The boat clunked ashore, and Drego drew still.

Robinson waited for some command, but there was none. So he got out of the boat. A moment later, another figure covered in soot appeared from the mouth of a low tunnel. He held a club in his hand and smiled cruelly.

“New meat for the maw, eh?” the figure said. “Trog awaits.”

He shoved Robinson into the tunnel and down into the heart of the mountain. After a series of dizzying turns, a deep, booming voice emerged, accompanied by the crack of whips and cries of pain.

Robinson’s hands began to shake.

“Work, dogs. Work!” the deep voice from below shouted. “He who produces most, bleeds least!”

The whip cracked twice more, and a wail went up before it was silenced.

Robinson turned a final corner and entered a vast cavern lit by a dozen torches. A half-dozen guards lorded over thirty or forty men on their knees, using small tools to scrape soot off every surface they could find and use it to fill burlap sacks. At the entrance of the cavern sat a high mound of sacks already full. Robinson struggled to understand how such a minute substance could be amassed in such quantity or what could make it worth the effort.

“Trog!” Robinson’s escort called as he shoved the new prisoner to the cavern. “Fresh fingers.”

The guards laughed and then went silent as a figure stepped out of the shadows.

Trog was merely a few inches taller than Robinson, but he towered inside the cavern. He wore the thinnest of shirts, exposing a torso thick with corded muscle. His head was bald, but his beard was thick. And yet the most imposing aspect—the one that sent tremors to the core of Robinson’s soul—was the patchwork of scars that covered nearly every part of his body. Burns, cuts, gouges, even a dimpled skull—they revealed a man who had been tortured beyond all measure and had survived.

Robinson’s reaction must have seemed familiar because Trog smiled, revealing a mouth full of pointed teeth.

“Pretty,” Trog said. “Ain’t I?”

Robinson stuttered, but his throat had gone dry. When Trog stepped toward him, he tried to back up, but his feet refused to move.

“What’s your name, boy?” Trog said.

“R-Robinson,” Robinson muttered.

Trog hit him with a fist that filled his vision with stars and sent him plummeting to the ground.

“I said, ‘what’s your name?’” Trog asked again.

“Robinson Crusoe,” Robinson answered.

Trog moved quick as lightning and struck him again. Blood ran hot down his face.

“Tell me your name,” Trog said.

Robinson wobbled. He was struggling to stay conscious. But as his vision blurred, he noticed a small, bowed prisoner a dozen paces away. The man kept his head facing the earth, but he gave the subtlest shake of the head. Robinson seemed to understand.

“I … don’t have one,” Robinson croaked.

Trog’s smile faded slowly.

“The boy learns quick,” Trog said.

And then, to Robinson’s surprise, he tossed a hammer at his feet.

“First rule of the caves: every man who enters fights. Win and you win your freedom. Lose and you take your place on the line.”

Robinson glanced over the terrified faces of the other prisoners.

“Whom do I fight?” Robinson asked.

Trog grinned and held his hands out wide.

Robinson didn’t hesitate. He reached for the hammer and leaped toward Trog, swinging it with all his might. The strike was fast, but not fast enough. Trog caught his arm and swung his mighty fist behind Robinson’s ear. The hammer went flying.

Robinson charged him again, but his strikes seemed to have no effect. It was like hitting granite. Trog toyed with him for a while, but then he stepped up his own attack. Robinson did his best to minimize the crushing blows, but they came too fast, too hard. He flew against the cavern wall and crumpled into a ball as Trog assaulted him with kicks and blows that sent pain radiating through every cell in his body, until he eventually found himself withdrawing to that final sanctuary the mind seeks in such times, that no pain or suffering can assail.

Still, if Robinson could have smiled, he would have. For in his descent to Hell, he had noticed something that made him believe in fate for the first time. Wrapped around Trog’s neck was a necklace of bones.

The raiment of a Bone Flayer.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
 Trog
 

He woke sometime later, foggy and throbbing, to find the bowed prisoner quietly washing his wounds with a wet cloth. Robinson noticed the man only had seven fingers. Two on his right hand and one on his left had been shorn off.

Robinson tried to speak, but his jaw was swollen, and his mouth tasted of blood. Still, he managed a thankful nod. The bowed prisoner returned it before putting a cup of grainy black water to his mouth. Robinson tried to sit up, but felt a hand on his chest. And then, blackness.

It seemed like only seconds had passed when a shrill whistle snatched him from deep slumber. The prisoners rose, one by one. Robinson struggled to his feet to join them in line.

They filed out of the sleeping area. Robinson limped quickly to keep in line.

At the cavern’s entrance, Trog cut an apple in slices with a knife. When the brute saw the beaten face of his newest charge, he smiled garishly. Robinson forced his eyes down.

In the cavern, the prisoners were charged with collecting the aged black substance that covered everything in sight. With a small tool, they knelt on the hard floor. Knees were scraped raw. Muscles cramped. The work was exhausting.

The guards were also unmerciful in their abuse. Each carried some instrument of torture. The smallest violation prompted the crack of the whip and or the strike of wood on muscle. Just as often, they came without provocation. Trog let his men dispense punishment for trifling offenses. His attention was reserved for the more serious ones. He was particularly fond of fire. Wounds would heal, but no man could ever forget the smell of his own flesh burning.

Twice a day, prisoners were given a cup of rotting gruel of indiscernible composition. It was gray, foul, and was hard to keep down.

The days passed excruciatingly slow. Robinson lost track of time. At first, he thought the days were the worst. But the nights held their own horrors.

One night—his fourth or fifth—Robinson heard heavy footfalls enter the cavern. He peered up to see Trog leading another young prisoner away. The sounds of abuse that followed were almost too much to bear.

The following day, when Robinson was leaving the sleep area, Trog whispered into his ear, “soon.” That single word terrified him.

Robinson learned the black substance they were collecting was called “guano,” the feces of bats. He remembered reading once that guano was packed with nitrogen, but he couldn’t remember why it was cultivated.

One afternoon, Robinson was chosen to fetch water. The bucket was kept near the grotto where the guards slept. Stumbling through a dark tunnel, Robinson stubbed his toe on something hard and looked down to see ancient rails buried in the dirt. Someone once moved ore through there. Robinson started to rise when he saw an old iron nail pinning the rail to the tie below. Then the guard kicked him.

“Keep movin’,” he barked.

After filling two buckets of water and hoisting them on a wooden dowel across his shoulders, Robinson made his way back toward the cavern, but he halted near the tracks.

“I forgot the ladle,” he said to the guard, with the requisite tenor of fear in his voice.

After cursing him, the guard hustled back toward the grotto, and Robinson quickly knelt and pried the nail out. He hid it in his pants just before the guard returned.

Sometime later, Robinson was finishing his second sack of guano when another prisoner cried out. He had cut his thumb but quickly tried to hide it. Trog took notice and started over.

“Are you injured, friend?” Trog said.

“N-no, sir,” the prisoner stuttered. “I can work, I swear it.”

“Let me see your hand,” Trog said.

The prisoner refused until Trog reached for his truncheon. Then the prisoner raised his trembling, bloody hand.

“I give you rules,” Trog said loudly. “I treat you like men. Do your job, and the days will pass. But this man has let his concentration fail him. In doing so, he has failed me.”

“No, please!” the man screamed.

His cries fell on deaf ears. Guards surrounded him as Trog pulled a glimmering knife from his belt and cut his thumb from his hand.

The man’s screams echoed through the cavern, as the others quickly returned to their work. The prisoner’s wound was cauterized with a torch.

“You are a half bag short,” Trog told the sobbing prisoner. “Fail to reach your quota today and you lose another.”

The wounded man fell back to his knees and picked up his tool. Trog headed back across the cavern. Robinson noticed he hadn’t sheathed his knife. Instead, he used it to strip the flesh from the severed thumb. When he later tied it to the necklace of bones adorning his chest, Robinson understood the depravity of his fetish.

At that moment, Robinson realized that he would have to escape soon or he would die. He could take the beatings. A body can be broken again and again and heal, but the mind could only be broken once.

When the work was done, Trog stood at the cavern’s entrance as the prisoners staggered out. As Robinson passed, Trog uttered, “Tonight.”

Later that night, after the prisoners had all fallen asleep, Robinson lay on the muddy earth, tense, waiting. A single flickering torch coaxed shadows in his mind. But when he finally heard movement, he knew the moment had arrived. He slipped the iron nail into his hand and steeled himself for what was to come.

As heavy footsteps approached, the seven-fingered man suddenly rolled over to face him, his hand extended with something dark and wet.

“Eat quickly,” he whispered.

The man had never uttered so much as a single word before, but something in his eyes convinced Robinson to do as he was told. The substance tasted repulsive, but he forced it down just as Trog arrived.

“Hello, boy,” Trog said, his voice heavy with alcohol. “Time for a taste.”

Robinson turned over the same moment a stream of vomit exploded from his mouth, dousing his clothes and splattering Trog. Trog wheeled back, raging. He pulled his club out and struck Robinson over and over until he was winded.

“You’ll pay for that,” he seethed. “Mark my words. You’ll pay dearly.”

Trog stumbled off. Robinson vomited a second time, but the pain in his stomach soon abated. The seven-fingered man drew near.

“Tomorrow they’ll come for the take,” he whispered. “Find a way onto the detail that goes to the surface. It’s the only chance of escape.”

“There are no other ways out?” Robinson asked.

The seven-fingered man grimaced and said, “Only the dead leave this place.”

 

Robinson didn’t sleep that night. When the call for work came the following morning, Trog’s eyes stayed locked on Robinson, his anger infusing the cavern like a crushing storm.

Robinson knew he wouldn’t survive the day unless he did something, so as he was passing his giant captor, he suddenly fell to his knees and said, “Forgive me.” And then he added: “Master.”

Everyone in the cavern froze. They expected Trog to unleash his fury, maybe even kill him. Which was why they were all surprised when Trog reached down and lifted Robinson’s head with a finger before giving a single nod. Robinson smiled, even as Trog dipped his finger into his mouth.

The day passed surprisingly easy. The prisoners were thankful for the respite. But everyone knew Robinson would pay the price.

When Drego appeared hours later, Trog called a halt to the work and began choosing men to ferry the sacks of guano to the boat.

Robinson lifted a trembling hand.

“Master?” he called, his voice soft and his eyes wide.

Trog grinned and nodded.

To Robinson’s relief, the seven-fingered man was also chosen. Together, they carried bags quickly to the surface. Somewhere in the darkened tunnels, the seven-fingered man lifted his shirt, revealing a shank of wood. It must have taken him months to fashion.

Robinson’s mind churned as the guano was loaded onto the boat. He needed to get on that boat, but Trog and another guard were standing by it.

When a gap appeared in the line, the seven-fingered man pulled close.

“When the boat comes back,” he said, “I’ll give the signal. You go for Trog, and I’ll take the other man.”

“No,” Robinson said. “I need Trog alive.”

The seven-fingered man was stunned.

“I don’t have time to explain, but he has information I need. Kill the guard, but let me—”

A guard appeared and shouted for them to hurry on. Robinson could see the seven-fingered man had no intention of waiting for him. He was preparing for what would come next.

When the boat appeared, Drego called out, “Trog. After the train’s loaded, I’ll need two mules to come back to town and offload there.”

“Why? Clawfoot has muscle.”

“Clawfoot’s running errands with his men. This order comes from Mr. Dandy.”

“I don’t take orders from him. Or you.”

“O-of course you don’t. But Mr. Dandy takes orders from Boss, just like the rest of us. And if Boss wants it…”

Trog simmered. He looked back to the prisoners, and Robinson immediately pushed through the fray.

“Can I go with you, Master?” Robinson asked. “I’ll do anything to feel the fresh air on my face one last time.”

Trog’s mouth adopted a wolfish grin. He nodded, but before he turned, Robinson pulled the seven-fingered man forward.

“And him?” he asked. “He’s a hard worker. I’ve seen it.”

“Yes,” Trog snarled. “But both of you best get in the boat before I lose my temper.”

 

The train ride back to the yard was uneventful. Once the engine came to a stop, Trog ordered the guano unloaded. Even his guards joined in. Halfway through the process, Robinson noticed a group of riders on horseback appear atop the hill leading to Cowboytown. Boss was among them. She’d come to oversee things, which meant the guano was very important to her.

They were halfway through unloading the shipment when Robinson handed two sacks of guano to the guard on the ground. Just as the guard took them, his head exploded.

A rifle report reached them a half-second later.

Then, everything went to hell.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
 Traitors and Schemes
 

Crusoe was alive.

Or had been when the foreign boy last saw him. Had he remained on his continent or returned to hers? It was a question she finally felt comfortable asking.

She chose to believe he was here.

The wind of change had turned in her favor. First Arga’Zul had saved her from death out of some perverse affection. And now the Goddess was letting her know Crusoe was coming. The pain and doubt she had felt for the last six months had plunged her to the depths of despair, but she had remained steadfast in her defiance. Her flesh was bent, but her heart was unbowed.

The Goddess had approved.

And yet her situation was unchanged. She was still a captive, subjected to the brutality and persecutions of her enemies. She must continue to strive to effectuate her own freedom. Her own retribution. She was Aserra. The blood of the mountain coursed through her veins. Only by aiding in the freedom of her people would she prove worthy of them.

Her reconnaissance began with a layout of her enemy’s city and its defenses. How their society functioned. Its infrastructure. Its hierarchy. Its trade system. The functionality of their army.

They did not train as the Aserra did. They were not a combat state, bred for battle alone. Rather, they were an army of slaves. Most had been taken young, forced to fight to survive. This made them strong and fierce, but few of them could be considered cunning. They were blunt instruments with no notion of honor. And yet their numbers continued to grow. If they were not stopped soon, they would become the kind of storm that blots out the sky.

Like many of the young slave women, Friday was given menial chores inside the pyramid temple where she could be watched.

Escape appeared impossible. But Friday knew if she was to succeed, she would first need to find a way out of the temple. Then she would need to slip through a bazaar full of villagers, every one of which knew her face. Lastly, she would need to cross a wide-open swath of land patrolled by Flayers on horseback and watched over by those in the towers.

She continued her planning.

Friday spent long days setting meals for her enemies and cleaning up after them when they were done. She spent longer hours scrubbing floors under the suspicious eye of Valud, the traitor who had betrayed the Aserra. He took great pleasure in taunting her.

One evening, Friday saw a leftover cutting knife on the table, but just as she was about to take it, she looked up to see Valud in the doorway. He was eating a pear, the juices running down his fingers.

“Reach it quickly enough,” Valud said, “and you might find a warm sheath for it. If the guards don’t kill you first.”

“That would be too clean a death for you,” Friday said.

Valud chuckled.

“Death by blade is never clean, Princess. And there’s no guarantee of your success anyway. After all, I am Aserra too.”

Friday flushed with rage.

“You are no Aserra,” she said. “You are a traitor to your people. The Goddess will have her vengeance on you.”

This time Valud laughed as he circled around the table.

“Well, what she is waiting for? I’ve been here years, and still no scratch on me. Maybe she’s biding her time, dreaming up a worthy punishment. Or maybe it’s because she doesn’t exist.”

“You blaspheme against the Goddess?” Friday asked.

“Willingly and often.” He snickered. “What care do I have for a deity that made me a slave, anyway? The Aserra. The Flayers. They’re all the same. We are the dogs, and they are the masters. At least here, the scraps are good.”

“A true Aserra would choose death over such a life.”

“Prove it,” Valud said. “Take the knife and sink it into your breast.”

Friday looked at the knife but didn’t move.

“That’s what I thought. You know, I’ve seen captives like you here before. Oh, I don’t mean princesses, but the girls my master’s brother turns his special attentions to. He is a simple brute, but what he lacks in complexity, he more than makes up for in zeal. This habit he has for finding slave girls to dote over, for example. It’s sad, and yet endearing in a perverse sort of way.

“His method is always the same. First, he finds a slave with some element of strength. Usually pretty, but obviously not in every case. Then he heaps every imaginable form of abuse on them until they’re slowly broken. Only then, ironically enough, does he actually begin to care for them.

“These girls are given special care until, one by one, they cleave to him, as if he was no longer the cause of their affliction, but the deliverer of their salvation. Of course, once he has his way with them, he grows bored and, well, you can guess what happens to them then.”

Valud took a final bite of his pear and tossed it onto the table, splattering gravy across the floor. “You have until second stroke to clean up this mess. If you’re even a minute late, I’ll see to your discipline personally.”

“Arga’Zul wouldn’t like that,” Friday said.

Valud only grinned.

“There are ways to punish without leaving bruises or scars, Princess. Who do you think taught me?”

As Valud strolled out, Friday promised herself, when the time came, and the bodies of her enemies began to fall, his would be the second she counted.

 

The small room Friday shared with seven other women was stifling when she returned. As she settled into her spot against the far wall, an old woman with more wrinkles than hair pulled half a bread roll from her sleeve and offered it to her.

Friday looked at the roll sadly.

“You keep it, Grandmother,” she said. “You need it more than I.”

“We’ll share it,” the old woman said.

The old woman’s eyes were rheumy and her skin was pallid, but her mind was still spry. Still, Friday wondered how much longer the Bone Flayers would keep her around.

“Where are you from?” Friday asked.

“We lived on the bank of a river, but we were not a village, or even a people. Just a few souls drawing life from dark waters. The same waters that brought us death.”

“How long ago were you taken?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed in reflection. “I was older than you. But not by much.”

“You are strong to have survived all this time.”

“One does what one must,” the old woman said. “But I often ask myself why the river gods cursed me with this life.”

Friday had never heard of the river gods before, but she knew better than to question the beliefs of others.

“Maybe you are meant to do something yet. My Goddess believes there is always a time for redemption.”

“Redemption? I am too old for that,” she said. “At my age, the best I can hope for is to die before I’m cast out. Or worse.”

Friday refused to feel pity for the woman. Pity is the battle cry of a frail heart. Instead, she drew closer to the woman so the others in the room could not hear her.

“What are they preparing for outside?” she asked.

The old woman hesitated before answering.

“The fête,” she finally said.

“Can you tell me how it works?”

“Once a year, the master hosts a gathering of merchants and traders from all across the land to sell the ships, food, and slaves his people have killed for. Some buy back the very things stolen from them.”

“How long does it last?”

“A few days, a week; no more. The celebrations go day and night, as does the entertainment.”

“Entertainment?”

“You’ve seen the fighting pits outside? When I was a girl, it was only men who fought to the death. But the last few fêtes, the master has begun to include women and children too.”

Friday drew a heavy breath. Her next question was the important one.

“Tell me, Grandmother. What business do the pale strangers have with Baras’Oot?” The old woman looked at her warily. “I am Aserra. I would sooner end my life than betray another.”

It was good enough for the old woman. She leaned in and whispered.

“I have heard they seek a prize. A relic of the past, though I do not know what. In return, they have offered something the master greatly covets. I believe …”

The old woman hesitated.

“Go on,” Friday said.

“It is a location. But what awaits there, I cannot say. They leave before the sun rises and return late at night.”

“Aboard a ship?”

“Yes, but not of the sea.”

Friday understood.

“They have a flier,” she said.

“Yes,” the old woman said. “That is the name they use. It is kept in a building to the east, marked by lights and guards. Guards stand outside to protect it.”

“Thank you, Grandmother.”

Friday laid back, a lightness filling her heart for the first time in a long time.

She had just discovered the method of her escape.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
 Marauders
 

“We’re under attack!” one of the Big Hats yelled before he went down in a hail of gunfire.

Those on the ground returned fire at a band of marauders storming in from the eastern fringes of the train yard.

The Big Hats in the yard had taken cover behind a wagon, as had Trog. He’d scooped up a dead cowboy’s pistol and was returning fire with glee.

Robinson looked down from the safety of the train car to see the seven-fingered man lying prone on the ground. Trog had a knee buried in his back. Even in a battle against multiple enemies, Trog refused to lose sight of his charges.

The marauders numbered somewhere between twenty and thirty. Their attack was well coordinated. Their focus appeared to be the supply barn at the northern ridge of the yard. Three Big Hats had taken up position to defend it, but their enemies were quickly gaining ground.

Atop the hill, Boss and her crew had dismounted and were firing rifles from prone positions. Only Boss’s shots hit with any regularity.

The leader of the marauders, a man dressed entirely in black himself, gave a signal, and the group moved forward in unison. One of the guards from the barn stood up for a better angle, but was quickly gunned down.

When Trog saw this, he took command of the Big Hats on the ground. He had gun belts stripped from the dead and given to the seven-fingered man to carry. Then he turned back to the car and waved Robinson out. Robinson refused. Trog waved again, but he quickly understood Robinson was not the groveling lackey he had pretended to be. Trog pointed his meaty finger at him. Implicit in that simple gesture was a promise of retribution. Then he gave the order, and his party hunkered low to run across the yard.

Robinson jumped down to retrieve one of the vacated pistols. He tried to release the cylinder, but couldn’t figure out how. In the dirt nearby lay a wounded man. Robinson crawled to him.

“How do I load the cartridges?” Robinson asked.

“Water,” the wounded man gasped.

Robinson looked around and saw a canteen lying nearby. He grabbed it and shook it so the Big Hat could hear the water inside.

“First, the pistol,” Robinson said.

“Clasp. On top. Snap … then pull,” the man said.

Robinson did, and the pistol opened.

The man on the ground tried to lick his lips, but his mouth was dry.

“Please,” he muttered.

Robinson unscrewed the canteen’s cap and poured the remaining water into the man’s mouth. His eyes went still before it ran out.

Robinson dropped the canteen and reloaded the pistol before rising to survey the field.

The marauders had moved to a berm thirty paces from the barn. Trog and his group had reached the middle of the field and were exchanging gunfire with them.

Robinson looked west and saw that Boss and her men had descended the hill to take up position behind a hand cart, which they used for cover as they maneuvered forward on the tracks.

Robinson ran west, circling the outer ring of train cars until he arrived at the marauders’ flank. There, he climbed one of the car’s steel ladders and laid down on top of it. From there, he had an excellent view of the battle.

Trog and his group worked their way through the center of the yard toward the barn. The marauders had taken shelter behind a score of old drums. Half their men engaged Trog’s group, while the other half also set their sights on the barn.

Robinson took several deep breaths and aimed the pistol at the back of the nearest marauder. He’d never fired a gun before, so he didn’t know what to expect. He relaxed his grip and pulled the trigger.

The blast was deafening. The pistol recoiled back and hit Robinson in the head, immediately opening a cut on his forehead that sent blood trickling down his face. His first shot had gone wide.

Robinson aimed and squeezed the trigger again. This time, the bullet struck the dirt a foot behind his target. The man wheeled around to return fire, but Robinson emptied his pistol into him.

Robinson rolled over to reload, but cursed when he saw Trog sprint ever closer to the marauders’ front line. He was probably the only person in the world who wanted to keep this brute alive.

Robinson continued to fire, his bullets rarely hitting their mark, but they did a good enough job distracting the men fighting with Trog. Then he felt the car jolt beneath him and flipped around in time to see a marauder’s head poke up over the edge. Robinson had no time to aim, so he pulled the trigger just as his enemy’s gun was rising. His fire was low, but the bullet bounced off the roof and blew a hole in the man’s face, propelling him off the side of the train.

Robinson quickly reloaded and turned back to the battle. With all three forces converging on the barn, he knew the outcome of the battle was about to be decided, and he was in no position to affect it. He could continue to fire at the marauders’ backs, but hitting them from this distance would be blind luck. His talents, the ones Friday cultivated, were hand-to-hand combat, using movement, evasion, and speed. To play any part, he needed to be on the ground.

Vaulting off the train, Robinson ran toward the marauders, shooting two men in the back before the others turned. Their gunfire forced him behind corded stacks of willow. There, he reloaded the gun using the last of his bullets. He knew if the marauders charged him at that moment, he’d have no chance of escape. But his fate was decided when the last of the barn’s guards was killed.

Robinson heard the leader of the marauders call out and watched as two of his men pulled hand-held devices from a satchel before activating them. He suddenly understood the enemy’s plan, and it all hinged on what was in that supply barn. If Robinson was correct, their action would likely mean the end of Boss, the Big Hats, and most importantly, Trog.

When the marauders broke for the barn, Robinson took off after them. He heard a whistle as a bullet flew by his head. He looked back to see the leader of the marauders aiming at him. Fire and smoke erupted from his gun, and Robinson felt the meat of his forearm go hot. The leader narrowed in for the killing shot, when he was unexpectedly catapulted back, his chest blooming like a flower. Robinson looked across the yard, where Boss looked up from her rifle.

Robinson continued after the men as they closed in on the barn. He aimed his pistol and fired twice, striking the first man in the leg and back. As he collapsed, the device fell out of his hand onto the ground.

The last marauder was quicker. Robinson knew he had no chance of closing the distance, so he fired his remaining bullets. All sailed overhead.

An instant later, the man threw the device as hard as he could. It slammed against the barn’s facade and slid down into a nest of barbed wire. In full run, Robinson plucked up the gun of the dead marauder, firing its remaining bullets into the second one until he dropped dead too.

Robinson fell to his knees to scoop up the first device. There was a dial in the center of it numbered in intervals of fifteen. It was winding down through the final quarter.

Robinson immediately yanked the sling cord from around his waist, wrapped the device in it, and swung it around twice before letting it fly back toward the remaining marauders. When it landed in the center of them, the men screamed and turned to flee, but the device exploded, tearing them to shreds.

Robinson was already kneeling down for the second device when he heard Boss shout, “No!” A bullet pinged the barn somewhere above him. He reached through the barbed wire for the second ticking device, but couldn’t pull it free fast enough. The dial was almost fully wound down, so he did the only thing he could. He reached for the long, metallic plunger and yanked it out.

The device stopped ticking.

Oxygen flooded his lungs. He felt like he’d been holding his breath forever. Behind him, Boss approached, and when she sighed with relief, he almost smiled.

Then a gunshot rang out.

Robinson turned in time to see Trog stumble forward, holding his throat. He wheeled around and fired on the seven-fingered man. They both pulled their triggers until they fell in a cloud of smoke.

Robinson cried out, but by the time he reached them and the smoke had cleared, both men were dead.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
 A Mark in the Ledger
 

Robinson tore the necklace of finger bones from around Trog’s neck and clenched it in his hands.

“Wanted to kill him yourself?” Boss asked.

“Actually,” Robinson said, “I needed him alive.”

This surprised Boss. Then again, everything the young man did surprised her. He’d walked into town like a ghost, only to be shipped out to a place most never returned from. And here he was, nearly two weeks later, saving her butt. Maybe all of Cowboytown. Even Mox was at a loss for words.

“Put that away,” Boss said to Mox, whose gun was still on Robinson. “This time, he rides into town as my guest. Gilt and Shoehorn, you’re on warehouse detail. One-Eye, Sallymae, and Henry Hold’em, you’re on cleanup. The rest of you, ride after the survivors and put some lead in them. Then hang ’em high down by the docks. I want everyone up and down the Missup to know what happens to enemies of Cowboytown.”

The Big Hats acknowledged their orders before setting off.

Robinson stood over the body of the seven-fingered man. He had wanted freedom, but he was not above revenge. Robinson couldn’t fault the man—he’d been a victim of Trog’s for so long, he was blinded to any other outcome. But Robinson valued life more than death. And he would as long as Friday remained alive.

 

Some time that evening, Robinson was sitting down at the saloon bar, upending his fourth glass of beer, when the explosive device was slammed on the bar front of him. Boss held up the plunger.

“How did you know how to dismantle it?” she asked.

Robinson shrugged. “I’ve always liked to tinker.”

“Did your father teach you?”

Robinson shook his head. “My mother.”

This time Boss laughed. She knew the Doc had been to see him. He’d taken a bullet to the arm. It was a flesh wound, but she made sure it was clean and properly attended to. This boy, man—whatever he was—was an asset she didn’t want to lose.

“How’d you know what was in the barn?” she asked.

“I assumed if men were willing to throw explosive devices at it, there must be something valuable in there.”

“Un-uh.” Boss grinned. “You’re not getting off that easy.”

Robinson took another swig of beer. His head felt light, but his heart felt heavy. The only link he’d had to the Bone Flayers was gone now.

“In the caves, Trog had us collecting guano. Bat waste, which I believe is full of nitrate. And upstairs at our first meeting, your Dandy man mentioned salt mines. Probably looking for saltpeter, am I right?”

“Go on,” Boss said, before taking a pull of her own beer.

“On the outskirts of town, I saw a few brick kilns belching smoke. If I had my guess, they were burning willow at low temperatures to suck out the oxygen.”

Boss shrugged, but she couldn’t stop the edge of her mouth from turning up.

“Saltpeter, charcoal, and potassium nitrate. The three ingredients used to make gunpowder. You’re in the ammunition business.”

“I am indeed,” she said. “Though those men almost put me out of it.”

“I take it you keep it stockpiled in the barn.”

“More than anyone’s seen in two centuries. Did you hear about it upriver?”

Robinson shook his head. “I told you before,” he said. “I never heard of Cowboytown before your men walked me in.”

“Then how’d you know about the gunpowder?”

“I like to read,” Robinson said simply.

Boss looked at Mr. Dandy, and they both broke out laughing.

“You are something, Mr. Crusoe,” Boss said. “Mr. Dandy still thinks you’re a threat, but clearly, if the barn had blown, we’d all be dead. So I owe you a mark in the ledger.”

“And you always pay your debts,” Robinson said.

“That’s right,” she said firmly. “But first, tell me why you wanted Trog alive. Did you two … make friends in the caves?”

Robinson’s smile faded. He held her gaze as he spoke.

“I never heard of Hell before I came to this continent,” he said. “But if it exists, it does so in the belly of those caves.”

Boss swallowed and asked, “It’s that bad?”

“Worse,” he said.

“I’m sorry. Trog came to me a few years back, looking for work. I was afraid if I didn’t hire him, he’d join one of my competitors. That’s part of why I put him out there. Close, but not too close. So, what did you want from him, anyway?”

“Information.”

“About?”

Robinson tossed the necklace of bones onto the table. Mr. Dandy paled, but Boss studied it with cool detachment.

“The savages that took my girl collect trophies like this. Trog not only wore it proudly, but he boasted a body full of scars. Only one race tortures its prisoners in that fashion.”

“The Bone Flayers,” Boss said. “They’re the ones you’re looking for?”

Robinson nodded.

“All this time I thought you were reckless. Turns out you’re just suicidal. The store of gunpowder you saved today … remember how I said we were making a delivery to someone special?”

Robinson’s throat constricted. He scarcely managed a nod.

“Seems I might be able to repay that debt after all.”

 

After Robinson left, Boss and Mr. Dandy remained at their table nursing their beers and listening to the piano player on the stage.

“You believe his story?” Mr. Dandy asked.

“Does it matter? There’s no evidence one way or the other. But if I was foolish enough to fall in love, I guess I’d want a man speaking of me the way he speaks of her.”

“That makes two of us,” Mr. Dandy said.

They laughed.

 

After a long, hot bath, Robinson dressed in his old clothes and headed to the hotel lobby for a breakfast of eggs and pork belly. There, he saw Wellie.

“My, oh my, Mr. Crusoe,” Wellie said, “you do clean up well.”

“As do you,” Robinson said.

After they’d eaten, they walked across the street to the mercantile shop where they met a dowdy older woman named Sal.

“This man needs a new set of clothes, Sal,” Wellie said.

“’Course he does,” Sal returned, her nose twitching with disfavor. “And who’s expected to pay for it?”

“Boss said it goes on her account.”

Sal made a harrumphing sound but said no more. She directed Robinson to the rear of the store and had him stand on a box in front of two mirrors.

“Clothes off,” she said.

Wellie let out a giggle.

“This just gets better and better,” she said.

Robinson fought back the urge to blush as he stripped to a thin pair of undergarments. When Sal rolled out a line of tape, he shuffled his feet, and she slapped him on the rump with a tapered stick and said, “No fidgeting.”

Sal spent a quarter turn listening to Robinson’s requirements. Once he was done, she pulled out bolts of leather and denim. He asked for them to be dyed black, like the leader of the marauders had worn.

Sal muttered something about “wanting to dress a proper gentlemen,” before rounding out his visit in front of a wall full of leather boots.

“Do you have anything broken in?” Robinson asked.

Sal muttered and shook her head again.

 

Once the fitting was done, Sal promised the clothes would be finished by the following night. Wellie escorted Robinson back across the street as the morning crowd was arriving. Somewhere down the street, Robinson smelled fresh biscuits and his mouth watered.

“Where are we going now?” Robinson asked.

“It’s a surprise,” Wellie said with a wink.

She guided him back to the saloon, but this time, they made their way upstairs to a formidable-looking door. Wellie knocked, and a bolt window in the door slid open.

“Boss wants this man hooked up,” Wellie said.

The bolt closed, and several loud locks clicked before the door opened and a diminutive man welcomed them inside.

Robinson’s mouth fell to the floor as he wheeled around in wonder.

“See anything you like?” the man asked.

Robinson did a 360-degree turn, taking in the walls covered with pistols and rifles.

“Yeah. Everything,” he answered.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
 An Unexpected Ally
 

Her days had become defined by petty acts of defiance.

A well-placed stone under a shoe left scratches on the floor. Hidden food left to stink up a room drove its inhabitant crazy for hours.

She wasn’t allowed near meals, but she could leave a jug of wine near a window where the sun could sour it.

So many ways to pass the time.

Arga’Zul had been busy preparing for the fête, but he kept tabs on Friday through Valud.

Friday’s loathing fueled Valud. He took great joy in tormenting her in ways big and small, especially when the other servants were around to see it. He often sent her on errands into the bazaar, where he knew the villagers mocked her. But she always held her head high. Arga’Zul’s guards protected her, so why shouldn’t she taunt those out of reach?

Her walks served another function: they allowed her to see the other Aserra slaves, the ones wasting away in cages. When they saw their princess moving freely, unbroken, it emboldened them and reaffirmed their belief that you could take an Aserra’s body captive but never their heart.

While Friday’s clothes remained ragged and torn, she was forced to wear a decorative chain around her neck bearing Arga’Zul’s sigil. It was a garish thing, crafted of steel. Friday dreamed of using it as a brand to mark Arga’Zul’s corpse once she had finally purged his soul from it.

Her role as messenger led her from one corner of the village to the other, where she continued to scope out its borders, noting the schedule of sentries on patrol. How many forces were on hand during the day versus those at night. Who was armed and with what. After several weeks, she had gathered a fair approximation of the size of the Bone Flayer army and their routines.

Then, one day, she was sent to an area she had not gone to before. She noticed an open metal door on a large building. Inside, Jaras and Vardan Saah were looking over boxes being unloaded for inspection.

Friday recognized the instruments inside. Her people called them thundersticks, but Crusoe referred to them as rifles. Since the foreigners were bringing them in for inspection, Friday reasoned they were their part of the bargain Arga’Zul spoke of. But what had he scoured the lands for them in return?

“Looking for something, Princess?” A voice behind her whispered. “A weapon from the armory, perhaps?”

Friday turned to see Valud had slipped out without drawing the attention of her guards.

“Is that what it is? I thought it was a museum.”

“Maybe you’re right. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference between a trifle and a treasure. Does your master know you’re here?”

“I have no master,” she said. “Unlike you, dog.”

“Unless my eyes betray me, it’s your leash standing guard outside, not mine.”

He stepped closer until his breath was hot on her neck.

“I wonder,” he said. “Would they rush to your aid if you cried out? Or would they join in?”

A wave of goosebumps tickled her flesh. She saw how tightly he was gripping the wooden rod in his hand.

“Call them, and you can all bleed together.”

Valud grinned and tapped the rod to his palm lightly.

“So confident of your abilities. Just once, I’d like to put them to the test and find out how good you really are.”

“Once is all you would get. You’ve done well in your time here, traitor. But I could never fear a man who wields a stick for a weapon. It usually means he lacks one elsewhere.”

Valud snarled and was on the verge of striking her when a voice behind him spoke.

“Valud, isn’t it?”

Valud turned to see Jaras standing a few feet away.

“Yes, m’lord,” Valud answered. “What service may I be?”

“My father wishes to know where your master is.”

Friday smiled. Valud held his anger in check.

“I don’t make a habit of revealing my master’s location, m’lord, but in this case, I am permitted to say he is overseeing maneuvers from his fleet in preparation of the fête.”

“Will he be back tonight?” Jaras asked. “As you can see, we’ve delivered on the first stipulation of our agreement. We wish to move forward quickly.”

“Of course,” Valud said. “A banquet is scheduled for tonight. My master and his brother will both be in attendance. If you like, I can bring him your news now.”

“I would like that very much, thank you,” Jaras said.

“Very well. First, I must see this slave gets back to the temple.”

Valud took hold of Friday’s arm.

“Slave? I thought she was a princess.”

“A meaningless title for a meaningless girl.”

“Well, if she’s so meaningless, then you won’t mind my escorting her back. I’m going that way anyway, and I could use the company.”

“M’lord?” Valud said.

“Unless you think your master’s fit to wait for our news?”

Valud simmered but offered a false nod. He glared at Friday before walking away.

“Politics are not his strong suit,” Jaras said with a smirk. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“What do you want?” Friday asked.

“I wasn’t lying when I said your company. This place is dreadfully short on civility, but at least you’re easy on the eyes.”

“Your insults are sweeter than your compliments. And if you’re looking for civility, you came to the wrong continent.”

“Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be rude. Would you walk with me, please?”

Friday shrugged and started toward the bazaar. Jaras walked alongside her, with Arga’Zul’s guards falling in behind.

“We got off on the wrong foot the other day,” Jaras said. “Talking about Robinson. You see, he wronged me.”

“He wronged you?” Friday asked, incredulous.

“Yes. And my family. It might be difficult for you to believe, but Robinson has always been a skilled manipulator. Back home, he was quite the prankster, always up to mischief. My father called him subversive, though I doubt he ever put much thought into his actions. Following in one’s parents’ footsteps is what we do. Unfortunately, their schemes were pernicious, and Robinson got caught up in them. When he fled and left his family behind, I truly never expected to see him again. Imagine my surprise when the boy I knew appeared here one day, with you.”

“A boy who had become a man,” Friday said.

“Yes. But I’ve since wondered if that was that a result of his exploits or of his meeting you?”

“Experiences do not define who we are. They merely reveal who we were always meant to be.”

“Poetic. And yet I posit that if Robinson was really the man you believed him to be, wouldn’t he have rescued you by now?”

The question shook her. Friday had remained steadfast in her belief that if Robinson was alive, he would come for her. But for the briefest moment, Jaras’ comments had stirred a scintilla of doubt somewhere deep inside her. She secretly cursed herself, as if even considering such a thing was a betrayal of their love. But, some doors once opened aren’t so easily shut again.

“He will come. He will find me. And if he does not, then I will find him.”

“Might be easier said than done. He’s half a world away. Likely married, starting a new family, and having no trouble forgetting all about this wretched place. Present company excluded, of course.”

“You’re wrong,” Friday said.

Jaras shrugged easily.

“It wouldn’t be the first time. But I am only trying to help. You see, I understand that your people and these savages have a long history, but you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for us. And that weighs on me. And I don’t like to see you relying on false hope. My father and I took the last flier from our homeland. There’s no other way back. You should forget Robinson.”

“He’ll come.”

“How? Even if he managed to scrounge up a ship of old and traverse the Atlantica by water and wind, how would he find you here?”

“He would follow the river.”

“To the heart of your enemies? You really believe he’s capable of that?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Then, for your sake, I hope he comes. But I don’t begrudge you the outcome.”

Jaras kept walking, seemingly oblivious to the angry eyes of the villagers.

“Where do you keep this flier?” Friday asked.

“In that building over there,” Jaras answered. “But I suspect you already knew that.”

“Will you show it to me?”

“Sure. If you like,” he answered. “I’ll even show you how to fly it. Not that it will do you much good. My father has the only key. The question is: what do I get in return?”

“What do you want?” she asked, suspiciously.

“Only the pleasure of your company,” he answered.

She blinked back the harshness of the sun to study him. The boy had changed, though she couldn’t say how. She knew he was dangerous, and yet he might provide her the freedom she needed to succeed in her escape.

“My father says the war chieftain is smitten with you, but these are dangerous men. Having an ear on the inside might prove beneficial for both of us. Should the time come to hasten our departure, I’ll save a seat for you.”

Later that night, Friday worked the service detail collecting plates and discarded food from the banquet table. Vardan and Jaras Saah were in a jovial mood. Baras’Oot must have approved of the weapons. Their agreement—whatever the terms—would be fulfilled soon.

And then the door opened, and Valud entered. Friday sensed his tension. The room went quiet as he walked up and whispered into Arga’Zul’s ear.

Baras’Oot watched curiously as his brother’s brow furrowed. Valud signaled someone to enter.

A Bone Flayer stepped in, but not one Friday had seen before. He was filthy and pale, as if he’d come a long distance. He was marked with a horrible burn that covered one side of his body. But the thing that stood out most was the red handprint on his face.

The warrior crossed to Arga’Zul for a report. Arga’Zul’s faced darkened. Friday stepped closer, but she couldn’t hear what was being said. Baras’Oot’s face registered disgust. Arga’Zul’s anger. But it was Jaras’s look that changed everything. When he glanced back at Friday, she saw shock and fear.

That’s when she understood.

Crusoe was alive.

And he was coming.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
 Black Hat
 

Most of the Big Hats in Cowboytown had gone for revolvers because that’s what they’d seen in the moving pictures. As Robinson scanned the weapons on the wall, he locked onto a black .45 automatic and knew it was the one.

It came with a magazine that carried eight rounds instead of six and could be switched out with two additional magazines in seconds. The reason so many had passed on it, the armorer said, was because it carried something called a laser sight underneath the barrel that made it heavy and unwieldy.

Wellie even called it ugly, but Robinson thought it was beautiful.

After the visit to the armorer, Robinson traveled to the leatherworker’s shop, who was surprised to hear what Robinson wanted in a belt.

“A loop?” he asked.

“Yes,” Robinson said. “On the opposite side. About the diameter of your wrist. And around the back, as many .45 rounds as the belt can carry.”

The leatherworker shook his head but asked for two days.

While his gear was being crafted, Robinson spent most of his time at the blacksmith’s. Boss had prodded him about his knowledge of explosives, and Robinson suggested he could craft something more reliable than the ones the marauders had used.

“The detonators aren’t the tricky parts. Those I can build no problem. It’s the amount of gunpowder and how much damage you want done.”

“I’m not planning on using them, understand?” Boss asked. “They’re a whatchamacallit?”

She snapped her fingers, but Mr. Dandy wasn’t around.

“Deterrent?” Robinson offered.

“That’s it. To make sure this deal doesn’t go off the tracks. As for the amount of powder, let me worry about that. As long as these can be set anywhere from thirty seconds to five minutes. And be reliable.”

“Won’t be a problem,” Robinson said. “As long as you don’t try to throw them.”

“Have you ever ridden a horse?” Boss asked.

 

Later that afternoon, Mox came to fetch Robinson at the blacksmith’s and take him to the corral.

“You might have pulled the wool over Boss’s eyes, boy, but I see you for what you are.”

“What’s that?” Robinson asked.

“Trouble, and heaps of it. Just know I spent five years working my way up the ladder here, and I’m not about to let no fresh-mouth whip come in and count and leapfrog me. You understand what I’m saying?”

“Twenty percent maybe.”

“That’s right. You got jokes. But I’ll have the last laugh. Bank on it.”

The corral was behind the saloon. The field was full of black oak and cottonwood trees, from which hung a dozen human forms held by cables. They were pocked with holes.

“They’re called mannequins,” Boss said.

“I’ve seen them in ancient stores,” Robinson replied.

“Those are similar,” Boss said. “But of inferior quality. These are called crash test dummies. The automobile industry used to drive into walls.”

“Why?” Robinson asked.

“Not really sure. But they make great target practice. Give it a shot.”

Robinson took out his pistol and aimed at the nearest target. He pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.

Mox and two Big Hats sniggered.

“Button on the left is called a safety,” Boss said. She clicked it off and told him to try again.

Robinson took aim a second time and fired. The target remained untouched.

“This time,” Boss said, “line up the sights up top.”

Robinson did. He struck the foot of the dummy.

“Important thing is to visualize where the bullet’s going. It’s repetition, of course, but you already got the one ingredient a good shooter needs.”

“What’s that?” Robinson asked.

“Temperance. Calm under fire. Lotta fellas, once their hearts get pumping, get so damned jumpy they end up pulling the trigger as fast as they can and don’t hit anything.”

Boss stepped behind Robinson, reaching her arms along his, guiding the pistol up until her chin touched his shoulder. He could smell the oils of her hair, and that made him more nervous than bullets flying at him.

“See the X on the target’s chest?” Boss whispered, her fingers reaching over his hand. He felt the muscles flexing underneath. “That’s center mass. Some aim for the head, but you want to shoot where you can’t miss.”

Robinson swallowed as her free hand ran alongside his ribs.

“Get a feel for the rhythm of the dummy’s rotation. You can’t always shoot where a thing is, but where you expect it to be. Don’t lock your wrist. And don’t tug the trigger. You want to use the tip of your finger. When you’re ready, take a breath, see the path of the bullet, exhale, and fire.”

Robinson touched the trigger, but Boss was too much of a distraction. His adrenaline and hormones were going crazy. He felt himself losing control when something struck him. Boss’s words. He had heard them before. Not in regards to shooting a pistol, but for the battle itself. Regulate your body. Take complete control of the moment and focus on the task at hand. Perform the action only when success was assured.

Suddenly, the breath on his neck no longer belonged to Boss. Gone was the country lilt, replaced by something familiar, intimate. Suddenly, it was Friday’s hand that guided him. Her breath warming his neck. Her body leaning against his.

Robinson’s blood pressure slowed. His hand drew still. His eyes steadied. The target slowed even as the wind began to pick up.

He pulled the trigger.

The bullet hit the dummy in its chest and sent it bucking up and down.

Boss clapped and stepped around him.

“And that’s how it’s done, kid,” she said.

“I want to do it again,” Robinson said.

 

After target practice, Robinson joined the Big Hats in the saloon. He had two glasses of beer, which made him feel lightheaded and happy.

Then a hand tapped him on the shoulder.

“May I have this dance?” Wellie asked.

Robinson agreed. Wellie took his hand and led him to a dance floor full of couples. The piano player worked a jaunty tune.

“She fancies you,” Wellie said.

“Boss?” Robinson asked.

Wellie nodded.

“She won’t admit it, but I see the way she watches you. She’s sweet on you.”

“We have a business arrangement, nothing more.”

“Everyone who comes to Cowboytown starts with a business arrangement. But once Boss gets you in that book of hers, it’s hard to get out.”

“Is that why you do what you do?” Robinson asked.

Wellie looked into his eyes as if deciding something.

“My people were fishermen, lived a ways up the river. One day some savages came through and killed everyone but me. Few days later, a man in a boat pulled ashore and offered to take me some place safe. He brought me here. To Cowboytown. I was thirteen. The guy that run things before Boss gave me a choice. Work or leave. I’ve been here ever since.”

“But what you do …”

“There’s worse ways to live.”

“But you deserve better.”

Wellie’s eyes watered. She looked down so no one could see them.

“You’re the first man who’s come to this town that didn’t see me as a piece of merchandise.”

“I’d rather see you as a friend.”

When the music ended, Wellie saw Boss watching them from the doorway.

“I should get back,” she said, but paused for a moment. “For what it’s worth, I hope you find your girl. And I hope she knows how lucky she is.”

After Wellie left, Robinson made his way outside. He was staring at the stars when Boss approached.

“We’re moving out first thing in the morning,” Boss said. “Mox’ll go over the layout on the train. Deal is you ride into the Flayers’ village with us, but once you’re inside, our bargain is complete, and you’re on your own. If they catch you or if anyone asks, you sneaked aboard. Agreed?”

Robinson nodded. Then he noticed something in her hands. It was a big black hat.

“Not many fellas go for black. Not sure why. In the picture movies, the stranger always rides into town wearing one. I figured it might suit you.”

She held it out and Robinson took it and put it on.

“How’s it look?” he asked.

Boss fought back a grin.

“Not bad for a Brit.”

Robinson knew ‘Brit’ was a word once used to describe his countrymen.

“How long have you known?” he asked.

“It takes more than will and a firm hand to run a town, kid. You need vision. You need to see beyond the trees and beyond the fields. Not just what’s in front of you, but what’s behind and beyond. When my predecessor was first forming this town, strangers would come from far and wide, and I used to like to ask where they come from. I’d hear tell of the big cities like Boston, Dallas, and Chicago, but the ones that interested me were always the ones people had only heard about. London was one. The Big Apple was another. Paris, Lost Vegas, the city of glass.”

“What do you know about the city of glass?” Robinson asked, leaning forward.

“Most say it’s myth. But I met a man once said he’d been there. Said he seen the most incredible things inside.”

She stared at him as if considering something. Finally, she nodded. “C’mon. I want to show you something.”

They went back to the theater, only this time it wasn’t a Western they watched, but a color picture show with sound.

It was the story of a young man from Britain who traveled to the desert to understand the dwellers there. Through many experiences and many adventures, his life, and the lives he touched, were greatly changed. When speaking of their future, his desert companion said, “Nothing is written.”

And Robinson thought, That’s how I feel. I’ve come to a strange land by accident, but it’s changed me. I’ve seen terrible horrors and incredible beauty. Both have shaped who I’ve become.

Even now, on the eve of his foray into the lion’s den, hope still resided within him. That Friday was alive. That he would find her. And together, they would escape against all odds. Because no matter what the world pitted against you, men had always achieved greatness if they were brave enough to face the future head-on.

It was true. In this world, nothing is written.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
 City of the Pyramid
 

The knock came just as Robinson finished dressing. He opened the door to find the leatherworker holding his new pistol belt. He wrapped it around his waist and cinched it. Then he slid his pistol into the holster.

The craftsmanship was incredible. It was dyed black, with a small gold star in the center. Ornate stitching interwoven with a pattern made it look rough and beautiful.

“How do you like it?” the leatherworker asked.

“It’s amazing,” Robinson replied.

The man beamed.

“It’s called a Ranger Concho. Lawmen in the old west used to wear ’em, complete with the gold star. I did a split drop loop, seeing as how your pistol has that doohickey beneath it. Make it easier to pull in a pinch. Also did some barbed wire edge stamping with full tooling. Holds eighteen cartridges. The loop you requested’s there too.”

“You’re an artist, Ser,” Robinson said. “I’m honored to wear it.”

The man was too old to blush, but Robinson could tell the compliment meant something to him. He turned to leave but hesitated.

“Lotta fellas out here dress the part, but you look like a real one. Cowboy that is.”

Robinson didn’t know what to say, so he nodded. The leatherworker tapped the doorframe and left.

Once he was gone, Robinson filled the gun belt with shells and slid his pistol into the holster. He picked up the black hat Boss had given him and put it on his head. A mirror in the corner revealed his reflection. The old guy was right. Robinson looked like a different man.

I wonder if Tannis and Tallis would recognize me, he thought. Would I want them to?

By the time Robinson reached the train yard, the Big Hats had loaded the bags of gunpowder onto three train cars. Still, the engine was nowhere to be seen.

“Aren’t we missing something?” he asked Boss.

Mox snorted.

“That old engine you rode to the caves on is only good for short hauls,” Boss said. “I doubt it could reach the Flayer village in a month, if at all. Plus, it’s got uh …”

Snap, snap.

“Vulnerabilities,” Mr. Dandy said. “Which would render her incapable of rebuking attacks from other hostiles.”

Boss nodded to Mox. He put two fingers into his mouth and let loose a loud, screaming whistle.

At the far end of the yard, a smokestack plumed to life, the sound of its engine hungry and strong.

When it finally emerged, Robinson’s breath caught in his chest. The engine was nearly twice as large as the one he’d ridden on before. And this one was seriously fortified. The main body was covered in plates of metal, made up from ancient cars and signs that read: Welcome to Nashville, Coca-Cola, FedEx, and something called Geek Squad.

The top was reinforced with the frame of an ancient yellow bus, creating slots through which a defense could be mounted.

At the front of the engine, someone had welded on two I-beams with sewer plates on the end of them. This ride wouldn’t be stopping for any impediments.

“Impressive,” Robinson said.

“Yes, it is,” Boss said. “I see you got your rig.”

Robinson ran his hands over his smooth leather belt.

“He did a fine job.”

“Looks like something’s missing, though.”

Boss signaled a Big Hat, who handed over a wrapped package.

Robinson was smiling before he opened it.

“I was hoping I’d see this again,” he said as his axe came into view. Then he slipped it perfectly into its gap-mouthed loop on his belt.

“What’s that thing there?” Mox asked. “On the heel of your gun?”

On the butt of the automatic pistol was a shiny piece of plastic with black material beneath.

“I layered a piece of silicon behind plastic and metal. When the sun hits it, this acts as a conductor, which creates an electric field.”

“Who in the hell’d want electricity on a gun?” Mox scoffed.

Robinson pulled the pistol and pointed it toward Mox. He fingered a switch, and a red laser sighting appeared over Mox’s heart.

“You were saying?” Robinson asked.

Boss and the Big Hats laughed, but Mox was broiling.

“When we get back here,” Boss said, “you’ll have to make a few of those for me.”

“I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement,” Robinson said.

 

Boss and Mr. Dandy rode up with Clawfoot in the cab. Robinson and the Big Hats rode in the first car. As the train got underway, they slid the door closed. Robinson turned to find Mox standing behind him.

“Been waiting to get you in a room alone,” Mox said.

“I guess Wellie was right about you. Suppose that’s why she charges you double.”

Mox lurched for him, howling.

Some hours later, the train stopped so they could clear a fallen tree from the tracks. Boss got her first look at Mox, beaten and bloody, and Robinson, who didn’t have a scratch on him.

“What happened to him?” she asked.

“He fell,” Robinson said.

Boss smirked. She took a piece of paper from her vest and handed it to Robinson. He unfolded it.

“This is a map of the Flayers’ village. This enclosure is where they keep the prisoners. But if you’re right about your girl being special to this …”

Snap, snap.

“Arga’Zul,” Robinson said.

“Then he’s probably keeping her in the pyramid. That’s where Baras’Oot and most of his big shots live. I don’t know how long it’ll take us to unload the gunpowder and take possession of the provisions, but I’d estimate you got an hour, hour-and-a-half to get your business done. If you can make it back without being seen, we’ll smuggle you both out. If you can’t …”

“I’m on my own,” he said.

Boss nodded.

“What are you getting in return?” Robinson asked.

Boss looked over his shoulder to make sure the Big Hats weren’t listening.

“Food,” she said. “Merchants are growing scarce on the river. Everyone sells to the Flayers. But I got to do what I can to keep my town running. Plus, Baras’Oot says he might be open to us working transportation.”

“You trust him?”

“I don’t trust no one, Kid. You know that. But so far, he’s kept the ledger clean.”

Robinson nodded toward the gunpowder.

“With this, he could wipe you out.”

“He doesn’t need gunpowder to do that. But then he’d be out of a manufacturer. Better this way for both of us.”

“Then why so many guns?” Robinson asked.

“A gal likes to cover her bets,” she said.

They both smiled and turned to look out at the passing forest.

“They say it’s going to be a cold winter. If you find your girl—when you find her—you can always come back. Cowboytown can use a man who knows how to lead.”

“I appreciate the offer and the help,” he said.

“It’s not help,” Boss said. “We made a deal. Once you step off this train, the ledger’s even. If you get caught or don’t make it back before the whistle blows, you’re on your own.”

“I understand,” Robinson said.

They watched the sun dip behind the mountain, painting the valley in fuchsias and gold. It was quite a sight, but they both knew the real show was only about to begin.

 

Arga’Zul walked the parade grounds ordering his men into position. The bazaar was already teeming with merchants and traders from all over the south. Business was prosperous, but only one transaction would make this night a success.

When the whistle sounded and the train’s single eye appeared through the trees, Arga’Zul knew his time had come.

The crowd of the bazaar ‘oohed and aahed’ as the giant train slowed. The shuddering engine shook the ground, and more than a few people shrieked when the brakes erupted in sparks as it screamed to a halt.

A door at the rear of the engine opened, and a wave of Big Hats flooded out, rifles in hand. They took up position atop the train and on the ground.

Boss appeared, looking otherworldly with her white outfit and silver guns.

She looked out over the fray and was overwhelmed by the number of Bone Flayer warriors standing in formation.

Arga’Zul approached, and Boss put on her bravest front.

“Arga’Zul, Mighty Chieftain of the Bone Flayer Army,” Boss said. “Thank you for welcoming me to your home.”

“Your train impresses me,” he said. “It is almost as intimidating as one of my ships.”

“But not half as fast,” Boss said graciously.

“I need wind and you need rails. We both have our disadvantages.”

“And yet here we are. Partners and stronger for it.”

Arga’Zul smiled thinly.

“You have brought the gunpowder?” he asked.

Boss turned and whistled. The first car door slid open, and one of the Big Hats grabbed a single bag of gunpowder and delivered it to Arga’Zul.

He drew a long, curved blade and cut through the burlap bag, retracting a blade tipped with powder. One of his Flayers stepped up with a torch and set it to the blade. A flash of smoke and light drew cheers from the crowd.

Arga’Zul nodded, and Boss signaled Mr. Dandy, who whistled. The remaining car doors opened and the offloading began.

Robinson slipped down and began helping stack the gunpowder bags on carts provided by the Flayers. He waited for an opening before slipping off into the crowd.

As Robinson worked his way through the glut of people, he saw all manner of things, from strange livestock to the frames of dismantled war machines. Then, the great pyramid came into view. He was both awed by it and demoralized by the legion of Flayers standing guard around it.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
 The Fête
 

From a small window in the pyramid, Friday watched the Flayer army move out to meet the train. She knew the two guards posted outside her door had been warned not to underestimate her size or skill, so escape would be difficult. She realized she needed an accomplice. It came when the old woman returned to the room. Friday waited for the door to close before pulling her close.

“Grandmother, I must ask a favor of you.”

The old woman stared at her with weary eyes.

“It is time, then?” she asked.

Friday nodded.

“I must escape while the Flayers are distracted. It is my only chance.”

“Many have tried,” the old woman said. “Most have failed. Are you willing to give your life for your freedom?”

Friday assured her she was.

“It may mean my life too,” the old woman said.

“I do not take such a thing lightly. But women like us, we are not meant to be caged. We were born of trees and wind. We should die among them, or at least within their sight.”

The old woman took a heavy breath and nodded.

“Tell me what you would have me do.”

 

Outside, Robinson circled the pyramid, finding his best chance at ingress was a small door near the back of the structure, protected by only two guards. He worked his way back behind a cement barrier and drew his axe, scraping its toe across the ground. The sound echoed in the darkness. After a moment, one of the guards made his way toward him.

Robinson drifted into the shadows and waited for the man’s approach. His companion called out and was answered with an impatient wave. Slowly, the guard appeared and scouted the area before turning back. Only then did Robinson make his move.

He cleared the distance in a few steps, striking the guard across the back of the head with his axe. Unfortunately, his spear clattered to the ground, prompting the second guard to call out again.

Rather than pull back, Robinson charged, hurling his axe at the surprised Flayer before he could act. His aim was true. The man died before he hit the ground.

After dragging both bodies into the bushes, Robinson entered the pyramid.

 

For Friday, the waiting was interminable, but eventually, she heard the old woman return and offer her guards something from a tray of liquor she claimed was from the fête. Friday listened as the liquid was poured and the men laughed. Then she heard the sounds of retching and one man falling.

Friday threw the door open to see the second guard with his hand around the old woman’s neck. She scooped up his claymore and hacked his arm off. An arterial spray splashed over the walls as the man screamed, but Friday silenced him quickly.

Friday knelt in front of the old woman.

“Can you breathe?” she asked. The woman nodded. “Then go inside. Tell them I did this to you. Understand?”

The woman nodded again. Friday was heading down the hall when the old woman called out. “Child? When you hear the wind through the trees, think of me.”

“I will,” Friday promised.

 

Robinson slipped into the large corridor that circled the inner pyramid. Candles were lit at various intervals, but they gave off little real illumination.

Several times, he huddled in the shadows as guards or the Flayer elite passed by. Many were on their way outside to join the fête. No one had been alerted to his presence yet.

Three men suddenly emerged from a door inside the ring. Two were clearly Flayers, but the sight of the third stunned Robinson. He wore the mark of the Aserra, and yet he walked without shackles.

 

Two floors above, Friday was changing into the clothes of one of her victims. She wrapped a necklace of bones around her neck and tucked a dagger into her waistband. She saw the door leading to the stairs, but she had one stop to make first.

 

Vardan Saah was sitting on his bed scouring over a set of papers when he heard a knock at the door.

“Come,” he said in the pidgin language of this land. It felt dirty rolling off his tongue. He couldn’t wait to be done with it and these people and leave them all to rot, as they should have long ago.

A small figure entered carrying a tray.

“Food and water, m’lord,” a soft voice said.

“There,” he said, pointing to a table without looking up.

The figure set the tray down. It took Saah a moment to realize the person hadn’t left.

“Well?” he said. “What else—”

The first thing he noticed were the drops of blood spattered on the hem of her vest. The second was the jagged piece of metal clenched in her fist.

“What do you want?” Saah said.

“The key around your neck,” Friday answered calmly.

He sat, shocked that the savage girl was in his room.

“You won’t be able to fly it,” he said.

Her grip on the sword flexed.

Saah quickly pulled the cord with the flier’s key over his head and held it out.

“Jaras told me you believe young Ser Crusoe is coming for you,” Saah said. “I’m sorry to say the world doesn’t work that way. There are no storybook endings anymore.”

Friday tucked the key into the vest before her eyes were drawn to the papers strewn across the bed.

“What are those?” she asked.

“Relics. Once the beginning of the end, now the end of my beginning.”

“If it’s the end you seek,” Friday said, “why wait?”

Friday reared back with her weapon when the doors flew open and four Flayers ran into the room. She clubbed Saah across the head before turning back to face her opponents. They were well conditioned, better rested and fed, and confident in their numbers. The odds were not in Friday’s favor. But the Aserra never cared for odds.

She did as she always did.

She charged.

 

Robinson waited until the moment the guards passed by to spring from the shadows, clubbing the first guard to the ground before spilling the guts of the second.

The Aserra slave scrambled back across the floor, but Robinson held up his hands.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “I’m looking for a girl. Aserra. Brought here by Arga’Zul.”

“It’s you,” Valud said in disbelief. His eyes darted around. “She said you would come, but … I know where you can find her. Follow me.”

He rose and led Robinson toward the inner doors. Robinson stopped, hesitant.

“Quickly,” Valud said. “She’s just inside.”

Valud opened the central door and waved Robinson forward. As he approached the door, Valud reached for the dagger he kept in the narrow of his back.

Robinson got a glimpse of the palace room before he sensed Valud’s movement. He wheeled back at the last moment, but the dagger still opened a gash across his shoulder.

Valud swung his blade again, gnashing his teeth and shifting his balance to keep Robinson off the balls of his feet. This man was Aserra. There was no doubt. And yet his moves were slow and indecisive, as if he hadn’t wielded a blade in some time.

“Don’t you understand?” Robinson said. “We’re on the same side!”

“I am on my side,” Valud spat. “And you have no place here!”

Valud swung the dagger in great arcs that made it difficult for Robinson to counter. He tried to lock onto the rhythm of the swings, but the dark, smoky corridor made it hard to see.

Robinson’s tomahawk swung in counter movements, pairing the men in a dance of death, each waiting for the other to make that singular mistake that led to victory or defeat.

Robinson feinted high and went low. The blade caught Valud on the outside of the thigh, and he stumbled. Robinson brought the axe up, but Valud rolled out of the way a moment before the axe struck the ground.

Valud screamed with rage and charged Robinson, who stumbled over one of the dead Flayers on the floor. Valud swooped in for the killing blow but was shocked when a red light blinded him.

Robinson couldn’t pull the trigger—it would alert every Flayer in the village to his presence—but the laser was distraction enough to let Robinson bring the axe down on Valud’s foot, cleaving it in two.

Valud choked out half a scream before Robinson pivoted hard and took his head off with a single whack, sending it rolling down the hallway.

Robinson was stumbling to his feet when something at the far end of the corridor caught his eye. A Flayer rushed down the stairs before turning quickly for the pyramid’s front entrance. There was something familiar in that gait.

“Friday?” Robinson called.

Friday never heard it. She was already pushing through the front door. She expected immediate resistance. What she saw instead was the guards suddenly breaking from the pyramid to run toward the bazaar. She immediately realized she had a very real chance to flee unseen. She pulled a hood over her face and kept her eyes down as she descended the steps.

As she entered the crowd, she sensed, as they had, something big was about to happen.
  



[image: ]



Chapter Thirty
 Countdown
 

Boss’s men were unloading the last car of gunpowder. She had told them to go slow to buy the kid some time, but it was becoming obvious that he wouldn’t return.

At the same time, the Flayer army loomed ever closer. They appeared relaxed, as if their presence there was nothing more than show, but a niggling fear began to eat away at Boss. There was a current of tension coming from the crowd that didn’t feel right. They were excited, which made sense, as they were a part of this fête, but Boss had survived on her gut feeling, and now it was telling her to be wary.

Boss had always known betrayal was a possibility. It didn’t make sense, but few things of this world did. She’d taken what precautions she could, but something told her it wasn’t enough. Even if she had brought every Big Hat in Cowboytown and armed them with rifles and guns, they still wouldn’t have the numbers to defeat the army before her.

Boss gave a special signal to Mr. Dandy in the cab. He pulled one of the Big Hats close, and the man went to retrieve a box.

Out across the bazaar, a wave of cheers went up. The crowd surged together and then parted as Baras’Oot’s retinue arrived. He was carried on an ornate palanquin. He waved languidly to the crowd that gesticulated with reverence as he passed.

Boss felt her throat tighten as his sideshow approached and came to a halt some fifty paces away.

Boss gave a quick bow, and Baras’Oot nodded in return.

Arga’Zul approached.

“Seventy tons of gunpowder delivered to you on time, as promised,” Boss said. “Can I assume the food stocks are nearby?”

Arga’Zul looked past her.

“I like your ship,” he said.

“Thank you. It’s called a train.”

Arga’Zul grinned at her correction.

“It goes where my ship does not.”

“Anywhere there are rails.”

“I think I’ll take it too.”

The buzz in her belly went nuclear, but Boss held her ground.

“I’m afraid it’s not for sale,” Boss said. “And in case you’ve forgotten, we already have a bargain. The gunpowder for the food stocks.”

“I offer a new bargain,” Arga’Zul said. “Give me the train and I will let you live. Your men … I will take as slaves.”

“And if I say ‘no’?” Boss asked.

Arga’Zul looked back to his brother and then smiled again.

“You will die,” he said.

And then Arga’Zul held up a fist. The Bone Flayer army immediately fell into fighting stance, archers drawing back bows. On the train and below, the Big Hats pulled their guns.

The moment was electric.

And then Boss held up a device.

“Then I reckon we’ll have to die together,” she said.

Arga’Zul frowned.

“What is this?” he asked.

“It’s called an explosive charge, made from the very gunpowder sitting at your feet. I’ve hidden one of these in each bundle of gunpowder. If your army attacks, boom. If you try to find them, boom. I estimate just one could take out half the folks on this parade ground. Reckon all three might take out that fancy pyramid as well. If I were you, I’d honor our agreement, give us the food you promised, and let us go on our way.”

“You’re bluffing,” Arga’Zul said, but he seemed unsure.

“Oh, you think so? Maybe this’ll change your mind.”

She pulled a pin, and the device started ticking.

“You have sixty seconds,” Boss said.

Arga’Zul’s smile faded. He searched Boss’s eyes but found no deception and too little fear there. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He looked back at his brother and saw his retinue drawing back.

Arga’Zul signaled one of the warriors at the front of the line and pointed to the device in Boss’s hands. The Bone Flayer did as ordered. He approached Boss, who saw no reason not to hand it over.

The Flayer quickly turned and sprinted toward the river. Boss prayed the kid had designed it correctly. If it failed to go off or took too long, they were all dead.

“Now, we find out,” Arga’Zul said. “But if you are bluffing, I will flay every inch of your skin and feed on it personally.”

Everyone kept their eyes on the young savage as he ran across the parade ground, save Boss and Arga’Zul. Their eyes stayed locked on each other.

When the minute seemed to pass, Arga’Zul’s mouth curled.

And then a deafening blast erupted near the water, and the crowd reared back in horror.

Baras’Oot’s retinue turned and quickly ushered him away.

Boss smiled.

Arga’Zul felt a desire to rush Boss and snap her neck with his bare hands. But this was only a brief setback. Both he and the train woman knew he could crush her precious town at any time. Part of him even admired her for her courage. But it sent a message to his people that he would have to rectify.

“Give her the supplies,” Arga’Zul said to his men.

Boss took a deep breath as the tension seeped from her body.

 

The food supplies had been stored on the opposite side of the bazaar. Shortly thereafter, Bone Flayers began arriving with boxes of produce and livestock.

Mr. Dandy counted the supplies as they were loaded onto the train. Boss had insisted the gunpowder not be removed until everything in her ledger was accounted for.

Mox watched the goods come in with mounting frustration. Part of him expected a fight. The stranger kid had beaten him on the train—embarrassed him, really. He never expected the kid to be so fast. But he shouldn’t have been surprised. He was one of those people who everything seems to turn out right for, unlike Mox. He’d always had rotten luck. Now, he’d return to Cowboytown and be the butt of everyone’s jokes. Even worse, if the kid came back, he’d be the one on the outside. And that didn’t mean more sentry duty out at the yards. It meant him on a boat to somewhere else. And that didn’t sit right. Not at all.

As Mox looked out, he saw a group of scantily clad women standing at the edge of the bazaar. They were dark-skinned and wore heavy makeup that made them look foreign and unlike anyone at Cowboytown.

“Hey, Boss,” Mox said. “What say you get the big fella there to throw in a couple of his whores? We need some new stock.”

“You know I don’t barter in slaves,” Boss said. “Get back to work.”

“So you can help the kid find his girl, but you can’t get one for me? I’ve been working for you for five years.”

“And you’ll be out of work unless you do your job and let me do mine. I’m the boss here, remember?”

“Maybe that should change,” Mox muttered.

Mox suddenly had an idea.

“Hey, Chief,” he called to Arga’Zul. “You know you’re getting screwed here, dontcha?”

“What are you doing?” Boss asked.

“Cheated,” Mox said. “You savvy, cheated?”

“Mox, shut the hell up,” Boss said.

Arga’Zul’s eyes narrowed. “Cheated how?”

Boss saw the situation spiraling out of control. She signaled her men to pull Mox back, but it was too late.

“Our fearless leader here brought a kid to your village. Set him off soon as we arrived. He means to take something don’t belong to him, understand?”

“Something?” Arga’Zul asked.

“Someone,” Mox said, grinning. “A girl. A savage girl.”

Arga’Zul suddenly reached out and grabbed Mox by the shirt.

“Describe this boy,” Arga’Zul barked.

“Sure, sure,” Mox said, realizing he’d made a terrible mistake. “He’s a foreigner. Has a funny accent and carries an axe—”

Arga’Zul whirled and took off for the pyramid in a dead run, screaming at his warriors as he passed.

“Kill them!” he said.

The Bone Flayers charged, forcing the cowboys to open fire. As bullets and arrows flew, the Big Hats took shelter behind the mountains of gunpowder and what stacks of food remained outside the train.

Boss pulled both her pistols and dove behind the first gunpowder mound, screaming, “Start the train!”

Mr. Dandy hustled into the engine cab.

The parade ground descended into pandemonium. Somewhere in the crowd, pounding drums sounded and drowned out the crackling gunfire. Mox fired into the crowd, but an arrow struck him in the hamstring and another in the back. He cried out as he fell, begging his men to come back for him, but the Flayers were too quick. The horde was on him in an instant, dragging him back into the heart of the crowd, where they tore him limb from limb.

Boss knew the time for hard measures had come. She whistled and gave the signal to arm the detonators. She armed the one in the gunpowder mound in front of her and ran for the train.

The countdown had begun.
  



[image: ]



Chapter Thirty-One
 Exodus
 

The eruption of gunfire echoed across the bazaar. Though the sound was unfamiliar to most, the rush of Bone Flayers speeding toward the parade grounds sent a wave of panic through the crowd.

Traders watched in confusion as the merchants quickly closed up shop and motioned angrily for them to leave. Bewilderment quickly turned into dread as villagers began running for the safety of the pyramid. The war cries could soon be heard over the trampling of feet, followed by the release of arrows and screams.

Friday pushed against the current of the byzantine grounds until she came in sight of the building that held the flier. Four guards stood outside. Although they remained at their post, Friday could see they were tense—their focus solely on the battle unfolding without them.

She looked for a weapon.

 

Jaras had heard the train’s arrival and wanted to see it for himself. It was a seminal piece of the industrial revolution, and yet its colorful fortifications made it look almost comical.

There was no laughing, however, when Arga’Zul abruptly fled the parade ground. The familiar pit of bile began to churn in his belly. He was already on his heels when the fighting started and a wave of war cries swept over the yard, mixed with the flight of bullets that sounded like angry bees.

In the chaos that ensued, Jaras was knocked from his feet, the dust growing so thick he could hardly see. He regained his feet and called out for his escorts to return him to the pyramid, but they had abandoned him to join the battle.

Somewhere in the distance, the drums of war began to sound, sending currents of electricity up through the soles of Jaras’s feet. When the train engine roared to life, he felt his bladder threaten to release.

A stampede of foreign merchants were rushing for the docks when the Flayers began indiscriminately cutting them down. Jaras was horrified. He began pushing against the mob when he was struck hard across the back of the head and went down. His vision was swimming, but the bodies clamoring around him threatened to trample over him. Already his hands were getting stepped on as the swath of bodies moved past.

Jaras stood, but swayed. His vision was blurred and the boom of the drums sent excruciating waves of pain through his head. He spun around, trying to get his bearings when he was buffeted in the crowd.

Jaras saw a flash of color and recognized one of the palace guards. He reached out for the man.

“You!” Jaras shouted. “I need you to return me to the palace at once.”

The Flayer brushed his arm aside, but when Jaras grabbed him again, the man shoved him into the crowd. He saw the rage in the man’s eyes—his thirst for blood—and tried to back away.

Then a fracas erupted behind him. Two traders tried to take off with goods they claimed to have paid for. It didn’t matter if they had or hadn’t, a merchant took out a sword and slayed them at Jaras’s feet.

Blood splashed across Jaras’s face, but he couldn’t retreat anymore. The screams of other traders erupted as more merchants armed themselves. The moment was descending into madness. Jaras could scarcely breathe. Things begin flying in the air. Jaras ducked what he could, but something slammed into his ear, drawing more blood.

He wanted to cry out, but he was short of breath. People started to run. He was caught in the tide, slammed between merchants desperate to flee. The villagers began hacking at the crowd. Jaras’ vision continued to blur. Brutalities broke out around him as the mob descended into total chaos.

And then he saw her. Through the crowd. Blonde hair and green eyes.

“Tessa?” Jaras called out.

Tessa turned, her face lit with panic. She screamed his name, but he couldn’t hear the sound over the roar of the crowd.

“Tessa!” He shouted again, desperately fighting against the mob to get to her. He pushed and shoved, but the mob was hustling her farther away, toward the destination he most feared. The Western gate.

“Tessa!” Jaras screamed. Someone struck him in the face, but he pressed harder against the horde, shoving with all his might. He called her name again and again. He surged closer and saw her hand come up as she continued to scream his name. But it was too late. Just as he reached for her, the crowd lifted her and threw her into the abyss.

“No!” Jaras screamed.

He was living the worst moment of his life over again and it felt as real as the first time. He wiped the blood from his eyes, searching the area ahead, sure he’d made some mistake when a familiar face passed in front of him. It made no sense, but he turned and called out.

“Robinson?”

The hooded figure glanced back but disappeared quickly after.

Jaras was half-blind, shaking with fear, but in that moment he was sure of what he’d seen. He climbed atop a low wall, searching for the hooded figure before calling out again.

“Crusoe!” Jaras yelled.

This time, the figure turned and locked eyes with him. There was no doubting his identity anymore.

“It’s him,” Jaras said, bewildered. “It’s Robinson. Stop him! Someone stop him!”

But Robinson had already vanished in the crowd.

Jaras was screaming at the top of his lungs when a meaty hand twirled him around.

“Who did you see?” Arga’Zul asked.

“Crusoe,” Jaras croaked. Tears were running down his eyes. He was a blithering mess. “He went that way.”

Arga’Zul ordered one of his men to take Jaras inside before tore a path through the crowd, followed the rest of his guards.

 

The dead merchant’s dagger sank into the guard’s stomach. As he collapsed, Friday drew it out and sliced the inside of the second guard’s leg. Arterial spray wet the earth as the remaining two guards rushed forward, unaware their pikes were too long for short-range combat.

Friday worked quickly to drag the bodies inside the hangar before turning for the flier. A memory shot through her of the first time she had seen one from atop the memorial she and Crusoe had cheered, believing his father had come.

Friday had just pushed open one of the hangar doors when she saw Arga’Zul heading in her direction. She ran and leapt in the flier.

The instrumentation panel was just as Jaras had described. She thrust the key into the hole and looked for the words: ACTIVATE THRUSTERS. With a press of a button, the engines roared to life. She grabbed the stick in front of her and pushed it forward, but nothing happened.

 

Robinson whirled around in the crowd. Friday was nowhere in sight. Even worse, the crowd was thinning out. If he had to guess, he thought she’d head west, but just as he was about to head in their direction, he spotted Arga’Zul speeding across the grounds and followed. They were approaching a large building when Robinson heard the familiar sound of thrusters starting. Horrified, he watched the Flayers fire arrows inside. He had no idea who they were shooting at.

 

Friday punched every button on the console, while trying to ignore the ping of arrows bouncing off the flier. It wasn’t until she hit a prompt that read: ENGAGE GRAVITY DRIVE that the flier jolted into the air.

Friday slammed the yoke forward, and two Bone Flayers were crushed between the ship and the closed hangar door. Friday pulled the yoke back and slammed it forward again, narrowly missing Arga’Zul as he dove out of the way.

Several Flayers rushed the ship, prying at the doors, but Friday torqued the yoke sideways until the attackers were crushed against some crates. With more Flayers rushing in, escape looked increasingly impossible. So when Arga’Zul stumbled into her path, she aimed the ship at him.

 

Robinson watched Arga’Zul leap out of the way again as the flier ripped through the hangar door, sending it toppling end over end. Through the smoke and fire that followed, he saw a familiar face race out of the flier and disappear into the darkness.

“Friday!” Robinson screamed.

The shout drew Arga’Zul’s attention instead. Arga’Zul yelled a command, and several archers took aim. Robinson was running for his life when, suddenly, a massive explosion shook the entire city.

The first stack of gunpowder had been detonated.

 

One by one, the detonators erupted, just as the kid said they would. Only Boss never expected the brain-rattling force of the blasts. Half the Flayer army had managed to close within twenty-five paces of the train, but they’d made the unfortunate mistake of taking cover behind the gunpowder. As a result, the fields were now covered with flesh and gore.

Boss’s team had managed to secure the train and get it reversing before the first explosion, but the second explosion sent a wave of fire rolling over the engine. Boss looked out and saw the third pile of gunpowder on fire. It was only a matter of seconds before it too would blow.

 

Robinson rushed around the rear of the hangar in time to see Friday spurring a horse out of the paddock. Cries rang out as three Flayers, also on horses, took up pursuit. The last had barely cleared the open gate when Robinson jumped off some crates and tackled him to the ground. After a quick strike with the axe, Robinson leapt atop the horse and sped after the others.

 

Arga’Zul was bellowing at his men when someone pointed out Friday racing across the open ground toward the trees. Hot on her tail were three Flayers. Or at least, he thought they were all Flayers, until the third one extended his arm and a red beam of light touched the first two riders before blasts of fire sent them toppling from their steeds.

Arga’Zul howled with rage. He couldn’t believe it. The boy. The boy had stolen the Aserra princess right out from underneath him.

 

Friday heard the gunshots but never turned to see her pursuers fall. She sped over the tracks as the train whistle drowned out Robinson’s call.

Robinson struggled for control of the horse, its wild gait nearly unseating him again and again. But one look to his left and he knew he was running out of time. The train was belching black smoke, and the engine screamed as it picked up speed. Robinson’s legs dug into the horse’s ribs, pushing it as hard as he could in hopes of beating the train.

The horse suddenly realized it was in a race too. When it saw the train rushing toward it, it stopped fighting its rider and pinned back its ears. Its mouth frothed and legs churned, but as it scaled the berm holding the tracks, the train’s whistle screamed.

Robinson closed his eyes as the horse jumped just as the final stack of gunpowder tore open the night.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
 Sun and Moon
 

He whipped the horse through the trees and down through the basin. Several times he was nearly bucked off, but he clung to it out of desperation. A terrible thought occurred to him that this was as close as he would come to finding Friday before losing her again.

The half-moon cast a lattice of light over the forest floor. Far ahead, Robinson thought he saw Friday cresting a small hill, only to quickly disappear again.

He knew the Flayers would be hot on their heels. He’d heard Arga’Zul’s commands reverberating over the parade grounds just after the last detonation went off. When he felt the wind at his back, he cursed. If he was ever to have any luck, he needed it to be now.

Once over the hill, Robinson slowed at a small stream. He scanned the water and saw the moonlight illuminating rocks overturned in the riverbed. He spurred the horse into the ravine and headed east, away from the main river, believing Friday would try to use the water to throw off her scent for the dogs.

The ravine was fed from a gulch that formed large canyon walls on each side. He found horse prints at the mouth and called Friday’s name again and again. When he got no answer, he pushed deeper inside.

Several hundred paces inside the gulch, the walls began to narrow, and Robinson’s horse grew more and more skittish. He worried he might get bucked, but there was nothing left to do but continue on.

All at once, the stream opened into a pool. Robinson was searching for more tracks when something flashed in his peripheral vision. He turned just as a figure slammed into him and sent him flying into the water. Air exploded from his lungs as he hit bottom.

Robinson surfaced, gasping for air just as his attacker was wheeling back with a rock in hand. He turned his head a fraction of a second before the rock hit water. He screamed, “Friday, it’s me!”

But Friday didn’t stop. Her elbow slammed against his throat before both hands tried to gouge his eyes. He grabbed her wrists and felt her strength waning, but that didn’t stop her from trying to head-butt him twice.

Robinson fought hard to keep his head above water, only at the last second managing to spit out her name again.

“Friday! Stop! It’s me!” he said.

All at once, the attack stopped. Robinson felt Friday’s body struggling for air. He couldn’t see her face, but he knew his words were sinking in. He called her name again. Finally, she uttered a response.

“Cru-soe?” she whispered.

“Yes, Friday. It’s me.”

He slowly let go of her wrists, but her arms stayed frozen there, as if she didn’t know what to do with them. And then, slowly, one hand descended ever so carefully to touch his face. Her fingers were wet, but she found the curve of his cheek, both familiar and foreign. His face was dotted with stubble, but there, beneath the surface, she felt scars only her hands knew.

When at last she believed it was him, she sucked in a tremulous breath and fell into his arms.

No words were spoken. None were needed. This was a moment they had both spent every waking second of the last six months thinking of. The moment stretched as if words might awaken them from a dream. But they were not dreaming. Their touch was real. They were together again.

Friday leaned back and stood, pulling Robinson up with trembling arms that had lost too much of their muscle.

“We must go,” she said when she could speak at last. “He will send many after us.”

“Lead the way,” he replied.

Friday turned toward the narrow inlet, where a culvert formed a path too small for the horses to traverse.

“Here,” she said. “Our scent won’t carry inside.”

“What about the horses?” Robinson asked.

“They can go no farther,” she said.

Robinson understood. The horses were magnificent creatures, but they would only return the way they had come and lead the Flayers to them. He pulled his pistol and shot the first horse in the head. As it dropped into the pool, Friday’s horse squealed a dozen paces away. As he moved closer, the horse stamped his feet and snorted. Robinson felt pity in his heart, but knew there was no other choice. He shot it and then followed Friday into the gorge.

The ground was uneven as they wound their way through, but eventually, the gorge opened into a mountain pass. The pair trudged on deep into the night.

And yet neither of them spoke.

Friday’s breathing was ragged, worse than the day Robinson had first met her. He wondered if she had taken in too much water at the pool or if she had a disease of the lungs. Whatever the case, he knew she wouldn’t be able to travel far.

And yet, defying odds was what Friday did. When the pass eventually opened, the water widened and rose to their knees. The wind continued to blow and both were cold, but they did not stop until they came to an old bridge, its belly caved in long ago.

“Here,” Friday said. “We will rest.”

They climbed into the recess beneath the bridge. A small furrow gave them shelter from the wind, the cold, and the eyes of others. There were no blankets to be had, and they couldn’t risk a fire, so Robinson pulled Friday tightly to him, wrapping both arms around her.

They lay there for some time, shivering and quaking but wanting to be no other place in the world.

Finally, Friday whispered, “I knew you would come.”

Robinson felt like sobbing in that instant but held it back. He had traversed thousands of miles to find her, and in that time, he’d never once succumbed to weakness. It was the second greatest gift she had given him. He wouldn’t break that covenant now that he was in her arms.

Their hands ran tenderly over each other in the dark, both realizing they hadn’t even laid eyes on the other.

“Your hair is so short,” he said.

“And yours so long,” she replied.

They laughed.

Robinson pulled Friday to him again. Her breath warmed his chest and neck. He took several deep inhalations. He wasn’t even aware of what he was doing until he found it. Beneath the scent of water and dirt, blood and sweat, was the essence of her.

Only then did he close his eyes.

 

That night, Robinson dreamt of the river. Not the Missup, but the one in D.C., where Friday had nearly been swept away and he had leapt after her without a second thought. Only this time, when she rushed by him, their two hands failed to touch and she disappeared beneath the surface of the water.

His eyes jolted open as his head shot up and smashed into the bottom of the bridge. He cried out.

Then he heard a snort.

Robinson turned to see Friday watching him.

“Oww,” she mocked.

Robinson chuckled with the memory of how many times she’d chided him for reacting to pain.

The sun had barely cracked the surface of the horizon, but the light was enough for them to see each other for the first time. Robinson felt his heart flutter. They both looked so different. Friday was thin, her cheekbones poking from her skin. And Robinson had grown into even more of a man. Neither knew what to say.

Finally, Friday broke the silence.

“We should leave soon,” she said. “But first, eat.”

She revealed a handful of berries, likely foraged while Robinson slept.

“You eat them,” Robinson said. “I can wait.”

Her mouth set in a hard, familiar way, but her eyes were soft. She couldn’t be mad at him. Not here and now.

“I’ve eaten enough,” she said before handing the berries to him. “When you’re finished, we must go.”

“Where are we headed?” Robinson asked as he swallowed the berries.

“In the old days, we would stick to the rivers, but Arga’Zul will send warriors out in every direction. Our best chance is to head north.”

“What about Cowboytown?” he asked. Friday looked confused. “The train people. Their leader helped me get into the city. After the way things went down last night, she’ll be needing allies as badly as we do.”

“We are better on our own,” Friday said. “Some Aserra tribes used to come this far east. It may be that they still do. They will have left signs. If I can find one, it might lead us to them.”

Robinson agreed and started to rise when Friday reached for him. She was not a woman prone to sentiment, but her eyes were moist. Robinson reached out and took her face with both hands before kissing her gently. “My sun and moon,” he whispered.

“My wind and my rain,” she answered back.

“Nothing will ever separate us again.”

“May the Goddess pity any who tries.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three
 Hunted
 

The fastest route north were the ancient streets, though they were broken and made for hard traveling.

Friday searched through old buildings until she rooted a Render from its hovel. When it was dead, she wiped its blood over both their bodies. The smell was atrocious, but it was the best deterrent to dogs tracking their scent.

On the third evening of their flight, the pair stumbled across an old winter lodge, where they lit their first small fire. Friday caught several small rodents to cook over the flames.

“Stop,” she said without turning.

“What?” Robinson asked. “I can’t look at you?”

Her hand went to her face subconsciously, but Robinson pulled it gently away.

“You have never looked more beautiful,” he said. He meant it.

She rushed him this time, her mouth greedily seeking out his. Her hands tore at his clothes, and soon they were both naked. Friday’s skin felt hot to his touch, her mosaic of scars shimmering like stars against the firelight. The floor was cold at first, but their heat warmed it quickly, until they were both consumed by a passion that reached fevered heights.

 

The next morning, Robinson was cleaning his pistol on the floor when Friday woke.

“What happened to your second axe?” she asked.

Robinson groaned and said, “I lost it in the river.” Then he patted the gun on his hip. “But Boss—the woman who runs Cowboytown—gave me this.”

“I am not liking this woman you speak so often of,” Friday said.

Robinson laughed.

“Jealous? An Aserra princess like you?”

Friday’s mouth fell flat, and Robinson knew he was in for a beating.

“Okay, okay!” He laughed, holding his hands up. “Before you pummel me, maybe you should take a look at this.”

He pulled the prophet’s map from its case.

“The City of the Pyramid is here—what used to be Memphis. It looks like we took this route and came out somewhere in this area. Any idea where your people might be?”

She ran her finger over the map.

“They move with the seasons, but often return to areas where there is good hunting or shelter. This time of year, they would be heading south and may be in this area.”

“South Carolina,” Robinson said. “That’s east of here. I don’t see any reason why we can’t head in that direction. If we run into them, great, but even if we don’t, we could easily disappear in these mountains.”

She nodded. As he returned the map to the waterproof bag, she remembered something.

“Oh. I have something too.”

She pulled several folded pieces of paper out of her clothes. One of these also looked like a map, but there were annotations in ink written all over it.

“Where did you get this?” Robinson asked.

“I took it off the man you call Saah.”

Robinson nodded. “I figured he was there. I saw Jaras right before the explosions went off. He didn’t—”

“He is still a boy. But the hate in his heart for you runs deep.”

“I was there when his sister died,” Robinson said. “I’m pretty sure he blames me.”

“The Goddess keeps score of our debts. For each of us, there is a day of accounting.”

“But not today?”

“Not today.”

 

They set off after another quick hunt that netted them a fox and two squirrels. Weapons had been impossible to find, so Friday toted Robinson’s axe, while he carried his sling. He had twenty-two bullets left for his pistol. He didn’t want to use any unless absolutely necessary.

 

Late afternoon on the fifth day after their escape, they were walking down the road east, sticking under the cover of trees for shade when Friday stopped. Her eyes narrowed, and she looked around.

“What is it?” Robinson asked.

Across the giant broken road, a slice of trees skirted an open field. Friday looked back toward the lone building there and its half orange globe propped high in the sky. Finally, she shook her head and said, “Nothing.”

But later that night, the pair didn’t stop until they found a tall tower from the road. They climbed it and looked back out over the rolling hills.

“No fire tonight?” Robinson asked.

“We need more rest,” Friday said. “We’re safe up here.”

Robinson wasn’t sure he saw the point. They hadn’t seen a single Bone Flayer since they left the City of the Pyramid. But he knew better than to question her.

Instead, Robinson set out the sack rolls they’d fashioned from old, foraged clothes and they lay side by side. Friday didn’t seem to be in the mood for conversation. Robinson assumed it was fatigue. Unbeknownst to him, sleep was the furthest thing from her mind. She had begun to worry that morning that they were being stalked. And she’d decided to stay awake that night to find out if it was true and who or what was responsible.

Hours later, a fog had settled in and Robinson was asleep. Friday’s eyelids were growing heavy when she heard a rustle in the bushes below them.

Friday inched to the railing and peered over the side. At first she saw nothing, but then a form moved out of the shadows. It was on all fours and was very large. A bear, maybe, or bobcat, though she’d never seen one so big. It was sniffing the earth around the base of the tower, and when it reached the staircase, it finally looked up, and Friday saw its eyes glow in the moonlight. Friday gripped her weapon, but the creature—or whatever it was—retreated and never made another sound.

 

It was raining when they set out the next day, so they dredged up an old plastic tarp to keep dry. As they walked, Robinson noticed Friday kept looking over her shoulder.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Is your weapon ready?”

“It’s loaded, yes. Why?”

“Don’t look back, but we are being hunted.”

Robinson felt his heart begin to race.

“Flayers?” he asked.

Friday shook her head.

“Something else,” she said.

 

They continued down the open road. They saw grassland on both sides of them, but no shelter. Then an old road appeared, leading to some strange, dilapidated structures. A faded sign read: WildBrush Amusement Park. Rising behind it were the remains of an ancient skeletal structure that swooped like a metallic snake, broken in places but still standing in others. Other steel-framed structures and a collection of small buildings dotted a squat hill with a good view of the entire valley.

“There,” Friday said.

“That’s a lot of open ground to cover,” Robinson pointed out. “Can we make it?”

“We’ll have to. This thing has been pursuing us for two days but has avoided attacking when we were out in the open. It either knows you have a weapon of distance or does not have one itself. But it’s getting impatient. Even now, I can hear it moving faster. When we reach the road ahead, run.”

Robinson nodded, his fingers itching over the butt of the pistol.

“Will it fire?” Friday asked.

“Should, unless the cartridges got wet. And there hasn’t been enough sunlight to power the laser sight.”

“A steady hand is sight enough,” Friday said. “When we turn, hand me your axe.”

Robinson nodded.

The rain picked up as they approached the turnoff, and the drone of it slapping mud eclipsed everything else. During the final five hundred paces, Robinson fought the temptation to look over his shoulder.

Friday was barefoot, her feet splashing through puddles that must have been freezing, but she showed no effect.

Their pace quickened. When they finally reached the road, Robinson pulled the axe and handed it to Friday as they sprinted for the park’s entrance road.

Robinson glanced back briefly but saw nothing in pursuit. And then a roar spilled out over the field as something bolted from the grass. Robinson pulled his pistol and fired a single shot behind him, but the thing moved across the field like a blur.

An old metal gate leaned, canted, at the mouth of the park, held together with a chain and metal lock. Robinson slid to a halt as Friday crawled underneath the ancient fence.

The rain continued to plummet from black clouds, making visibility difficult. Several buildings down, Robinson saw a fence bulge as a shadow scaled it in one smooth leap and disappeared on the other side.

“Whatever it is,” Robinson said, “it’s inside.”

Friday nodded as they pushed deeper into the park.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
 Partings
 

They ran through a set of narrow structures bearing oval windows that looked like mouths. They opened into a courtyard of old buildings that led to a faux town.

They passed under a half arch of a twisted, metal structure named Titan that swelled into the sky. Robinson wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but its soaring height made him reel.

Friday led Robinson toward a one-story structure at the top of a low hill. They were scaling a winding, broken path when a flash of gray moved past them on their left. Robinson fired three more shots, but none appeared to hit. The creature emitted a terrifying, guttural roar.

Deja vu washed over Robinson. He remembered the cat people suggesting their deity had returned. Other memories of the river and the train ride to the caves had him asking if the same creature had been hunting him all that time. But why him? It made no sense.

As they summited the hill, they pushed through a revolving glass door and entered the single-story building. The rain ceased abruptly. The quietude was jarring. The room was full of upturned tables and chairs, most surprisingly intact. So too were the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up three of the four walls.

“Watch the door while I scout the back,” Robinson said.

Robinson pushed through swinging doors into a kitchen. The rear door looked reinforced. No one had been inside in a very long time.

“Do you think it’s a Render?” Robinson asked when he returned.

“I don’t know,” Friday answered. “I’ve never seen one move so fast. And I heard the Flayer king discussing how their numbers were decreasing, but no one knew why.”

“Maybe I can fill in some blanks about that later.”

“What is this place?”

“An amusement park,” Robinson answered. “I read a story about them once in the library. Back in the old times, people looked for ways to scare themselves. Life was too boring, I guess.”

Friday looked out the window at the massive steel structure beyond.

“So much I do not understand,” she said.

A lightning strike shook the building. Outside, rain was falling in torrents, creating rivulets of fast-moving water that poured off the mountain behind them.

Friday was about to say something when she froze. Robinson wheeled around and saw it.

Standing in front of the circular door was a hulking creature on four legs. It had mottled skin and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. It looked terrifying from afar, but when the lightning flashed again, its golden eyes glittered.

Robinson knew those eyes. “It can’t be,” he whispered.

“What is it?” Friday asked.

“The night you rescued me from the airfield. The night Resi … died. I ran into a pack of dogs that night. Its leader got away.”

The alpha dog sniffed at the door, but it clearly couldn’t see inside. It snarled as it stalked around the building to look for another entrance.

“For the past few months, I’ve felt something following me. Tracking me. I thought I was being paranoid.”

“There is no such thing as paranoid. There is prepared and dead.”

“Well, we know which one this bitch has got to be,” Robinson said as he raised the pistol. The alpha dog craned its head, but when the hammer fell, there was no explosion. Robinson cursed, realizing the shell must have gotten wet.

He was reloading when Friday said, “It’s gone.”

Robinson looked up to find the sidewalk outside vacant. And then without warning the glass wall behind them shattered, and the alpha skittered into the room.

The alpha crouched and leapt at Friday, its howl wracking their ears. Friday brought the axe down hard across the alpha’s shoulder the exact instant its claws tore into the meat of her forearm. Robinson thrust the pistol into its holster before picking up a chair and charging.

The mutated dog reared back but clawed the legs of the chair again and again as Robinson backed Friday toward the revolving glass door. Robinson threw the chair as the alpha ran at the glass, cracking it. As they pirouetted out, the beast got caught inside. Friday swung the axe again, this time severing two digits from the Alpha’s paw. It roared in pain and wrenched backward. Robinson and Friday seized the moment and ran.

They were halfway up the hill when they heard the alpha escape. A torrent of muddy water was pouring down the cement steps, but there was nowhere else to go. Robinson and Friday desperately grasped at the handrails until they stumbled into the biggest ride of the park. Friday threw a metal gate across the entrance, and Robinson wove an old rusty chain through it moments before the alpha arrived.

The alpha attacked the gate. It bowed but didn’t give. The beast stalked menacingly up and down the fence, its eyes rooted to its prize.

The interior of the ride was made up of several tracks and a number of large, oval carts. The front of the ride had eroded away, leaving the tracks dangling like branches over the small river that ran ahead there. To the rear, another fence pushed up against the mountain, and water spilled through it, funneling toward the front of the ride.

The alpha tested the gate twice more before jaunting off toward the back of the ride. There, an open-mouthed tunnel led to a precipice.

“It can’t reach it, can it?” Friday asked.

Her question was answered when the fabricated tunnel suddenly bowed and cracks appeared in the concrete abutment.

“It’s trying to leap up there,” Robinson said. “We need something to barricade it with. Give me a hand.”

He rushed for one of the ride’s upturned cars, but it was too heavy to move.

Behind them, the tunnel bobbed again, and a paw appeared, clawing in an attempt to scramble up.

“Hurry!” Friday said.

Robinson looked around and tore a piece of rebar from the wall. He raced back to spear the joints holding the tunnel in place. The metal rods groaned as the weight of the tunnel stretched it. A popping noise followed fractures in the concrete. The alpha reached a second paw for the end of the tunnel, fighting to get its head up.

The entire tunnel began violently ripping away, but not before the alpha’s hind leg took purchase and it vaulted inside.

Friday tossed the axe to Robinson as she picked up an old cart door to use as a shield. But just as the alpha was racing toward them, the abutment snapped in half, and the entire tunnel pitched away. A roar of mud and water spilled into the ride, the deluge whipping the alpha off its feet. Robinson realized what was about to happen.

“Mudslide!” he screamed.

They turned and ran for the front of the ride, but they were also knocked down. Robinson did the only thing he could: he grabbed Friday and pulled her into the last open cart on the tracks.

The cart immediately jolted forward. Robinson reached out to grab a bar, and it snapped against them, locking them into place.

Robinson and Friday screamed as the cart shot over the edge, straight into the river that was quickly filling with mud. But as they were dragged downstream, the cart spun around, and they could see the alpha standing at the edge of the ride, looking for any way to follow.

The cart was slammed in every direction, the muddy water spilling over them. The heavy base and rounded shell kept them from turning over and submerging, but both were retching from the influx that found their mouths and threatened to choke them.

The torrent only fed the ferocity of the river. The cart began to spin and spin. Friday clutched Robinson’s arm, unable to see with silt and muck in her eyes. Out of nowhere, the undercarriage of the cart struck something hard and whipped them toward the base of a collapsed bridge. Friday knew this was going to hurt.

“Hold on!” Friday screamed.

The cart slammed into concrete, tearing open the metal shell. More water spilled in, quickly rising past Robinson’s knees and legs. As it rose past his chest, he tipped his head up. Friday was wrenching at the safety bar holding them in place, but it refused to open.

Just when things couldn’t possibly get worse, Friday gasped. Robinson looked out to see the alpha in the water, its claws dug into an uprooted tree. It snarled as it hung on, scrambling to climb atop the tree as it drew nearer and nearer.

“My axe!” Robinson screamed.

Friday reached for the axe, but she fumbled it in the water. The alpha was barely a few feet away and prepared to leap, when a rifle shot struck the wood near its face. Friday looked up to see a shadow on the bank above them. The shooter took aim a second time and fired. Robinson finally managed to grab the axe, but when he looked back, the alpha was retreating behind one of the limbs.

Robinson watched as the mutated dog passed him by—those golden eyes locked with his, exposing a hate that was all-encompassing.

And then, suddenly, it was gone.

Through the blinding rain, a voice spoke just outside the car.

“Give me your hand,” it said.

Friday’s face lit with recognition and horror.

“No …” she muttered. “No!”

“Your hand,” the voice said again.

Robinson wiped the mud from his face and saw Arga’Zul. Flayers surrounded him. They were all armed.

Friday screamed again, but Robinson looked down to see her half of the security bar was broken. He was pinned, but she was free. Water continued to funnel in through the gash in the cart. It shook as the bridge pilings threatened to give way. There was only one thing to do.

“Friday,” Robinson said, strangely calm.

She shook her head furiously.

“No,” she pleaded. “Give me the axe!”

Robinson looked up at Arga’Zul again and saw no look of anger or triumph. He merely waited, hand extended.

“Please,” Friday begged Robinson. “I cannot lose you again.”

Water spilled over Robinson’s face. He hoped they washed away his tears too.

“I found you once,” he said. “I’ll find you again.”

Friday collapsed inward. She wanted to beg and plead. She was willing to die with him right then and there. But that would only break his heart first. And that, she was unwilling to do.

Friday leaned over and kissed him instead. Then she whispered into his ear. “I’ll wait for you. Forever if I have to.”

Robinson smiled. “I won’t be that long,” he said.

More of the bridge piling tore away. It was now or never. Friday reached out and took Arga’Zul’s hand. He handed her off to his Flayers before a rifle was put into his hands.

Robinson grinned, but before Arga’Zul could react, he swung his axe toward the base of the cart. After the second hit, it tore away.

 

As the cart bounded down the river, Robinson struggled to get free. Eventually, the metal holding him in place snapped, and he was cast into the river. He struggled against the heavy pull of the muddy waters, but the current was too much. His vision began to fade as his body was dragged over rocks and debris. He felt no pain.

Just when it seemed like all was lost, Robinson felt earth under his feet and pushed with all his might.

The flow of water slowed as he scrambled through grass and collapsed on land. He was barely conscious, gasping for breath, when someone pulled the axe from his hand.

Robinson heard voices speaking in a language foreign yet familiar. He recognized the order to kill, but the blow never came.

Instead, one of the men peeled back his torn shirt and gasped.

Robinson looked up and realized why.

The men surrounding him bore the same mark.

He had found the Aserra.
  


PART THREE
 

“There is no value in anything until it is finished.”


 


-Genghis Khan
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Chapter Thirty-Five
 A Black Heart in a City of Blood
 

“The time has come to honor our agreement,” Vardan Saah said.

Baras’Oot sat on his throne, outwardly composed, but inside, he was fuming. That very morning, he’d been given the numbers of the wounded and dead. Over a third of his army had been lost in the explosions set off by the Big Hats. For that, his enemies would pay dearly. But here he was, less than twenty-four hours later, watching the flying peacock strut around as if he was the one who gave the orders. If he wasn’t desperate for what the stranger promised, he would flay him personally. He still might.

“If we don’t act now, I believe the weapons you covet will be lost,” Saah responded. “The same weapons—had they been in your possession yesterday—would have easily rebuked the advances of these interlopers.”

When Saah looked up, the king’s irritation was evident.

“It is not me you should be angry with, great king,” Saah said.

“No? Then whom?”

“Your brother,” Saah said, glancing at Arga’Zul. “He broke the terms with the train woman that ultimately forced her hand.”

Arga’Zul snorted. “You disapprove of my negotiation tactics?”

“I disapprove of any tactics that fail,” Saah answered.

Arga’Zul glowered at Saah as he stepped closer to him. He towered over the man.

“I would not fail with you. I could peel the location of these weapons from your tongue before you tasted your first drop of blood.”

“But would it be the correct location? Verification would take days, weeks perhaps. By then … anything could happen. The trains could return. Your enemies could unite. Timing is critical to both of us.”

A cough drew Arga’Zul’s attention to the table where Jaras sat, trembling. Since he’d been cracked on the head, he couldn’t shake the fuzzy feeling that was clouding his mind. In the weeks before, he’d begun to suspect the agreement with the savages was a mistake, and now it threatened to all come down around them. His father was confident the plan would hold together, but nothing in this vacant country worked properly. Not the animals or machines. Certainly not the people. He felt as if he was hanging on by a thread that was already half-unraveled. The memory of Tessa in the mob kept running through his mind.

“Your son looks ill,” Arga’Zul said.

“Yes. He was injured while pursuing Robinson Crusoe, after he slipped in and stole the girl while your men stood around and watched.”

“Maybe I should send him to the front.”

“He could fare little worse.”

Arga’Zul pounded an angry fist down on the table, making Jaras yawp. Even Saah flinched, but his eyes never retreated from the larger man.

“I could crush you with my bare hands,” Arga’Zul growled. “Tear you limb from limb while your mewling son watched. I could peel the flesh from your bones and feed it to him—”

“That’s enough,” Baras’Oot said before readdressing Saah. “I gave the order to take the train last night. The Big Hats are growing in number, and their weapons make them dangerous. Control of the gunpowder not only gives them more power, but it also makes them a target for our enemies. It was the correct plan, but poorly executed.”

Arga’Zul turned and sighed. He stared into the fireplace that his brother had commissioned several years before. It was a garish thing, old stones left from the ancients. He never understood its purpose. The Pyramid was warm enough with hundreds of soldiers and servants, but something in the flames soothed his brother. He found clarity there while Arga’Zul only saw smoke.

Smoke. He preferred it at his stern. Rising over the trees of some village he’d just sacked. A warning to all those who might cross his path: his brother might rule the land, but he owned the rivers.

“You seek a black heart in a city of blood,” Baras’Oot said finally. “How are we to know this object you seek will not be used against us?”

“I have no grievance with you nor any desire for the things you possess. Land doesn’t interest me. Nor men or power. I seek only one thing: revenge on those who did me wrong.”

“The boy?” Baras’Oot asked.

“Among others. His father. The people who betrayed me.”

“Give me the location of the weapons, and I give you my word, you will have your prize. It is in a city to the southeast. You could pilot your ship there within the hour and retrieve it before night falls.”

“I’m afraid the flier needs significant repairs before it will take to the sky again. And if it is in a city, as you say, then we must wrest it from the creatures of your land. My son and I cannot do that alone.”

“Retrieval was never a condition of our agreement.”

“Then I respectfully ask that we renegotiate. In return, I will personally escort your men to the weapons. Great King, this cache is sufficient to ensure defeat of any foe across the seven continents.”

Baras’Oot sat back and ruminated on that thought. He needed the ancient weapons to ensure the events from the day before would never happen again. But with them, he might also extend his reach and take lands he had not yet considered.

“I will give you one thousand men,” Baras’Oot said finally. “And my brother will accompany you personally to ensure the retrieval of your object as well as your safety. When you have what you desire, lead him to the weapons. Once they are secure, you will be free to leave.”

“I accept your terms, Great King,” Saah said with a bow.

Saah nodded for Jaras to follow him, and they both left the room. Once the door was closed, Arga’Zul turned to his brother.

“You should give him to me,” Arga’Zul said. “And I’ll have the location of these weapons within the hour.”

“You know much of violence and war, Brother, but nothing of men. He is frayed. His son worse. This prize of his has become his last hope.”

“Then I’ll kill them both after,” Arga’Zul said.

“For what gain? The man comes from a different land and has knowledge of technology that surpasses ours. Like his flying machine. These are the tools left on the battlefield by the ancients. What good is it to gather them up if we lack the skill to use them?”

“Look what good they did the ancients. We might fare similarly. Or worse. Besides, the best weapon is the one used up close.”

Arga’Zul was surprised when Baras’Oot laughed out loud.

“Ah, Brother. You were always father’s favorite. You ran faster and hit harder, but you never had vision. That is why I sit the throne and you hold the hammer. And why we will always need each other.”

Arga’Zul fought the impulse to roll his eyes. Instead, he thought of the task in front of him.

“This excursion will take time. I can lead the armada partway there, but we’ll still have to travel inland. It will take weeks. And if winter comes early …”

“It will not,” Baras’Oot said. “The seers have foretold it.”

This time, Arga’Zul did not hide his dubiety.

“What do you know of this place? This Atlanta?” Baras’Oot asked.

“I am told it was once the center of the great fire of man, and that the demons are many there and fierce. One thousand might not be enough.”

“You will make do. I refuse to leave our home vulnerable.”

“To split the army after last night. The losses—” Arga’Zul began.

“Are acceptable. The prize is what mattered. Each weapon of the ancients makes one Flayer worth ten. Ten worth one hundred.”

“I hope you are right,” Arga’Zul said.

“I am. Make the preparations.”

Arga’Zul nodded and turned for the door, stopping only when Baras’Oot called out.

“Brother? There is one other thing.”

Arga’Zul’s eyes narrowed.

“The girl has proven too much of a distraction for you. I need your full attention in the field. See that she remains here.”

“What will you do with her?” Arga’Zul asked.

“What you could not,” Baras’Oot answered. “I will break the Aserra princess once and for all.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six
 The Aserra
 

“What is that amazing smell?” Robinson asked as he walked into the kitchen. Behind him, Tannis and Tallis were setting plates at the table. Father was already at the head, drinking a warm cup of milk.

“You know very well it’s sourbread,” Vareen answered. “It’s been your favorite since you emerged from the womb.”

“What wonderful imagery when talking of a bun in the oven.”

Vareen pretended to be irritated and cuff his hand when he reached for the stove. A moment later, his mother walked in through the back door.

“I just saw Slink and the twins at the rise. Why aren’t you with them?”

Robinson pictured his friend with Jaras and Tessa, laughing as they braved the showers of the Pate. Then he looked back at his family and felt a warmth spread over him.

“I’d rather be here,” he said.

His mother ruffled his hair with a big smile before taking her seat at the table. Robinson watched the conversation develop, never more content, until the image grew hazy and faded away.

 

Robinson awoke in a dark room filled with smoke. He blinked until a fire burning in a small pit took shape. He was in a tent of some kind. The smoke rose lazily upward, escaping through a gap atop the cone.

The tent was made of hide, the walls lit with the glow of sunlight outside. Robinson rolled onto his side and saw an old man sitting across the fire from him, whittling wood with a knife that cut through like it was butter. He hummed as he worked, immersed in his craft. His features were dark and leathery, with hair and a beard so gray they shone like moonlight. But it was his legs that drew attention. Robinson had never seen so many scars.

“Where am I?” Robinson asked at last.

The whittling man looked up but didn’t answer. Only then did Robinson realize he’d asked in his own language. He repeated the question in the common tongue.

“A tent,” the whittling man answered, his voice surprisingly robust.

Robinson sat up gingerly and felt stinging pain in his hip and shoulder. Both were covered with bandages that were soaked with blood. He peeled the one on his leg back and smelled a familiar odor of herbs and saw a trail of stitches.

He suddenly understood.

“You’re Aserra,” Robinson said. “I’m with the Aserra.”

The whittling man nodded curtly.

Robinson was in awe.

After a few moments, the whittling man pointed his knife to something on the floor and asked, “Where did you come by this?”

Robinson saw he was pointing at the waterproof bag that held his map.

“A traveler gave it to me. He used it to keep the map inside dry.”

The whittling man shook his head and tapped the bag again.

“Not that. This.”

He pointed at the acorn inside the bag.

Robinson swallowed and answered, “It was also a gift.”

The whittling man’s hands stopped as he looked up. “From whom?”

Robinson answered truthfully, “The woman I love.”

The edges of the man’s mouth curled, but it was far from a smile.

“And where is this woman now?” he asked.

“The Bone Flayers have her.”

The whittling man’s face remained unchanged, but his body seemed to convey a terrible sadness.

“Has it germinated?” Robinson asked of the acorn.

The whittling man shook his head. “It is dry. How long has it been in your possession?”

“Eight months. Moons. What’s going to happen to me?”

The whittling man resumed his work.

“Most likely, you will be killed,” he answered. “You are not Aserra, yet you wear the mark. This is a grievous insult to my people.”

“But I was given it by one of you.”

“A petulant child.” The whittling man snorted.

“And the strongest person I have ever known.”

The whittling man shook his head.

“In this world, that is not saying much.”

“In this world,” Robinson countered, “that says everything.”

This time, the whittling man studied him closer. Then he reached for a crutch and rapped it against the stones of the fire. A few moments later, a lithe woman folded back the flap of the tent to look inside.

“Food and water,” the whittling man said. The woman nodded and left.

“Where are the rest of my things?” Robinson asked.

“The tribe waits for our leader to return. He will decide your fate.”

“I thought you were the leader.”

“I was once.”

“Did you retire?” Robinson asked.

The whittling man looked up curiously. “What is retire?”

“It’s when you give up responsibilities to enjoy old age.”

The whittling man laughed. It was the first real emotion he’d shown.

“The Aserra do not retire. A leader is a position of strength. When a man loses strength, as I have, he must give up his place at the fire. As you can see, I am a cripple. Soon, I will be a fèishuǐ.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means my usefulness to the tribe will be outweighed by the cost to feed and protect me. I slow the tribe down. When that happens, I will leave.”

“To go where?”

“I will walk until I can walk no more. Then I will sit down and die.”

“That’s crazy,” Robinson said. “Where I come from, former leaders are revered.”

“Reverence is a sentiment. And sentiments are weaknesses the tribe cannot afford.”

“But surely you have other things to offer?”

“Such as?”

“Wisdom. Knowledge. History.”

“These things were valued once. When we lived among the mountains. No more.”

Robinson was about to press further when the flap opened again, and the lithe woman returned carrying a wooden bowl and a cup of water. Robinson noticed the sinew in her arms as she set the tray down. He realized she was a warrior too.

“May I?” Robinson asked after the woman left.

“A man never asks permission,” the whittling man answered.

Robinson picked up the tray and set it on his lap. He began eating quickly. The meat was tender, but the broth was flavorless, save a slight bitterness that reminded him of roots. The water was clean, however, and cold, making it clear there was a river nearby.

He was midway through his meal when the whittling man spoke again.

“Tell me how you met her.”

Robinson did. He spoke of being stranded in Washington D.C. and how he roamed the streets alone until the Bone Flayers’ first arrival. He described how Friday was pulled from the ship, but how her resistance compelled him to help her. He recounted the long winter they spent training together and how she strove to understand his language and the technology of his people. The story ended with Saah betraying him, Arga’Zul taking Friday, and how he spent the last six months trying to find her.

The whittling man took a heavy breath once Robinson was done.

“Was she part of this tribe?” Robinson asked.

“Another,” the whittling man answered. “She was promised to the leader here, Chimosh, but before her party could deliver her, her ship was overtaken and her guards killed. Many among our people believed her dead.”

“But not you?” Robinson asked.

This time, a memory evoked a grin from the whittling man’s face.

“The child we speak of was always more stomach than sense.”

And suddenly, Robinson understood.

“She’s your daughter.”

The whittling man didn’t nod. He didn’t have to. The truth was obvious.

“The union between my daughter and Chimosh was meant to unite the tribes. After that failed, we were in disarray. That is why so many of us are here. The fate of our people must be decided. And now it seems your fate will be decided along with it.”

“When is Chimosh supposed to return?” Robinson asked.

“Soon. He is on a hunt. It would be wise when you meet him to keep quiet about what we have spoken of here.”

As he spoke, he stared at the acorn in the bag.

“Ask for mercy. Say our enemies branded you. Anything but the truth. You will likely die anyway, but at least this way, it will be quick.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
 Chimosh
 

He was allowed outside to empty his water, giving him his first view of Friday’s people. They were a hardy race, thick-boned, with ropy muscles and very little body fat. But there was a grimness to them. A sadness that bowed their shoulders like the weight of an impending storm.

The camp had been hastily erected, but it was no small thing. There were dozens of other tents mixed in among the trees. A paddock had been roped off for horses. An area for cooking and cleaning sat near a stream.

High in the trees above him, Robinson saw a lookout emerge from nowhere, hustling down without the aid of ropes or shoes. His replacement scaled up with equal speed, disappearing into the tree’s crown almost at once.

These were a nomadic people, always in motion. Even at camp, they stayed busy. There was no delineation between the sexes. Females hunted with males. Both butchered their prizes and roasted the meat above fires. The elderly fetched water and washed clothes.

The children trained near the paddock. In the morning, they worked with staff and spear. In the afternoon, they worked with sword and knife. When a child performed with skill, he or she was rewarded with a nearly imperceptible nod. When they failed, they were cuffed and took their punishment in silence.

Robinson was left unbound alone, but he had no chance of escape. Eyes were always on him. He couldn’t run at the break of day. Nor could he escape in the dead of the night. All he could do was wait.

Four days after his arrival, the hunting party returned. Robinson was sitting on a log, changing his dressing, when a short whistle rang out from above. A hush fell over the camp, but the people only focused more intently on their duties.

From the east, warriors emerged from the trees, each armed, each looking more terrifying than the one before. Robinson counted over thirty before he stopped.

Cups of water and trays of food were hastily brought out for the party. Many of the arrivals gave Robinson no more than a glance before taking seats around the main fire. And yet, they all knew he was there. He waited for the one who would take an interest.

Chimosh was the last to enter the circle. His eyes locked onto Robinson as he sat down and was handed a plate of food. He ate in silence, sweat rolling down his lean chest. Only when he finished did he ask about the stranger. The lithe warrior who had first brought Robinson food answered.

Everything ceased.

All eyes narrowed in on Robinson. Their faces were grim. A reedy warrior next to Chimosh stood and crossed the circle, grabbing Robinson by the shirt and yanking him to his feet. The sleeve on his arm was torn away, revealing the Aserra brand. The reaction was instantaneous. Shouts and cries flew at him from every direction.

The reedy warrior mocked Robinson, and before he knew it, an explosion snapped his head back. The soldier struck him a second time. The third time, Robinson caught his hand.

The reedy warrior grinned, but as he reached for a short blade, Chimosh called out and ordered the man away.

Chimosh set his food aside and beckoned Robinson to approach. Heart hammering in his chest, Robinson crossed to him.

“I am told you were seized from a party of Flayers,” Chimosh said in the common tongue.

“That’s incorrect,” Robinson said. Chimosh raised an eyebrow. “I was found after I escaped. But if your men prefer to take credit, they can say they liberated me.”

A figure to his left rose to scold him, but Chimosh waved him down.

“You were a conscript?” Chimosh asked.

“A prisoner.”

“A spy, perhaps?”

“I am no spy. Nor friend to the Bone Flayers. Or enemy to you. They were hunting me and a friend when your party crossed my path.”

“You bear the mark on your shoulder. How did you come by this?”

Robinson remembered the warning of the whittling man, but opted for the truth instead.

“I was given it by one of your people,” he said.

At the far end of the circle, the whittling man snorted.

“And who among our kind would do such a thing?” Chimosh asked.

Robinson heard the scorn in the question. The disbelief. So he repeated a name he had only heard once, long ago. It translated to: “Friday, princess of the clan of the salt marshes, daughter to the king of the people of the mountain and beholden child of the Goddess.”

The attendees were stunned silent. And then they erupted in rage. Several picked up weapons. Chimosh stood and waved them back. He sat down again, but things had changed, his blasé approach gone. He held his anger in check, but Robinson could see it simmering beneath the surface.

“The one you speak of is dead, killed at the hands of a Bone Flayer’s war party.”

“And yet, if your men had found me five minutes sooner,” Robinson said. “They would have seen this dead woman walking and talking with their own eyes.”

Chimosh turned to question the ones who found him. They shook their heads, but there was uncertainty there.

“They saw none but you and the Flayers,” Chimosh said.

“Then the eyes of the Aserra are not what I have been led to believe.”

This time the whittling man failed to fight back his smile.

“Tell me how you met the princess,” Chimosh said.

Robinson shared the story once again, but left out the parts that included his mother, the release of the FENIX, and the deal he struck with Tier Saah. It ended with their reunion, flight, and his expulsion into the river.

“It seems you are not good at safeguarding her,” Chimosh said.

“That’s something we have in common.”

“And it still does not explain why you bear our mark.”

This was the crux of it. Robinson understood he had to tread carefully.

“It’s true,” he said. “I haven’t trained my entire life like the Aserra. I am no match for your warriors. But I’ve proven myself many times in battle. And I have given everything in pursuit of protecting those I love. When it boils down, isn’t that what this means? The code you live and die by? The thing you honor most? For Friday, this meant family. And in the end, I was the only family she had.”

His words fell on deaf ears. Chimosh only cared about one thing.

“Produce my betrothed and I will set you free.”

It was a fair offer. It meant life. And yet Robinson dismissed it immediately.

“Even if I could, she is not mine to give. Nor is she yours anymore.”

Chimosh scowled indignantly.

“I am the leader of my people,” Chimosh said. “Who if not me?”

“Her new betrothed,” Robinson answered.

More insults were hurled from the crowd, but Robinson never looked away from the leader.

“You lie,” Chimosh said.

Robinson turned to the whittling man and said, “Tell him.”

All eyes turned to Friday’s father. He hesitated before saying, “He carries the seedling of our people.”

A murmur washed over the crowd. Chimosh silenced them again.

“Without the princess, this means nothing.”

“Then let me go and find her. And when I bring her back, she can tell you herself.”

This time Chimosh laughed. “One against a thousand? Impossible.”

“I’ve done it before,” Robinson said.

Chimosh scoffed again, but he appeared unsettled. Robinson saw an opportunity and pushed forward.

“The Bone Flayers’ village is not far from here. We could make it in a week’s time. The night Fri—the princess and I escaped, there was a battle. I’m sure they took many casualties. Another attack is the last thing they’d expect.”

“I should lead my people into the lion’s den on the word of a stranger?” Chimosh snorted. “Do you think me a fool?”

“No. But your enemy isn’t sitting around while you contemplate your next move. At this very moment, Baras’Oot is planning a trip to recover a large store of weapons. Ancient weapons. The kind that could end your war in a fortnight. Check the map in my things if you don’t believe me. The Flayer king will have to divide his forces to retrieve them. If you’re unwilling to attack his City of the Pyramid, at least consider going to where the weapons are stored. You could prepare an ambush. Arga’Zul would never see it coming.”

A buzz ran through the crowd. Chimosh realized that control was spiraling away from him.

“Or the ambush could be waiting for us,” he said, standing. “I do not care what mark you wear or who gave it to you. You are not of the Aserra. We have survived because we are elusive. The forests are our cloaks. The rivers our roads. The trees our spears. An enemy cannot catch what it cannot see, so we keep moving.”

“For how long? Until there’s no more of you left to fight?”

“You are a boy. You understand nothing.”

“I understand more than you think.”

“Then understand this: in the morning, we will leave this place and never return. But you will not. You are a danger to us. And like all dangers, you will be dealt with quickly and permanently. You have until sunrise.”

“I’m to die then?” Robinson asked.

“Yes.”

“I see. Then there’s only one thing left to do. I invoke the old law. The one no warrior of the mountain can refuse.”

Chimosh shook his head, incredulous, but said, “Speak the words.”

“Chimosh, leader of the Aserra, I challenge you to a fight to the death.”

“And I accept your challenge.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
 Grave Visitors
 

Friday’s grave lay in the center of the parade ground, where everyone in the village could see it.

Those outside called it a grave, but those inside called it Hell.

In truth, it was just a rectangular box with a small hole near the head for air. An adult could fit inside, but not fully stretch out. Once the top was nailed down, the box was buried just below the surface, with no chance of escape.

There were other boxes nearby. Friday could hear the people inside whimpering, especially at night when the temperature dropped to near freezing. But she had lived her life on the run. She knew how to will the cold away. All she had to do was set her mind on something else. In this, like all things, she chose Crusoe.

She was certain her escape had been worth it. Even if they only had those few nights together. Even if she never escaped again. Even if she died in this crypt, sullied by her own waste, at least she would know all those months hadn’t been in vain. He had kept his promise to find her. He had never veered from the course. It gave her hope that he would do it again.

Her return to the City of the Pyramid had not been easy. Arga’Zul’s anger manifested in so many ways. She thought he might kill her. Or worse. But he never laid a hand on her. That was the scariest part. It meant he was truly in love with her.

Instead, it was Baras’Oot who put her in the ground with little food or water to stay alive.

The villagers came day and night to curse her, to assault her with all manners of filth, but she stayed silent and waited.

On the third day, she awoke in shivers and felt nauseated. On the fourth she couldn’t stop vomiting. There was nothing to do. She tried instead to raise her hands at night, to cover the hole to conserve body heat. But her arms grew weak. Her body was eating itself away.

The claustrophobia was intense. She fought hard not to panic. Even when she began to hallucinate, she clung to the tether of her love.

And then, on the morning of the sixth day, Friday heard the stomp of feet nearing. Someone gave the order to “lower,” then a single set of footsteps approached through the mud.

A shadow loomed above Friday, but she couldn’t see who was casting it.

She was shocked when clean water spilled through the hole. She moved her mouth quickly to take it in. After her fourth or fifth gulp, the flow ceased.

“How do you feel, child?” Baras’Oot asked.

Friday was glad he could not see her lip tremble.

“Good,” she answered. “Let me out of here and I’ll prove it to you.”

Baras’Oot laughed. It was the first time she’d heard him do it.

“Of that I’m certain. You are a stubborn people, defiant to the end.”

Friday didn’t know what to say to that, so she stayed quiet.

“It’s a shame you weren’t in here during the summer. They say the temperature inside the box can grow twice as hot as outside. I’m told it’s like being burned alive. The downside, of course, is that those inside don’t last long.”

“You should kill me now,” Friday said. “Whatever you want, you won’t get it from me.”

Again, Baras’Oot chuckled.

“But I am, Princess. With each passing day, you grow weaker, and my brother knows it. You should see how he suffers in silence. Pain is a release, but torment? Torment is a leash no man can shed.”

“It is only a matter of time, anyway,” Friday said.

“Until you’re rescued?”

“Until he kills you. I’ve seen the desire in his eyes.”

“Ah. Yes. So have I. I was a young boy when I first recognized it, and I’ve seen it many times since. But do you know what stays his hand? The throne. They used to say heavy hangs the crown, but the truth is, it’s the seat that sucks you in. Some days you feel like you’ll never get up. It’s the one thing my brother truly fears. Not the intricacies of ruling. The monotony. My brother. He would love nothing more than sailing his ships around until the end of his days. Sacking, pillaging: these are the duties he was born for. And he takes such pride in his work. But the rest of it, he recognizes it for the burden it is and wants none of it. He needs me, you see. And I suppose I need him too. More water?”

Friday didn’t respond, but when a shadow filled the hole, she opened her mouth and was relieved to taste the cool water again.

“You are too young to know this,” Baras’Oot continued, “but once, this field held prisoners as far as the eye could see. From the river to the very steps of the temple. And each year, about this time, my people would host a tournament for them to compete for their freedom. Well, not freedom, exactly. But an opportunity to join our ranks. It was a marvelous spectacle. So many warriors uniquely skilled. In the end, it grew too costly to house them year-round, but the battles were something to behold.”

“Barbarism.”

Baras’Oot laughed again.

“That’s ironic, coming from you. It was the Aserra, after all, who taught us all we know of violence.”

“Lies!” Friday said. “Your people declared war on us.”

“You misunderstand me, Princess. When we first moved to this land, we were simple farmers. But marauders used to attack our village, and we knew if we were to survive, we would need to learn to defend ourselves. We sought a warrior clan for training, and far and wide, all spoke of the skill of the Aserra. The Aserra. The people of the mountains. The clan that could not be defeated.

“Eventually, we found your village, but we were turned away. Yours are a proud people. But when they saw our ability to cultivate and harvest crops, a deal was struck. We would teach you how to farm the land, and in exchange, you would teach us how to defend ourselves. Your greatest warrior was sent here each spring, and for three years, he instructed our people how to fight, how to make weapons, how to fortify our land. But some time during those years, his eyes turned to our queen and could not turn away. He lusted after her, and when she rebuked his advances, he killed her and fled.”

“More lies,” Friday said.

“Possibly. I once heard my mother’s mother suggest the two had fallen in love and that her husband had slain her out of jealousy. Whatever the case, that’s the truth of how our feud began. Not that it’s important. As I said before, I don’t dwell on history. But my brother is a different beast. He needs something to fuel him, and nothing has stoked his fire like his hatred for the Aserra. That’s why, tomorrow, he sets out to finish the job.”

Friday felt her chest pushing against the top of the box. When she said nothing, Baras’Oot leaned closer.

“Did you hear me?” he asked. “I said, tomorrow, Arga’Zul sets out to retrieve the weapons of the ancients. And when he returns, we will hunt down your people and wipe the name of the Aserra from the world for good. It shouldn’t be too difficult. According to my spies, there are only four or five tribes left. I’m told they’ve grown desperate enough to move east of here for the winter. Easy targets, if that’s the case. Not that you’ll care. You’ll be long dead by the time my brother returns.”

Baras’Oot rose and signaled his procession. Friday called out.

“Last chance, Great King,” she said. “You should kill me now.”

“Why? To spare you pain?”

“To spare your own. In my time, shackles have not held me. Nor ropes or bars or oaths. I am a spirit of the forest. I am death’s own ghost. One day, I will rise from this box, alive or dead, and I will come for you. The prickle you feel at the back of your neck will be my breath. The downbeat of your heart, my touch. When you enter a room and feel a chill, it will be my shadow, waiting for you. My eyes will be the last things you see. On the Goddess, I swear it will be so.”

For a second, Baras’Oot said nothing, but she could hear his breath had quickened.

“Your Goddess is dead,” he said eventually. “And soon, you will be too. Enjoy your final days.”

Baras’Oot signaled his men to lower the palanquin, but as he was helped aboard, he thought he heard the girl say, “I will.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
 Blood is Our Name
 

The fight was set to take place the following dawn. To Robinson’s surprise, he was given a hearty meal and a warm place to rest.

The whittling man entered his tent shortly after sunset, holding a cup filled with a thick paste.

“This is an old recipe. Rub it into your muscles tonight, and in the morning, your stiffness will have gone away.”

Robinson took it and thanked him.

“Tomorrow, you will be given the choice of fighting with weapons or without. Chimosh always selects staff.”

It wasn’t a surprise. The Old Man had favored the staff too. He’d proven to be a master of distance with it. Chimosh would be even better.

“Why are you helping me?” Robinson asked.

The whittling man looked into the fire.

“My daughter was always rebellious, but I never doubted her heart. To choose you, she must have seen something in you. It is unfortunate I will not learn what that is.”

“I have no chance of winning, do I?” Robinson asked.

The whittling man shook his head.

“In my time, I was better than any other, and he surpasses me.”

Robinson understood.

“Friday used to say the business leading up to a fight doesn’t matter. Not history or promise, only the outcome. You prepare to give your best. But my best rarely earned me my victories. More often, I relied on tricks. Or luck. I’ve exhausted both, I think.”

“The Goddess protects innocents and fools alike. But a man makes his own luck. Fight true, and even if you die, you will die with honor.”

Robinson nodded, and the man rose and limped for the flap.

“May I ask one more thing?” Robinson said. “The acorn. I’d like to have it back. At least until it’s over.”

The whittling man hesitated before digging the acorn from his pocket and tossing it to him.

“Chimosh injured his knee when he was young. If he puts weight on it while turning to the left, it causes the knee to catch.”

Robinson didn’t know what to say to this, so he just thanked him.

“Don’t thank me. It is a shot in the dark. Far too small to tip the scales, but perhaps it can give you hope.”

“Thank you, anyway. It was a pleasure meeting you.”

The whittling man stared at him and then shook his head.

“Odd boy,” he said before leaving.

 

They came for him, as promised, at the crack of dawn. No ceremony. No pomp or circumstance.

To the Aserra, it was just another day.

The circle outside had been cleaned of wood and debris. Robinson estimated it to be twenty by twenty paces. Room enough to maneuver, but no room to run. Warriors lined the perimeter.

The morning was chilly, but the sky was clear. The sun had only just edged over the lip of the world.

Robinson took several heavy breaths to stave off the panic building inside him. Fear and doubt, Friday always said, were his biggest enemies.

She’d never seen Chimosh.

There is always a way, his head said.

He liked the idea of running better.

He walked to the center of the fighting circle. The Aserra stood as stoic as always.

Life is crazy, Robinson thought. Here I am, having spent the better part of a year and a half dreaming of finding these people, and a few days after I’ve succeeded, they’re going to kill me.

Breathe, his voice said.

Robinson scanned the crowd. The whittling man was seated upon a log not far from the circle. Calm. Robinson’s hands went to his sash and felt the acorn there. That small lump anchored him.

From the far corner of the camp, Chimosh appeared. His mouth was set, but Robinson thought he saw something in his eyes. Was he conflicted? Having second thoughts? Doubtful.

Robinson churned his feet in the dirt. He had left his boots in the tent for fear they’d slow him down. He bent over and grabbed a handful of soil, rubbing it in his palms to dry them.

Chimosh stepped into the center of the circle.

“As the challenged,” Chimosh began, “I have the right to choose arms, but I leave this choice to you.”

To Robinson’s left, a warrior threw back a skin covering a rack of weapons. Robinson saw swords, spears, daggers, and shields, but, of course, no guns. Laying innocently in the dirt was a staff of thick-knotted wood. It was worn, but it looked stout and battle tested. He wondered what Chimosh would do if he selected it. Instead, he crossed over and came away with his axe. He suspected Friday’s father had put it there.

Chimosh selected his staff, twirling it as he returned. The image reminded Robinson of something, but he couldn’t place it.

Without further warning, the duel began.

Chimosh lowered his stance, staff extended, as he circled to his right. He could have been gauging his opponent, but more likely, he was sending a message to the others that every battle, no matter how stacked in your favor, raised the need for caution.

Robinson circled in time with Chimosh. The axe felt good in his hand.

Chimosh’s movements were graceful. He swung the staff as his stance changed. Robinson found himself mesmerized by his fluidity and the woosh of the wood as it moved.

Then Chimosh attacked.

The staff came at a blistering speed. Robinson ducked under the first strike and even managed to lift his leg to avoid a second, but a third spinning shot struck him across the forearm. The blow jolted his entire body and sent waves of pain radiating through his bones. And yet Robinson was already countering, swinging his axe horizontally toward Chimosh’s midsection.

Chimosh leaned back, only to find the axe had rotated upward for a series of downward slashes. Chimosh evaded them with ease. Still, Robinson saw his opponent’s eyes narrow. A lesser fighter might not have read anything into it, but Robinson saw it as a sign of respect.

Chimosh’s second attack came quicker.

The sweeping barrage forced Robinson to leap out of range. He struggled to maintain his balance in the face of the relentless barrage. Robinson took more strikes to the shoulder and outer thigh. He surged forward with his own counterstrike, one he had used successfully many times in battle, but it, too, fell far short of the mark.

Chimosh feinted low and came in high. The end of the spear caromed off Robinson’s crown, but first blood had been drawn. As it ran down his face, Robinson lunged forward, desperately throwing himself off balance to overextend his strike. Chimosh deflected the blade with his staff, but when he stepped back, he saw a thin line of blood ran from the outside knuckle where the blade had grazed him.

If Robinson thought this would throw Chimosh off, he was mistaken.

Chimosh raged forward with another spinning attack. This one came so fast, Robinson could barely see the staff coming. The first strike caught him in the ribs, and he felt them separate. The second caught him flush on the right ear. The third struck his left calf as he tried to pivot away. The fourth hit the back of his shoulder, and he fell to the dirt.

Robinson swung his axe defensively. Chimosh circled just out of range. Robinson’s vision blurred as he was momentarily blinded by the sun rising through the trees. The pain in his side was so intense, it was hard to breathe. He tasted blood in his mouth. He was losing. If he didn’t think of something soon, Chimosh would finish him.

As Robinson pushed himself to his feet, he felt a stone in the dirt. He scooped it up with his free hand. As he limped to his right, something brushed against his arm. He glanced quickly down to see the sling had unwound from the neck of the axe.

Throughout the fight, Robinson kept the whittling man’s words about Chimosh’s knee fresh in his mind. But each time the Aserra warrior had set and Robinson moved to his right, Chimosh had pivoted the leg outward to counter against his own weakness.

An idea occurred to Robinson. It was an incredible long shot. And he would only have one chance to make it work.

Chimosh strode back to the center of the circle and narrowed his head. The fight had gone too long. It was time to put an end to it.

Robinson rotated the axe in a circular motion. To those outside the circle, it looked like a gesture to keep distance. But secretly, Robinson was unspooling his sling.

Chimosh’s final attack came with forceful, decisive swings. Robinson took several blows in retreat, but only to gain position. Once he was in place, he extended his arm, allowing Chimosh to hit it hard. His arm went numb.

Robinson made a show of stumbling back. Then, with unexpected speed, he threw his axe underhanded.

Chimosh had expected this kind of desperate move, but his timing was off. He pushed hard to his left, only to feel his knee seize up. An unfamiliar tendril of panic shot through him, and in that instant, he did the only thing he could. He deflected the axe with his staff.

The staff cracked and split in two as the axe ricocheted over his shoulder. His opponent’s gambit had failed, but then a strange thing happened. The boy stepped to the side, revealing the sun behind him. He was momentarily blinded, scarcely aware his opponent was rotating something in his hands. He held up his hand to ward off the sun. Only at the last moment did he see Robinson release the sling.

The rock hit Chimosh between the eyes, and he fell backward in a crushing heap.

The silence was deafening. All eyes were on Robinson as he stumbled forward to retrieve his axe and walk back to Chimosh. His eyes were dazed. His body was rigid as his brain tried to reset. Robinson didn’t want to kill the man, but he had no choice. He dropped to his knees, taking several deep breaths while looking out at the Aserra.

The stoic faces remained. There was no surprise. No shock. No anger or fear. This was only the outcome. This was the will of the Goddess.

Robinson raised the axe and brought it down.

Chimosh caught it in his hand. His eyes focused as he seethed. He struck Robinson in the face, driving him to the ground. Chimosh clambered to his feet and assailed the boy with punches and kicks. He went down, only to rise again.

A gash opened under Robinson’s eye. His lip split. Blood ran from his ear. Still he rose. Chimosh was incredulous.

“Why do you continue to fight, boy?” he yelled.

Robinson didn’t answer. He stood again. Chimosh hit him with a massive overhand that sent him cartwheeling to the dirt.

He stood again.

“Why!” Chimosh barked. “The fight is over. You’ve lost! Quit and I’ll be merciful. I will end it quickly.”

Another strike. Another tumble. Another gushing wound. Robinson’s mouth lolled open. His legs trembled. He stood again.

“Stay down, damn you!” Chimosh screamed, striking Robinson with punches to the body and face.

Robinson was blinded by the blood in his eyes. He felt his consciousness retreating, but he kept getting up. Even when his legs threatened to betray him. Even when his balance had abandoned him. He rose.

Chimosh watched with disbelief. The boy had sustained so much punishment. He should be unconscious. He should be dead. But here he was, standing again. His legs wobbled. His face retreated under the swell of blood. But still he stood, again and again.

“Why won’t you stop?” Chimosh asked at last.

Hot tears spilled down Robinson’s face. He swallowed, and blood ran down his throat. When he finally spoke, no one else breathed.

“We are the mountains that stand together. We are the summit and the base. From our forest come the arrow, from our crags, the blade. We are born in shadow and pass in fire. We are Aserra. Blood is our name.”

Robinson stepped again toward Chimosh. But then he slowed, swaying a moment before collapsing at his feet.

Chimosh did not move. His head was still hazy. But he looked up and saw it in the faces of his people. They felt this defeat as he did.

Without thinking, Chimosh bent over and picked Robinson up, stumbling back toward the tent with the boy over his shoulder.
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Chapter Forty
 The Journey South
 

It was well past midnight when Friday heard someone else approach. Her guards had doused her with cold water every hour on the hour. Her shivering had grown worse. Fever had taken hold. It was only a matter of time.

And then someone fell to their knees on the dirt above her and spoke.

“Shh,” the voice said. “Stay quiet. I’m here to help you.”

She recognized the voice but couldn’t quite tie it to a face. Then she heard digging and knew someone else had come to torment her.

“We have to do this quick,” the voice said. “But I couldn’t risk bringing tools.”

The words were foreign, but she understood them somehow. She struggled to remember where she’d first learned them.

“I brought clothes,” the voice whispered again. “But no food. For that, you’ll have to wait until you’re aboard the ship.”

“Ship?” Friday muttered.

“Yes,” the voice answered. “Father said the war chieftain wants you with him. Father said he’s planning on killing the king, but not until he gets his hands on the weapons. By that time, we’ll be back home to Mother.”

The words ‘father’ and ‘mother’ filled in the blanks for Friday. She recognized them because Robinson had used them so often in the capitol.

“Jaras,” Friday said, finally remembering his name.

“Of course. Who else would I be? You didn’t really think Father and I would leave you here, did you, Tessa?”

His voice was shaky. She could hear the fragility in it. A fear ran through her. What if he opened the box and saw she wasn’t his sister? Would he cry out? She could disable him even now. Kill him, even. But what then? What if his plan for escape was more than delusion?

The digging continued. Friday shook with chills. Jaras was mumbling now, talking to himself. Friday had to keep him focused.

“Where’s the ship headed?” Friday whispered.

“I’m not supposed to say,” Jaras answered. “But between us, we’re going south to a city called Atlanta. Only it’s a little inland. So we’ll be sailing south for a few days before going the rest of the way on foot.”

“What’s in Atlanta?” Friday asked.

Jaras giggled. “The prize that got away. What your boyfriend stole from us.”

Friday didn’t immediately recognize the word ‘boyfriend,’ but the way Jaras said it, with such contempt, it made her think of Crusoe.

“Cru-soe?” Friday asked.

Jaras stopped digging.

“Don’t say his name, Tessa. Please.”

“No. Of course. Just get me out of here.”

As Jaras resumed digging, Friday thought about what he’d said. The prize that got away. In the capitol, Crusoe said they’d been pursuing the sickness that created Renders. Virus was the word he used. Crusoe had told her the explosions from the sky had rid the world of it. Washed it clean. And everything she’d seen in the interim had confirmed it. But if they were looking to restore the virus, it might fall to her to stop them.

As Jaras’s fingers struck wood, Friday prepared herself for what came next. Once her box was opened, she could flee. But now, there was something more at stake than her freedom. But stopping it would require she go with her enemy—the man who’d taken everything from her. Did she have that in her?

What would Crusoe want her to do?

By the time the lid of her box lifted, she had made up her mind. She would go with them to Atlanta. She would stop this threat if she could. And then she would get back to her people and find the man she loved.

“Oh, my dear, sweet sister,” Jaras said. “Look at what they’ve done to you. You’re filthy.”

The boy looked gaunt, confused. She could see the madness pulling at him from within.

“I can bathe later,” Friday said. “What do we do now?”

Jaras unexpectedly signaled someone. Friday tensed.

When two Bone Flayers holding a female prisoner came forward, the horrible truth struck her. Oh, Goddess. They are going to put her in the box, in my place.

Friday didn’t have time to resist. This was her only chance. If the Goddess put this girl in her place, it was a sacrifice she would honor by succeeding in her task.

“These men are with the chieftain,” Jaras said. “They’ll take you straight to the ship.”

“What about you?” Friday asked.

“Don’t worry, Tessa. I’ll be along in the morning, and we’ll be on our way. Maybe in Atlanta I can find you a dress. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Friday nodded.

The Bone Flayers took her by the elbows and helped her off into the night. When she last looked back, she saw Jaras on his knees, burying the girl in her new grave.

 

The ship set out that morning with no fanfare. Friday listened to the crew hustling on the deck from her secret location within the ship. She was hidden behind a wall of supplies with enough rations to see her through a few days.

She expected Arga’Zul to send for her or come for her himself, but he never did. Friday had been given a small basin full of water and rags to clean herself with. Afterward, she lay cocooned in her blanket, more iron around her ankle.

Arga’Zul sent for her on the fourth morning. Two Flayers helped her up the stairs. She was still racked with fever, but she refused to be carried.

He was seated at the table. The warriors sat her opposite him before leaving the cabin. She didn’t know what to expect. He had promised to kill her if she tried to escape again, but right now, all she could think about was the steaming bowl of food on the table.

“Go on,” he said.

She sucked the broth down first, letting the heat fill her belly. Then she ate the beef and potatoes, hoping it would all stay down.

“We approach our destination. Once we’ve docked, we march on to an ancient city named Atlanta. It will take three or four days to reach. I’m told you’re ill. Can you make it on your own?”

“I can and will,” she said.

Arga’Zul eyed her before nodding. “I’ve kept your presence secret from most of the crew, but there’ll be no hiding it once we disembark. Stay close to me. Most of my men are loyal, but my brother has his spies.

“I am told the city we travel toward is filled with the hordes of the dead. I have one thousand well-armed men. But it may not be enough. I’ll need every available hand. Can you fight?”

Even as her lip trembled, she smiled.

“I can always fight,” she said.

Arga’Zul nodded.

“I will give you arms and shield, but be warned. My men have orders to slay you if you attack me or if I fall. The same goes for the flying man and his son. It is your job to protect them. You have experience there, I think.”

Friday didn’t answer. In her time with Crusoe, he’d done as much to protect her as she had him.

“I offer no future considerations. No promises of life or freedom. This is the only way I know how to keep you alive.”

Friday remained quiet. Her time would come. War didn’t scare her. Neither did Arga’Zul. The blade, her first friend, would see to both.

It was Crusoe she thought of now. Was her lover still alive? And if so, how would he ever find her out here in the wild?
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Chapter Forty-One
 Alliances
 

He’d never imagined pain could be so extreme, and he’d had his share of it. But lying back on the roll inside his tent, it was like the forces of the universe were conspiring against him. The ground hurt his back. The air hurt his lungs. The firelight burned his eyes. Even gravity was not his friend.

He heard the whittling man before he saw him. Still working away at the stick in his hand.

“Club?” Robinson croaked.

The whittling man shook his head.

“A toy for the children,” he said.

Robinson lifted his head and nausea rolled over him. It was just the two of them.

“Chimosh?” he asked.

“He lives,” the man said.

“I meant … he took pity on me.”

“That is not the word I would use.”

“What will they do with me?”

“That is what they are deciding now.”

“Take me outside,” Robinson said as he turned over onto his knees.

“Would you listen if I told you it was a mistake?”

Outside, the Aserra were gathered around a fire. Chimosh was drawing a map in the dirt with a long stick. He’d washed the blood off his face and chest, but there were still signs of his wounds elsewhere. He didn’t appear to be seriously hurt, though.

The clan looked up as the whittling man helped Robinson from the tent. He had a stick under one arm as he limped toward the fire. He was as beat up as you could get and still be alive.

“Chimosh,” Robinson said, “I need to talk with you.”

Chimosh shook his head.

“The fight is over,” Chimosh said.

“No, it’s not. Not for me, nor the woman I love, nor any of you.”

He reached the edge of the crowd and stopped. His eyes scanned their faces, and what he saw there was fatigue.

“How long have the Aserra lived this way?” Robinson asked. “With no home of their own? How long has it been since your people walked in the shadow of the mountain?”

The clan remained silent. All eyes were on Robinson. His life had been spared, and yet here he was risking it again for something he believed. He hoped some of them might believe it too.

“The Aserra were the first people I heard of when I came to this country. Those who spoke its name did so with reverence and fear. They told of unyielding warriors, sharp as blades and just as hard. And now that I’m here before you, I see those words are true. I believe the tales of your deeds. But I also see many weary faces. I see a people tired of running. And I’m betting my life the other tribes feel the same.

How many of you are left? Two hundred? Three? And yet you continue to wander this country, attacking your enemy when you can. I’m sure you win every skirmish. I’m sure the totals are always in your favor. But every time you retreat to the hills, they go home. While you lick your wounds and find new places to hide, they take in more slaves for their army. They don’t need to hunt for food. They don’t have to keep one eye open at night or go without sleep. They recover quicker. They replenish faster. They are growing while you are not. I don’t see many children among you. Where are they?”

“Where they are safest,” a warrior said.

“Some remote place? High in the mountains, maybe? Where food and training are harder to come by? And how many warriors are left behind to protect them?”

None of the Aserra spoke, but he felt his words sinking in.

“Man to man, the Aserra are stronger. They survive because they honor the old ways and always will. But the Bone Flayers have no allegiance to the past. All they care about is the future. To win, they are willing to go and do what you will not. Like I said before, even now, they’re setting out to recover weapons that will make them impossible to defeat. If they succeed, you won’t have to run anymore because there won’t be any place to run to.”

“He knows nothing of our people!” someone spat out. “He’s weak.”

“I saw no weakness,” another warrior said.

“He lost the fight. He deserves to die!”

“No,” Chimosh said, surprising everyone. “He speaks the words we have all hidden away. We cannot run forever.”

“The old ways have allowed us to survive!”

“Yes,” Chimosh went on. “But there must be more than survival. Once, we lived. Once, we thrived. What we do now is … is not working.”

The forest filled with silence again.

“Maybe I can help with that,” Robinson said.

 

Later that evening after a light supper, Robinson laid the documents Friday recovered out on the floor of the great tent and revealed his plan to Chimosh, the whittling man, and a few others.

“These papers belonged to the ancients. They were sought by a man of my people. A man who lives among the Flayers now. His heart is like theirs—black—but his intentions are worse. I don’t fully understand his goal yet, but he has promised Baras’Oot a cache of ancient weapons in return for whatever he seeks. Those weapons are located here. In what was once called Georgia.”

“We know this area,” Chimosh said. “These are mountains, but not impassable ones. How did you come by this map?”

Robinson grinned and nodded toward the whittling man.

“His daughter stole it.”

The tent lightened with soft laughter.

“Nimble fingers were her first gift,” the whittling man said.

“During our escape, she told me she had seen several crates of these weapons being unloaded. They were in dry boxes. Well preserved. Wherever they’ve been stored, they’ve been kept safe.”

“And how do you know this location is where the weapons can be found?” a warrior asked.

Robinson shrugged. “Because these words say, ‘weapons here.’”

Even Chimosh grinned.

“The problem,” Robinson continued, “is we don’t have the gunpowder or training to operate them.”

“So they’re useless,” the whittling man said.

“No,” Chimosh said. “If the Flayers want them, they are dangerous.”

Robinson nodded. “If we can get here first, we could lay a trap they’ll never see coming.”

“It is a good plan,” Chimosh said. “With one problem. We cannot unite the tribes in time to beat them there. Even if they set out four days ago and dallied longer at their first task, they will still arrive before us.”

Only then did Robinson smile.

“Leave that to me.”
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Chapter Forty-Two
 The Battle of Atlanta
 

“You know the task!” Arga’Zul shouted from atop the hood of an old carriage surrounded by his army of a thousand strong. “We move as quickly as we can. One group, five units. Two forward, two behind, with one at the center to guard our guests.”

The Flayers laughed in contempt at the strangers. They’d brought them to the outskirts of Atlanta to assail a force that greatly outnumbered them. It would be a battle worthy of song if any remained alive to sing it.

“Advance units will use shield wall tactics. Rear units will attack with spears from above. Archers will provide cover from behind. Should the man next to you get bitten, end his pain quickly and fall back in line.”

Arga’Zul’s eyes narrowed in on Friday. “You and I will man the center party and protect the foreigners.”

Friday nodded curtly. She’d been given a small shield and a cudgel. The second they slipped it into her hands, her impulse was to charge Arga’Zul. No one would have been surprised. But then she would almost certainly be killed. The Flayers did not disobey orders. And she needed to see the battle through, to find out what, if anything, the strangers were after. Only when it was over would she cut down her enemies and escape. For now, she had to keep it together. The fever hadn’t weakened as expected. She was still having trouble keeping food down.

 

But it was Jaras next to her who shook with fear. His mind continued to deteriorate. The savage chieftain had given orders for the slave girl to fight with him. He didn’t understand why she complied. He felt the hate radiating off her, burning like a furnace. Every time Jaras really looked at her, he grew more confused. Was she his enemy? He understood they had a history, but the details were fuzzy.

Sensing his anxiety, Vardan Saah reached out for his son.

“Are you ready for this?” he asked.

Jaras nodded. “Yes, Father. I can fight.”

“The weapon is only for protection. These others will see to the battle. You are not to place yourself in danger in any way. Do you understand me?”

Jaras thought he heard snickers, but these warriors didn’t speak his language. Did they?

“Jaras,” his father said, “when we reach the biolab, I’ll need your help searching for the virus. Stay with me. Can you do that?”

The pressure in Jaras’s head relaxed a little.

“Of course, Father.”

Vardan smiled and then nodded to Arga’Zul.

“They say this city cannot be taken!” Arga’Zul yelled to his warriors. “I say they have never met us! Fly, my Flayers, fly!”

The Flayer army cheered in unison and charged down the street toward the city of towers. Almost immediately, a chorus of howls returned.

The Renders had awoken.

The battle for Atlanta had begun.

 

When the virus first began to spread, the city of Atlanta became its unofficial center. The Center for Disease Control flew in and quarantined the initial infected in an effort to study it and prepare a vaccine, but within days it had escaped.

As a result, Atlanta became the first American city to fall. At the recommendation of his council, the President of the United States became the first man in history to order the launch of a nuclear weapon on his own soil, but the bomber carrying it crashed not long after leaving Texas. No one knew the pilot had been infected or that the mutation occurred moments after the plane took flight.

Atlanta quickly became a feasting ground, and the streets ran red with blood. Within a month, ninety-five percent of the population had been killed or infected. Within three months, not a single uninfected person remained alive.

Because Atlanta was the first to fall, it should have also been the first to burn out, but that first wave carried a unique mutation that accelerated their reproductive capabilities. Because of this, the city fell into a cycle of Renders that bred and hunted exclusively on their own.

The spores that had been released by the FENIX had made the Renders sterile. Had another year or two passed, Atlanta might have seen their numbers plummet, and Arga’Zul could have passed through the street unimpeded. As things would play out, their timing couldn’t have been worse.

“Here they come!” Arga’Zul screamed.

The horde was composed of grisly beasts in all shapes and sizes. Some ran on two legs, some on four or more. Appendages sprang out like errant branches. Human features intertwined in mutated viscera. Each looked unique, save for one feature: they all bore mouths filled with razor-sharp teeth.

The Flayers formed their wedge, as ordered. To their credit, no one fled or panicked. When the wall of flesh hit them, the day descended into madness.

Their left flank was immediately broken, but those behind surged over the bodies of the fallen, hacking and cleaving as the demons roared in.

The whistle arrows sounded like wasps as they flew overhead. Jaras watched their flight and thought they might eventually blot out the sky.

But for every Render that fell, five more took its place.

Friday found little reprieve within the center rank. The deluge of monsters hit their lines with only slightly less impact and no less ferocity. Within seconds, she had ditched her shield and picked up a second sword and was hacking at the creatures that threatened to overrun them all.

The battle might have turned against them in those early moments, but Arga’Zul held them together with an iron fist and forceful voice. His sword flew like none Friday had seen before.

With the initial wave absorbed, the flow of attackers slowed. The fight became manageable, but no less dangerous. By the time they were able to regain the ground they had lost, nearly a quarter of their men were dead.

Arga’Zul directed them toward two big towers and ordered them to hold the courtyard between. An allotment of archers was sent into the buildings around them to fire on the Renders from above.

Within an hour, the charge of Renders had slowed enough for the Flayers to fight in rotation.

Just when it looked like they had the situation under control, several scores of Renders broke through the lobby of the building behind them.

Half the Bone Flayers turned to meet them, but the numbers were not in their favor. Only the release of arrows and a defense led by Arga’Zul stymied the attack.

Friday leapt over the bodies of the fallen, hacking and chopping until her hands were numb.

Then, out of the blue, the most massive Render she’d ever seen appeared and rushed for Arga’Zul. Arrows struck its flesh from above, but the creature never stopped as it released a roar from a mouth the size of three human heads. As the Bone Flayers took to hacking its companions, the giant beast hit Arga’Zul and catapulted him onto his back.

Arga’Zul slashed the monster’s belly open, but his sword was batted across the yard. The creature howled once again, its teeth dripping guts and blood. As the maw surged forward, Arga’Zul locked his massive hand around the creature’s throat, but even his uncanny strength could not hold the mouth off.

Arga’Zul turned his head as the creature snapped again and again. Friday watched as his face turned red and his arms began to shake. It would be a fitting end, she thought. But in her heart, she knew if he fell, his army would go with him.

With no other option, she raced across the courtyard and swung her cudgel with all her might. The creature’s head separated from its shoulders, and its body fell in a sickening heap.

Arga’Zul blinked several times before retrieving his sword.

 

By the end of the first day, more than half of the Flayer army had been lost. But they managed to fortify their position inside the northern tower. The wounded had been allowed to leave without execution. Their efforts had won them that right. Most went out together to clear as many creatures as they could before they, too, transformed. Friday admired their bravery, but she felt no love lost for any of them.

Among their party, Jaras had fared the worst. He sat against a wall, catatonic, unable to respond to his father’s commands. Friday wondered what would happen if he remained like that in the morning.

As the sun descended, Saah and Arga’Zul pored over a map and planned the remaining trip to the CDC for dawn.

Later, when the bulk of warriors sat down to rest, Arga’Zul called Friday to his fire.

“You fought bravely today. Your actions in the yard … were you any other slave, I would name you to my brigade, though you are but a woman. But you would not accept, would you?”

Friday said nothing.

“As I thought. After the stranger gets his prize and we get our weapons, I will return to my village. There, I will kill my brother and make you my queen.”

Friday was too tired to laugh. Too tired to shake her head. She barely had the power to speak.

“If you think I could ever love you,” Friday said, “you are a fool.”

“Love.” Arga’Zul snorted. “Love is a woman’s tool. It is your strength I admire. Your fire. Such rare qualities in such abundance. In time, you might see we are not so different.”

“We are nothing alike,” she spat out.

“No? I have hated the Aserra all my life, as you have hated my kind. I have sworn no concession, no reward would ever stop me from destroying you all. And yet, as I sit here, I offer you this proposal: cleave to me, and I will never make war on the Aserra again.”

Friday was shocked. More than she’d ever been in her life. Arga’Zul was right. She hated him beyond the pale, but she loved her people more. Could she give up everything, including Crusoe, to save them? Did she have it in her to make that ultimate sacrifice?

“There is a whole world to conquer,” Arga’Zul continued, as if sensing her hesitation. “What care have I for a stubborn few on a faraway mountain? With you by my side, all my days could feel like today.”

Friday lay down in a corner of the building, the cold air drawing away the smell of sweat and blood. She didn’t rise when she heard Arga’Zul fall into a deep sleep. She didn’t flee when her guards nodded off. But neither did she stop the men who whispered from the hall when they broke to return to the ships and report back to Baras’Oot everything they’d seen and heard.
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Chapter Forty-Three
 This Side of Kansas
 

The horse was old, but its pace was steady. Robinson ached in places he never imagined.

He tried to keep his mind focused on things other than Friday, but most memories he had only harkened of loss. Even the ones of his family and friends pricked line thorns in their absence.

Oddly enough, he found his reprieve ruminating on the mute brother and sister. They were out there with the Prophet, watching his back and keeping him safe. They’d discovered nobility in this calling, and it gave them peace. But Robinson didn’t think it would last. He pitied them, even while they most assuredly pitied him. That was the ultimate irony. They saw a reckless young man who trudged through the dangerous places of the world without caution. And yet, he had hope. He had a future. They had only the present. They had their precision and each other, and it would take them far, but without something more—faith or some article of promise—he expected they’d wake up one day, maybe years down the road, and feel hollow. It’d seem as if life was a puzzle, and they had only just discovered pieces were missing. That hollowness would grow from the outer edges of their consciousness until it consumed their every waking thought. And then the day would come when one of them, in some benign moment of weakness, would let their guard down. And fate would strike. Then, two would be one. By then, the course would be set, and all that would remain would be for the one alone to hunker down by their sibling’s side and wait for the end to come.

It’s sad, he thought. But that’s the way of things. The mind is linear and fragile. We trudge forward, stand still, or fall behind. It’s rare when we break from the road to take new paths. And rarer still that we appreciate them when we do.

The ride took most of a day. When Robinson finally crested the hill of the train yard, he got off his horse and handed the reins to Chimosh.

“If I’m not at the meeting place by noon tomorrow, I won’t be coming.”

Chimosh nodded before he and his party vanished into the brush.

Robinson arrived in Cowboytown just before noon. The bustle was gone. The people had obviously heard what had transpired at the City of the Pyramid, and many had moved on.

When he turned onto Main Street, a whistle sounded. Robinson looked up to see a Big Hat sentry signaling his approach. By the time he reached the saloon, Boss was already waiting.

“You’re like a bad penny,” she said. “You keep turning up. Did you find your girl?” Robinson nodded. “That’s good.”

“But I couldn’t keep her.”

“That’s bad. I suppose you have a reason for being here.”

“I do.”

“And I suppose I won’t like it.”

“Probably not.”

“Come on in, then,” she said, pushing through the saloon doors. “I’ll order us some joe.”

 

With her feet on her desk and her hat on the rack, Boss listened to Robinson’s tale. When he was done, she set her coffee down and folded her hands on her lap.

“Sounds like someone should be making a moving picture of your life.”

“They’d be missing the best part.”

“So if I get the gist of your proposal, you want me to provide transportation for a race of dangerous savages to a location where they’ll battle a second, much larger, group of savages that already wants to peel me like a spud. And you want me to do this without my own men, away from the security of my town?”

“I guess that sounds about right.”

“And all I get in taking the side of this outmanned, outgunned band of killers is your assurance that, on the ridiculously low chance of their success, I will be hereto afforded no future grievances via them, along with a potential pat on the back.”

“Correct.”

“Kid, you need to work on your negotiating skills.”

“You’ve heard the saying, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’?”

“I have. But I’ve always been particularly fond of: ‘you can’t lose what you don’t throw in the hat.’”

“The Flayers already want you dead.”

“You mean after I blew up half their army covering your ass?”

“Technically, it was your own ass you were covering. I doubt mine being there had much to do with it.”

“Up for debate.”

“And if we’re being truly honest, I doubt you took out more than a quarter of their army. Maybe less.”

“How reassuring.” Boss smirked.

Just then, the door opened, and Wellie entered carrying a tray of food. Her face lit up when she saw Robinson.

“Morning, Mr. Crusoe,” she said.

“Wellie. What are you doing here?”

“You may not a heard,” Boss said. “Wellie, my biggest earner and the best whore this side of Kansas, decided the game of billiards is no longer the trade for her. Believes she has more to offer than being on her back. Wonder where she got an idea like that?”

Robinson swallowed. Wellie winked at him and exited.

“Next, you’ll be telling me them damned mutos have rights too.”

“I’m not that progressive.”

Boss stood up and looked out the window. “Kid, I like you. You got huevos. And I admire huevos, especially when they’re paired with some ham upstairs, but this deal isn’t slated much in my favor. Tell me why I should consider it.”

“First, nobody chases Boss from a fight.”

She laughed heartily.

“Flattery will get you further with Wellie than with me.”

“Number two: as you so succinctly pointed out, the Bone Flayers already want your hide. Here’s an opportunity to take a big bite out of theirs without losing a single gun.”

“And number three?” she asked.

“If Baras’Oot’s army takes the kind of casualties I suspect, it’ll make him mighty vulnerable. And that will look awfully enticing to the river clans they’ve been robbing blind all these years. After what transpired last week, it’s clear this area needs a new center of trade. I imagine someone could make a serious profit providing the kind of stable market from which others might peddle their wares.”

“Now, you’re talking sense.”

“Plus, fall is a beautiful time of year. I expect the train ride would be something special.”

 

Boss agreed to the deal, if not for the simple fact that she was a proactive woman. She’d rather be doing something than sitting around waiting for the killers to come to her.

A small percentage of Boss’s Big Hats had fled following the debacle at the City of the Pyramid, but most remained. Boss chose five to accompany her on the ride east.

With preparations underway, Robinson met with Sal again for some specialty tailoring.

“You want what?” she asked when she heard his request.

“Cotton fabric, but reinforced with leather strappings that lay tight across the body but give enough room to move. Like this.”

He drew her a picture.

“Looks like something a savage would wear.”

He nodded but didn’t bother telling her it was inspired by the Aserra’s dress.

“And do you have anything other than boots with heels?”

“Have to check with the cobbler. He’s got some old stuff no one else wanted. Can’t speak for how this getup’s gonna look.”

“That’s okay. I’m not what you would call a peacock.”

Sal cackled. “I am assured of that. You gonna keep that hat?”

Robinson turned toward the mirror. The black hat was dirty, scuffed, and torn, but it fit well enough.

“Why? You don’t like it?”

“Eh,” she said. “It’s beat to hell is all. Then again, so are you.”

This time, both of them laughed.

 

Later that night, Robinson was settling into his room at the motel when a knock came at the door. He opened it and found Boss outside.

“Train’s prepped. Got a full load of coal. We’ll be ready to depart first thing in the morning.”

“Good,” Robinson said.

A silence ensued.

“Been wondering,” Boss said. “What’s next? For you. If you survive.”

“I guess it comes down to whether Friday’s alive.”

“If she isn’t?”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve imagined life without her. My family lives across the Atlantica. I could go back, I guess, but it would be hard. I’ve come to love this land in a way I never expected. I think I’d like to see more of it.”

“Offer I made you last week still stands. I could use a man like you here. And if your woman comes along, I suppose I could find something for her too.”

“I appreciate that.”

“It’ll have to go in the ledger, though.”

Robinson smiled. “Doesn’t everything?”
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Chapter Forty-Four
 Insurreto
 

Robinson never believed in portents or omens, but he couldn’t help noticing the heavy mist that blanketed the train yard the next morning. When the train rolled out, Cowboytown disappeared almost instantly. He doubted he would ever see it again.

Boss had arranged for the engine to pull five cars, which would’ve made it easy to carry two hundred Aserra, but Robinson noticed she had added a sixth. He asked about it.

“Weight difference isn’t enough to affect the speed one way or another. And we might need it if there are extra weapons to come home with.

“Just so we’re clear, my purpose here is to provide transportation. If you have any notions of me or my men fighting, put them out of your head here and now. I haven’t survived this long risking my tail for others.”

“I understand.”

“I hope you do. Because this book in my pocket says “passage for guns.” It’d be a mistake to count on me for anything more. People have done it in the past, and it didn’t turn out well for them.”

“You’re pretty hard on yourself.”

“Only way to survive.”

Robinson considered arguing the point but didn’t. He and Boss went over the map again, pointing out the place where the Aserra would be waiting. Boss estimated it would take four hours, barring any unforeseen troubles along the track.

It was the path southeast that she was more concerned with. Her men had gone as far east as the border of what was once Tennessee, but never delved into any of the southern states. Georgia had been a wet state in times past, mired by bogs and swamps, and she was worried about speeding too quickly through that land.

“I’ve laid out a couple contingencies in case we’re forced to stop. Here’s six different routes that’ll get us to your armory. Two of them are relatively straight. Three more will add a few hours, give or take. The last goes the long way around and could add as much as a day to the trip.”

“That’s too long,” Robinson said.

“I don’t control the tracks. Not yet anyway. What’s laid is where we can go. And even then, we need to be careful. I have men scouting from up top, but this fog doesn’t help, and we can’t travel at night.”

Robinson understood. The plan would require patience. But somewhere in his gut, he felt like they were already behind the clock.

Just after noon, the train cut through a swath of forest and passed a small, desolate city. At the far end of the valley, Boss told the engineer to slow. When the train finally came to a halt, the area looked unoccupied.

“We in the right place?” Boss asked.

Robinson nodded.

The men on top of the train took up their glasses to scan the forest, but saw no movement in any direction. And then, suddenly, scores of Aserra appeared out of nowhere. As they approached the train, Boss saw how truly intimidating they were.

“They sure know how to sneak up on folks, don’t they?” Boss noted.

“That they do,” Robinson said.

Robinson signaled Chimosh when he saw him. The warrior chief approached, his forehead still bruised where Robinson’s projectile had struck him. His eyes were black and yellow beneath.

“You look like I feel,” Robinson said.

Chimosh stayed silent.

“This is Boss,” Robinson said. “And this is Chimosh, the leader of the Aserra.”

“Pleasure,” Boss said.

Chimosh nodded before turning to the train. “It is prepared?”

“Yeah,” Robinson answered. “Each car can fit between forty and fifty people. It might not be comfortable, but—”

“We have no need of comfort. How many men does she bring?”

“Five. They have orders to stay with the engine.”

“Good. If any put hands to weapons, they will all be killed.”

Boss looked at Robinson, thinking, What have I gotten myself into?

“They know the deal,” Robinson said.

Chimosh signaled his warriors to load into the cars. Within a minute they were ready.

Boss whispered as Chimosh left, “Real charmer that one.”

 

Once the train was moving again, Boss settled in for a snooze, and Robinson worked his way back across the cars until he found Chimosh in the second to last one.

“Friday’s father couldn’t make it?” Robinson asked.

Chimosh shook his head.

“He is too old to fight. If the princess lives, she can see him when we return.”

“And you?”

Chimosh paused.

“The Goddess sees to the future. Her will decides everything.”

Robinson didn’t know what to say to that, so he stayed quiet.

“I saw her only once,” Chimosh said. “As a child. I took little notice of her. But they say she is crafty and insurreto.”

“I don’t know that word.”

“One who quarrels seemingly without reason?”

“Ah, right. We say rebellious.”

“They also say her heart is true and that she defends those who cannot defend themselves. When I first learned she was to be my wife, I was unhappy. No warrior likes to be challenged. But the more I discovered of her, the more I believed we were well suited. We have a saying, ferro mólì ferro.”

“Iron sharpens iron. We have that saying too.”

“You are a poor warrior. Slow and clumsy. But you are crafty. And the Goddess blesses you with luck. Let us hope that luck carries over to battle and you kill many of our enemies. Or may it at least provide you with a good death.”

“And if we live?” Robinson asked.

“You will never be Aserra. But if our great enemies are there as you say, we will defeat them. Then I will cut the mark from your arm and set you free.”

“And Friday?”

“If she lives? I will leave the choice to her.”

“What’s your name mean, Chimosh?”

“Chimosh is not my name. It is my title. It means, ‘unbeatable one.’”

“I can attest to that.”

Chimosh picked splinters from the floor of the train before speaking again.

“My real name is Tímido. It means … shy one.”

Robinson snorted but instantly went quiet when Chimosh glared at him.

“Really?” Robinson asked.

Chimosh shrugged.

Robinson fought hard to keep from smiling, but in the end, they both laughed.
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Chapter Forty-Five
 The Second Strain
 

Arga’Zul learned of the exodus of spies the following morning. He ordered a contingent of fifty men to return to the river in hopes of tracking them down. But once they got there, they found three ships missing and the Spinecrusher run aground a sandbar downriver. The bodies of the Flayers who had been left behind to protect the ship lay strewn about the waterline.

Friday expected Arga’Zul to rage over this betrayal, but he took it in stride. He explained to his men that the cowards fled rather than face another full day of battling Renders. He promised they would all suffer upon his return.

Of the original thousand men, Arga’Zul now had fewer than four hundred.

After a brief battle to extricate themselves from the tower, Arga’Zul’s troops paced quickly through the streets. Renders came more measuredly that morning, as if they knew the battle could not be won in a single stroke but by attrition.

Friday felt worse the second day. Her body hadn’t been given enough time to recover from the cold. Arga’Zul was quick to notice. When she vomited on the road, he called one of his surgeons.

“Check to see she has not been infected,” he said.

Easier said than done. Friday pulled her knife when the surgeon moved to examine her, but she was too weak to fend off the others that followed.

After a brief inspection, the surgeon reported back that she hadn’t been injured but appeared malnourished. “Many have complained of stomach pains this morning. It’s likely those that fled tainted the food.”

Friday was ordered to travel with Saah and his son. An hour into their excursion, she felt a frail hand on her arm.

“Are you hurt?” Jaras asked. “Say the word, and Father will make them stop. They can’t expect us to suffer through a second day of this madness.”

The boy glanced nervously around. Friday saw that he had developed a tic.

“Once we’re in possession of the virus,” Jaras continued, “we’ll show these bloody savages who’s in charge. Then we’ll retrieve the flier and head back to the Isle as heroes. Mother will be so excited to see us. I bet she’s already made preparations for our return. A ball, I suspect. The kind with real pageantry, befitting a noble house such as ours. Can you see it, Tessa?”

Friday nodded. She knew the boy was Crusoe’s enemy, and yet she felt pity for him. He wasn’t made for this world.

Saah was either unaware of Jaras’s unspooling or had decided to deal with it at a later time. He became solely focused on their destination.

By the time they arrived at the CDC building, the fog had lifted and the sky shone blue. Still, the chill remained. Winter was close.

The building was convex, gray steel, and glass. Though it was only a few stories tall, it still looked intimidating. Miraculously, it showed less wear than most of its contemporaries and had retained almost all its glass.

Huddled around the exterior were old military vehicles, rusted and decayed. As they approached them, Friday remembered the same sight outside the white building in Washington of the D.C.

Inside the lobby, Arga’Zul ordered two groups to survey the building, while the remaining Flayers took up defensive positions outside.

“Jaras and I will go on alone from here,” Saah said.

“Do you take me for a fool?” Arga’Zul asked. “You will get what you want and leave. I have not risked everything to go home empty-handed.”

“Our bargain has not changed,” Saah said. “But there are dangerous substances in this building. One misstep, one mistake, could release toxins that could kill us all. My son and I will go.”

“Your son is sick of head. He is more of a danger than the demons outside.”

Saah looked at Jaras as if he’d been avoiding this confirmation.

“I’ll take two of your best men,” Saah said.

“Ten,” Arga’Zul countered.

“We’ll compromise with four. Unless you think your warriors incapable of babysitting one man and one boy.”

Jaras snapped.

“No!” he said. “We’re not leaving Tessa behind! Not with them!”

“Calm yourself, Jaras,” Saah said.

“No! Look at her! She’s sick, Father. These savages have driven her to the brink. I won’t leave her alone with them. We have protected her!”

“Jaras—” Saah began.

“Father, ever since this journey began, I have remained steadfast at your side. But Tessa is not like us. She is too soft of heart. We nearly lost her at the western gate. I cannot lose her now. Please. Protecting her … it’s the only way I can go forward.”

Only then did Saah realize his son was truly broken. He turned to Arga’Zul.

“My son wants the girl to come. To protect her.”

Arga’Zul read the desperation in Saah’s face. He wanted to refuse, but Friday wasn’t going anywhere in her weakened state. He needed this to get done.

“Then I go with you,” he said.

As they scaled up an old escalator, Arga’Zul looked out the window over the city of the dead. One day, he vowed, he would return to every city like this and clear the diseased vermin from it. By birthright, this land was his. He would leave no stone unturned to ensure every creature in it bowed to his will.

There was only one thing left to deal with: Baras’Oot. His spies would reach their master the day after tomorrow. And it would be at least another day before he raised an army to pursue them. By then, the ancient weapons would be in his possession. How clever of him to send men to lift three bags of gunpowder from their stores. Once he knew how to put them together, he would return home and claim his rightful place atop the throne, once and for all.

 

Saah directed the group through the darkened halls, their torches serving to deepen the shadows. They eventually arrived at the third floor, where Saah found a map on the wall that pointed them down a long, empty hallway. There, they came across a familiar sight: someone had raised a fortification to ward off the dead. Like most, it had failed.

Eventually, Saah stopped outside a pair of heavy doors marked with the word: BIOLAB. Other than the occasional rush of wind coming through broken panes of glass, there was no sound.

Saah’s excitement continued to build until, at long last, he came to a hall with a singular, metallic door. What made this one unique was the small, green light glowing next to it.

Saah hustled forward quickly, stepping over an old plaque that read: DANGER: BIOLEVEL 4 - FULL QUARANTINE FROM THIS POINT ON.

Chest heaving, he tugged the door open. Behind him, Friday watched warily. This did not seem right.

Once the group was inside, they were hit by the smell of dust and decay.

Saah wound his way through a series of chambers, each hidden behind shiny rooms of glass. He scanned markings on the wall until he found the room he was looking for. When he came to the final glass door, he found it would not budge. Arga’Zul ordered his Flayers to open it. Eventually, they found a piece of metal capable of prying the door open.

“Everyone stay here,” Saah said.

As Saah entered, he heard a slight mechanical hum. As he walked around a center table, his foot crunched over something. He looked down and realized he’d stepped on a pile of bones. Then, in the corner of the room, he saw a machine with a glass window fogged with condensation.

Outside, Friday watched with trepidation. She wasn’t sure what the pale man’s plan was, but she knew it couldn’t be good.

To her surprise, Friday felt fingers encircle her own and looked down to see Jaras holding her hand.

Suddenly, a shadow moved behind them, and Jaras screamed.

The Render moved too fast for the first Flayer to react. It sank its teeth into the man’s throat, and a spume of blood splashed across the wall. Arga’Zul and the remaining Flayers rushed in. Friday scooped up the dead warrior’s weapon, but there was little for her to do. The Flayers quickly had it under control.

Vardan Saah heard the attack outside, but never once turned to see what was going on. He was too busy sifting through the contents inside the refrigerator. Many of the tubes contained liquid that had long ago rotted or solidified, but several appeared to have kept their form.

Saah eventually found what he was looking for. Four vials marked EBU-GENC1 PROTO-VIRUS. He ignored the first two and reached for the two in back. They were marked: STRAIN II/UNRELEASED. The dark-green substance had nearly caused the end of mankind, and now he had two unreleased vials in his possession.

For the first time in a long time, Vardan Saah smiled.
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Chapter Forty-Six
 Kingdoms Wrought
 

Baras’Oot stood in his private room atop the pyramid and looked out over the kingdom he had wrought. The only blight was the scorched earth to the northwest where the Big Hats had set off their devices to kill his men.

They would pay greatly for that.

To his east, the preparations for winter had begun. The fête had not gone off as planned. Too many trader guests had been killed, and it would take time to regain the trust of others.

Not that it mattered. He could always revert to taking what he wanted. But the benefits of an established trade market far outweighed the costs of war. And war reduced the likelihood of obtaining the rarer objects he now coveted.

Then there was the matter of his brother. He wasn’t surprised when his spies returned with word Arga’Zul had finally decided to move on the throne. What surprised him was the reason behind it.

The girl.

Even now, his animosity for her spewed forth like a spigot. She was one of their life-long enemies, a princess even. She stood for everything they had worked for all their lives to destroy. To see his brother reduced to a lovesick child for her was the ultimate revulsion.

And what was worse: he could have gotten rid of her at any time. His own people expected it upon her recapture and were shocked when he decided to send her to the graves instead. In truth, he did it to make his brother suffer. It was fun, watching him brood around the place, but now Baras’Oot lamented not finishing it. Now, he would have to find a replacement war chieftain. That would be no easy feat.

Arga’Zul had been more than a great earner. His name alone struck fear into the hearts of clans up and down the length of the Missup, and all the way to the coast. His talents would be greatly missed.

But so would the army he’d sent to Atlanta. Another foolish mistake. Only greed for the weapons promised by the flying man could convince him to split up his army. With barely twelve hundred Flayers left at his disposal, it would take time to replenish their numbers. Maybe he would open the old games. The slaves these days were malleable. He could allow, say, two among every fifty to join their ranks. Training would not be a problem. It was nearly winter. The entertainment might also provide some relief to his villagers. He’d heard the whispers among them, the doubts. They were saying he’d overextended his reach. There were even rumors of schisms among the elites. Those were always equally quelled. Feed the loyal, kill the rest. It was a philosophy as old as time itself. And it never, ever failed.

Baras’Oot signaled his valet.

“Bring me my spy,” he commanded.

The man bowed nervously before hustling away. He was an older slave, slow of gait, and often had trouble hearing. Baras’Oot shook his head at the loss of Valud. Dead at the hands of the stranger boy. Another debt that needed settling.

The spy arrived shortly after. His wounds had been stitched since his return, but he wore no bandages, as was their custom. Scars were a bragging right. And this man had much to brag about.

“Tell me of my brother again,” Baras’Oot said. “You’re certain he lives?”

“As I said before, Great One. We left our chieftain after the big battle. He had many wounded, but he was alive and entrenched safely in a tower. I cannot speak of what happened the following day, but his plans were to continue on.”

“But there were more demons left to face?”

“The city bled them as the night sky bleeds stars. If the numbers on the second day matched the first, they would have no chance. But your brother is hard to kill, Great King.”

Baras’Oot smirked. “I’m well aware. Tell me of the flying man. Did he reach his objective?”

“Not before we left, but from what I could gather, he was close.”

“Then why did you leave before you knew for sure?”

“My l-lord,” he stuttered, “that night I saw the flying man looking over a map. I believe I saw the location of the weapons you seek. Forgive me, but I thought you valued this information over all else.”

“I do not command you to think. I command you to follow orders! Though, in this case, your instincts do offer us an interesting opportunity. Can you retrace this map from memory?”

“I already have, my king.”

The Flayer pulled out a piece of paper drawn by hand and checked it against an ancient map that revealed where he believed the weapons were located. “Atlanta is closer. Even if my brother were to set out on foot the morning after the battle, it would take us a week to cross on horseback. By then, we would be too late.”

“But, Great One, are the weapons not useless without the fire powder?”

“Yes.” Baras’Oot grinned. “If only Arga’Zul hadn’t also robbed me of half my stores.”

“His army will not rally against you,” the spy said.

Baras’Oot made a tsking sound.

“Never discount the motivation of a war chieftain, especially on the heels of a great battle. If he survives Atlanta and they recover the weapons, we will have our own fight on our hands.”

“What will you do?” the man asked.

“I will take what remains of my army and beat him to these weapons.”

“But, my lord. You’ve already said it can’t be done.”

“Not on foot. Or even horseback. But there is one way that we can cross this expanse in two days’ time that no one would ever expect.”

It was clear Baras’Oot had a surprise up his sleeve. He signaled his valet.

“Ready my men. We leave tonight. And bring what remains of the fire powder.”

“But, My King,” the spy protested, “we have no weapons to use it.”

Baras’Oot grinned.

That was his second surprise.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
 Choke Point
 

Black smoke spilled over the trees as the train wound down into the valley.

In two days, they’d traversed a number of different terrains, passing many small towns that had been reclaimed by forest and grasslands.

Along the way, they’d seen small groups of people here and there, farmers rushing to finish their harvest before winter arrived. When most saw the steel giant pushing through their land, they ran like sheep before a pack of wolves. It wasn’t hard to understand why.

The train had been forced to stop five times. Thrice because of natural impediments, like fallen trees or stands of foliage that had overtaken the tracks. Once to realign a track that had collapsed into a ravine. The last time was the most odd. Someone had raised a series of deities in worship to the rails and staked them between ties.

Each night before dark, the train would stop, and the Aserra would send a party of hunters into the woods. They were as quick in their preparation of food as in their retrieval of it.

Robinson ate alongside the Aserra. While they hadn’t actually embraced him, their eyes had grown less dark and more curious. Chimosh would never warm to him, but neither did he look at him as if he wanted to kill him.

It was just after sunrise on the third day when the train crossed a final mountain range into some lowlands covered in mist.

“Is this it?” Boss asked. Like most, she’d slept little in the past few days. The worry was now beginning to show through her outward confidence.

“If Tier Saah … my fellow countryman’s, calculations are correct, the tracks should run alongside the armory in another kilometer or two.”

Slowly, the train pushed forward until a collection of old warehouses emerged from the haze. On Boss’s orders, the train began to slow.

When they were a kilometer out, they got a better view of the station. In some places, wire fences still stood, rusted razor wire spooled about like confetti. The site looked familiar to Robinson, and he soon realized why.

“What?” Boss asked.

“It reminds me of a certain place,” Robinson answered. “An airport in D.C. I think that’s what this was once too. See that broken slab of road? That was probably the old tarmac.”

The Aserra were first off the train, speeding off to scour the area. Robinson, Boss, and her men remained at the edge of the field.

“I read that after the virus first struck,” Robinson said, “the government set up roadblocks everywhere to prevent people from traveling. You see how this valley is centered between two mountain ridges? There was a road here once that connected the north to the south and the east to the west. Maybe that’s why they brought the weapons here.”

“A choke point,” Boss said.

Robinson nodded. “Maybe their last stand. Doesn’t look like they ever got to use them.”

Chimosh approached and asked if they should enter the building.

Robinson nodded. Chimosh and a few of his warriors accompanied Boss’s crew as they crossed over the tarmac. Robinson paused when he saw an area where the undergrowth had been scorched away in a familiar pattern.

“This is where he landed,” he said to no one in particular.

Rusted military vehicles surrounded the building. A few pocked holes suggested some light skirmish might have taken place here once. The building was surprisingly secure. Robinson was unsure why, given its location, but then he saw the biohazard signs everywhere and figured this was the last place people in an epidemic would have wanted to go.

A door with a broken lock was found on the lee side of the building. Chimosh and the Aserra entered and returned a few minutes later to give the all clear.

A single-engine plane sat under a dusty tarp just inside the door, its days of flight a distant memory. But it was the mountain of dusty wooden boxes in the center of the hangar that drew everyone’s attention. They were marked with flags and had rope handles, but they appeared untouched, save one. Robinson reached for it, but Chimosh’s new staff struck the top.

“There’s no danger,” Robinson said. “The writing on the outside says there are rifles inside. Even if they were loaded way back when, time would have rendered the gunpowder inert. Plus, this one’s been opened recently—see?”

Chimosh still looked skeptical until Boss spoke up.

“Kid’s right. Gunpowder only has a shelf life of a few years. It’s not volatile like other substances.”

Chimosh lifted his staff, allowing Robinson to open the first box, to reveal a dozen long-stock rifles inside. They were black and lean and unlike anything he’d ever seen.

“We’ll need to catalog everything. And do it quickly. There’s no telling how long it will take Arga’Zul and the Flayers to arrive.”

“If they’re coming,” Boss said.

“You don’t have to take my word for it. These footprints in the dust and those marks outside tell you everything you need to know. Saah’s been here. And if I’m right, this is the only chip he has. Regardless of what he wants in return, Arga’Zul isn’t about to let him go free without keeping his end of the bargain. They’ll be here. The only question is when.”

“And it’s still your intention to lay a trap for these savages?” Boss asked.

Robinson looked to Chimosh. “If it’ll work.”

Chimosh nodded. “It will.”

“Then you’ll need me and my people out of here,” Boss said. “One sight of that old iron horse out there, and your pony’s out of the gate for good. Of course, I’m not leaving until we settle up.”

“Then we better get to it—”

Suddenly, an Aserra scout rushed in, out of breath, to report to Chimosh.

“What’s she saying?” Boss asked.

Robinson’s heart sank. “A party of warriors is approaching from the south.”

As a group, they ran to an old window on the south side. Robinson took one of the long glasses from Boss’s men.

First glance revealed nothing but the obfuscation of mist. Then he saw movement among the trees. Several dark-skinned men appeared, weapons in hand.

“Is it the Flayers?” Boss asked.

Robinson nodded. Even from afar, he recognized their war paint and the accoutrement of bones encircling their necks. But it wasn’t their presence that froze his heart. It was the person he saw among them.

“And Friday is with them.”

Chimosh took a heavy breath, but allowed no other reaction. He turned and barked orders to his warriors.

“How many are there?”

Robinson tracked the eyeglass along the ride.

“I can’t say for certain, but I’d estimate we’re outnumbered at least two to one.”

Boss cursed. “We need to load the weapons onto the train and vamoose.”

Chimosh turned and headed for the door.

“Doesn’t look like that’ll be happening,” Robinson said.

“Why? We got the time.”

“We have a defensible structure. And the mist will make it difficult for their archers to target the Aserra. Plus, Arga’Zul’s men have been hiking for days. They’re most likely tired. Chimosh will see this as his best opportunity to defeat his foes.”

“But you said they’re outnumbered.”

“That doesn’t matter to the Aserra. If they believe the conditions favor them, they’ll fight.”

At that moment, the stomping of feet bore down from above. The Aserra were taking their positions.

“There’s something I have to tell you,” Boss said, impatiently. “The sixth car. It’s not empty.”

“Who’s in it?” Robinson asked, suddenly worried Boss had done something stupid.

“Not who. What. I brought gunpowder.”

Robinson shook his head. “Won’t do us any good. There’s no time to find and load the casings.”

“Kid, that’s what I’m saying. It’s already done. The car’s full of bullets that’ll most likely fit all these weapons. I got a motto. When in doubt, bring guns. When in real doubt, bring extra ammo.”

Robinson’s eyes widened. He was just about to call out for Chimosh when he heard a shrill whistle split the morning air.

“What is that?” he asked, his chest now rising sharply.

Boss’s face had gone pale.

“Train whistle,” she said.

“What in Crown’s name is your man doing?” Robinson asked.

“Probably crapping his pants. Because that whistle isn’t from my train.”

Shocked, Robinson ran outside.

At the edge of the building, Chimosh stood with a number of other warriors, dread plastered across the faces. But they weren’t looking across the field at Arga’Zul’s army. They were looking down the tracks as a second train broke through the mist. It too had brought an army of Flayers. But unlike those in the field, these looked fresh.

“Looks like you been outfoxed, son,” Boss said.

“Who?” Chimosh asked.

Robinson didn’t need her to answer. There was only one man with the resources to build a train of his own.

Baras’Oot.
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Chapter Forty-Eight
 Outnumbered
 

Baras’Oot hadn’t overseen a battle in more than a decade, but he still knew the best way to strike fear into the hearts of your enemies was to show up with the biggest army.

Or in this case, the biggest vessel carrying the biggest army. He had taken one of the Cowboy men hostage a year before and had him construct the train far outside his city. He never expected it to work, but when it did, he knew it would come in handy.

Nearly a thousand men were packed into the line of cars pulled by the ancient engine. He had left only a handful at home to protect his city, but it was worth the risk. His spies had told him that the stranger boy had gone to Cowboytown to recruit men and transportation. Now, Baras’Oot had both his enemies in his sights. Only his brother was between them. It was a masterful stroke. Arga’Zul’s army would now have no choice but to step back into the fold and out from under his control once and for all.

And just in case there was any doubt, he had, in the parlance of the Big Hats, one more card up his sleeve.

 

When Arga’Zul’s men cheered the arrival of their brethren, he knew his coup was over before it had begun. The only question now was whether his brother would let him survive the day. He knew he had to act fast.

“My brother, the king, has responded to our call!” he shouted to his men. “Let our enemies fear the sum of our greatness! Here, once and for all, we will crush the Aserra and wipe their seed from the Earth!”

The roar that ensued shook the battlefield.

“You,” Arga’Zul said, pointing to Vardan Saah. “Come with me. I need to speak with my brother.”

Vardan and Jaras Saah were shoved after Arga’Zul as he set across the field, dew from the plants leaving streaks of moisture on their legs.

After a few feet, Jaras braved a glance back. Two Flayers held an exhausted Friday, her face waxen. Jaras tilted his chin as if to say he would be back, but she gave no reaction.

 

Inside the terminal, Chimosh and the Aserra watched on with mounting dread. They had expected to face greater numbers, but this army left them outnumbered six to one. The mood was grim.

Too late to retreat, Chimosh gave orders to make their defense from within the building. The metal structure would not easily burn and could provide high cover for their archers.

Suddenly, Robinson burst back inside.

“I have a surprise,” Robinson said.

Big Hats entered, carrying heavy boxes. One was cracked open, and bullets spilled across the floor.

“Careful,” Robinson said. “Boss said only certain bullets will work with these rifles. Have your men collect all the ones that look like this.”

Robinson held up a three-inch round. Chimosh directed his warriors to do as he said.

“We’ll need these warriors to load the magazines and carry them to the ones using them. The magazine ejects like this.”

Robinson picked up a rifle and pushed a lever with his thumb. The magazine fell straight away. “Feed the bullets and then slam it back into place.” He pulled the bolt back to load it. “Now, it’s ready. Have them avoid the ones that have too much rust. They’re likely to—”

Suddenly, one of the scouts ran into the room.

“The Big Hats are leaving,” he said.

Robinson and Chimosh ran outside to see Boss’s train in reverse. From the engineer’s window, Robinson could see Boss staring at him. She’d warned him that she wanted no part of the fight, but he was still disappointed. He had hoped she would reconsider. Still, she had kept her part of the bargain and delivered them to the weapons. She had also given them the ammunition to fight. He could bear her no ill will. When she raised a hand to say goodbye, Robinson followed suit.

 

Boss lowered her hand with a pang of guilt. It wasn’t a feeling she was familiar with. But the Aserra were outnumbered. Stupidly outnumbered. And the five men she had brought with her wouldn’t change that. They’d have only ended up dead too. The guilt came from her feelings for the kid. He was young, rash, and idealistic. But he made hard choices because they were the right ones. She couldn’t say the same about many others.

Boss had seen the way the kid looked when he realized his girl was outside. To come so far, only to see the thing you loved most slip through your fingers was almost too much to bear.

She turned to Clawfoot.

“Pick it up,” she said.

 

When Arga’Zul neared the second train, his brother stepped down and was quickly surrounded by his men. The war chieftain recognized several of the spies who had fled Atlanta. One of them even wore a smirk.

I’ll kill him first, Arga’Zul thought.

“I see you received my message, Brother,” Arga’Zul said. “Now, we have the Aserra—the scourge of our people—right where we want them.”

“How fortunate for us that you moved so quickly, Brother,” Baras’Oot said. “Your ruse did indeed work. Today is a great day for our people, and it is a tribute to our ancestors. In honor of your deeds, I have decided to let you lead the initial attack.”

“Initial attack, My King?” Arga’Zul asked. “The base is indefensible. Our enemies are armed with rocks and sticks. Let us overrun them and be done with it.”

“And deny my war chief his greatest victory? Never! You have striven your entire life for this. I will not, in these final moments, deny you your great prize. Your legacy demands this final outcome.”

Arga’Zul understood he’d been outplayed again. His brother had done it to him his entire life. Only this time, he would not come to his aid. He would let his ranks fall until Arga’Zul himself was the last standing. And only when his blood marked the earth would he send in his remaining army to save the day.

“Pardon me, Your Highness,” Vardan Saah interrupted. “It is good to see you on the field of battle, but with your permission, I’d like for my son and I to return to your village so we may obtain our flier and take our leave.”

“I see no weapons,” Baras’Oot said. “Only a barn where my enemies await. But fear not. I will allow you and your son to remain here under my protection while this slaughter plays out. Be thankful. You’re about to witness history in the making.”

He looked at Arga’Zul as he said it. There was nothing to retort. The gauntlet had been thrown down. Now, the war chieftain’s only concern was how to survive the day. He turned and nodded for his men to follow. He’d only walked a few feet when his brother called out.

“And, Brother? I want the stranger boy brought to me.”

“He fights with the Aserra,” Arga’Zul said. “I can’t guarantee he survives this battle.”

“Then bring him to me before the battle begins.”

“And how would I do that?”

“Trade him for something the Aserra want. Trade him for the girl.”

Arga’Zul felt his teeth clench and his hand tighten upon his weapon, but Baras’Oot’s guards were ready.

Baras’Oot knew what he was thinking and sneered. “You defied my orders in taking her from the parade grounds. You won’t defy my orders again.”

Arga’Zul knew Baras’Oot didn’t care about the boy. He was just trying to unbalance him before the real fighting began. The princess was too sick to run anyway. Her people would protect her. And when it was done, he would reclaim her for himself.

 

Jaras had listened to the savages talk. He understood little of it, but he felt the tension. And he recognized the word ‘girl.’ They were speaking about Tessa. Whatever the savage king asked for, it had irked the war chieftain. And he knew the man was soft on his sister. Jaras realized she was in danger. There was only one thing to do.

 

Friday had been bound to a tree. She knew her people were inside the far building and that they were greatly outnumbered. But the time to flee was gone. They had to fight. Many would die today. Friday only lamented that she wouldn’t be amongst them claiming lives for the Goddess.

A rustle in the grass sounded behind her, followed by a choking sound. She couldn’t see what was happening, but she heard a struggle and felt a spray of something hot and wet hit her back.

After a brief silence, Jaras appeared with a bloody knife in hand. He used it to cut her bonds.

“We don’t have much time,” he said. “C’mon.”

Friday followed him through the grove of trees toward her people.
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Chapter Forty-Nine
 A Broken Boy
 

“Jaras?” Saah called.

A moment before, the boy had been behind him, but now he couldn’t see him anywhere. He whirled around in a panic. “Jaras!”

 

Arga’Zul watched the flying man call for his son. He scoffed. The boy’s head was broken, and nothing would fix it. Maybe they’ll both die in battle, Arga’Zul thought, and I’ll have two less headaches to deal with. Maybe he’d even get the man’s flying ship, and then he would rule the skies as well as the rivers.

 

Inside the terminal, the Aserra quick-armed the rifles. Robinson lamented not having time to train with the weapons, but even if only a handful of warriors were able to use them, they might turn the tide of the battle in their direction.

A shout drew Robinson and Chimosh to a southern window. They saw two figures emerging from the trees. It only took Robinson a second to recognize Friday.

 

Arga’Zul’s Flayers rose as he returned. They were hungry for the battle.

“There are no finer killers in the world than my Flayers,” he began. “And no greater prey than the vermin we are about to exterminate. Let us rid the world of their false prowess and prove once and for all that we are the greatest warriors to ever walk the earth!”

The Flayers roared. Bloodlust infused the air. The powerful drums beat so loudly they shook the earth.

Arga’Zul swelled with pride as he looked over his ranks. And then he saw movement at the end of the field.

“The girl!” he howled. “Stop her!”

Five Flayers broke away in pursuit of Friday and Jaras, their war cries filling the air as they ran.

Jaras felt his bladder release when he saw the savages behind him. All he could think to do was grab Tessa by the arm and pull her toward the terminal. She rasped and struggled with each step. Jaras was certain they were about to die when a figure ran out of the building in front of him. Jaras blinked. He couldn’t believe his eyes. The figure looked like Robinson, but he’d been told his old friend was dead. Was he hallucinating?

 

Robinson’s legs kicked up the moist earth as he sprinted toward the trees. When he saw the Flayers closing in on Friday, he reached for his axe and pistol. For the first time, he felt comfortable with both in his hands.

Chimosh watched from the terminal with the others. He had held them back, knowing he needed every warrior for the battle to come. If this frail figure approaching was indeed the princess, she would have to make it on her own. It was three against five. The odds were against Crusoe. And yet Chimosh had seen the boy fight firsthand. It gave him hope.

Each time Friday stumbled, a wash of black spots clouded her vision. But just when she thought she might pass out, she saw a form running toward her. Despite her wishes in the grave, the image was disconcerting because she had been told Crusoe was dead. She’d seen the cart pinning him tear away from its moorings to be swallowed by the raging river. Arga’Zul’s men had scoured the riverbanks to ensure he did not survive. But this moment felt like more than déjà vu. Despite the Flayers and the drums, a kernel of hope began to blossom in her heart. But for her, confirmation did not come via his presence or the familiar weapons in his hands. It came when she saw his eyes. For they were not focused on her but the opposition behind her. Only then did she accept that he was truly alive.

Miles away, Boss knew she had made the proper choice. And yet, none of her men would look her in the eyes. That was the worst part. She’d saved their hides once again, and somehow, they’d turned it around on her.

“It was the right decision,” she said defiantly to Mr. Dandy.

“No one said otherwise, dear,” Mr. Dandy replied.

“Then why all the glum faces?”

“They know you liked the lad. I suspect some of them liked him as well.”

“What’s to like? He was reckless, brash, and pig-headed.”

Mr. Dandy smiled, but said softly, “Reminds me of someone else I know.”

 

The Flayer grunted as he released the spear. On instinct, Jaras tackled Friday to the ground. This gave Robinson the window he needed. He didn’t have time to thumb the laser sighting. He was moving too fast to use it effectively anyway. He aimed for the center mass as Boss had taught him and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit the lead Flayer, and he folded in two.

The smoky discharge burned Robinson’s eyes, but he retargeted and fired twice more. The first shot missed, but the second shot struck the closest Flayer in the face when he was only five paces away.

The remaining savages cut the distance in a second, forcing Robinson to dip under a curving blade and strike his axe into the second man’s knee. The strike reverberated up Robinson’s arm as the Flayer’s leg cleaved in two.

Before he could rise, a spear bit into Robinson’s shoulder, throwing him off balance. But as he stumbled, he brought up the gun and fired it for the fourth time. The report hurt his ears, but he watched his target fall, kicking up dust.

The last Flayer charged with a cry, his cudgel arcing up over his head. Robinson pulled the trigger a fifth time, but heard only a dull click. Misfire.

The Flayer stalled, but only for a moment. He swung his cudgel at Robinson’s head, which proved to be a mistake. Had he aimed for any part of the body, he wouldn’t have missed. But Robinson threw himself forward, feeling the blade cutting overhead before burying his axe into the man’s foot.

The Flayer screamed, stunned by the sight of his foot ripped in two. Before he knew it, the boy was already on his feet. He saw the axe wheeling around. Saw the muscles in the boy’s arm stretch. Watched as the axe swung up to hit him under the chin. He felt the give of bone and tasted blood before the lights went out for good.

Friday fought back a smile when Robinson turned toward her. He had become a beautiful, deadly thing to watch, so far removed from the boy she first met. And yet, part of her had loved that boy too. His innocence. His idealism. He had become a warrior she was proud of.

The thought disappeared when Friday saw Robinson’s grip tighten around the axe as he stepped toward Jaras. He was setting his feet for a killing blow when Friday threw up her hands.

“No!” she yelled.

Robinson’s blade froze in the air.

“He saved me,” she gasped.

Robinson looked confused, as if she had been speaking another language. But then he lowered his axe, and she knew the message had gotten through.

Robinson grabbed Friday by the arm and pulled her toward the terminal. He glanced back at Jaras and said, “Follow me.”

 

On the opposite side of the field, Arga’Zul shook his head in disbelief. The boy should be dead a hundred times over, but he kept coming back. He had believed the boy was lucky and that, eventually, fate would catch up with him. But there, on the battlefield, he wondered if someone or something was indeed watching over him. And then he quickly dismissed the notion. It was replaced with a venomous hate. The boy would be made to pay, and he prayed it would be by his hands. If Arga’Zul survived, he swore he would feast on the boy’s flesh.

But first, there was one thing to do.

Arga’Zul held up his mighty blade and howled. The drumbeat fell silent, as his army of Flayers grew tense and leaned forward. Whatever fatigue they’d felt from their long march from Atlanta was gone. War was their business. The battlefield was their home. It was the only place they belonged.

With his army in thrall, Arga’Zul glanced up to the tracks, where his brother watched from the safety of high ground. Baras’Oot expected him to fail, but Arga’Zul had been defying the odds all his life. He had been born for battle. He had never met his equal. This one he would win on his own.

Arga’Zul closed his eyes and took in one last inhalation. Brisk air mixed with sweat and soil and, soon, blood.

He opened his eyes and gave the order to charge.

The drums pounded anew.

The Flayers screamed as they sprinted across the field.

The battle of their lifetime had commenced.
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Chapter Fifty
 The Battle of Ages
 

Chimosh waited until the Flayers were halfway across the field before he gave the order to fire. The first release of ancient weapon fire was terrifying and yet beautiful too.

Through the smoke, he saw many enemies fall, only to see another wave of warriors quickly take their place.

Inside the structure, the gunfire was deafening. Chimosh had barely registered Robinson’s return with the princess and the stranger. The princess collapsed on the floor. And yet, despite her pale, sickly appearance, he saw the ferocity of the Aserra in her. She was beautiful.

The ancient weapons had been evenly dispersed, and even now, older Aserra rushed to deliver new magazines to the users. These weapons were a boon, but they were not of the Goddess. They would do until the battle was even, and then they would be cast aside in favor of real fighting.

Arga’Zul’s forces marshaled forward against the onslaught of bullets. As his ranks fell, he understood why his brother had coveted these weapons so fiercely. But he had fought tougher forces before. He gave the order for his ranks to split. The first half sought shelter behind a levy where their archers provided cover fire.

The second group took up position on the opposite side of the field, behind a wall of shields. As the Aserra atop the terminal were struck down, his column moved up quickly. Once they reached the building, the day would be his.

Baras’Oot watched the battle unfold and felt a pang of jealousy that often accompanies those who witness greatness but do not participate in it. At the same time, he reminded himself that he was not a member of this orchestra of death, but its conductor. His brother might survive the first movement, but he would not survive the last. Baras’Oot knew this to be true because he had brought more than just an army to fight the battle. He had brought his own weapon of the ancients—one ten thousand rifles could not stop.

A sudden scuffle on the ground drew his eyes away from the fight. The stranger, Saah, was screaming at him, held back by Baras’Oot’s guards.

“My son!” Saah shouted. “He’s in that building! You have to call your troops back!”

“It’s too late,” Baras’Oot scoffed. His irritation with this man had reached the breaking point. “The battle has begun.”

“But Jaras will die in there!” Vardan Saah screamed.

“He fled with the girl on his own accord. This end is on him.”

Saah saw he would make no more headway, so he ran for the field.

 

Inside the terminal, the Aserra were itching to get to real combat. The ancient weapons had worked to even the numbers, but now they were starting to fail. from misfires and exhausted ammunition. It was time to take up the field before the Flayer king unleashed the larger portion of his army.

“My Aserra brethren!” Chimosh shouted. “The Goddess has blessed us this day by bringing our enemies to our door! Let us honor her and all who have fallen in her name by cleansing the earth of them once and for all! For the people of the mountain!”

The Aserra roared and charged for the doors.

Robinson moved to join them until he saw Friday struggling to her feet.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

“I will fight,” she said.

“You can’t even stand. Stay here with Jaras.” She shook her head. “Dammit, Friday, for once in your life would you listen to someone else? You can’t fight. And the Flayers still outnumber us two to one. They need me out there, but I can’t go unless I know you’re safe. Please.”

Friday looked into his eyes and felt their crushing weight. And then her stomach spasmed again, and she agreed.

Robinson’s relief was evident.

“I’ll be back as soon as it’s over.”

He kissed her and left.

 

Arga’Zul saw the Aserra break from the building.

So be it, the war chieftain thought. We will meet you in the middle.

The sun had just risen above the trees when Arga’Zul gave the order for a full charge. He and his army raced for the heart of the impeding forces.

The roar of their confluence was deafening. Metal clashed on metal. Wood shields shattered. Crimson blood sprayed the air as arrows sang overhead. Grunts of exertion were punctuated with cries of pain and exhilaration. Man’s oldest symphony played on.

The Flayers were ferocious warriors who relied on brute strength and force. The Aserra had technique and agility. Power against speed. Numbers against skill. It was an even match.

In the center of the field, Arga’Zul held count against several Aserra, but none could parry the force of his attack. He splintered staves and crushed shields while defeating every foe who stood before him.

Chimosh made a similar path, staining the ground red with the blood of his enemies as he and the Flayer chieftain moved toward each other in a date with destiny.

 

Baras’Oot recognized the moment the battle had turned against his brother. No matter how much training the Bone Flayers had, the Aserra would always be better. He could have sent his own army to join the battle, but that would only have cost more lives. Instead, he gave the signal, and his men climbed to the top of the train car to uncover his special prize.

Robinson looked up from the body of another vanquished foe just in time to see the king’s men whip the tarp away from a metal contraption. He realized immediately what it was: a cannon removed from a tank carcass at the City of the Pyramid. It was turning in their direction.

The first blast struck where the fighting was heaviest. Blood and guts flew across the field. Those nearest the carnage were startled, but they never considered abandoning the fight.

More shells rang in, killing warriors, regardless of affiliation.

Arga’Zul had heard the shells and understood his brother’s decision. Had the situation been reversed, he might have made the same. All he could do now was take out as many enemies as possible, starting with the boy, whom he’d finally sighted.

 

Friday had managed to sit through the initial attack inside the terminal. The sounds of war, the screams of death, and the clashing of blades were bad enough. But when the big gun erupted, she rose unsteadily to her feet.

“No, Tessa,” Jaras pleaded. “Father’ll be back any second with the flier. You have to wait.”

Friday’s pity for the boy no longer mattered.

“I am not your sister,” she said. “Do you understand? She died. You must move past it or you will too.”

Jaras’s face twisted in a way Friday thought might mirror his mind. He reached out for her as she turned. Hot tears spilled down his face.

“But Father can take us from this madness.”

“This madness,” Friday said, “is where I belong.”

After she was gone, Jaras looked around and realized he was alone. It had always been his greatest fear. His mother, his father, and now Tessa had abandoned him. He had nothing left. Nothing except the dagger he’d been given before the battle of Atlanta.

He removed it from its sheath.

 

Friday instantly took in the battle. The Aserra were winning, but the cannon atop the train threatened to reverse the tide against them. It needed to be stopped, but she couldn’t do it alone. Her first impulse was to find Robinson, but he would only try to force her to leave the battlefield. Instead, she went in search of Chimosh.

Vardan Saah slipped across the battlefield like a thief. Maybe it was because he was unarmed or because there were worse threats to deal with. Whatever the case, he made it to the terminal uninjured.

Once inside, he called Jaras’s name again and again. And then he froze when he saw a huddled figure lying still on the floor.

“Jaras!” he yelled as he dropped to his knees to turn his son over. His shirt was covered with blood. His face was white. A dagger lay nearby.

“No! No!” Saah screamed, pulling the boy to his chest.

Jaras opened his eyes.

“I tried to stop her, Father,” Jaras said softly. His mouth was dry. He had trouble forming words.

“Who?” Saah asked.

“Tessa,” Jaras said. “All I wanted was to keep her safe. Now, he’s taken everything from me.”

“He? Crusoe? Crusoe did this!”

But Jaras never answered.

Saah wailed. In less than a year, he had lost everything. His land, his people, his title, his daughter, and now his son. And one person in the world was responsible.

 

Robinson was just pulling his axe from the back of a Flayer when the ground darkened beneath him. He fell low as he spun and felt Arga’Zul’s massive cudgel rushing over him. Robinson reached for his pistol, but Arga’Zul batted it away. He swung the cudgel again, and Robinson barely had time to throw up his axe to parry it.

Arga’Zul moved with a speed unnatural for such a big man, but it was his power that terrified Robinson. When two other Aserra warriors charged Arga’Zul from behind, he grabbed one and smashed their heads together, crushing the skulls of both.

Robinson picked up a shield, but when Arga’Zul’s cudgel hit it, he heard the wood splinter. The second strike smashed it to pieces. He was stumbling back when he tripped upon a corpse. Arga’Zul towered over him, his wild eyes filled with bloodlust as he prepared his killing blow.

And then, out of nowhere, Chimosh’s staff struck Arga’Zul across the chest, spinning him away. Another strike hit the giant’s arm, and Robinson thought he heard it crack. But as Arga’Zul rallied back, Robinson immediately understood he was too powerful, even for a warrior like Chimosh.

So the fight ensued between the men. Robinson and Chimosh against Arga’Zul. Both struggled under the power of his blows. Both worked to use their talents against him. Robinson rotated around so they were on both sides of him, but Arga’Zul’s defensive instincts were unparalleled. he parried or deflected each strike. His feet moved across the ground with balance, efficiency, and dexterity. He was a marvel to watch.

But then Robinson risked a low strike and was rewarded when his axe cut Arga’Zul across the calf. He roared and swung his cudgel around, and Robinson was forced to dive out of the way. Chimosh’s staff hammered his shoulder and quickly struck his shin. But Arga’Zul kicked out as the staff was retiring, and he caught it flush. The staff cracked in half. Chimosh was defenseless.

Friday had rushed to aid the Aserra at the eastern end of the field, but when she saw Robinson and Chimosh fighting Arga’Zul, she knew she had to help them. Her body had moved beyond simple exhaustion into that realm where everything felt heavy and numb, but as she trudged forward, she still hoped she could keep her promise and at least play some part in her sworn enemy’s demise.

Arga’Zul rushed Chimosh while he was defenseless. The Aserra warrior moved so quickly, his strikes were so clean, that he couldn’t allow a threat like this to become armed again. He felt the boy circling around behind him, but he too was tired. If he could kill the Aserra, the boy would follow easily enough.

Chimosh clambered back over the field of fallen bodies. It took everything in him not to trip. He avoided the giant’s heavy blows that came in faster and faster. He marveled how any man so big could move so quickly.

Then he saw the sword protruding from a fallen body. He knew it was his best chance to get back into the fight. So Chimosh feinted left and dove right. His hand reached out and took hold of the sword, but when he tried to pull it out, he realized his unfortunate mistake. The sword was stuck in the chest cavity of a dead Flayer. Bones and flesh conspired and refused to let it go.

Chimosh turned just as Arga’Zul brought his cudgel out of the eye of the sun. He felt his hand sever at the wrist. Arga’Zul brought his weapon up again for the killing blow. That’s when he heard the boy scream.

“No!” shouted Robinson as his axe dug into Arga’Zul’s back.

Arga’Zul turned, the boy’s weapon still stuck in his flesh. Now he had the true target in his sights. He would not let him go.

Twenty paces away, Friday gasped and fell to her knees. Her vision blurred again, and she thought she was about to pass out. But she’d seen Chimosh fall, and now Robinson was in retreat. She needed to get to him. But when she tried to stand, her legs would no longer obey her commands.

Arga’Zul howled once more as he rushed after Robinson. The boy stumbled back into others engaged in battle. The Flayer chieftain batted them out of the way as if they were made of straw. Robinson danced backward, avoiding that massive cudgel, which came closer every time. His hand clawed for weapons on the field, but he could not take hold of any.

And then Robinson tripped and fell. He landed on top of a blade, but there was no way to bring it around in time. Arga’Zul towered over him, his face covered in sweat and blood. His chest heaved. But Robinson thought he saw him smile.

So this is the way I die, thought Robinson. Pity. If only he’d had once last chance to see Friday. To hold her. It would have been worth it.

And then, with fate’s sweet, cruel kiss, he heard her voice. Not in his mind or carrying over the field. But next to him. By his side. She was one of the fallen bodies that lay around him.

Time slowed immeasurably as she turned her head to look at him. He heard Arga’Zul inhale. He saw the chieftain’s body compact as he raised his cudgel into the air. And somewhere, he remembered the words, “A man’s greatest weakness is the thing he loves most.”

Without hesitation, Robinson reached over and grabbed Friday and pulled her across him like a shield. Arga’Zul froze. He held his weapon aloft, hardly aware of the boy at all, even when Robinson pulled a blade out from behind him and drove it into his belly. Only when the boy stood, pushing the weapon deeper and deeper, did Arga’Zul understand he had lost.

The giant fell. Robinson turned, about to rush back to Friday when he heard the whistle. The explosion catapulted him away.

Robinson came to his senses a moment later, but there was too much smoke on the battlefield, still too much confusion. He had no idea where he was. He called Friday’s name, only to feel someone grasp his arm. He turned, ready to fight, but found the lithe female waiting.

“Help me,” she said in her tongue.

Robinson looked down to see Chimosh still alive at her feet. Torn, but with no other options, he helped her carry him off the battlefield.

 

Friday understood what had just transpired. Robinson had used her as a tool of defense. But she did not begrudge him for it. It worked. It would have worked on him too.

A few feet away, she saw Arga’Zul lying prone on the ground, his chest rising and falling despite the blade piercing his stomach. She looked around and saw a small knife and crawled to him. He looked at her and then the knife in her hand and grinned.

“My queen,” he said as his mouth filled with blood. “When I am gone and you have no one left to fear, what will drive your anger then?”

“My anger,” Friday said, “dies with you.”

He hoped for her sake it was true.

“Keep your promise,” he said.

Friday lifted the blade and did.

 

Vardan Saah watched the girl finish off the savage chief. It was a cowardly killing, but he expected no less. He had hoped to get revenge on Robinson Crusoe, but he had disappeared in the smoke. Striking out at the girl he loved was the next best thing.

Friday was trying to gain her feet when she felt a bite at her back. She wheeled around to see the man called Saah holding a pointed tube between his fingers, its end wet with green fluid.

“Now, he’ll know what it’s like to lose everything he loves,” Saah said. “But it won’t end there. Oh, no. The real show’s just about to begin.”

Saah turned and disappeared through the smoke. Friday reached for her back and came away with a spot of blood.

 

Baras’Oot had seen his brother fall. Cannon fire had stopped the Aserra in their tracks. Now it was time to end this war for good.

“Prepare my army to join the battle,” he said to his commander, smiling. Everything had gone according to plan.

And then something curious rose above the trees to the west. Smoke. Where could it be coming from?

Robinson knew the battle was lost. He only returned to the field to find Friday in hope she was still alive. But just as he was to reenter the fray, a shrill scream broke out over the battlefield. It was like music to his ears.

Boss sat at the controls of the engine, having shoveled as much coal from the basket into the feeder as possible. The train was moving at nearly fifty miles per hour. She pushed it to go faster.

As they passed the terminal, Boss nodded to her men, and, one by one, they leaped off into the dirt. Mr. Dandy leapt last, holding on way too long. Boss hoped he wouldn’t get lost on his way back to the others.

In the end, she couldn’t abandon the kid. There was just something about him that made her feel human again.

“Well, this was stupid,” she said as the train sped on.

 

Baras’Oot recognized the Big Hats’ train, but he couldn’t understand why it had returned. For a moment, he thought it might be bringing more men, but when it passed the terminal, he grew even more perplexed. The leader of the Big Hats was known for gambling, but she never bet on a losing hand. And yet, here she was risking life and limb. For what?

And then, in a moment of horrific clarity, Baras’Oot understood: both trains were on the same track.

Baras’Oot yelled for the engine to be started, but there was no time. His men below watched in confusion, unable to hear his orders over the shrill whistle. Baras’Oot considered running, but he knew it was futile. His train was stockpiled with cannon shells and gunpowder. He didn’t know how it had all gone so wrong.

Baras’Oot sat back down as the train bounded in on him. The last image he ever saw was a flash of white as someone leaped from the train.

 

The trains met with the concussive force of a volcano eruption. Both engines canted skyward like a book opening up before a second blast shook the field and released a tidal wave of fire that sped over the fleeing Flayer army until there was nothing left.

Arga’Zul’s remaining Flayers watched from the battlefield with horror and dismay and were soon racing for the trees with the Aserra in hot pursuit.

Robinson breathed for what felt like the first time. Now, he only had to see if Friday was alive.
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Epilogue
 Nothing is Written
 

The Aserra had been quick to treat their wounded and raise a party of warriors to hunt down whatever Bone Flayers they could find.

A great pyre had been raised to honor the Goddess and their dead as she welcomed them into her forest.

Robinson stood over Jaras’s body. He’d hated the boy for much of his life, but now he felt nothing but sadness. Jaras had never gotten the chance to grow up and determine his own fate. Most likely he would have followed his father’s path to tiership and oppression. But things might have turned out differently had fortunes turned in his favor. In the end, Robinson buried Jaras per the customs of his people.

Friday stood and watched Robinson fill the dirt in. He had lost much of the loquaciousness of his youth, but he dredged up a few sentiments he thought appropriate.

“Here lies Jaras Saah, son of Vardan Saah, Tier of Ministry of Defense, and Janal Saah, Tier of Medicine. He died today of a broken heart. He was not made for this land, but may he, at last, find peace.”

 

Outside the terminal, Boss waited. An Aserra healer had wrapped her shoulder in a sling. She groused about it not being white.

“I knew you’d come back,” Robinson said when he and Friday found her.

“Like hell you did,” she said. “I would have stayed course except I realized I was short of coal. Thought that Flayer king fella might lend me some when he was done with you.”

“I guess I owe you one,” Robinson said.

Boss laughed and pulled out her ledger.

“Kid, you owe me a hell of a lot more than that.”

Robinson laughed too.

 

After attending to their wounded, the Aserra gathered outside. Robinson and Friday were told Chimosh wanted to see them.

He waited behind the terminal. His amputated wrist was wrapped, but he was gaunt from blood loss. They saw he had dozens more wounds.

“The day is won, as you promised,” Chimosh said. “I am grateful.”

“So am I,” Robinson replied. “Without the Aserra, I wouldn’t have her.”

Robinson pulled Friday tight. Chimosh smiled faintly.

“The Goddess has blessed us this day with the death of our enemies, and yet the princess’s beauty makes the price of that victory much harder to bear.”

Friday looked away.

“Trust me, Chimosh,” Robinson said, “this beauty comes with hardships you can’t imagine.”

Friday hit Robinson softly, but Chimosh chuckled. And then he winced from the pain.

“I gave my word. Should we win the day, I would strip you of our mark and let you go free. I am sorry to say I cannot honor that agreement.”

Robinson held his breath until Chimosh continued.

“For no man or woman who follows the path of the mountain may be stripped of their honor. I, Chimosh, last of my line, welcome you among us. Should you travel in this land or the next, know that in the eyes of the Goddess, you walk as one of the Aserra.”

Friday looked down, if only to hold back her tears.

“Princess of the people of the mountain, the fate of our clans now falls to you. They will be in need of leadership. Will you return them to our home?”

Friday raised her chin high. “I will do what is best for our people.”

Chimosh nodded. “Now, help me to my feet.”

Many around him voiced their disapproval, but Chimosh refused to listen.

“I will not die with my back to the battlefield. I am Aserra. I will leave the world as I came into it, facing the sun.”

Robinson and Friday helped Chimosh to his feet, and he turned toward the grove of trees that lay on the edge of the field. He walked until he was little more than a shadow. Then he collapsed and moved no more.

After reuniting with the rest of the tribe, Friday’s father sat at her side, doting on her endlessly. Although Robinson had been accepted among the Aserra, he couldn’t help but feel like an outsider. When the time came for the tribe to discuss their future, he took a walk to enjoy the cool night air.

Some time later, he heard footsteps approach.

“Have they decided?” he asked.

“Half voted to return to the old lands,” Friday said. “The mountain is marked. It is their right.”

“But?”

“My father and others believe the time has come to move on from some of the old ways. There is no longer any reason to … suffer proudly. There is good farmland all around us. They have decided to try their fate here.”

Robinson was surprised, but happy. It was the next question he dreaded asking. “Have they decided on a leader?”

Friday heard the tremor in his throat when he asked this. She answered quickly.

“Yes,” she said. “My father will lead them. In time, he will train another.”

“And you and me? Will we stay?”

This time, it was Friday who looked away.

“All my life I have wanted nothing more than this. To know an end to our enemies. To find a future I could see and touch. But, no. We cannot stay.”

Robinson felt an unexpected hope flowering inside him.

“Then you’ll come back with me to my home across the sea?”

When Friday looked at him, she had tears running down her face. Robinson was confused and scared.

“That I cannot do either. You deserve to see your people, to help build their future. But mine lies down a different path. One I must take alone.”

“What?” he said, incredulously. “You can’t be serious? You have to know I wouldn’t agree to that, not in a million years. Not unless … you no longer love me?”

She thought she might break then, but she was still Aserra.

“I will always love you,” she said.

“Then what is this?” he asked.

Friday took a heavy breath and looked up at the stars. They had never seemed so lovely, or so far away.

“In Atlanta, the man Saah retrieved something he called the protovirus. He injected me with it on the battlefield.”

“No!” Robinson cried out. He moved to grab her, but her arms held him back.

“I have not felt its effect, but it’s only a matter of time. Before I harm any who I love, including you, I must go.”

“No,” he said. “I won’t allow it. Do you hear me? I tromped across half this bloody country to find you. I’m not about to let you go now.”

“You know how the sickness works,” she said.

“But not the virus! After two hundred years, it could be inert. Or it could mutate into nothing.”

“Or it could kill everything, as it did before. So many questions and nowhere to find the answers.”

All of a sudden, something struck Robinson.

“What if there was?” he asked. “Somewhere to find the answers? A man I met—whom I traveled with—told me about a place where time marched on while the world crumbled around them. He said there were marvels there of science and medicine that went far beyond anything we’ve ever known. If there’s a cure anywhere in this world, maybe they have it.”

“You believe this place exists?” she asked. “This …”

“City of Glass,” Robinson said. “The man said it wasn’t real, but Boss said she knew someone who had seen it. If it exists, we could find it, Friday. We could leave tomorrow and search for it together. As long as takes. Even if it takes forever.”

“We don’t have forever,” she said.

“Why? Did Saah tell you…?”

She shook her head.

“If we find this city, it must be done by the end of next spring. Should I live that long.”

“Why? What happens next spring?”

Friday faced him, as vulnerable as he’d ever seen her.

“That is when I will bear your child.”


#
 



Vardan Saah watched as the party of Aserra finished off the rogue Flayers. After they were dead, they rode back in the direction of their camp. Only then did he believe he was safe.

Everything that could have gone wrong, had. He had lost Jaras. Lost his closest ally. Lost his flier. And now he was on his own in a land with no resources. He might have killed himself if not for the virus. Everything he’d read about the Great Rendering told him the first strain had mutated many times in the days after its release. And now he held a vial of the second strain. He hoped it might do worse.

“I’m cold,” the man next to him said.

“Then you should have worn a coat,” Saah told him.

The man looked at the bloodstained blade in Saah’s hands.

“Are you going to kill me?” the man asked.

“Depends if you have any skills I can use,” he answered.

Mr. Dandy shrugged. “I might have one or two.”

 

 


— The End —


  


DEAR READER
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Click Here to Sign Up




(Link also available at: http://erikjamesrobinson.com)
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