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“The revolution never came. We all waited, but it didn't happen. Eventually we just had to accept that the world was never going to change.”
 
In the near future, it's not hard to end up on the wrong side of the law. Every lie counts, every minor mistake. Build up enough points, and you'll be hauled off to work for the government. The only possible escape is the island, a remote wilderness with no rules and no laws. But if you choose to go to the island, you can never come back.
 
Everyone knows that only crazy people go to the island.
 
Arrested for a crime she didn't commit, Iris soon discovers that she already has a long criminal record she never knew about. When her world comes crashing down, she makes the ultimate choice and invokes her right to be sent to the island. There, she quickly discovers the horrors of a land where anyone can do anything they want, free of all rules and laws. She also meets Asher, a mysterious girl with a dark past and a crazy plan to establish her own town in the midst of the island's chaos. First, though, they both have to face a deadly group with a taste for human flesh.
 
The Island is the first book in the Steadfall series, about two people trying to establish their own order in a mad world, and about the horrors that take place when humanity is let off the leash.
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The Island
(The Island book 1)



Prologue
 
“Steadfall?” the first soldier says with a frown, once he's wiped more moss from the battered old wooden sign. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Who cares?” the other soldier mutters, kicking the sign over and taking a couple of steps forward, before stopping when she sees a tell-tale glint of human bone poking out from the muddy ground. “Some of these people, man,” he continues. “God knows what the hell they got up to. If you ask me, they were just a bunch of savages. That's what happens to people when they leave civilization behind. They just turn into apes. It's like they de-evolve.”
She glances around, just to make sure that there's still no sign of anyone in the forest, before crouching and using a gloved hand to wipe some mud away from the piece of bone. After just a couple of seconds, she finds a partial human skull staring up at her, with the section around its temple and crown having been crushed.
“Case in point,” she mutters. “No respect for the dignity of the human body. Corpses just left out to rot in the sun.”
She glances at the nearby buildings. Several crude wooden huts have been set up on either side of a battered dirt road. Some of the buildings have signs above their doors, declaring them to be owned by various people, while one is apparently some kind of doctor's surgery and another is a mess hall.
“It's almost like they tried to make a town,” she continues. “I'd like to have seen that. A bunch of dumb grunts, playing house with pieces of old wood.”
“Nice,” the first soldier says with a smile, adjusting the grip on his gun as he watches the tattered old tent in a clearing just a few hundred feet away, beyond the last of the wooden huts. “What do you think this was, some kinda settlement?”
Reaching down, the second soldier starts gently lifting the damaged skull from the mud, although she quickly finds that the back has been shattered. Fragments of bone fall away, and finally she has just the front and most of the jaw in her hands, with the rest slipping between her fingers and dropping back down into the mud. Chuckling at some brief thought, the soldier turns the skull around, examining the cavity where once there would have been a brain.
“Looks like someone got a hell of a whack to the back of the head,” she mutters, poking a finger through one of the eye sockets. “I guess these people really did become brutes, huh? I mean, I knew things were bad on the island, but I never knew they were this bad.”
Getting to her feet, she turns and props the broken skull on top of the sign, just above the spot where the word Steadfall has been carved.
“There,” she continues, “now -”
Before she can finish, there's a sudden shuffling sound from the tent. Both soldiers turn and instinctively raise their guns, but the sound is soon over.
“Some kind of animal?” the first soldier whispers, with obvious tension in his voice.
Without replying, the second soldier takes a cautious step toward the tent. A moment later there's another bumping sound, and this time the faint shadow of a human figure can be seen on the other side of the fabric.
“Halt!” the first soldier shouts, stepping forward with his gun aimed at the tent. “Come out with your hands up!”
They both wait, and finally they're able to hear a sniffing sound from inside.
“Is it...” The second soldier pauses. “What the hell, is someone crying in there?”
“I don't give a damn,” the first soldier replies, taking a couple of steps forward through the mud. “Come out now,” he shouts, “and raise your hands, or we will consider you to be a hostile presence! This is your final warning!”
He pauses, but although a scrabbling sound can be heard from inside the tent, no-one emerges.
“It probably isn't dangerous,” the second soldier points out, keeping her voice low. “It's probably just some dumb, scared -”
Without waiting to hear another word, the first soldier opens fire, spraying the tent with bullets for a few seconds until one of the main poles collapses, bringing the fabric down. As he lets go of the trigger, the soldier spots a human figure stumbling beneath the fallen fabric, so he quickly fires another burst, hitting the figure several times and causing it to slump down. Letting go of the trigger again, the soldiers sees several patches of blood already soaking through the fabric now that the figure is completely still.
Job done.
“Are we...” The second soldier pauses for a moment, clearly a little shocked. “Are we gonna mention this in the report?”
“Hell, no.” The first soldier makes his way over to the tent and takes out a knife, using it to rip the fabric open. He quickly finds a pair of bare, pale legs underneath, so he tears the fabric a little further until finally he's able to see the rest of the bloodied corpse. “She's dead,” he mutters, holding the flap of fabric open for a moment as he stares down into a pair of glassy eyes. Finally he drops the fabric over the corpse's face and turns to the other soldier. “Come on, let's keep moving. We've got several more miles of this hellhole to cover before sundown.”
With that, they both head off, making their way toward the far side of the clearing. The bloodied corpse waits in the ruins of the tent for wild animals to come and pick it clean, while the broken skull is still propped on top of the sign, directly above the name of the settlement: Steadfall, carved into the wood many years earlier.
Above, a black helicopter swoops low through the sky, searching for survivors.



Chapter One
Iris
 
Twenty years earlier
 
The revolution never came, but the posters are still in the streets. They're peeled and faded now, and most of them have long since been pasted over with other messages, but a few are poking out here and there, calling 'ordinary people' to arms. I don't know why they were left up, but I guess the government decided they were no threat. After all, only fools still think there'll
be a revolution.
The world is set.
This is just how things will be forever and ever and ever.
You can't fight the system. If you try, you'll be crushed. All you can do is try not to get noticed, and work your way up from the mud. You've got to play the cards you were dealt.
 
***
 
I've never seen so much rain in my life. It only takes me a few seconds to run from the stadium entrance to the cover of the fog converters, but I'm quickly drenched. I stop to catch my breath, but after a moment I become aware of two Avvarian Queens watching me from nearby, their face masks flickering with deep intent; I know I shouldn't be scared of them, but I've heard more than enough stories so I figure I need to keep moving. Turning, I watch as a large Schiff mining drone makes its way over the street, its blue warning lights flashing in the rain. Some kids are throwing rocks at the engines, but it's just a game. They don't actually expect to bring the damn thing down.
God, imagine if they did.
There'd be soldiers everywhere within an hour.
Sensing movement nearby, I turn and find that one of the Avvarian Queens has come closer and is sniffing my shoulder. I force a flat smile as I duck away and hurry back out into the rain. The broken pavement has already begun to sink into vast pools of mud, so I jump from one section to another, all the while getting pounded by cold rain that has already begun to soak through my clothes. I head toward the concessions awning, but I quickly spot a hooded figure loitering and I figure I don't want to take any risks, not with the rumors that have been going around lately. Instead, I run around the back of the nearby stalls and grab a loaf of bread. I don't hear anyone shouting at me, but I duck down anyway and crawl between the legs of the crowd until I emerge next to the side of the old hotel.
Damn it, I'm soaked.
Still, almost home.
I wriggle past several bystanders, while trying to shove the loaf into my shoulder bag. Great, wet bread. A few groping hands reach out at me, fumbling for a feel through my clothes. One particularly rough hand manages to briefly cup my waist, pressing the soaking cold fabric against my flesh, but I manage to keep going and finally I slip through the crack in the hotel wall. Turning, I glance back out at the rain-lashed scene and watch the mass of merchants and customers as they swarm through the marketplace. I like the fact that no-one ever notices me, that they just think of me as some dumb kid darting and scurrying through the crowd. I'd hate to be the kind of person who gets noticed.
Suddenly there's an electronic whining sound, and the masks of the two Avvarian Queens lean down toward me, their shiny black goggles reflecting my face.
Ducking back, I maintain eye contact with them for a moment, before finally they stand and walk away. God knows what they wanted with me, but I doubt it was anything good. Those monsters have gained a certain reputation for body-part smuggling in recent years, and they're just one of the many reasons why responsible parents don't let their kids anywhere near this part of town. If I ever have kids, it won't be until I've gotten well away from here.
I wipe matted hair from across my face as I duck down and crawl deeper into the crack in the building's foundations, and then I turn and shuffle backward until I feel my bare toes slipping into a hole in the wall. With a satisfied and relieved smile, I drop down into the darkness.
Almost home.
More Schiff vessels are passing overhead, making the walls shake, but there's also something moving deep underground, causing the broken tiles to rattle. I slip my hips through the letterbox-shaped hole in the wall and let the rest of my body slide through, then I twist around and crawl along the vent before finally pushing the grille aside and dropping head-first down onto my bed. I quickly roll off, so as to keep the sheets as dry as possible, and then I stop for a moment as I try to work out what I should do next: peel my clothes off and try to dry them on one of the vents, or just let them dry on my body. After all, if the vent doesn't do anything, I'll have to put them back on wet later, and I hate that feeling.
Dry on my body, then.
The Schiff vessels move on and the floor becomes still, so now the only sound comes from the market above ground. Thousands of people buying and selling, bartering and arguing, shouting, running, pushing and screaming. I'd rather be anywhere else. Good job I only had to spent eight hours up there today.
And at least now I'm home.
“Hey,” I mutter, getting to my feet and forcing myself to smile. Despite the pain in my thigh and the hunger in my belly, I have to keep a happy face so that Della won't get scared. I start brushing mud off my shirt; God, I remember what my mother used to say to me when I was a kid and I got this messy. After a moment I head over to the old desk in the corner and start setting out the loaf and vegetables I managed to pick up while I was at the market. I don't know why, but my hands are trembling a little. They've been doing that lately. “You okay down here?”
I wait for a reply, before turning to her. Sitting on the other bed, my sister Della takes a moment to finish working on whatever she's drawing, and then she glances at me. I can immediately tell that something's wrong.
“What?” I ask.
She stares at me.
“What?” I look down at the patch of water around my feet. “I'm dripping. I know. Don't worry, I'll keep away from you.”
“Did you steal that food?” she asks.
“I -” Pausing, I can't help feeling that for an eleven-year-old, she's remarkably good at making me feel bad. “It was gonna get thrown out eventually,” I tell her, which I guess is partly true. “It was all in the scrap heaps already.” That's a total lie.
“I thought stealing was wrong.”
“So's starving,” I tell her. “Don't worry, no-one's going to miss the stuff I took.”
“Mum always said stealing's wrong,” she replies, looking back down at her piece of paper. “No matter what.”
“I got us a feast,” I tell her as I head over and sit on the dusty floor next to her creaking bed. After all, if I'm going to keep these wet clothes on, I should at least try not to mess up my sister's sheets. Setting the muddied newspapers on my lap, I start unfolding them until I reveal the parcel of raw potato shavings. “They've still got the skin on,” I continue, hoping she'll be happy, “so they're extra good for you.”
“You first,” she replies cautiously.
“There's nothing wrong with them.”
“I know, but I think you should eat first.”
Scooping a handful of shavings into the palm of my hand, I hold them out for her. “Eat,” I say firmly, trying to copy Mum's tone of voice. Mum always got both of us to behave.
Reluctantly, she leans forward and eats the shavings straight out of my hand. This is weird, I know, and messed up, but at least it works.
“Have you slept today?” I ask.
She shakes her head as she chews.
“Why not?”
She swallows. “I don't -” Coughing suddenly, she leans forward and I immediately start patting her back. I turn and reach for her inhaler, but I don't give it to her, not yet. She has so little medicine left, and I need to save it for the really bad attacks.
“It's okay,” I tell her. “Soon we're going to get out of here, I promise. This isn't forever.” She's still coughing, so I pat her back harder. “I reckon in a month, maybe two, we'll be able to move on. There are places out there that are much nicer than this and there's nothing stopping us, not really. We'll be fine.”
I wait as she stops coughing. I want to hug her, but I'd just get her all wet.
“Come on,” I say with a smile, “there's no need to get all sentimental. We'll be okay so long as we stick together.” Realizing that she's scared, I put a hand on her knee, just as more Schiff vessels rumble overhead, shaking the walls again.
“Do you promise?” she asks, her voice filled with fear. “Will we really be okay?”
I nod, but I can tell she's not convinced.
“Are you forgetting the ten year plan?” I continue, grabbing one of my old journals and tossing it onto her lap. “Refresh your memory. It's all worked out and we're smack-bang on course.”
Opening the journal, she starts flicking through tattered pages full of my spidery handwriting.
“I told you the beginning would be hard,” I continue, “but I also told you we'll get somewhere good eventually, and I meant every word. That plan didn't just plop out of my brain one day, you know. I worked on it for a long time, I revised it constantly and made sure it was completely realistic. It's a good plan.”
“And we'll be rich one day?” she asks cautiously, as if she doesn't dare believe me.
“We'll be stinking rich,” I reply, kissing the top of her head. “You can rely on me. I swear to God, I swear to more than God... I won't let you down.” I pause for a moment, watching her face as she continues to look through the journal. Every day that we spend here is another day that I'm letting her down, but I know I can save us if I just take a little time. I want to tell her again how everything's going to be fine, but finally I remind myself that words are cheap and actions are more important. Ignoring the ache in my back, I get to my feet and head back over toward the hatch above my bed. “I'm gonna have to go out again,” I mutter. “Might as well do it while I'm still soaked. Just hold tight and I'll be back soon, I promise. The ten year plan requires a lot of leg-work and running about right now, so there's not much time for sitting here chatting. You trust me, don't you?”
She turns to me, and finally she sticks her tongue out.
I do the same.
“That's good,” I add after a moment. “Hold tight. I'll be right back.”
I don't know it at the time, but these are the last words I'll ever say to her.



Chapter Two
Asher
 
He's coming.
Racing between the trees, I don't dare to look over my shoulder. I focus instead on staying on my feet as I scramble down the muddy slope, half running and half falling.
Suddenly I feel a hand trying to grab me from behind. I cry out, almost tripping, before ducking down and weaving between two bent pine trees. If I stop, I die.



Chapter Three
Iris
 
The market's busier than ever this afternoon, but I expected as much. It always perks up after the rain's stopped. Besides, ever since the markets in Bayetsville and Cluhn were shut down and the martial controls were tightened, hawkers and buyers have been trying to find the next big hotspot in this region, and somehow they've settled on our dusty old town. For the past few weeks, I've noticed more and more people setting up stalls, and now some kind of peak pressure seems to have hit the place. Sometimes, it's barely even possible to move.
“Five and ten year yields!” a hawker shouts nearby. “Double your money without lifting a finger! What are you waiting for?”
Disgusted by the sight of people gathering around his stall, I almost bump straight into a guy with blue-vein implants on his face. He shoves me out of the way, and I stumble for a moment before managing to keep going. I feel as if I'm going to collapse at any moment, so I stop at a corner booth and hand over a few coins in exchange for a measly bag of insect larvae. Not my favorite snack, but they're okay so long as I swallow without chewing. I feel bad for spending money on food for myself, but I need a little fuel.
“Get a year's worth of credit!” another hawker tells the crowd, further ahead. “Nothing to put down today, full transfers possible from gold and silver memberships! Make money the way the rich do it!”
Damn it, if I had a stall, I'd make so much money. The problem is, these hawkers have already got the market cornered. It's good to have so many potential marks, but at the same time I feel a little lost in my own environment. I don't like strangers, and right now there are strangers everywhere, bumping against me and talking in languages I don't understand. It's like they think they own the place. Finally I stop over by the stadium's rear wall and take a breather, watching as masked figures make their way past. A little further along, two armed soldiers stroll through the crowd, on the lookout for trouble. Like all soldiers around here, eventually they'll get tired of waiting and they'll start something for themselves, and some poor bastard'll get hauled off to jail, never to be seen again.
A wise man once told me that you need three angers in life. Anger at injustice, anger at cruelty, and the anger to change things. I've got the first two just fine, but the third was beaten out of me long ago. I just care about survival.
“Hey,” a voice says suddenly, and before I can react I realize there's a figure scooching down to sit next to me.
“I don't -”
“It's me,” Bran adds, smiling as he nudges my arm. “What's up? You look like you're brooding on something. More than usual, I mean.” He reaches over and starts scraping a fingernail on my chin, but I quickly pull away. “You've got dirt on your face,” he continues.
“So?” Reaching up, I try to wipe it away.
“There's a lot of people out today,” he points out unnecessarily. “This place is really picking up, huh? Remember six months ago, when no-one wanted to be seen anywhere near our sector?”
“I'm just trying to work out my angle,” I tell him, with my eyes fixed on the crowd. To be honest, I usually prefer it when Bran doesn't come and talk to me. Thieves should work alone. “Stealing bread is fine, but I need something more.”
“Is that famous ten year plan not working out?” he asks.
“It's working out just fine,” I snap.
“Hey, I was only -”
“Don't!”
Sighing, I keep watching the crowd, hoping against hope that he'll leave me alone. I'm not in the mood to be made fun of, not today.
“You've got more dirt on your face,” he says after a moment. “Just below your ear.”
“I don't care.”
Still watching the crowd, I wait for Bran to leave. I can tell he's staring at me, but I won't give him the satisfaction of eye contact.
“There's way more Schiff ships in town,” he points out finally. “Must be delivery time, but even so... There's a big game at the stadium next week. One of the Bucks teams is coming for the regional play-off. You know what that means, right?”
“They'll clear the market for security.”
“Damn straight. Then there'll be busloads of outsiders coming in for a few hours, people who don't mind spending money. That's just the kind of situation where people like us can profit.”
I turn to him. “People like us?”
“You know what I mean.” He pauses, studying my face as if he's searching for something in my eyes. I've known Bran for more than ten years, and I swear I catch him looking at me funny sometimes. I don't like it. “So I was thinking,” he continues, “there's a spare room going in my building after Patch got shredded. If you like -”
I shake my head.
“It doesn't cost anything,” he continues. “Hear me out, okay? We look out for one another there, it's kind of a communal system, none of this dog-eat-dog garbage you get on the streets. As long as you contribute to the group, by which I mean you steal something and -”
“I have a place.”
“Some crack in the wall?”
“It's fine. I've gotten used to it.”
“I'm not saying this room is anything special,” he tells me. “It's not much bigger than a shoebox really, but there's a bed and a space of your own, and I figure it'd be good for you to spend time around other people again. Every time I see you, you seem more and more anti-social., like you've sunk deeper into yourself.” He pauses again. “I don't think you should be living alone, Iris. I don't think anyone should, but especially not you. It doesn't suit you at all.”
“I don't live alone,” I snap back. “I have my sister, remember?”
“Sure, but the two of you could squeeze into one room. You need to spend time with people your own age, and your sister could probably use some different company too. I mean, no offense, but it can't be good for either of you to only have each other all day.”
“We get along just fine,” I tell him, watching as an old woman walks past with her shoulder-bag hanging low. I could have that bag off her in a flash and disappear into the crowd, but one of my few rules is that I don't steal from the elderly. Maybe that'll change if I get hungrier, but it stands for now. I'm not like the really bad thieves around here, who'll steal anything from anyone. Hell, they'll even stab people to get what they want. “You don't need to worry about me,” I mutter, “I just -”
Suddenly I spot a flurry of movement, and the old woman is knocked to the ground as someone flashes past her and grabs her bag. The woman lets out a cry of pain as she lands, and I swear I hear the crack of a bone breaking. I start to get up, so I can hurry over and help her, but I stop when I see the two soldiers getting involved.
“Move,” I tell Bran, nudging his shoulder and getting to my feet, before slipping through the crowd, heading away around the curve of the stadium wall.
“What's the hurry?” he asks, struggling to keep up with me.
“Those soldiers'll have to pin the mugging on someone,” I point out. “I don't want it to be me.”
“You're paranoid.”
“I'm not paranoid!” I hiss. “I've seen it happen a thousand times!”
After hurrying past the concessions stand outside the stadium's main gate, I stop and look back. The soldiers and the old woman are lost in the crowd now, but I can hear voices shouting nearby. Turning, I look into the stadium's gloomy delivery bay and realize there's a distinct smell of stale urine. A little further off, hiding in the shadows, a couple of figures seem to be trying to make this place their home. Rookie mistake, of course. They must be new to the area, and they'll get picked off and killed pretty soon if they don't wise up. Unfortunately, rookies are often armed and sketchy, so I'd be risking my life if I went and offered advice.
Most likely they'll be dead soon.
“Come and at least look around,” Bran says after a moment. “Will you at least promise me that?”
I turn to him. “No.”
“Read between the lines, Iris,” he continues, leaning closer. “The people in my building do more than just look out for one another. They discuss things, they plan.” He glances over his shoulder to make sure that no-one can listen in on our conversation, and then he turns back to me. “They talk about the future, about how it could be better, and about how people like us might be able to make a difference. They talk about specific steps we can take to turn these ideas into reality, to make the world a better place.”
“Are you saying they're -”
“You're not an idiot, so don't play dumb. You know there are people who don't like the way the world works. The 2238 Committee is a group of like-minded individuals who want to roll back the state's power to the pre-Fallio era, they want to do other things too, like legalizing religion again and ending the mandatory insertion of crypto-chips into newborn -”
“Don't,” I say firmly, interrupting him.
“Don't what?”
“Don't even say these things to me. I can't take the risk.” I look around again, to make doubly certain that no-one is listening to us. This market isn't short of people who'd gladly sell us out for a small reward. “Anyone who ever mentions that kind of thing risks prison or execution or worse,” I continue, turning back to him. “You could end up on the island.”
“That's not why people end up on the island and you know it. People go there when they've given up.” He puts a hand on his chest, over his heart, as if he thinks some melodramatic gesture might get his point across. “I haven't given up on the world, Iris. I never will. I still believe things can get better.”
Sighing, I check once again that there's no-one nearby.
“Don't you believe in the future?” he asks.
“I believe in my future,” I tell him, “and my sister's. I believe in getting the two of us out of here.”
“You don't want to fight the system?”
“Like a revolution?”
“Things can change,” he whispers, “and when they do, it happens fast. This government is built on shaky foundations, you just need to know where to find the cracks.”
“I can't hear you,” I reply, turning to look out at the crowd. “Leave me alone.”
“Just think about it,” he continues. “You know where my building is, right? Come drop by some time. At least sit in on one of our debates, hear the ideas that are being bandied about.”
He waits for me to say something, but I refuse. I figure I'll just give him the silent treatment, and eventually he'll get the message. Still, I had no idea he was dumb enough to get mixed up in stuff like this.
“Have you heard of Darius Locke?” he asks after a moment.
Sighing, I continue to watch the crowd.
“Locke's staying with us,” he adds.
I turn to him, shocked.
“See what I mean?” he continues, with a faint smile. He clearly thinks he's got me hooked. “Now do you understand that we're serious? We're not just another bunch of dilettantes, sitting around complaining about everything. Darius Locke is with us and he truly believes we can start bringing about real change.”
“Darius Locke is a fugitive!” I hiss, stunned by what I'm hearing. “He's a wanted killer!”
“He's a visionary.”
“He's a terrorist!”
“He's the future.” He pauses. “He's a man who gets things done.”
I pause, genuinely shocked that Bran would be involved with such people, and finally I shake my head. “I look after myself,” I tell him, getting ready to head back out into the crowd, “and I look after my sister. I don't get into any of that other dangerous stuff. I have a plan and I'm sticking to it. This time in ten years, I'll be rich and comfortable, and Della will be happy.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“One hundred per cent.”
“We all have to start thinking about the world,” he continues. “We have to find ways to take it back. Please come visit, Iris. I'd really like to have you around more. You can't just think about yourself all the time.”
“Don't follow me,” I mutter, slipping away and pushing through the crowd. The last thing I need is to get associated with dangerous people, but it's not my job to stop Bran if he wants to be an idiot. We're all monitored around here, they do everything except dig directly into our brains, so there's no way to keep that stuff hidden. Sooner or later, his building will get raided and everyone there will end up being dragged away. Ducking and weaving through the sea of jostling bodies, I feel better knowing that I'm not relying on anyone. Only idiots still talk about revolutions these days.
All that matters is finding food so that Della and I don't starve. And then one day, if we're really lucky, I might be able to move us to -
“There she is!”
Suddenly a set of bright lights flashes into my eyes. I turn and try to dart away, but a heavy, gloved hand grabs my shoulder and pulls me back. I try to not to panic, but the lights are from the helmets of two soldiers, and one of them slips in front of me with his gun raised, aimed straight into my eyes as the targeting system scans my face.
“This is her, isn't it?” the soldier asks, his face hidden behind a visor and mask.
Startled, I turn and see that the old woman is being helped up by several members of the crowd. She glances at me with a frown. “I'm not...” she stammers. “I don't think... No, I -”
“It's her,” one of the soldiers says, interrupting her as he sets a contact link around my left wrist. “She obviously ditched the bag, but this is the thief who robbed you.”
“No,” I stammer, my heart pounding as I try to think of a way out of this. “I swear, it's nothing to do with me, I was only -”
Before I can finish, I feel something hard smashing against the side of my head, sending a jolt through my brain. I slump forward, suddenly unable to see, and I'm unconscious by the time I hit the ground.



Chapter Four
Asher
 
As the slope levels out and I reach a clearing, I finally dare to turn and look back.
He lunges at me, snarling with anticipation. Hungry.



Chapter Five
Iris
 
Don't hurt me again. If you hurt me again, I'll kill you.
“Don't hurt me again,” I snarl, turning to the guard. “If you hurt me again, I'll -”
His baton smacks into the side of my face, knocking me back with such force that I slump against the wall and them crumple to the floor. The pain is intense, radiating across my shattered cheek, and I let out an involuntary gasp. I can feel blood, not just on my face but hot and cold at the same time beneath my flesh, seeping down to my jaw. Before he died, Abbot always told me to act tough if I got into a difficult situation, to never show any weakness, but right now I can barely even breathe.
“Get up,” the guard says firmly.
“I -”
“Get up!”
Realizing that a moment's hesitation will mean another kicking, I take a deep breath and then stumble up, somehow managing to stay upright on my trembling legs. For a moment, the whole corridor seems to spin around me, but I take a couple of steps forward and focus on the door at the far end. Somehow I manage to keep going, with the guard's baton bumping several times against the small of my back, pressing into my prison-issue tunic. By the time I get to the door, I've lost all hope of acting tough. It's hard enough to keep from crying.
“Alright,” the guard mutters, reaching past me and swiping his hand against the wall sensor, “in you go.”
I stare straight ahead as the door slides open.
 
***
 
“Iris Bloom,” the interrogator reads from the first page of his file. “That's a name, huh?”
Staring at him, I can't help but feel stunned by his smooth skin. There are a few wrinkles, sure, but he's the first adult I've ever seen in my life who doesn't have scars and cuts or any sign of illness at all. He looks, I don't know... healthy. Like a kid. What kind of life could a man lead, that he ends up in his thirties or early forties with no scars in his face at all, with no injuries or diseases?
“Iris Bloom,” he says again, frowning as he continues to look at the file. “You know, this might sound weird, but that really sounds like the name of someone important. Someone who might... do something.” He pauses, before setting the file down and turning to me with a smile. “Oh well. I guess there are always excep -”
He stops suddenly.
“What happened to you?” he asks.
I wait. Is this a trick question?
“Your face,” he continues, tilting his head slightly, like a dog. “What happened to your cheek?”
Turning, I see the guard standing at the door. He doesn't look at me.
“It's okay,” the interrogator continues, “you're allowed to talk in here. I can only assume that you've been disciplined at some point since your arrest. Well...” He sighs. “These things happen, Iris, and we must learn from them. My name is John Logan, and I've been assigned to your case. I'm a duty officer here at the center, which means that I pretty much spend all day helping people such as yourself.”
I turn back to him.
“So,” he continues, with a faint smile, “as you're probably aware, you were picked up for a violent robbery -”
“That wasn't me,” I say firmly.
“Probably not,” he replies. “We both know how this works. Unfortunately, your record also shows a surprising -”
“Where's my sister?” I ask, interrupting him, although I'm immediately shocked by how gravelly and dry my voice sounds. Like it's not really me.
“Your sister?”
“I want to see her right now.”
He frowns. “Was she arrested at the same time as you?”
I shake my head.
“How old is she?” he asks.
I feel a faint flicker of pain rippling through my cheek. “Eleven.”
“Someone should check on her, then,” he continues, making a note on his pad. “I'll make sure that a team is sent to the address we have on file for you. Now, as for your situation, young lady, you're in rather a lot of trouble.”
“Let's just get this over with,” I say firmly. “I have to get back to my sister. If I'm not home by tonight, she'll get scared.”
“You're not going to be home tonight,” he replies matter-of-factly.
“I have to be!”
“You recently amassed thirty-one thousand T-points,” he continues, looking down at his pad. “That's a lot for someone your age. Hell, it's almost two thousand for every year of your life. All for minor transgressions, obviously, but Jesus... That's a lot of minor transgressions. Every time you stole something to eat, the crime was recorded in our databases. Every time you lied to someone in authority, the database was updated. Did you think you were getting away with all those transgressions?”
“I never hurt anyone,” I reply, my voice trembling just a little.
“No? What about the stall-holder whose loaves you stole?”
“They were to feed my sister.”
“But you stole them,” he continues. “No-one needs to steal, Iris, not these days. There are support programs -”
“Did you ever try accessing one of them?” I ask, trying to keep my anger in check.
“I know they work.”
“You don't know anything,” I tell him. “They take more than they give.”
“Each stolen loaf counts for two hundred T-points,” he replies, “and there's certainly no arguing about that. Twelve loaves in total, so two thousand, four hundred points. And that's just the bread. Judging by the reports in this folder, you've embarked upon something of a crime spree over the past few months, Ms. Bloom. You have an impressively detailed criminal score.”
“I've never been picked up for anything in my life,” I reply, my voice trembling slightly.
“It doesn't matter whether you've been picked up. Minor crimes are recorded without the offender being notified. They only become relevant if the points score exceeds a certain threshold, or if some larger crime is committed. Everyone commits certain small criminal acts.”
“Says who?” I ask, shocked by the idea.
“Says experience,” he replies. “Lying, cheating, little thefts here and there, they all count for your record. If the police went out and notified everyone who'd been caught doing something wrong, they'd be overwhelmed. It's far more efficient to simply log these things and bring them up when they become relevant. Unfortunately, that's exactly what has happened in this case. Resolving it will -”
“Where's my sister?” I ask again, forcing myself to stay calm.
“I really have no idea.”
“She needs food! She'll be terrified without me!”
“Is there no-one else to look after her?”
“Our parents -” I catch myself just in time.
“Your parents what?”
I glance at the folder. “You know. It must be in there.”
He nod. “I do. Your parents were killed in a bombing, that's... I can't even begin to understand what that was like for you, to have your mother and father blown apart by some terrorist. Those so-called revolutionaries always pick such easy targets. Restaurants, parks... Your parents were caught up in the incident at the train station, I believe. It's crazy to think that was five years ago now.”
Feeling a shiver pass through my chest, I look down at my hands.
“I hope you're not using your parents' deaths as an excuse,” Logan continues. “There are government agencies that exist purely to provide for orphans, you only had to take your sister to a designated help station and they would have been happy to give both of you every assistance. I know there's a lot of anti-government propaganda out there, but the orphanages are very supportive. Your sister can be given good food, an education, a chance to socialize and normalize, plus she'd be able to plan for a future, maybe even one that lets her progress up the ladder. A surprisingly high percentage of officials started out in the orphanages.”
“They'd never have let us stay together and -”
I catch myself just in time. After all, criticizing a government agency is a crime worth fifty points.
“Fifty,” he mutters, making a note.
“I didn't finish the sentence!”
“The intent was clear.” He leans back in his chair and sighs. “Do you know how many points you get for murdering someone, Ms. Bloom?”
“I never murdered anyone. I couldn't do something like that.”
“But how many points would you have incurred if you had?”
“I don't know.”
“Guess.”
I stare at him for a moment. “A million?”
“Fifty thousand.”
“Is that all?”
“It's a lot,” he continues. “It's equivalent to a couple of hundred loaves of bread.”
“I never killed anyone,” I tell him, trying not to let the fear show in my eyes. Or my voice. Or the way I'm sitting.
“The law doesn't distinguish between the different reasons why a citizen earns their points,” he replies. “Points are points, and at the end of the day they're the be-all and end-all of the whole system, they're the method by which your punishment is determined. The points simply build up regardless, and I'm afraid you've got thirty-one thousand against your name. Sure, they were amassed through a legion of minor crimes... Thefts, muggings, unwise words, but in the eyes of the law it doesn't matter how you earned those points, merely that they're listed against your name. The punishments are clear. You will receive the punishment that befalls all those with your level of points. And your points total is a little under two thirds of a murder.”
“I didn't hurt anyone,” I point out again.
“The effects of your minor crimes rippled through society,” he says firmly, opening the file and turning to another page. “In the old days, a criminal such as yourself would be subjected to a trial, and a judge would have determined your punishment. Fortunately, we have fairer and more efficient systems in place these days, and we simply count up the points on your record and -”
“I have to look after my sister.”
“She'll be provided for.”
“Where is she?”
He glances at me. “She'll be picked up.”
“I want to see her.”
He shakes his head.
“I have to see her,” I continue, trying not to panic. “She'll be terrified.”
“You should have thought about that,” he replies, “before you decided to turn to a life of crime.”
“We were starving!” I tell him, unable to keep from raising my voice. I know the last thing I need is to earn any more points on my record, but I feel like this asshole doesn't understand what it's like for people who live outside the city. He just sees points on a page and makes a calculation. “Have you been out there lately?” I ask, leaning toward him across the desk. “Have you seen what it's like?”
“I saw a documentary just the other night -”
“But have you been there?” I ask, struggling to keep from grabbing him by the shoulders and pulling him closer. “Have you seen people starving in the streets? Have you seen children wandering alone, abandoned by their parents because no-one can afford to feed them?”
“None of that happens,” he says curtly. “Iris -”
“I live there,” I continue, leaning even closer. “We need food! We need water! We need help from the government!”
“Are you saying you don't get enough help already?” he asks, his eyes fixed on mine. “Are you criticizing government policy?”
I lean closer, until my face is almost against his. “I'm saying -”
Suddenly I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I realize the guard wants me to sit back down. I pause before complying, but I can see a hint of doubt in the interrogator's eyes. After a moment, the guard lets go of my shoulder and I hear him heading back to his position by the door, but I keep my eyes fixed on Logan. He has no idea what the world is really like, but I guess he'd rather believe the latest documentary he watched or the latest report that was left on his desk.
“You'll be going to a penal facility,” he says finally, “and then to a mining base, but don't worry, with thirty-one thousand points to work off your record, you'll be out in a little over six months' time.”
I shake my head.
“You'll be put to work,” he continues. “It'll be good for you.”
“I've seen people who come back from those colonies,” I tell him. “They're broken. I need to go and look after my sister.”
“She'll be helped,” he replies. “By better role models than you, I might add.”
“I can't go to one of those places,” I say firmly, struggling to hold back tears. “I can't be locked up! My sister needs me!”
“Then you shouldn't have turned to a life of crime,” he replies. “Just be grateful that we caught you so early. If we'd waited longer, you might have earned twice as many points, and then you'd be going away for a lot longer. If you'd amassed fifty thousand points, you'd have moved up to a whole new category.” He pauses. “This is an opportunity, Iris. Use it as one, become stronger -”
“Mercy,” I stammer, trying not to panic.
“I'm sorry?”
“I need mercy,” I continue, starting to feel a little breathless. “I need to talk to someone else, someone who'll listen -”
“There is no-one else,” he replies calmly. “You have a right to an interrogator to deal with your case, and I was assigned. And I've listened to you, truly I have. It's simply the case that nothing you say can mitigate the number of points on your record.”
“I need someone who'll help me,” I tell him, taking a deep breath as I start to feel my chest tightening with panic. “I need someone who'll understand why I did what I did.”
“It's not about understanding,” he replies. “Facts are facts.” He glances at the guard. “Take her away.”
“I want to see my sister!” I shout, as I feel the guard's hands on my shoulder again. “I promised I'd look after her.”
“Did you, indeed?” he asks, getting to his feet. “Well, it's always a shame when people break promises. Still, she'll be better off in the system, and don't worry...” He smiles as he slips his arms into his jacket's sleeves, “I'll make sure to handle her case personally. I know several excellent orphanages, she'll be quite -”
“No!” I hiss, getting to my feet but immediately feeling the guard's hand gripping my arm.
“Careful,” the interrogator says as he steps past me. “If you resist detention, that's ten thousand points. If you were to strike an officer, you'd be dangerously close to fifty thousand points, and then you'd be going away for a lot longer than six months.”
I turn and watch as he heads to the door. Every atom in my body is telling me to go after him and wring his neck, but I manage to hold back. I just have to pray that I can find a way to avoid the culk mines, and that Della will still be okay when I'm released.



Chapter Six
Asher
 
My trailing right foot snags the edge of a tree root, not enough to hold me back but just enough to put me off-balance. I turn in mid-air, trying to get my elbow around to break my fall, but I'm not quick enough.
I land hard against another set of roots, and I instantly feel the tell-tale snap of a rib on my left side. Rolling over, I let out a gasp of pain and then wait on my hands and knees, desperately trying to get my breath back.
I can hear him getting closer.
He's slowing now, but I can hear him pushing his way through the bushes.
Finally he stops.
I wait.
A moment later, he starts sniffing, which I think is his way of laughing. To be honest, I kind of expected a man of his size might give up the chase by now, but he kept with me for a couple of miles. I guess he must really be hungry.
Now I just have to be patient and stay calm.
This is going to be the hard part.
Turning, I watch as he steps over the mass of gnarled roots and comes closer, with a hunting knife already in his right hand. He stops just a few feet from me, bare naked and covered in scratches from our little encounter a moment ago. Framed against the cloudless blue sky, he almost looks impressive, like a mountain of meat and muscle. I bet he thought he'd be a real hero on the island, one of those people who gets ahead thanks to sheer strength of will.
“Please,” I whisper, shaking my head slowly, trying to sound as pathetic and helpless as possible, “don't do anything to me.”
He turns the knife around in his hand, as if he's contemplating where to stick it first.
“I can help you,” I stammer, turning and starting to crawl back from him. “Anything you want, I'll do it. Just name anything at all. Look at me, I can't fight back, I can't do anything so... Please, if you let me live, I'll be yours. I can even be your slave, if you want. I know I'm just some weak little wretch, but there must be something you want.”
He steps closer, and I can't help noticing that the fat bulge of skin between his legs is starting to throb a little, getting harder.
“Is that what you're after?” I ask, trying not to sound too disgusted. “You can have it. I told you, I'll give you anything, just so long as you don't hurt me.” I crawl back a little further, before stopping and kneeling in front of him. “Just tell me what you want and it's yours. I don't care about anything else, I don't need dignity or anything like that, I just want to live.” Staring up at him, I feel tears running down my cheeks. Damn, I'm good at this. “Please, you can do anything you want with me, but I'm begging you, let me live at the end of it. Let me -”
Before I can finish, he steps forward, towering over me with his naked, scarred body. I immediately pull back, shocked, before glancing over at the nearby treeline.
What the hell is taking her so long?
“You want something, huh?” I ask, looking back up at the guy's face. “Is that it?” Swallowing hard, I glance at the treeline again. “I guess I can't fight back,” I continue, raising my voice and speaking extra clearly. “After all, I'm completely helpless here!”
He simply stares at me, and finally I realize why he hasn't responded yet.
“Wait,” I continue with a frown, “do you speak English at all?”
He lets out a faint, guttural growl, and I realize I've got my answer.
“Oh great,” I mutter, staring at the glistening blade of his knife. “Okay,” I continue, pulling back slightly, “I suppose...” I glance toward the trees again. “I suppose I'll have to do what you want, then,” I say loudly, hoping she'll hear. “After all, I'm just a poor, defenseless thing out in the forest all alone, so I can't possibly fight back against such a powerful man.”
I wait.
Seriously?
What the hell is she doing? If she's taken off and left me here, I swear I'll track her down and make her pay.
Taking a deep breath, I see from the expression in the guy's eyes that he plans to use me and then kill me, and then God knows what he'll do with my corpse.
“Okay,” I say, forcing a smile even though I feel nauseous, “I guess -”
Suddenly a bamboo spike bursts out through his chest, causing him to stumble against me. I slip out of the way, grabbing his right hand in the process and biting his wrist until he drops the knife, which I manage to catch as I scramble to safety. Turning, I'm just in time to see Jude diving for cover between two nearby bushes, as the guy cries out in pain and swings a fist at her, with the spike still embedded in his back and poking out between his ribs.
“You missed his heart!” I shout. “What -”
Before I can finish, the guy lunges at me again, screaming something in a language I don't understand. I duck out of the way before thrusting the knife at him and digging the blade deep into his ribs. I give the handle a quick twist, hoping to cause as much damage as possible, before pulling the knife out and pushing him away. He stumbles back, clutching his side as blood flows out, and then I see a flash of movement behind him as Jude pulls the spike out from his chest. He starts to turn to her, and I take my chance to run at him and drive the blade into his neck before ripping it out through his throat. Blood sprays everywhere and I stumble for cover, feeling the ground shudder as he drops.
Turning, I see that although he's still twitching and flinching, he's essentially done for. It's just a matter of waiting for him to bleed out now.
“Are you okay?” Jude asks, pushing through a nearby bush and then stopping next to me. She stares wide-eyed at the guy as he flails in the mud like a dying fish.
“You took your time,” I mutter, glancing at her.
“I didn't want to risk getting it wrong,” she replies, before adding, with a faint smile: “I knew you'd be fine.”
“I got us another knife,” I point out, holding the blade up for her to admire. There's still plenty of blood smeared on the blade, but I know she won't mind that. “Do you think it'd be fittingly ironic for us to carve him up with his own weapon?”
She shrugs. “Whatever's fastest.”
Turning to look at the guy, I see that he's trying to crawl away. “Some people don't know when to give up,” I mutter. “Where exactly does he think he's going?”
“It's instinct,” she replies. “He's physically incapable of just waiting for us to finish him off. You and I would be exactly the same in his situation.”
“Speak for yourself,” I tell her, before stepping over to the guy and crouching next to his head. I lean down to look at his eyes, but they seem to have rolled back a little into the sockets. I'd like to say something witty and pithy, but nothing comes to mind so instead I simply slice the blade through his neck for a second time, and this time I manage to sever the other artery. There's not much blood to spray out, of course, and he lets out a faint, dry gasp before slumping down against the mud.
“Is he dead?” Jude asks cautiously, having still not dared come too close.
“I guess so,” I reply, stretching the guy's arm out and starting to cut at the flesh around his shoulder muscles. “He will be soon enough, anyway. Come on, let's get this meat off him while it's still fresh. I feel in a good mood to get some serious bartering done. I'm sure we can find someone who'' buy it.”
“It's good stuff,” she says, dipping a finger into one of the guy's many wounds and then licking the blood. “I might keep a few pieces for myself.”
“Knock yourself out,” I mutter. “I still have half a rabbit left from this morning.”
As I start cutting the guy's shoulder muscles, Jude scurries over to his other side and starts filleting his belly. She smiles at me with those rich red lips and slightly over-sized dark eyes, and I can't help smiling back. Life on the island might be tough, but we make a pretty good team and I'm glad we decided to work together. Most people around here just look out for themselves, but I really trust Jude.
Of course, I'll have to stick a knife in her back some day soon. Before she sticks one in mine.



Chapter Seven
Iris
 
“Wow!” Marietty says, her eyes wide open as she stares at the monitor in the corner of our cell. “You've gotta hand it to those people, they know how to cause carnage!”
Glancing at the screen, I see images of some unnamed street that has been torn apart by a bomb. There have clearly been lots of casualties, but I quickly turn back and look at the wall. The last thing I need to see is more images of the world in turmoil.
“You not gonna watch this?” Marietty asks.
Feeling sick to my stomach, I don't reply.
“It's that Darius Locke guy again,” she continues. “I mean, they've haven't said his name yet on the broadcasts, but everyone knows. I'm not saying I'm in favor of the rebellion or anything like that, but...” Her voice trails off for a moment, as if she's truck by thoughts of pure wonder. “There's something almost balletic about all the destruction,” she adds finally. “Artistic, even. The goddamn world -”
“People died,” I point out, turning to her.
“People die every day.”
I force myself to look at the screen. With the sound off, I can only see the image of a reporter speaking into the camera.
“Innocent people get caught up in it all,” I continue, feeling a shiver in my chest as I think back to the night my parents went out and never returned. “Good people, who were just minding their own business.”
“So you support the government?” she asks. “Jesus, I never had you pegged for that.”
“I don't support anyone,” I reply, sickened by the idea. “I gave up trying to work out who are the good guys and bad guys a long time ago. All I care about now is...”
She waits for an answer. “All you care about is what? Yourself?”
“My sister,” I continue. “And yeah, myself. I used to try working out who was right and who was wrong in the rest of the world, but it's impossible. I don't care if I sound selfish, I just want to get the hell out of here and find my sister again.”
“How long have you got left?”
“Another six months,” I mutter. “It's too long.”
“Six months is nothing,” she continues. “Once you get down in the mines, you'll breeze through it and be back up in no time.”
“It'll be too late,” I reply, taking a series of deep breaths as I try to stay calm. “My sister will be lost in the system by then.”
“She's all you've got, huh?”
“I don't want to talk about it,” I mutter, glancing at the screen again and seeing images of wrecked cars. “I don't want to think about the rest of the world. It's nothing to do with me, not anymore. I only -”
Hearing footsteps nearby, I turn and look toward the door just as one of the guards steps into view.
“You've got a visitor,” she says, staring at me with a blank expression. “He's waiting in the main lounge.”
I open my mouth to ask who could possibly be here to see me, but suddenly I realize that it has to be a mistake. There's no-one in the world who'd ever want to come.
“Iris,” the guard continues, sounding bored and unimpressed, “you have a visitor. Move your ass.”
“Who is it?” I ask cautiously, getting to my feet. “Is it my sister?”
“Not unless your sister's a hot twenty-something guy,” she replies, rolling her eyes. “Bran Carter, he's -”
“Do I have to see him?”
She frowns. “Why wouldn't you?”
“I don't want to talk to anyone.”
“What's wrong? Did you and your boyfriend have a fight or something?”
“He's not my boyfriend,” I say firmly, “I just... I don't want to talk to anyone.”
“He's already paid the visiting fee,” she points out. “He won't get that refunded, even if you refuse to see him. Seems a little mean of you to just turn him away.”
“Tell him I'm fine,” I reply. “Tell him I'm sorry, but that I don't want -”
Stopping suddenly, I realize that I'm being an idiot. If Bran's here, I could get him to go and check on Della, and then at least I'd know that she's okay. At the same time, even though that idea makes total sense, something in the back of my mind is telling me to hold back. I imagine Bran squeezing into my home and finding that there's no sign of Della, and then what would I do?
“Are you still deciding,” the guard asks after a moment, “or are we done here?”
“Tell him I'm sorry,” I reply, feeling a shiver pass through my body, “and tell him... Tell not to come again.”
Sighing, she turns and walks away, leaving me to wonder whether I just made a huge mistake. After all, I should have seen Bran and asked for his help with Della, but something about that idea just felt wrong, as if deep down in my gut I knew it'd be a bad move. I need to keep Della away from other people, because other people might pollute her and lead her into dangerous places. I'm all she has in the world, and so long as I can get out of this prison quickly, there's no need for anything to change. Our lives can get back to normal.
“So is he really hot?” Marietty asks from the other bunk.
I turn to her.
“Just wondering,” she continues. “If a hot guy came to visit me, I'd at least go let him see my pretty face. I mean, it's not often that someone from the outside bothers to worry about any of us. People in jail or preparing to go down into the mines, they get forgotten real fast.” She pauses for a moment. “I just think you might regret your choice some day, that's all.”
“You don't know what you're talking about,” I mutter, turning and heading out into the corridor. In the distance, raised voices indicate yet another fight somewhere on the wing, and I can hear guards racing to deal with it. There's violence in this place every day and although I've managed to avoid the worst of it so far, I know it's only a matter of time before I end up getting beaten or worse, which is why I have to find a way out of here. I honestly might not survive another six days in a place like this, let alone six months.
The worst part is, I've begun to realize that there might be one thing I can use as leverage. I'd probably be released early if I gave them the details of the building where Bran lives and let them know that there's seditious talk going on among his group. If they found Darius Locke hiding there, it'd be the counter-terror coup of the decade, it'd be all over the news broadcasts and I could maybe walk out of here right now. The thought of betraying Bran makes me feel nauseous, but at the same time, nothing's more important than getting back to Della. It's not my fault of Bran has made his own idiotic choices.
Looking up at the screen, I see more images of death and destruction in the city.
I won't volunteer any information just yet, but deep down I know that I'll turn Bran in if that's the only way to be reunited with my sister. In fact, I think maybe by subconscious mind has already made the decision, and the rest of me is just waiting to catch up. I don't care about the world. I only care about my sister.



Chapter Eight
Asher
 
“Did you see their faces?” Jude laughs as we make our way into the mouth of the cave. “You'd think they hadn't seen proper meat in a month!”
“They probably hadn't,” I reply, taking a few steps into the darkness until I'm able to see the far wall. This is a small cave, really just a hollow scoop in the rocks, but at least there's no-one else calling it home right now. We can stay for the night. “Face it, some people just aren't very good at hunting. I guess we just have a gift.”
“Want some?”
Turning, I watch as Jude bites into a chunk of the guy's flesh. Blood dribbles down her chin as she holds the meat out to me, and more blood runs between her fingers, dripping down onto the rocky ground.
I shake my head.
“It's good,” she continues, urging me to try.
“You know how I am,” I mutter, biting into one of the apples I found earlier on the ground. “I haven't quite got my head around the whole cannibalism thing just yet.”
“You have no idea what you're missing,” she replies, holding the chunk of meat up and giving it a squeeze, letting blood dribble into her mouth. As she does so, she keeps her eyes fixed on me and grins. I know she thinks I'll surrender eventually and start eating human meat, and I know she thinks she can somehow tempt me, but she's wrong. There are certain lines I can't ever cross, and cannibalism is one of them. I honestly think I'd rather die.
“We should push on tomorrow,” I tell her, stepping back to the mouth of the cave. To be honest, I don't even like to be around people when they eat human meat, the whole thing makes me feel sick to my stomach, but I can't show weakness. Besides, Jude's different somehow, and I can tolerate her little excesses. “I don't like this part of the island,” I continue, watching the distant tree-tops for a moment. “We should keep going north until we get to the tip of the island, and then we can think about trying a different approach. I haven't got a sense of the land yet, and I feel like no-one's really in charge.”
“Isn't that a good thing?”
I shiver as I realize that her mouth sounds full. “There's nothing wrong with a little organization,” I mutter.
“Then let's organize.”
Turning to her, I can't help frowning. “Us?”
“We could set up our own town instead of waiting for someone else to do it.” She tears off some more meat and chews for a moment. “Think about it, we're more than capable. We could build shelters, we could create defenses, we could do it way better than anyone else.”
“And put a big target on our backs in the process,” I point out.
“Like I said, defenses...”
“It's better to keep moving,” I continue. “The two of us can't establish our own town, the idea's crazy.” I pause for a moment, and I can't deny that somewhere at the back of my mind, I actually like the idea of settling down. We've spent the past two weeks trekking north, hoping to find somewhere to stop, and I'm pretty soon we'll reach the cliffs on the island's north side within a few days. When we get there, what's left for us? We'll just have to turn around and head south again, and then we won't be able to kid ourselves.
Hearing a distant rumbling sound, I turn and watch the horizon for a moment, and finally I spot a faint dot moving against the sky.
“Huh,” I mutter, “looks like some more lucky bastards are on their way.”
“How long do you think they'll last?” Jude asks.
“Minutes. Hours.” I shrug. “Most people get picked off pretty fast.”
“Not us,” she points out, nudging my arm. “I guess that makes us smart.”
“Or just lucky,” I reply, turning to her. “Let's not get cocky.”
“It's coming this way,” she continues, frowning as she watches the dot getting bigger.
“Maybe they'll drop them on our doorstep,” I mutter.
“If they do, can we go get them?”
“Get them?”
“Think of all the meat!”
“You want to prey on new arrivals?” I ask, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Are you really that bloodthirsty? There's a word for people who do that. They're lurkers, and they're the scum of the island.”
“It's coming closer,” she replies with a faint smile. “Do you remember the old days, before the island, when people used to be able to order food and have it delivered to their homes? In a way, this is just like that, provided we -”
“Let's not talk about that,” I mutter, turning and making my way back into the shadows. Looking down at the pitiful collection of food we managed to get in exchange for that batch of human meat, I can't help wondering whether Jude might be right after all. If we stopped and established our own settlement, we could actually gather more possessions than just the items we're able to carry. The idea of setting down roots is anathema to everything I've learned since I arrived on the island, but we can't keep running forever. Maybe it's time to take a risk.
“They're coming right this way,” she says suddenly.
Turning, I realize that she's right. The helicopter is just a few hundred meters away now and seems to be turning toward the small clearing we passed earlier today. I tell myself that there's no way a set of new arrivals would happen to be deposited so close to us, but sure enough the 'copter is slowing and finally the door on the side slides open. A moment later, I watch as two armored figures roll a white bundle toward the edge.
“Jesus,” I whisper, having never actually seen new arrivals from this close before. Apart from when I came here, of course, but then my view was rather different.
“Come on!” Jude says excitedly, shoving the final chunk of meat into her mouth before grabbing my arm and starting to pull me down toward the treeline. “We have to go see!”
“Wait!” I try to hold back, but her grip is too firm and finally I run after her. Jude has a tendency to go barreling into new situations, whereas I prefer to hang back and cover all our bases. Both approaches have their virtues, but right now I definitely want to leave the new arrival well alone.
“What do you think it'll be?” she asks as she drags me along. “Do you think it'll be just one person, or will it be a few?”
“I only saw one being prepared,” I tell her, feeling a twinge of concern as I realize the sound of the 'copter is getting louder. We're already close to the clearing, and the last thing I want is to have any contact at all with the rest of the world. Stopping as soon as I see movement ahead, I squeeze Jude's hand and pull her back, and this time she's smart enough to slow a little, as if she realizes that I'm right. “Here comes the baby,” I whisper.
A couple of hundred feet away, a wriggling white mass is being lowered from the 'copter. When it bumps against the grass, the cord is cut and drops down, and a moment later the 'copter starts to rise again, quickly turning and making its way back toward open sea.
Job done.
The whole thing is so quick and clinical.
“It's okay now,” Jude says, turning to me with a grin of anticipation. “It's safe.”
“We still don't -”
“Come on,” she adds, slipping her hand from mine and making her way between the trees. “Don't be a pussy, Asher. We've got this covered.”
I open my mouth to argue with her, but suddenly I realize she might have a point. After all, I do have a tendency to be overly cautious, that's something that was true even in the old days when I lived in the city. Making my way after her, I reach down to check all my knives are in place on my belt, but when I get to the edge of the clearing I see that the new arrival is still struggling to get out of the white delivery sack. As he or she grunts and wriggles, I can't help feeling that this is someone who isn't going to last long on the island.
Next to me, Jude is struggling to keep from bursting into laughter.
“Were you so much better when you first came?” I whisper, keeping a straight face even though I have to admit the scene is slightly comical.
“I was better than this bozo,” she replies, taking a knife from my belt and striding toward the wriggling sack.
“Hey!” I hiss. “Stop!”
Ignoring me, she crouches next to the sack and pulls it closer. There's a startled cry from within, before Jude slices the knife into a section of fabric and rips it open. A human figure immediately comes tumbling out onto the grass, and I realize with a twinge of concern that it's a woman, maybe a couple of years younger than me, dressed in one of the same old gray tunics that all new arrivals are given as a 'parting gift' when they leave the old world. Her eyes are wide and wild as she scrambles across the grass, clearly terrified and probably a little dizzy from the descent.
“Aw,” Jude says with a grin, “it's a girl!” She turns to me. “We got ourselves a -”
Before she can finish, the woman turns and punches her hard in the face, sending her dropping back. I step forward to intervene, but the new arrival has already managed to grab the knife from inside her sack and has placed it against Jude's neck.
“Don't come any closer!” the girl hisses. “I'll kill her if you move an inch!”
“Calm down,” I reply, holding my hands up to show that I'm not armed. “We're not here to -”
“Bullshit!” the girl continues, maneuvering herself behind Jude and wrapping an arm around her neck, while keeping the blade pressed against her flesh. I can't help noticing that this girl is graceful with a knife, as if she's used one before. “You were just coming to welcome me, were you?”
I glance at Jude and see fear in her eyes.
“We were curious,” I explain, with my hands still raised in mock surrender. “We didn't really have a plan at all, we just saw the 'copter coming and came to take a look.”
“And then what were you gonna do?” the new arrival asks breathlessly. “Kill me? Or just hurt me? They told me before I left that people like you hang out at drop sites, waiting to pick on the new arrivals.”
“There are people like that,” I tell her, “but not us.” I wait for her to reply, but I can tell she's panicking, desperately trying to come up with a plan. “Since we're already here,” I continue, “why don't you let us help you? Trust me, the biggest mistake new arrivals make is trying to do everything alone. If you can find someone to trust, you've got a much better change of surviving your first few hours.”
“I'm gonna survive longer than that!” she hisses.
“I'm sure you are,” I reply, “but what's your plan? Come on, everyone has a plan when they come to the island. I remember my journey, I spent the whole time working out what to do, working out how I'd be the smartest one here. I really thought I had it figured out. And then after I was dropped down in one of those white sacks, the whole plan turned to hell. I was attacked within five minutes and I had to literally fight for my life.” I pause, before pulling up my tunic's left sleeve, showing her the untidy scar that runs from my wrist to my elbow. “I survived, but I almost bled to death. I wish I'd found someone to trust when I arrived. You have no idea how lucky you are that you ran into us.”
She doesn't reply, but I can tell she's starting to consider my offer.
“I spent the next few days alone,” I continue, “starving and scared. I was lucky, a storm came so there was plenty of water, but I was shivering and -”
Suddenly Jude twists free from the girl's grip and punches her hard in the face with three quick blows. Before I can even react, blood starts spraying from the new arrival's neck, and I see that somehow Jude was able to get hold of the knife and slit the girl's throat. I step closer, but I can see it's already too late and all I can do is stare down at the girl's terrified eyes as she gasps and clutches at her wound.
With the girl's blood having sprayed across her chest and neck, Jude turns to me with an excited smile.
“More meat,” she points out breathlessly. “We're gonna feast tonight.”



Chapter Nine
Iris
 
“No,” I reply, trying to keep my frustration from spilling out, “with a D. D-E-L-L-A. Della.”
“I tried that,” the woman replies, “and she's not in our system.”
“Can you look again?”
Sighing, she swipes the screen and taps at a few boxes. “She's not listed,” she says finally. “I can search a hundred times, but that won't change anything. The database isn't going to miraculously change.”
“So what does it mean if she's not listed?” I ask.
“It means she's not in an official residential facility.”
“But does that cover orphanages?”
“Yes, it covers orphanages,” she mutters, rolling her eyes. “She's not in one!”
“But that can't be true,” I reply. “He said she'd be picked up and taken to a home somewhere.”
“Not my department. I can only tell you that she's not in the system, which means you can't use one of the prison terminals to call her 'cause you don't have a user-name for her. It's not complicated, okay? As far as this screen is concerned, your sister doesn't exist, which means there's literally nothing I can do to help you. N-O-T-H-I-N-G. Nothing!”
“So she's alone?” I ask, feeling a sense of panic as I imagine my little sister trying to survive on the streets without me. I thought the idea of her being taken into care was terrifying, but suddenly I realize it would have been the lesser of two evils. At least I'd have been able to get her back eventually, but if she's making do alone... “She can't handle herself out there,” I stammer. “There are gangs who'll exploit her, people who'll trade her for food...”
“I'm very sorry,” the woman says flatly. “You have my utmost sympathies, but you'll have to speak to your case worker about that.”
“She's eleven years old,” I continue. “She's smart, but she's only eleven. You can't leave an eleven year old kid alone on the street.”
“I'm not leaving anyone alone on the street,” she replies. “The appropriate department -”
“You have to call someone!” I tell her.
“There's nothing I can do, if you -”
“You have to call someone right now! You have to make them go and check on her, give her food, make sure she's not freezing to death...”
“If your sister is in trouble,” she replies, “and if she's smart, she'll be able to access help at one of the government way stations. Your sister is smart, isn't she?”
“Sure, but...” Pausing, I realize that Della hasn't left our cramped home space for a long time. I should have taught her how the world works, I should have trained her for something like this, but I thought I'd always be there for her. I thought I'd be smart enough to avoid trouble.
“There's a line,” the woman says suddenly.
Turning, I see several disgruntled prisoners standing behind me, waiting to use credit for phone calls.
 
***
 
“Iris, you need to sit down -”
“No,” I reply as I hurry over to the table, “you need to find my sister.”
Logan sighs. “Sit down...”
“Did you send someone to look after her or not?” I ask, sitting on the chair as Logan sets his files out. “You said you were going to!”
“I know,” he replies, “but -”
“She's eleven years old,” I continue, trying not to panic. “She's smart, but there's no way she can survive on her own out there. Do you have any idea of the kind of people who'd take advantage of her?” Staring at him, I realize I already know the answer. “You don't have any idea, do you?” I add. “You're like everyone else in the cities, you have no clue what it's like for people in the rest of the world. Please, my sister -”
“I have everything under control,” he says firmly, interrupting me. “If you'll just let me get a word out, I'll explain about your sister, but first you have to let me get a word in.”
“So you've found her?”
He pauses, with his hand lingering near the controls of the table screen.
“What are you waiting for?” I ask. “Tell me what's happening!”
“And what do I get in return?”
“What do you -” Staring at him, I realize that he's serious.
“I have information,” he continues, “and it's information that you very much want, Iris, which makes it a valuable commodity. Now, I can't help wondering whether you have any information that I might want. You seem like a streetwise young lady, someone who gets about... Maybe someone who hears things. I'd be more inclined to help you out if you showed the same inclination in return.” He hesitates, as if he expects me to simply spill my guts out. “You've been living out in sector G for a while, haven't you?” he adds. “There's that big stadium, I've seen it a few times from the air. Big marketplace in the area, too. Obviously we have eyes and ears in the sector, and patrols, but there are still people who manage to keep things from the government. I'm willing to bet some pretty good money that you must know something interesting.”
“I don't,” I reply, even though I'm pretty sure he knows I'm lying. “I swear.”
“What about the riots last year?” he asks. “Do you know who was behind them?”
I shake my head.
“Do you know how those people communicated?”
“I had nothing to do with the riots. Della and I hid underground until they were over.”
“Smart girls.” He pauses again. “What about the Ballion Exchange? Do you know anything about that?”
Again, I shake my head.
“Do you know who shot those two guards last month outside the Brigade's residence?”
“Please, I don't know anything about -”
“What about the Committee of 2238?”
I open my mouth to tell him I don't know a damn thing, but the words catch in my throat. I've never been a good liar.
“What about... What was his name again? Locke? Darius Locke? A lot of people think he might be hiding out in sector G.” He stares at me for a moment, as if he's trying to read my eyes.
“I don't know anything about any of that,” I reply, but I immediately realize that my voice sounds weaker now. I try to focus on my expression, so I won't give away the fact that I'm hiding something, but I can tell I'm not very convincing.
“Okay,” he says after a moment, “well, it seems to me that maybe you do know something after all. This little fishing exercise was worth my time.”
“Please,” I reply, “my sister -”
“Darius Locke is a fugitive,” he continues. “He's a dangerous man, he's spreading sedition throughout the community. Our sources indicate that he's been directly involved in the commission of a number of attacks over the years, and indirectly involved in almost every major terrorist incident of the past ten years. I've seen videos of him talking and he's clearly a very persuasive man, he's been able to fool a lot of perfectly comfortable people into thinking that they're miserable, that the government doesn't care about them. Have you heard one of Darius Locke's speeches, Iris?”
“I... No. Never.”
“But you've heard of him, haven't you?”
“I...” I take a deep breath, but my chest feels tighter than ever. “Maybe.”
“Not maybe. You have heard of him, and we both know why.”
“I think so.”
“You're lying,” he says firmly. “I can see it in your eyes, and I can hear it in your voice. You might have a lot of skills, Iris, but I can assure you, lying is not one of them. You're terrible at it.”
“I just want to see my sister again,” I tell him, trying not to panic.
“And I just want some information I can use,” he replies, with his hand still just a few inches from the table's control unit. If he activates the console, he could bring up a video link to Della, or photos, or just some other kind of information that'll let me know she's okay. “What do you know about Darius Locke?” he asks finally. “I want to hear it all, even the parts you think don't matter.”
“I don't know anything,” I stammer.
“Liar.”
“Please -”
“I don't like it when people lie to me,” he continues. “When you were first brought to me, I wrote you off as just another scraggly little wretch from the gutter. To be honest, that's still how I see you, but it seems you most likely have heard some information that could be of use to me, so I'm simply offering a straight deal. Tell me what you know, and in return I'll not only let you know how your sister's doing, I'll also see what I can do to improve your situation and maybe get some of the points cut from your record. No promises there, but I'll try.” He leans forward. “But you've got to give me something in return.”
There's a part of me that wants to scream at him, to tell him that Darius Locke is being sheltered at the house where Bran lives, but I can't betray my only friend. Not even for my sister.
“Thank you for not denying that you know something,” Logan continues. “I'm glad we've moved past that pathetic stage.”
“I...”
For a moment, I try to imagine what would happen if I did tell him everything. He'd let me know about Della, and maybe he'd even be able to get me back to her within a few days. At the same time, soldiers would storm Bran's house and drag them all away, most likely to their deaths. Another dead-ended little rebellion would be snuffed out.
“How about this for a little sweetener?” he says finally. “On top of everything I've already offered you, I might be able to get you a job at the ministry.”
“A job?” The word immediately makes my heart leap in my chest.
“Low-level,” he adds. “Just an entry position, most likely a desk clerk, something like that. There'd be the possibility of promotion, though, if you worked hard and turned out to be an asset. Your destiny would be in your own hands, and I get the feeling that's something you value very much.”
I take another deep breath. All I need is a job, any job, and then I can earn money and take Della to a proper home. I wouldn't even need to break her out of the orphanage, because they'd most likely recognize me as a responsible adult.
“So what do you say?” he asks. “Do we have a deal?”
“I... I really don't know anything,” I tell him finally, even though I hate myself for turning down the opportunity. “I'm sorry.”
“Well think about it some more,” he replies, clearly aware that I'm lying to him. “You have twenty-four hours to change your mind, or the offer's off the table.”
“What about my sister?” I ask. “Can you at least tell me if she's okay?”
“Our conversation is over.”
“Is she being looked after?”
“You know how to get that information,” he replies, getting to his feet and hitting a button on the wall, calling a guard to take me back to the cells. “Sleep on it, Iris. I hope you make the right decision.” He glances back at me. “I hope you're not being loyal to the wrong people. There are solid leads connecting Darius Locke to the group who carried out the Delta-9 train station attack. I'm sure you know what that means.”
My parents.
“I'm sorry, Iris,” he adds. “The world is an infinitely complex place, and it can be difficult finding your way. I hope you choose the right path.”
As he leaves the room, I realize what he's trying to suggest. Looking down at my hands, I see that they're trembling more than ever. The truth, though, is that I have to choose between betraying my sister and betraying some lousy rebellion, I already know what I'll do.



Chapter Ten
Asher
 
“We're brilliant,” Jude says with a grin as she strips more flesh from the dead woman's body. “Seriously, you and I are, like, the perfect team. It has to be fate or something that brought us together. I mean, the whole island is massive and we could've been dropped anywhere, but we got dropped within a few hundred meters of each other and we met up. How crazy is that?”
“Pretty crazy.”
“Maybe it was God or something,” she continues. “I never believed in God before, but now I'm thinking, like, God moved us together for a reason.”
At this, I raise a skeptical eyebrow.
“Sometimes I feel this spiritual peace settling in my chest,” she adds. “I don't know where it comes from, maybe it's just gas or something, but I get to wondering now and again. Does that surprise you?”
“We've been lucky lately,” I tell her, sitting at the edge of the cave and watching the treeline carefully. I know we can't have been the only ones who saw that 'copter a few hours ago, so there'll be others in the area, searching for the new arrival. They'll be pumped for blood, and they won't want to leave empty-handed. Lurkers are usually cowardly, but there are some who actually seem to enjoy violence.
“Are you sure you don't want to set up here for a while?” Jude asks. “I meant what I said earlier, we'd be awesome at building a town. I mean, how hard can it be?”
“I don't think you've thought it through,” I tell her, wincing a little as I hear her knife scraping against bare bone.
“I've thought it through plenty. Remember that place we were in last month, at the mouth of that river? Remember how those people were scrabbling in the mud, trying to get something set up? I reckon that's the model we should follow, except we should be even stricter about who we allow to join us and we should be totally ambitious. Only really, really, really useful people can be part of it. I was thinking maybe only women, too.”
“We need men,” I mutter.
“Yeah, but not -”
“If we build a town,” I add, interrupting her, “we treat people equally, based on their skills, not based on dumb things like age or gender.”
“So you think we should do it?”
“I didn't say that.”
“But you're considering it, aren't you?” Again, her knife scrapes against a section of bone. “I'm tired of always being on the road, Asher, and I don't like the idea of joining someone else's settlement. The island's all about freedom, right? So let's make our own place and turn it into a really good place to live.”
“We'd be painting targets on our backs,” I point out.
“So we'd defend ourselves. At least we wouldn't be on the move every day, constantly risking attack. Face it, sooner or later we're gonna stumble into somewhere bad, and then we'll be the ones whose bones get stripped and chewed on.”
Turning to her, I'm shocked to see that she's already got most of the meat pulled away from the corpse. For a moment, I watch as she arranges the meat in careful piles, and then she starts gathering the bones into a clattering pile. I have to admit, while the whole idea of cannibalism really disgusts me, Jude's got a real knack for this type of thing.
“Setting up a town is a really big commitment,” I say finally. “You're right, it's a good idea in principle, but...”
“Commitment's not a problem,” she replies, not even looking at me. “It's not like either of us is going anywhere. We're too good together.”
“Yeah,” I whisper, feeling nauseous as I stare at the pile of meat. “Yeah, we're great.”
 
***
 
“There's someone out there!” Jude hisses, nudging my arm. “Listen!”
Opening my eyes, I take a moment to remember where I am before turning and looking out at the darkness beyond the cave entrance. I can just about make out the dark trees, but the only sound I hear is the faint rustle of leaves in a night breeze.
“I heard voices,” Jude whispers, her voice filled with excitement and fear. “They were calling to each other. There's at least three of them, two men and a woman.”
“Are you sure?”
“I'm sure. I think they're, like, Aussies or something.” She pulls the tunic blanket closer, pressing her bare chest against my shoulder as we both wait for any more sign of visitors. “What should we do?” she whispers, her mouth close enough to my neck that I can almost feel her lips against my skin. “Should we try to scare them away, or should we -”
“Just wait,” I tell her, “we're not even -”
Suddenly I hear a shout nearby, calling out in the darkness. Whoever it is, they're clearly no more than a hundred feet away.
“What about this side?” a male voice calls out, with a distinct Australian accent. “Hey! If you're out there, we only want to help you! We came to make sure you're okay! We all know how confusing it can be when you first come to the island, so let us help you!”
“Liars,” Jude whispers, her hot breath blasting the side of my neck. “They're just out to see what they can get, like everyone else on this stinking island. Including us.”
A moment later, I hear footsteps trudging through the undergrowth.
“Told you,” Jude continues. “They're after the new arrival, but we got to her first. They probably want her meat.”
I wait, but the footsteps don't seem to be coming closer. If anything, I think they're heading to the east, away from the ridge of rocks.
“Do you think we could take them on?” she asks. “There's two of us and only three of them. I like those odds.”
“No,” I whisper, “we're not fighting anyone, there's no need. Just wait and keep quiet, and hopefully they'll move on.”
“But -”
“For all we know, they could be real hunters,” I reply, turning to her. I can't see her, but I can feel her hot breath against the side of my face and her warm, naked body pressed against mine. “We only fight when it's necessary,” I continue. “Besides, you've got more than enough meat. It'll take you a week to eat it all. You've got more than you can possibly carry.”
We wait in silence for a few more minutes, and eventually we hear the voices calling to one another again, much further off this time. Jude was right, they're trying to find the new arrival and they're most likely heading along the river, figuring she went that way. After a few more minutes, I finally start to relax as it becomes clear that we're not going to have to deal with intruders.
“Are they gone?” Jude whispers.
“Yeah, they're gone.”
“So we can make some noise again?” I feel a warm hand on my waist, moving down to my crotch.
“Not now,” I reply, pushing her hand away.
She laughs, sniffing hot air onto my shoulder.
“We should sleep,” I continue, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. I swear, in the couple of months I've known Jude, I've tried to overlook some of her darker habits. Still, I'm finding myself more and more disturbed by her love of human meat. One of the reasons I'm worried about setting up a town with her is that I know she'd want to keep her diet as it is, whereas I'd want to set out proper rabbit traps. There are some differences between us that can be set aside while we're living on our feet, but we'd have to deal with them if we put down roots.
“So we'll talk about the town idea some more tomorrow, yeah?” she asks, letting her fingertips brush the top of my thigh, as if she still hopes to get me in the mood. “You know, if we play it just right, we could even try to find some kids to look after.”
“Kids?” I ask, surprised by the suggestion.
“To raise as our own. We could teach them, and establish a lineage. Wouldn't that be amazing? We'd have, like, our own legacy!”
“You're serious, aren't you?” I reply, realizing that she genuinely wants to settle down and end our wandering lifestyle. “You and me? Parents?”
“I always used to dream about having kids before I came to the island,” she continues. “Does that surprise you?”
“Kind of,” I admit.
“I'm just thinking about the future,” she adds, snuggling closer to me under the blanket. “I've been here longer than you, remember? I've been on the island for a whole year. I'm starting to think about more than just surviving from one day to the next. I want to build something that lasts, something that'll still be around when we're just two piles of crumbling old bones.” She pauses, and then I feel her fingertip tracing a line on my bare left shoulder. “Steadfall.”
“Jude -”
“When are you gonna tell me what this tattoo means?” she asks. “It must be important to you if you got it inked. What is Steadfall?”
“Just a place I used to go when I was a little kid,” I reply, feeling a punch of longing to the gut. “It doesn't exist anymore.”
“But -”
“Can we drop it?” I add, reaching around and pushing her hand away. “I thought we agreed, no small-talk about the past. Things that happened before the island don't matter anymore.”
I wait for a reply, but finally I feel her hand resting on my waist again. “You'll tell me one day,” she whispers. “Take your time, though. When you wanna tell me what Steadfall was, just let me know.”
“Sure,” I whisper, staring out at the dark night sky. I can't admit it to Jude, but I still catch myself dreaming about the old world sometimes. I know it's impossible, and I know I voluntarily signed away all my rights, but I can't stop wondering whether someday, somehow, I might be able to go home. And every time those thoughts enter my mind, I immediately hate myself for being so stupid and weak.
I'll die on the island. I know that much.



Chapter Eleven
Iris
 
“Transit's tomorrow,” Marietty mutters as she stumbles past me on her way to the toilet. “I'm not looking forward to going down into the mines again. Won't see sunlight for six months, won't breathe a lungful of air that isn't filled with dust particles. Trust me, it's the little things that get to you when you spend all your time underground. I swear last time, when I finally came up, I couldn't remember what the sun looked like. That's not even an exaggeration, I literally couldn't remember the sun or the sky or any of that crap.”
“I can't go down there for six months,” I reply, turning to her just as she pulls her pants down and sits on the toilet. I immediately look away, although a few seconds later I hear her start peeing. I should be used to this by now. “There has to be a way to make them see that.”
“Sorry,” she continues, “but it doesn't work like that. Everyone in this wing of the prison is going down to the mines tomorrow. They've gotta send us away, so these cells are free for the next poor bastards who get arrested.”
“Why do they even need to send people down?” I ask. “Can't the machines do it?”
“The thing about machines,” she replies, as she finishes, “is that when they break down, they have to get repaired, and repairs cost time and money. When one of us breaks down, we don't even have to get brought back to the surface. The bodies just get left down there, shoved into a side corridor.”
Hearing the toilet flush, I turn to her just as she heads back to her bunk and sits down.
“I've been to the mines three times already,” she explains. “Swore I'd never go back after the last time, but here I am. I guess maybe this is just how my life's gonna turn out, right? That's the thing around here. They reckon nine out of ten people who down to the mines once, end up going again. It's a vicious circle. I've kinda accepted it now, but I wish I could go back and stop myself the first time. That's the only chance you've got, but it's too late now for both of us. Sometimes I think I can understand those crazy bitches who choose to go to the island instead, but I'm not quite at that stage yet. Maybe one day, if I get real desperate.” She watches me for a moment. “You're gonna have to toughen up, though. You won't last in the mines, not with that doe-eyed look all the time.”
“I'm not some kind of idiot,” I tell her. “I can look after myself, I just...” I pause, thinking of Della in some state-run orphanage, shivering with fear on a bed in the corner of a dormitory filled with other girls. “I can't go down there,” I continue after a moment. “I have to get back to my sister.”
“Too late for that,” she replies. “You should've thought about your sister before you got caught, shouldn't you?”
 
***
 
“You haven't lived,” the loud woman says as she and two of her friends come into the washroom, “until you've seen some poor bastard get her head crushed by a landing machine. The way all the brains n'stuff ooze out through the cracks in the skull... It's properly sick.”
I try to ignore them, but I can see out the corner of my eye that they've already noticed me.
“I saw one bitch trip and fall against a padded heater,” the woman continues. “She ended up with her head pressed right against the main plate, and you know how hot those get, right? No-one was gonna risk going close enough to pull her clear, so she just lay there sizzling until finally her eyes popped out of her head real sudden. You ever seen someone's eyes cook like an egg?”
As I wash my face, I can't help thinking about Bran and his friends. I've always avoided spending too much time with them, mainly because I was worried that one day they'd get caught and then I'd be linked with them. Bran has always been interested in fringe politics, and lately he's been talking more and more about some pretty crazy ideas. I even agree with him from time to time, but even a fool knows that nothing's ever going to change. Bran and his friends might have their little manifestos, but I only care about my own ten year plan. Getting caught and coming to jail was never part of that plan, but I can still get back on track. I just need to get out of this place and find Della again.
I can't betray Bran, though. I can't become that kind of person, and yet... I think that's exactly what I have to do.
“You a first-timer?” the loud woman asks.
It takes a moment before I realize she's talking to me. When I turn to her, I see that she's watching me with a hint of amusement in her eyes. I guess I stand out like a sore thumb in a place like this.
“I -”
“First time in the mines, I mean,” she continues, turning to the mirror. “I can almost smell it on you.”
“I'm not a first-timer,” I stammer.
She laughs. “Jesus, girl, you're a terrible liar.”
“You ever seen someone get her head crushed?” she asks.
“No, of course -”
“You will,” she tells me, leaning closer to the mirror as she examines her teeth. “You'll see it plenty down there. Unless you end up being one of the ones it happens to. Then you'll just see our sick faces staring at you, watching you die.” She starts scratching at something in her mouth. “I always wonder what it's like for those poor bastards in the final seconds before they click off. You know, when the machine pushes down on their skull and it starts to crack, and their brain gets ready to burst out the sides. How much do they really know?” She chuckles at the idea. “Life's cruel sometimes, but it's pretty funny too.”
Not really knowing what to say, I start drying my face. I need to get back to my bunk so I can think properly. There has to be some other way to avoid going to the mines, something that doesn't involve betraying anyone. My hands are shaking as I set my towel down.
“Jesus,” the woman next to me continues, “I don't think I've ever seen anyone look so goddamn scared.”
“I'm not scared,” I reply, although my voice is trembling.
“You're a bad liar, too,” she adds. “If this is how you are tonight, how much worse will you be in the morning when we all walk to the transport ships, huh? You know fainting won't do you any good, right? I tried faking that once, didn't help at all. They just scoop you up and load you in anyway.”
“I know,” I stammer, feeling light-headed. After a moment, I turn to her. “I overheard you talking the other day,” I tell her. “You mentioned the orphanage in sector F.”
She frowns. “What about it?”
“You said you grew up there.”
“And? You got a problem with that?”
“What's it like?” I ask. “I mean, is it... Could a girl grow up in one of those places and be okay? Could she turn out fine and maybe have a future, if she was smart and good and obeyed all the rules?”
The woman stares at me for a moment, before a faint smile crosses her face. Finally, she holds her arms out, as if she's about to hug me. “Well I turned out just fine, didn't I?”
“But I mean...” I pause, feeling a growing sense of panic in my chest. “If a little girl got taken to one of those places, isn't it possible that she'd be looked after properly? Isn't there a chance that she'd be better off there than on the streets?” I take a deep breath as I try to convince myself that it's true, that Della's got more of a chance in a place like that. It's not going into the mines that scares me, it's the idea of my little sister being out there all alone, but I guess maybe I've been too self-centered. Maybe Della's better off without me.
“I'll tell you what the orphanages are like,” the woman says, stepping closer to me. “I went in at the age of twelve, and I spent four years there. Do you know what kinda person gets put in charge of the kids in those places?”
“What kind of person?” I ask.
“The bad kind,” she replies, with a hint of pain in her eyes. “The kind who see a scared little girl and realize they can do anything they want to her, because no-one'll ever care. The kind who have unnatural urges, and who need a place they can act out their fantasies without getting caught. Not all of them are so bad, but the ones in sectors E, F, G and H are notorious. Any girl who goes into one of those... Well, let's just say there's a reason most kids from the orphanages end up the jail cells, and then in the mines, and then their lives just kinda fade to nothing. If they don't get killed along the way.”
“But a smart girl -”
“Would get it even worse,” she continues. “Not just from the people in charge, either. I haven't even mentioned the other kids in those places, but they're even worse. Filled with fear and anger, realizing their lives are shot. Who do you think they take it all out on?”
“But there are rules, aren't there?” I stammer. “You're exaggerating, it can't really be that bad.”
“It can't?” Smiling, she takes a step back. “Okay, you know what? I'll give you a little demo of what happens to smart girls in one of those orphanages. We'll role-play, you're the smart girl and I'm the kid who's been around for a while.”
“No,” I reply, “please, just -”
“This is what happens.”
Before I can reply, she steps toward me, grabbing my head and smashing it against the mirror. As glass shatters and falls everywhere, I'm pulled back and slammed against the wall. Stumbling, I turn just as the woman slips a piece of broken glass between two of her fingers and forms a fist.
“You starting to get the idea yet?” she asks, before punching me in the neck, driving the shard of glass deep into my flesh. As I gasp and blood erupts from the wound, the woman leans closer to me. “This isn't even the worst of it!”



Chapter Twelve
Asher
 
“The coast?” Jude replies, clearly surprised as we start gathering our meager belongings for the journey. “Why should we go to the coast?”
“It's the only part of the island we haven't really explored,” I point out.
“For good reason. The coast's a bad place, I've heard stories about it.”
“So have I, but I figure that's as good as reason as any to go and take a look. It's not like you can rely on people to be honest around here.” Tying the top of the tunic-bag, I haul it onto my shoulder and turn to look out across the morning sky. I thought there was going to be rain last night, but none came and I'm starting to think I'm not very good at predicting the weather. Still, there are dark clouds on the horizon, and they seem a little closer this morning. A storm's coming, it's just a question of when.
“It'll rain when they want it to rain,” Jude mutters.
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“You know how it is,” she continues, coming over to join me at the mouth of the cave. “They say they don't interfere with life on the island, but that's bull. I bet they control the weather.”
“Conspiracy theories?” I reply, raising an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
“They can't not interfere, it's in their nature. I know they give us this big speech about how we're beyond their reach when we come to the island, and beyond their sphere of influence and all that garbage, but I'd bet you any money that they still keep an eye on us. Even if it's just out of curiosity, although I wouldn't be surprised if they're piping footage of us into the living rooms of every rich asshole in the city. It's human nature.”
“Careful,” I tell her, “you're starting to sound paranoid.” When I turn and look into her eyes, I can see that she's not joking. “There aren't even any cameras.”
“They're hidden.”
“Where?”
She shrugs. “Beats me.”
“Nothing ever happens,” I continue. “Don't you think they'd try to make it exciting? There was that show years ago, the one about the people living in a remote location somewhere in South America, and the producers were always throwing stuff at the contestants to create drama. All we do on this place is wander about, trying to avoid trouble.” I can't help smiling as I realize that she doesn't believe a word I'm saying. “We really are all alone out here, I'm sure of it. If there was anything to suggest otherwise, I'd be the first to notice, but there isn't.”
“Whatever,” she mutters, grabbing a piece of meat and biting into it. “If you want to be naive, that's your choice.”
“Naive? No-one's ever called me that before. They -” Stopping suddenly, I watch as she tears a strip of meat from the chunk, while thick red blood dribbles down her chin. Feeling nauseous, I have to turn away.
“Want some?” she asks with her mouth full.
“No thanks.”
“It's tasty. That woman we killed last night was pretty soft and tender. Come on, why go hunting rabbits when there's a stack of perfectly good meat sitting here? Doesn't matter where it came from, does it? Meat's meat. Hell, I can't eat it all, most of it'll go bad before I get a chance.”
“I'm fine.”
“Everyone does it, you know. Almost everyone. There's nothing wrong with having a little human meat in your diet. You've just gotta stop over-thinking things.”
I turn and see that she's holding out a handful of juicy red meat toward me.
“Shoulder,” she explains with a faint smile, and with blood smeared around her mouth. “It's good for you. Don't tell me you're not feeling weak, Asher, 'cause I can see it in your eyes. Get some of this inside you, you'll feel ten times better in just a few minutes.”
“Keep it,” I tell her. “I'll pick up a rabbit or something along the way.”
 
***
 
A couple of hours later, as we trudge through the forest with our heavy bags over our shoulders, I still haven't managed to catch anything to eat. I'm starving, of course, but at the same time there's no way I can ever be like Jude and start eating human meat. I don't know why, but I'm just not wired that way, and even the thought of it makes me feel sick to my stomach.
Stopping at the top of a small ridge, I spot something glistening in the distance, and finally I realize that it's the ocean. In all the time I've spent on the island, I've kept well away from the beaches and I haven't seen the ocean once, not since the day I first arrived. For a moment, I can't help marveling at the beauty of light rippling on the surface.
“Hungry yet?” Jude asks, stopping next to me.
“No,” I reply, although my stomach chooses that exact moment to start rumbling. “I'll be fine. I'll find something soon.”
“Shame we can't go fishing,” she mutters. “Damn, I miss that kind of food.”
“There's no marine life near the island,” I point out. “Not with that electric cable running all the way around the perimeter. The water's deadly.”
“It'd be a way to go, though,” she replies with a smile. “If you were sick of things, I mean. Just run down the beach and into the water. You'd be electrocuted before you got anywhere. Of all the ways to die around here, that'd actually be the quickest and least painful.”
“Let's not get morbid,” I mutter, turning and making my way along the ridge. “We'll stick to the original plan and head to the northern tip, then we'll start seriously thinking about checking the beaches. There's got to be a reason why -”
Suddenly something flashes past my face, and a fraction of a second later I hear the dull thud of an impact. I turn just as Jude slumps down against me, and then there's another flash before I feel a sharp pain in my shoulder. Dropping to the forest floor, I realize that someone just launched a couple of rocks at us, and when I turn to Jude I see that she's unconscious with a deep cut on the side of her left temple.
Grabbing her arm, I start pulling her around the side of a nearby bush, hoping to at least gain some temporary cover.
“Are you okay?” I whisper, nudging her arm. “Jude, someone's attacking us, can you hear me?”
Hearing movement nearby, I fumble in my bag and quickly pull out a knife. Usually I'd be confident about taking on anyone we encounter, but if some asshole can throw rocks with that much accuracy and speed, I need to come up with a better plan. Trying to stay calm, I listen to the sound of footsteps moving toward us, but after a moment I realize I can hear a second set a little further to the west. I look around, but I don't see anyone. This is starting to feel less like some random attack and more like a calculated assault.
“One's down!” a female voice calls out suddenly. “The other's not!”
Turning, I look through the forest and spot a hint of movement as someone ducks out of sight behind a tree. I glance back the other way, figuring that the other person must be the one with the rocks. From the sound of footsteps, I'm pretty sure he or she is only a few feet away now, so I just have to wait and -
“Back!” the female voice calls out. “You're getting too close!”
I immediately hear the footsteps moving away, which means my chance to rush them and use the knife just got taken away.
“Hey!” I hiss, turning to Jude and patting the side of her face. “Can you hear me?”
I wait, but she doesn't respond.
“Great,” I mutter, turning and crawling through the undergrowth. I have no doubt that the asshole with the rocks knows where I am, but I also figure he needs to really see me in order to aim at my head. After all, if he fires and misses, he'll need to re-load, and that's my one chance to get at him. Stopping and peering through the long grass, I realize I can just about spot a figure creeping closer, and sure enough it's a guy with some kind of rope in his hands and a rock attached to one end. I'm not sure how it works, but it's clear he knows how to use the damn thing and -
“Got her!”
Suddenly I'm dragged back and slammed down into the mud, while a foot crashes into my right wrist, causing me to drop the knife. I struggle to get free, but the figure reaches down and grabs my throat, squeezing tight until I can't breathe.
“Now that's what I call teamwork,” the guy continues, speaking with a strong Australian accent as he leers at me. A moment later, the guy with the rocks appears next to him, followed by a thin, wiry-looking woman.
“The other one's got more meat on her,” the woman mutters.
“Two of them to feed three of us,” the Australian mutters with a smile. “That'll compensate for the one we didn't manage to track down last night.” He leans closer to me, still squeezing my throat shut. “I wouldn't be surprised if these two bitches were the ones who stole our target away from us.”
Unable to breathe, I struggle desperately to get free, but I can already feel myself starting to black out.
“No point wasting time,” the Australian continues. “I'll take this one, you two -”
Before he can finish, a shape flashes over me and slams into the woman, knocking her back. The Australian's grip loosens as a scream rings out, and I turn to see that Jude has landed on top of the woman and is stabbing her repeatedly in the chest. Letting out a cry of anger, Jude quickly turns and slashes at the Australian, almost catching him in the face. As he stumbles back, I realize this is my chance so I reach up and grab his waist, pulling him back. Before I can do anything else, however, he slams his fist into my face, knocking me to the ground.
“Run!” Jude screams, and I look over to see that she's managed to get her knife into the gut of the guy with the stones. Her hands work fast, gouging his belly, and she quickly shoves him to the ground.
“We -” I start to say, but suddenly the Australian lunges at her, twisting her arm with enough force to bring a cry from her lips as she drops the knife. I reach out to her, but I'm too late and he swings her around, smashing her head twice against a tree before shoving her limp body to the ground.
I try to grab the knife, but he turns and kicks it away.
“Jude!” I scream, lunging toward her. “Jude, get up! Jude -”
Suddenly he slams his knee into my face, sending me thudding back to the ground. I roll over, but there's a stinging pain in my shoulder.
“Jude!” I shout. “Get up!”
“Goddamn bitches,” the Australian mutters, taking another knife from his belt as he steps toward me. “Now I'm gonna have to go and make more friends, aren't I? You killed the ones I had.”
Figuring that I need to strike fast, I lunge at him. He swings the knife at me and slices its blade against my shoulder, but I throw my weight against him and manage to knock him down, landing on top of him. I reach for the knife, but in my panic I can't find it anywhere so instead I slam my fists down against his face as hard as I can, striking him again and again. I keep expecting to feel a blade sliding into my gut, but with each second that passes I'm able to pound his face harder and harder until finally I feel his skull cracking.
I let out a cry of anger as I keep going, not daring to stop, not even when I feel blood spraying up against my face. I punch him over and over, still waiting for the flash of his blade, and soon I realize that my fists are covered in blood.
Still, I can't stop yet.
I have to be sure.
Pounding at his face, I finally realize I can feel his skull breaking apart beneath the flesh. My hands are agony now, so I pull them up and start using my right elbow instead, cracking his face open until I break through and feel pieces of bone scratching my skin. A moment later, as the rage starts to fade, I realize I've broken all the way into his head and now I'm hitting his brain directly.
I strike a couple more times, before pulling back and staring in stunned horror at what I've done. With my bare hands, I've managed to break the guy's head apart, and it's only now that I realize how much of his blood has sprayed all over my face and chest. It has been so long since I let my anger out like that, I thought I'd left that side of my personality behind when I came to the island.
Slowly, I turn and see that Jude is completely still.
“Jude?” I whisper, before scrambling to my feet. I glance at the other two attackers and see that they're dead, and then I hurry to Jude and drop to my knees next to her. Filled with a sense of panic, I don't see much of an injury at first, but when I take hold of her head and tilt it slightly, I'm shocked to find that she has a bloodied dent on her temple, with the bone having obviously been cracked beneath her flesh and hair.
I press two fingers against the side of her neck, searching desperately for a pulse. It takes a moment, but finally I find a faint hint of life.
“Jude!” I shout, forcing her left eye open but immediately seeing that pupil is very large. “Jude, can you hear me?” I wait for a moment, hoping against hope that she'll respond, before finally I scream her name again: “Jude!”



Chapter Thirteen
Iris
 
“And how recent is this information?” Logan asks as we sit in an interview room in the prison's infirmary. “A man like Darius Locke is likely to move regularly and -”
“Two days,” I reply, barely able to speak thanks to the cuts on my lip. My right eye is swollen shut, too, and the stitches on my neck are rough and harsh, tearing at the damaged flesh. “No more than that.”
“And you're not lying to me, are you?” he continues. He stares at me for a moment. “No, you're not. I can tell. You have a very easy face to read, Iris.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing. It's a compliment. Don't you like compliments?”
“Please,” I reply, “you have to make sure that Bran Edwards isn't taken away with the rest of them. He's a good person, you have to fix it so he's okay. Just give him a warning.”
“I told you I'll do everything I can,” he replies, “and I'll keep that promise.”
Looking down at my hands, I feel a slow sense of fear rippling through my body. Trembling, I can't hold back the tears any longer as I realize that despite all the lies I've told myself, I just betrayed Bran and the others. I can tell myself over and over, for the rest of my life, that I was justified in my decision, but I don't think I'll ever stop feeling guilty. Wiping tears from my cheeks, I look over at Logan and see that he's making some notes.
“Where's my sister?” I ask finally, feeling a sense of hope in my heart. After all, Della is the only thing that matters now.
“Iris -”
“You promised me!” I remind him, through gritted teeth. “I'm getting out of here and I'm going back to her!”
He pauses, and I can tell that something's wrong.
“Where is she?” I ask again.
“Iris -”
“She's okay,” I continue, forcing myself to keep from panicking. “I know she is. If something had happened to her, I'd feel it already. I'd know it in my heart.”
“I told you I'd look into the matter of your sister,” he says cautiously, “and I kept that promise. To be honest, though, what I found was... surprising. It gives me no pleasure to do this, Iris -”
“Where is she?” I snarl, my voice trembling with fear.
He stares at me for a moment. “Even though you were squatting in the basement of an old hotel at the time of your arrest,” he says finally, “there were still a few working cameras down there.”
“I know,” I reply. “I covered them up. I didn't like the idea of being watched all the time.”
“You didn't cover them all up. There was one in the ceiling that you missed.”
“Great,” I mutter. “That's not creepy at all.”
“I accessed that camera's footage,” he continues, “and... Iris, I'm really not sure about the best way to break this to you. I think maybe I should just show you a clip.”
“We're wasting time,” I reply as he activates the screen on the table and starts loading a video file. “My sister is out there, anything could be happening to her! Please, if Della needs help, I -”
Before I can finish, I see a shot of my old room appearing on the table's monitor. The two beds are clearly visible, and after a moment I see myself crawling through a vent and dropping down into the room.
“Why are you showing me this?” I ask, trying to hide my frustration. “It's completely irrelevant!”
“Do you remember this moment?” he replies. “It was just a couple of days ago, shortly before your arrest.”
I watch the screen as I see myself in soaking wet clothes. I remember that morning, it was when the rain really hit and the streets were turning to mud. I watch myself brushing dirt off my clothes and then heading over to the desk, where I start setting out some bread and vegetables, but...
Something's wrong.
Della's bed is empty.
“Hey,” my voice says on the screen. I watch myself turn to look over at the empty bed, and there's a pause. “I... It was gonna get thrown out eventually,” my voice continues, followed by another pause, as if I'm waiting for someone to speak. “So's starving,” my voice adds. “Don't worry, no-one's going to miss the scraps I took.”
“What's going on?” I ask, turning to Logan. “Where's my sister?”
“That's what I kept asking myself,” he replies as the video continues. “You certainly seem to have been having conversations with someone, but all the files show the same thing. You were alone in an otherwise empty room.” As the video continues, he pulls up a second screen and starts accessing a few more files. “So I started looking into your background a little more, Iris, and I found the records for your sister.”
Watching myself on the screen, I shake my head. I can feel a faint pain in my skull, radiating from the back.
“Della Catherine Bloom,” Logan reads from the other screen. “Born at the St. Vincent's Hospital, died -”
“No!” I say firmly.
“Died on March 20th, back in -”
“No!” I shout, feeling a sense of panic rising in my trembling chest.
“Your sister Della died three years ago, Iris,” he continues. “She died before your parents' accident.”
I shake my head, while watching the screen that shows me sitting on Della's empty bed, apparently talking to myself.
“The records are clear,” Logan adds. “Iris, I think maybe there's something wrong with you. You appear to have retreated into some kind of fantasy while you've been alone on the streets.”
“It's okay,” my voice says on the screen. “Soon we're going to get out of here, I promise. This isn't forever.. I reckon in a month, maybe two, we'll be able to move on. There are places out there that are much nicer than this and there's nothing stopping us, not really. We'll be fine.”
“This isn't right,” I whisper, as the pain in my head gets worse. “You've edited this, or you've done something else to it, you're trying to trick me.”
“I wouldn't do that,” Logan replies. “Believe me, I was shocked when I realized the truth.”
“Are you forgetting the ten year plan?” I ask on the screen, grabbing one of my old journals and tossing it onto the other, empty side of the bed. “Refresh your memory. It's all worked out and we're on course.”
I distinctly remember Della opening the journal that morning, but on the screen nothing happens. I simply sit and wait, while the journal goes untouched, but... I swear, I remember Della picking it up and looking through the pages.
“I told you the beginning would be hard,” my voice continues, “but I also told you we'll get somewhere good eventually. I meant -”
“Turn it off,” I whisper.
“That plan didn't just plop out of my brain one day, you know,” my voice adds.
“Turn it off!” I scream, gripping the sides of the chair.
“I worked on it for a long -”
Suddenly the screen goes black, and I turn to see that Logan has stopped the video.
“My sister's not dead!” I stammer. “I'm not mad! We've been living together, I've been looking after her!”
“I'm very sorry, Iris,” he replies calmly, “but you have to face the truth. You quite clearly imagined Della being with you, as a way of coping with your loneliness after your parents died. I'm not accusing you of lying, it's clear that you truly believed she was there. Maybe it was the only way you could find any purpose in your life, but... I'm sure deep down, you can already tell that I'm right, can't you?”
I start to shake my head, before freezing. I want to tell him to go to hell, to scream at him and make him admit that he's tricking me, but as the pain in my head continues to grow I start to realize that there are certain memories I've been holding back.
“She was very sick,” I hear my mother's voice telling me, many years ago. “It was quick in the end. She won't have felt much, and now she's not in pain anymore. That's the most important thing.”
For a fraction of a second, I remember standing next to a grave.
“I can provide you with the full records,” Logan says after a moment. “Your sister died of a very rare degenerative condition that affected her brain's development.” He turns the second screen toward me, and I see an old photo of Della in her hospital bed, with hundreds of tubes and wires running in and out of her body. “She spent almost her entire life on that ward,” he continues. “My understanding is that someone with her illness would never have been able to talk or respond much to stimuli. She was basically a vegetable from birth until death. Maybe that's why it was so easy for you to imagine her later and invent a personality for her.”
With tears in my eyes, I stare at the image for a moment before looking down at my hands.
“I'm so sorry,” he continues. “I can only assume you suffered some kind of psychological breakdown following the death of your parents. I'm sure that's what a psychiatrist would determine, if one were to examine you. Not that there's really any need for that, but...”
As his voice trails off, I sit in silence for a moment. Even though I don't want to believe him, deep down I know every word is true.
After a moment, Logan gets to his feet and heads to the door. “I'll give you a few minutes alone before the guard comes to take you back to your cell. As for the matter of your next move, I've already started working on the paperwork to get you excused from the transit tomorrow and then we'll work on -”
“Don't bother,” I reply, feeling as if something has been pulled from my chest, leaving just a hollow cavity. “I have nowhere else to go.”
“Focus on the positives, Iris. Just because you're going to the mines, that doesn't mean your life has to be over. Despite popular opinion, it is possible to get by once you return to society. You can live a perfectly decent life, provided you stick to the rules. I can help you, maybe even... Well, we'll get to that later.” He pauses, before opening the door.
“You knew,” I say suddenly.
“What was that?”
I turn to him. “You knew my sister was dead,” I continue calmly, “and you still used her to manipulate me. You got me to give you information.” Staring at him, I can see the hint of guilt in his eyes. “And all along, you knew.”
“I feel very sorry for your situation,” he replies, “but... I still have a job to do.”
I pause for a moment, before nodding. “You do it very well.”



Chapter Fourteen
Asher
 
I shove a handful of leaves into my mouth and chew them as quickly as I can, before spitting the wet, saliva-filled mess back into my palm. Jude showed me how this works once, she told me that it acted as a kind of paste to keep infection at bay, and I just have to pray that it'll be strong enough to help.
Reaching down, I start wiping the paste against the injury on her head. I know I need some myself, but I use everything on Jude before sitting back and waiting, hoping, that she might start to wake up.
“Jude?” I say after a moment, my voice trembling with fear. “Please, you can't die. Don't leave me here alone.”
I wait.
No response.
Hearing a faint murmur from nearby, I turn to see that while the woman and the Australian guy are definitely dead, the guy with the stones is starting to stir despite the knife wounds in his belly. Filled with anger, I get to my feet and make my way over, and before he can get up I crouch next to him and place the blade against his neck.
“Wait!” he hisses. “Stop!”
“You hurt my friend,” I reply, trying to stay calm even though I want to cut his goddamn throat open. “You tried to kill us both.”
“Kill or be killed,” he stammers. “Help me and maybe we can work together.”
“Help you?” I glance at his belly and see that he's lost a lot of blood. “You're beyond help,” I tell him. “Even if I wanted to do something, it's hopeless. You'll bleed out in a few minutes.”
“Help me,” he says again. “Please, I don't want to die. Not here, not now, not like this. I can help you if you help me. I'm useful, I swear.”
“You didn't listen to me,” I continue. “You're way, way beyond help. There is literally nothing I can do for you, and even if I could patch you up, why would I? You damn near killed my friend. Why the hell would I lift a finger for you?”
“That's how it works,” he replies, his voice already starting to sound weaker. He winces, reaching down to his gut as more dark blood leaks out. “It's how things are on the island. You must know that, we all... I thought Cullen and Penny were strong, so I stuck with them, but now I can help you. Please, I...” He pauses, and I can tell that he's staring to lose consciousness. “If you save me,” he continues finally, as his eyes start to slip shut, “I'll tell you a secret.”
“Go to hell.”
“I know how to contact them,” he whispers. “They don't tell you, but there's a way. The ones who... I was waiting for the right time, but I know where they are, I can... Show you... I've worked it all out, the real reason for the island...”
“You're delirious,” I tell him, “and a liar, too. Everyone knows what the island's for, there's no mystery.”
I wait for a reply, but his head lolls back and I figure he's unconscious. Realizing that there's nothing left for him except pain, I turn the knife and drive it into his chest, piercing his heart. He doesn't move at all, so I guess he was probably already gone, but there's always a chance I saved him a few extra seconds of agony. Pulling the knife out, I wipe it clean against the grass and then get to my feet, heading back over to Jude.
“Hey,” I say as I kneel next to her, “are you awake?”
She doesn't reply, of course, and I feel a shiver of fear in my chest.
“You can't die on me, you know,” I tell her, as I pull a few stray strands of her hair out of the paste on the side of her head. “That's not fair. Remember what I was like when we first met? We're good together, we work well as a team. I need you.”
I wait.
Silence.
“Here's a deal,” I continue, leaning closer to her unconscious face. “If you pull through, I promise we'll do what you suggested, we'll find somewhere to set up and we'll build a place of our own. I don't know how we'll do it, I don't have a clue, but that's another reason why I need you. No more random wandering about, okay? We'll make our own place, maybe we'll even let other people come and join us, but it'll be our little settlement right here on the island and no-one'll ever be able to tell us what to do. Deal?”
Again, I wait.
Nothing.
Reaching down, I take her hand in mine and give it a squeeze, before shaking it gently.
“Deal,” I tell her, before sitting back and looking around at the clearing. “Then again,” I mutter, “I guess I shouldn't move you just yet, so we kinda have to stay here for a while. I turn back to her. Even though I know it's dumb to be talking out loud like this, I can't help clinging to the hope that somehow she can hear me, and that my words might make her stronger. “We've got no choice,” I add, “so I guess this is it.” Taking the knife, I drive it into the ground until only the hilt is sticking out. “We can call it...”
I pause.
There's one obvious name, but maybe I should hold off for a little while.
“You can choose the name,” I continue finally. “When you wake up and get better.”



Chapter Fifteen
Iris
 
“All prisoners must remain orderly during transit,” the automated message says for the thousandth time as we shuffle forward. “Transit time is estimated at two hours and forty minutes.”
Ahead, on the far side of the huge hall, several large transit buses are waiting for us to board. All around me, other prisoners are either staring at the buses with stony-faced expressions, or are making nervous small-talk and little jokes about life in the mines. I had no idea there'd be so many of us today, but I guess the prisons are always full to bursting point.
Still, all I can think about is my sister.
And Bran.
Since Logan made me face the truth, it's as if barriers have come down in my mind. It's hard to believe how easily I was able to fool myself, to construct an imagined reality, but I guess I was desperate for some way to stay focused. All those times I talked to Della about my ten year plan, I was really just talking to myself and using Della to give myself motivation. Now the motivation is gone and I feel an overwhelming sense of hopelessness. My future is all about the mines now, and about disappearing into the darkness. There's a part of me that hopes I'll never come back, because coming back would mean having to work out what to do with my life after I'm released, and it would mean accepting what I did to Bran and his friends. Maybe in some twisted way, those soldiers did me a favor by framing me for robbing the old woman. At least I'm not living a fantasy anymore.
“Get a move on,” a familiar voice mutters, bumping into me from behind.
Turning, I see the woman from last night, the same one who taught me about the orphanages.
“Nice,” she says with a smile. “That eye looks painful. You can thank me later, when you realize people leave you alone more 'cause they think you're tough. You were too pretty before.”
I turn away from her. It's tempting to ask her to finish the job on me, or to get her to tell me how I can end this misery as quickly as possible. As we all shuffle forward a few more paces, I watch one of the buses heading away, with another swiftly gliding in to take its place.
“I heard they got taken to the city,” a female voice says nearby. “I doubt they'll be coming back from there.”
“Darius Locke was a blowhard,” someone else replies. “He just wanted the attention.”
I turn and see that two elderly women are talking in the next line.
“What did you say about Locke?” I ask. “Was he captured?”
They both turn to me, and for a moment they seem almost offended that I dared speak to them. “He and his friends were picked up in sector G, or H or something, last night,” one of them says finally. “It was on the news in the main office when I was being processed, the government found where he was hiding and sent a whole squadron of soldiers in to tear the place apart. Got a whole load of his friends, too. They didn't even bother with a trial, they just whisked them off to the city and we all know what that means.”
“What does it mean?” I ask, trying not to panic.
“It means they've already decided what to do with them,” she continues. “They're not gonna use them for propaganda, in case they become martyrs, so they'll just quietly disappear.”
“Move on!” a guard shouts, and I realize that in my daze I failed to notice the line moving. There are just a dozen or so people ahead of me now, and as the latest bus moves off, another arrives and I can tell this is the one I'll be taking.
I take a few more steps forward, while trying to make myself believe that Logan will keep his word about Bran.
“Back to the mines,” says a woman nearby, with a heavy sigh. “Great. Nothing to do down there except work and think. The work I can handle, I've never been afraid of hard work, but it's the thinking that gets to me. All that time to go over and over every goddamn mistake in your life. I reckon at least half the so-called accidents down there are actually just people who can't take their own thoughts anymore and step in front of a machine. Maybe that's not such a bad idea.”
I step forward as the bus begins to fill. Just a few more seconds now until I climb on-board.
“Six months in the mines,” the woman continues, “feels more like six years to a troubled mind. There's no -”
Turning suddenly, I push past her and hurry back against the flow of the lines, forcing my way back toward the entrance at the rear of the hall. My heart is pounding and I feel as if I might pass out at any moment, but the thought of going down into those mines and spending six months in darkness with just my regrets and guilt for company... It's too much, and I'll do anything to avoid it, even if that means embracing the one alternative that's open to me, the one thing that I thought was only for the truly insane.
“Where the hell do you think you're going?” a woman asks as I slip past her.
I don't reply. Nothing matters anymore except getting to the guards at the rear of the hall and telling them what I want. It takes a moment, but finally I reach them just as two guns are raised toward my face.
“What's up?” one of the guards asks, with a smirk on her face. “Decided you want an appeal against your sentence?”
“I -” I start to say, before stopping as I realize the madness of what I'm about to do. “I...”
“If you need to pee, that's tough,” the guard continues. “Get back in line, prisoner.”
“All prisoners must remain orderly during transit,” the automated message says yet again. “Transit time is estimated at two hours and forty minutes.”
“I invoke my right to...” Pausing, I feel as if I can't get the words out, but finally a kind of strength seems to solidify in my chest. “I invoke my right to choose the island instead.”
The guard stares at me, as her smile slowly fades.
“Don't be ridiculous,” she says finally, tapping the barrel of her gun against my shoulder. “The island's for lunatics. You're not a lunatic, are you? Get back in line.”
“I have the right to go there,” I tell her, as my sense of panic starts to fade. Somehow, this actually feels like the right thing to do. “It's the law, it's the one law that matters to me right now, and you can't talk me out of it.”
I pause, before holding my hands toward her with the wrists pressed together, ready to be cuffed. For the first time in days, my hands aren't shaking.
“My name is Iris Bloom,” I continue, “and I demand to be taken to the island.”



Chapter Sixteen
Asher
 
I spend four days alone, clearing the area and trying to come up with a plan, before finally one evening I hear a rustling sound nearby and turn to see that Jude has begun to sit up.
“Hey!” I shout, hurrying over and kneeling next to her. “Careful. Just stay down for now.”
Her eyes are barely open, and she hasn't looked directly at me yet. Instead, she reaches up with one trembling hand and touches the wound on the side of her head, where I've been adding fresh paste three times a day.
“No,” I tell her, gently moving her hand away, “don't disturb it.”
I wait for her to say something, or at least for her to look at me, but she still doesn't seem quite awake yet. Instead, it's as if she's in some kind of daze.
“We got attacked,” I continue, figuring that maybe she doesn't remember. “There were three of them, there's no way we should have survived, but I think you played dead for a moment and then you saved the day. You're a hero.” I force a smile, hoping that she might show some hint of recognition, but there's nothing. “You took a couple of big whacks to the head, though,” I explain, “and you got knocked out. I was worried about you for a while, but I've been keeping busy, trying to tame this place. I thought we could settle down here, at least for a while. Does that sound good?”
When she doesn't reply, I lean closer and look into her eyes. I feel a shiver in my chest as I realize that while her left pupil is enlarged, the right pupil is pinprick small.
“It's still early days,” I tell her, trying to stay calm and cling to the hope that she'll be fine. “Let's not rush your recovery, okay?”
I wait, but she doesn't seem able to focus on me. Her lips are trembling a little, as if she's trying to get some words out, but finally she starts to settle back down. Her eyes slip shut and after a moment I check her pulse again, but she's still alive.
“Just rest,” I whisper, before leaning down and kissing her forehead. “You're going to be fine. I promise.”



Chapter Seventeen
Iris
 
“You realize this is madness, don't you?” Logan asks, sitting on the edge of the desk as he watches me with a cautious expression. “Iris, the island is for -”
“I don't care,” I say firmly, keeping my eyes fixed on him. “It's my right.”
“The island is for political dissidents mostly,” he continues with a sigh, “although... Well, granted, lately it's become a little more open. You're absolutely correct when you say that you have a right to go there, all prisoners have that right, but please, you have to be serious. The island is a permanent move, it's the end, it's ridiculous to choose to go there when all you have to do in the mines is work for six months.”
“I don't care,” I tell him, struggling to hold back tears. “I choose the island.”
He pauses for a moment, still eying me with concern. “Do you even know why the island was established?”
“Everyone knows. This is an informed decision.”
“The island was -”
“I know!” I tell him, and for the first time I let a little anger slip into my voice. “I know,” I say again, more calmly. If I shout, I'll start crying, and there's no way in hell that I want this bastard to see my tears.
“The island was established as an alternative,” he continues. “By the twenty-second century, humanity had reached crisis point. We were no nearer to getting off this little planet of ours, but it was becoming increasingly clear that certain individuals within the global population needed to be able to leave society and strike out alone. That wasn't possible by then, because the whole planet was under the control of one government or another. In the old, old days it was possible for dissidents to run off to some new, uncharted land and start again, and humanity needed that option to still be available for people. Otherwise, we'd have carried on killing one another.”
“I know all this,” I reply. “I went to school.”
“I think you might need a refresher,” he continues, “because if you really understood the island, you wouldn't want to go there.” He pauses for a moment. “The island was established in the middle of the Pacific Ocean as an artificial land mass with no rules, no laws, no government, no cameras, no technology, no anything. Just land, some grass, trees, a few rivers and animal species... Anyone who wanted to leave human civilization behind was allowed to go there and try their best, free of society's so-called restrictions but also without any of its benefits. At first, people who went there weren't even allowed clothes, they were dumped naked onto the ground and left to fend for themselves. Eventually they were given one gray tunic to wear and a knife so they could hunt, but apart from that, they were on their own.”
“That's what I want.”
“And it's estimated that between ninety-five and ninety-eight per cent of people who go there, are dead within their first day. Do you want that as well?”
“I want to get away.”
“Going down into the mines -”
“I want to get away and never come back.”
“Most of the people who go to the island are hardened criminals,” he continues. “No-one sane or smart would ever -”
“I'll take my chances.”
He sighs. “You're better than this.”
“I'm a common criminal,” I point out.
He sighs again.
“If I go to the mines,” I continue, frustrated by his refusal to accept my decision, “I'll spend six months in the darkness, with only my thoughts and memories for company, and I think we've already established that I don't deal with those situations too well. I'll end up jumping in front of a machine to end it all. At least if I go to the island, even though I won't last long... At least I'll be free.”
“You can be free here.”
I shake my head.
“Of course you can,” he continues. “As long as you abide by the rules -”
“I think you just made your point.”
“The island is for anarchists,” he adds, with extra tension in his voice. For some reason, he's really trying to dissuade me. “The island is for the dregs of society, it's mostly people with mental illnesses who want to go there, or people who think they've got a better idea about how the world should be run. It's the kind of people who, in the old days, would have set out to travel west and strike gold, free from the supposed bonds of the civilization they left behind. Crazy people, in other words.” He pauses. “There are no laws there, Iris. Anyone can do anything to anyone else, and they frequently do. People are murdered and tortured, they die in the most horrifying agony. The island isn't monitored, that's part of the deal, but the crews of delivery vessels have reported seeing... things down there.”
“What kind of things?”
“Well, the island is a big place. One crew reported seeing human bones in a clearing, arranged in some kind of ritual formation. Another crew reported hearing the most hideous screams, and seeing a river running red with bodies. These reports are unverified, of course, but I believe them. Out there, freed from the restraints of society, people regress to savagery. Without civilization, humans are monsters.”
“So why did humans create civilization in the first place?” I ask. “If we were happy as savages, why evolve?”
“A happy accident,” he replies, “but one that we must take advantage of. Please, Iris, don't throw your whole life away on some brief, romanticized urge to rebel. Be more grown-up than that.”
“And come up with a ten year plan about how to succeed?” I ask cynically.
“Well, if -”
“I've made my decision,” I continue, interrupting him, “and there's nothing you or anyone else can do to change my mind. Maybe it's a mistake, but it's my mistake.”
He sighs, before tapping at a nearby screen. “You have, indeed, lodged your intention formally. You still have a couple of days to change your mind, though, so I hope you'll use that time to think very carefully about what you really want. You'll undergo certain training programs designed to open your eyes a little and -”
“Did you save my friend?”
He turns to me.
“When soldiers went to the house,” I continue, already scared of the answer, “you said you'd ask them to let my friend Bran Edwards go. Did they?”
He pauses. “I don't have enough influence to sway these things...”
“So it was another lie.”
“I genuinely tried,” he adds. “Unfortunately, no-one listened to me. Everyone in the building was taken away and executed.”
I feel a flash of shock in my chest, but somehow the feeling is quickly subdued. It's as if some deep part of my soul has been switched off and disconnected. I guess my mind is probably trying to protect me, to keep me from facing the true horror of what I've learned and what I've done over the past couple of days, and if that's the case, I'm truly grateful. With a sense of relief, I watch as Logan crosses the room and opens his case, and suddenly he pulls out a small knife. A little confused, I wait until he comes to the table and sets the knife in front of me.
“I'm going to leave the room,” he says calmly, “for about five minutes.”
I stare at the blade. “Why?”
He pauses. “If going to the island is your way of committing suicide, I think you'd be better off just getting it done now. Cleaner, simpler, much less painful. Dying on the island could be more dragged out. There are people there who like to torture new arrivals. There's cannibalism there, and ritual horror.”
I open my mouth to reply, but something about the sight of the blade makes me feel strangely calm.
“Why are you doing this for me?” I ask finally.
“It's an offer that we extend informally to everyone who chooses the island,” he continues. “You'd be surprised how many take it. I guess... I guess I just care about you.”
As he heads to the door, I can't take my eyes of the knife. I hear Logan stepping out of the room, leaving me sitting alone at the desk with just the blade for company. I'm sure he's watching via some hidden camera somewhere, and I imagine he'll give me a little more than five minutes. I'm not going to use the knife, though; I'm not even going to touch it. Going to the island isn't about suicide. It's about making sure that when I die, at least I get to spend a few moments in a truly free place.
Most of all, I don't want my death recorded. And going to the island is the only way to escape the billions of cameras that infest every city on the planet.



Chapter Eighteen
Asher
 
As my knife slips against the bark of the tree, I let out a grunt and fall forward. I manage to hold myself up at the last moment, and the knife drops down to the ground along with another section of wood.
This is taking way too long.
Having scoped out the area immediately surrounding the clearing, I decided this morning that I needed to start trying to build... something. Anything. I had this grand idea in my mind that I'd start chopping down trees and creating wooden walls, but with only a few old knives at my disposal I've found the reality of the task to be somewhat different. I haven't given up yet, of course, and I won't give up, but still... I'm good at a lot of things, but carpentry has never been one of them, and after a moment I take a step back and look up at the tree as it towers high above me.
How the hell am I ever going to get this thing down, let alone carve it into individual sections and then start building an actual wall? I guess there's a reason I haven't come across any other structures on the island: the task of making anything is just too much, given the fact that we have no tools to use.
Still, I've managed to build one thing that feels like an achievement.
A fence.
Or part of one, anyway.
Having found some fallen branches the other day, I was able to drive them into the ground and use some long, thick leaves – I have no idea what they're called, and I guess the name doesn't matter – to bind them together, and now there's the start of a fence running along one edge of the clearing. I know it's not much, in fact it's kind of pathetic, but every so often, when I'm feeling as if this whole task is beyond me, I turn and look at the fence and I feel proud.
Picking up some more scraps of wood, I turn to walk back to the -
Suddenly I find Jude standing right behind me, staring at me with her eyes wide open and her pupils still the wrong size.
“Hey,” I stammer, taking a step back. “What... What are you doing up?”
I wait for a reply, but she simply keeps her gaze fixed on me. One pupil is still enlarged and the other is still tiny, but apart from that there's no hint of an expression anywhere on her face. There's fresh paste on her head-wound, which has at least stopped bleeding.
“You still need to rest,” I tell her, stepping closer and reaching out to take her hand. I try to smile, but something about her gaze makes me feel unsettled, as if it's barely even the real Jude staring at me. “Come on, let's get you back over so you can sit down. I've got everything under control.”
Her hand is cold to the touch, but I don't let go.
“It's natural if you don't feel quite right yet,” I continue, still trying to lead her back over to the other side of the clearing, where I constructed a very basic shelter a few days ago. She refuses to budge, however, although she at least turns her head to keep looking at me. For a moment, I can't help noticing the way her head injury seems to dip inward, as if part of her skull has collapsed. “Did you see my fence?” I ask, hoping to engage her somehow. “I know someone like you would probably be able to make something much better, but I'm pretty pleased with myself.”
I wait, and after a moment her lips start to move slightly.
“When you're better,” I tell her, “you can -”
Before I can finish, a faint gurgle comes from her mouth.
“What was that?” I ask, stepping closer. She's clearly trying to speak, but I can't make out any distinct words. “Listen, you should -”
The gurgle continues for a moment longer, before finally stopping.
“Please rest,” I continue, trying to ignore the sense of fear in my chest. I know she's not well, and I know she might not recover, but I have to keep hoping. “For me, and for you too. Please, Jude, you have to give yourself a chance to recover.”
 
***
 
Once I've managed to get her back to the shelter, I sit with her for a while until I'm certain she's asleep and then I quietly get up and head back out to the clearing. I really don't know what I'm supposed to be doing, but I can't sit still and I figure I should just keep working until I start to get a little better at all this stuff.
And eventually Jude will recover so that she can help, and then things will get better much faster. I have to believe that.
For several hours, I work on extending the fence, since that seems to be something I can actually get done. Sure, a fragile wooden fence isn't exactly going to keep anyone out, but it's a marker of the land that we've claimed and I figure it's the start of something bigger. Working carefully but quickly, I manage to lose my thoughts in the work and by late afternoon I've extended the fence so far in one direction that I've actually had to create a corner so that I can continue along the next treeline. After all, I figure there's no point marking out a section of land that's too big.
As the light starts to fade, I hear a rumble above, and when I look up I'm surprised to see that the sky has darkened. Maybe that long-awaited storm is finally moving in, which means I need to do some extra work with the shelter to make sure that Jude and I aren't drenched tonight. I finish tying a few more sections of wood together, and then I give the fence a gentle shove to make sure that it's reasonably solid. To my surprise, it barely buckles at all, and I can't help thinking that maybe I'm actually getting good at this.
Turning, I -
Suddenly Jude is behind me again, staring at me with that same blank expression.
I instinctively take a step back, bumping against the fence.
“Up again, huh?” I say with a forced smile, feeling distinctly uneasy as I once again see that her mismatched pupils are fixed on me. “Was it the thunder in the distance? Did that disturb you? Sorry, there's not much I can do about the weather.”
I wait for a reply, but of course nothing comes.
“I need to fix the shelter,” I tell her, still trying to engage her somehow. “If it rains tonight, I think it's going to really pour. Remember that time we got drenched a few weeks back, and it took about three days for us to dry off?”
Again I wait, but there's not even the faintest flicker of recognition on her face.
“Well, it happened,” I continue, “and it wasn't exactly comfortable, so...”
My voice trails off, and for a moment we stand in silence. This feels hopeless.
“Are you in pain?” I ask finally, taking a step closer. Deep down, I've begun to worry that she might not recover, and that I'm just prolonging her agony. “Let me take a look,” I continue, peering at the wound on her temple. Sure enough, the flesh still seems to be dipping slightly, as if the section of skull beneath has been crushed into a concave shape, which I guess means it might be pressing against her brain. I've been telling myself that her body should start to heal itself, although that's more of a hope than an actual belief, and with each passing day I find myself wondering more and more whether her mind is slipping away.
She opens her mouth, and once again the only sound that comes out is a faint gurgle.
“Come on,” I say after a moment, taking her cold hand in mine, “let's go sort out that shelter, yeah? You can watch me take twice as long as I should and still not do a good job.”
This time, she follows me a little more willingly back across the clearing. I guess maybe, just maybe, that's a sign of progress, although deep down I'm starting to wonder whether I'll end up having to put her out of her misery.



Chapter Nineteen
Iris
 
“By the early twenty-first century,” the automated voice continues, as more images flash up onto the screen, “mankind was slipping deeper into a period of conflict and strife. World leaders began to realize that the global system offered no way for rebellious spirits to get away from civilization, and this meant that attacks on civil institutions were increasing at an alarming rate.”
Glancing across the room, I stare at the other girl for a moment. There are only two of us in this so-called 'induction class', but so far she's resolutely avoided eye contact. There's something a little wild about her, and she's clearly paying no attention to the screen at all. Instead, she using her teeth to clean beneath her fingernails.
I want to say something, but I feel like she'd just blank me.
“Faced with rising levels of unrest,” the automated voice adds, “the world came up with a remarkable new idea. Twenty-seven countries from around the world combined resources to construct the island.”
Turning back to the screen, I see images of boats and scaffolding in the middle of the ocean.
“The project took a decade to reach completion,” the voice explains, as I watch pictures of workers from more than a century ago. “When it was finally complete, the island was immediately added to the list of the world's greatest wonders, while its architects and planners were awarded a series of prizes in recognition of their work. And then, exactly ten years to the day after the first pipes were set at the bottom of the ocean, a batch of ten individuals arrived to serve as the island's first inhabitants.”
“Guinea pigs, more like,” the girl mutters from the other side of the room.
I turn to her. “What makes you say that?”
She rolls her eyes, but she doesn't answer.
“Thanks to the island,” the voice continues, “anyone who truly hates the modern world can now escape and live in a completely free environment. More than fifteen thousand people have made the journey since the island was opened, and in that time there has been a ninety per cent reduction in the number of rebellious acts across the globe. The island is widely considered to be one of the most important contributions to our era of unrivaled peace and security.”
“As if,” the girl spits.
“Why are you going?” I ask, turning to her again.
“Why are you going?” she replies.
“I...” Pausing, I realize that I might as well tell the truth. “It's either that or the mines, and I don't have anything left to fight for.”
“Poor little baby,” she mutters.
“What about you?”
“None of your business.”
“But -”
“People like you,” she adds. “That's what pisses me off. People who poke their noses into other people's lives. I swear to God, I'm sick of the whole goddamn world.”
“So you -”
“Don't talk to me again,” she spits. “Got it? I'm just waiting to get on a helicopter and go to the island. The last thing I want is a conversation.”
I open my mouth to reply, but finally I turn back to the screen just as it shows photos of the island's founding fathers. The voice is still talking, still filling our heads with information about the history and purpose of the island, but I feel as if I already know enough. As I continue to watch the images flash past, I find myself thinking more and more about Della, and about the fact that I'll never see her again. Sure, she was just a figment of my imagination over the past few years, but at least I had someone to talk to, someone who'd listen to my fears.
Now I'm alone.



Chapter Twenty
Asher
 
Finally the rain comes, and it's the most powerful storm I've ever seen in my life.
There's thunder, but no lightning. As Jude and I cower beneath the paltry shelter, with dribbles and spots of rain easily getting through to us, the surrounding darkness is filled with the hiss of a massive downpour. I can only thank God that, due more to luck than judgment, I happen to have set us up on reasonably level ground, where at least there's no chance of a mudslide. Still, I've heard several loud crashing noises coming from the darkness nearby, which makes me think trees are starting to get blown down by the gale-force winds. Every few minutes, a fresh blast of muddy leaves is blown against our faces.
Jude and I huddle close for warmth, but we're both shivering nonetheless.
Every so often, above the sound of the storm, I hear Jude's gurgling throat. All day, she seems to have been making sporadic attempts to communicate with me. Whether that's a good sign or not, I can't really tell; it could just as easily mean that her damaged brain is firing off random impulses. Still, the arrival of the storm seemed to bring about a change in her, and she's begun to cling tight to my body, her thin fingers clutching my arms with an almost childlike urge for comfort. I can't see her at all, not in the pitch darkness of night, but I can hear her breathing close to my right ear and I can't help wondering if we're going to be together for much longer.
“It's going to be okay,” I say occasionally, although I doubt she can hear me. I can barely even hear myself.
Eventually, after many hours and with the storm still raging, I feel her shifting position slightly, and her breath feels closer to my ear. I hear her gurgling again, but after a moment she stops, as if something has changed in her head.
“It's going to be okay,” I tell her yet again. “I promise.”
She replies, and this time I can almost make out a few words.
“What was that?” I ask, leaning closer until my ear is brushing her lips. I feel a hint of hope in my heart, but at the same time I know I should be cautious. “Jude, what did you say?”
She tries again, and this time I'm almost able to make something out. “There,” I think is one of the words.
“Say it again,” I tell her, raising my voice so that hopefully she can hear me. All around us, the storm is still battering the pitch-black forest.
I wait, and at first all I hear is her hot breath against my ear. Finally, she reaches up and clutches my shoulder, as if to pull me closer.
“We're being watched,” she gasps suddenly. “There's someone out there.”
“What?”
I wait, but she's just gurgling again. Turning, I look out at the darkness. I can't see a damn thing, of course, but after a moment it occurs to me that maybe Jude's distended left pupil lets more light in, which means she might be able to see better than me. I keep watching the black scene, but there's nothing to see and all I can hear is the sound of the storm continuing. Every so often I hear the crash of a falling tree, and I can't help tensing in case one comes down on top of us.
“There can't be anyone watching us,” I whisper, feeling a shiver pass through my already frozen body. “It's like the end of the world out there tonight. There's no-one.”



Chapter Twenty-one
Iris
 
“You gonna miss it?”
Turning away from the window, I see that the girl from the induction class is wandering over to join me. I turn back to look out at the vast city as its lights shine under a night sky, and for a moment I truly don't know how to answer her question.
“Tash,” she says finally. “Natasha, but... People call me Tash.”
“Iris,” I reply.
“Iris?” She smiles. “What the hell kind of a name is that?”
“Are you going to miss it?” I ask, watching as Schiff vessels pass over the building. “Are you thinking about pulling out? They said we can still change our minds and go to the culk mines instead.”
“No chance,” she says firmly. “I don't change my mind about anything. Not ever.”
“Do you have family?”
She pauses. “I've made my decision. Once I get to the island, nothing that happens here is important anymore. This time tomorrow, we'll be there. Apparently we could have gone tonight, but there's a big storm so they've held us back a day. To be honest, I think that's a load of bull. There's probably no storm, they just want us to get scared and back out.”
“I can't do that,” I reply. “I've done too many bad things here.”
“Like what?”
“Like... I betrayed someone.”
“So what?”
“It matters to me.”
She laughs, apparently finding this amusing. “I'm just sick of all the garbage,” she mutters. “I'm sick of the government, and I'm sick of the rebels, and I'm sick of trying to work out whether every person I meet is a good person or just another low-life slime. The whole world is just a game, but the problem is, there's no prize anymore. It's just about surviving, and I figure I'd rather try that on the island. Screw the rest of these assholes, I'm sick of everything.”
“I know the feeling,” I mutter.
“Just don't expect any help,” she adds. “We're not gonna be friends when we get there. I work alone, and the last thing I want is to go all the way out there just to hang out with some doozy. No offense intended, obviously.”
“Sure,” I reply, “I mean, I just want to... I just want to not be here anymore.”
We stand in silence for a few minutes, watching the late night city lights. After a while, it strikes me that I'll never see this view again, that after tomorrow I'll never see another electric light, I'll never hear another siren, I'll never look at another screen or hear the whir of a machine. All those things and a million more will be gone, replaced by silence. I feel like I'll be seeing the real world for the first time ever, and I'm not quite sure what to expect. Finally, in the distance, I see a faint hint of orange on the horizon, briefly flaring against the night sky.
“Bet you any money that's a bomb,” Tash says. “I can't wait to get away from this place. The government and the rebels are welcome to each other.”



Chapter Twenty-two
Asher
 
By the time dawn comes, I've almost managed to fall asleep. Almost. It's still raining out there, of course, but the worst of the storm seems to have passed and at least the wind has died down. Drifting in and out of a light slumber, I keep opening my eyes for a few seconds at a time to watch as morning light starts to break through the darkness, and I finally I realize that I might as well try to stay awake.
I was right. Trees came down during the storm. A lot of trees.
In fact, the small clearing where we set up camp has become a much larger clearing now, criss-crossed with fallen trunks. Still soaking wet, I turn and look around, slowly starting to realize that we must have been incredibly lucky during the night. Trees have fallen in several areas nearby, and one of them could just as easily have come crashing down right on top of us, crushing us in an instant. The ground has turned to a muddy bog, and continued rain means that the whole scene looks like some kind of war-zone.
Miraculously, however, our little shelter seems to have held up pretty well, despite some damage to the roof. The fence is gone, though, although I can see part of it a little further away, partly wrapped around a tree. It's almost as if the storm plucked it up and carried it away, taking all my hard work. Still, the fallen trees should make it easier to source fresh wood for a while, even if it'll take a while to dry out. In fact, as morning sunlight shines through and catches puddles of rainwater all around us, I can't help thinking that the world around us seems to have completely changed overnight. Back in the city, storms just battered the buildings but left everything standing; here, the storm seems to have reset the landscape, changing it in so many ways.
It's like another fresh start.
“Are you okay?” I ask, turning to Jude and seeing that she's staring out at the carnage. “Hey,” I continue, nudging her shoulder with my cheek. “Can you say something? Can you hear me?”
She pauses, before turning to me. The wound on the side of her head has been washed clean by the rain and wind, exposing not only sections of bloodied flesh but also something pale further down, which I figure might be a part of her broken skull. Still, I don't want to look too closely, since it's not as if I can do anything about it.
“I'm just going to take a look around, okay?” I tell her. “I need to see what's different. Wait here.”
I start to get up, but she grabs my hand, as if she wants me to stay.
“What's wrong?” I ask. “Jude, I won't go far.”
Slowly, she turns and looks toward the trees, and then she raises a trembling hand and points. I turn, but there's no sign of anything or anyone.
“You were wrong last night,” I tell her. “There's no way anyone could have survived out there. Anyone who wasn't in some kind of shelter during the storm last night is most likely dead. I'm sure there are a lot fewer people on the island this morning.”
I wait, but she's still pointing toward the trees, and I can tell that she has no doubts at all. Still, I guess I can't really trust her judgment right now.
“I'm sure you think you saw someone,” I continue, “but maybe you're not quite in the right frame of mind. It's natural for you to have a few little hallucinations here and there, okay? At least, it's probably natural, I don't know for sure. Just don't push yourself too hard.”
She pauses, before turning to me. Her lips twitch slightly, as if she might be about to say something.
“I won't go where you can't see me,” I tell her. “I promise.”
“Someone,” she whispers, her voice sounding harsh and damaged. “Someone out there.”
Slipping my hand out of hers, I get to my feet, immediately squelching ankle-deep into the mud. The rain has finally died down, though, leaving chilled air. “There's no-one out there,” I reply. “Not for miles and miles, anyway. Your eyes were just playing tricks on you, it's kinda natural given your...” My voice trails off for a moment. “Well, I'll clean that wound up in a minute. Get you healing again.”
Turning, I struggle to wade through the mud and finally I stop for a moment, feeling my soaked clothes weighing me down. Figuring that I need to start cleaning up, I slip my wet tunic off and start wringing as much water out as possible. I take a few minutes to do the same with all my clothes, and then I hang them on a tree branch, hoping that the morning sun will break through soon and start to dry them. I'll have to do the same for Jude soon, but first I start making my way naked across the clearing, heading for the spot where I stored our supplies last night. Hopefully there'll be some dry tunics in there somewhere, although it's soon clear that my attempt to weather-proof the bags with an old section of canopy wasn't entirely successful. When I start to pull the first of them up, cold water dribbles out onto my knee.
“Great,” I mutter, turning to look back toward Jude.
Suddenly I something far off, darting between the trees about two hundred feet beyond the edge of the clearing. I freeze, my heart pounding in my chest, and sure enough I spot another faint hint of movement, as if someone is hiding behind one of the larger trunks.
I immediately drop down to the ground, and after a moment I start scooping up mud from the ground and smearing it all over my face and body as a kind of camouflage. Leaning down, I roll through the mud, covering myself completely and then looking toward the trees again, waiting for another sign of movement.
Nothing.
After waiting for a few more seconds, I start crawling across the clearing, heading toward Jude. I reach her quickly and find that she's already looking toward the distant spot where the figure was moving a moment earlier.
“Maybe you were right,” I whisper to her. “I think maybe someone was out there after all.”
Reaching past her, I grab one of our larger knives and hand it to Jude, before taking another and looking toward the trees again.
This time, there's no sign of anyone.
“Get down,” I tell Jude, and she obeys, dropping into the mud next to me. “Cover yourself,” I continue, scooping up some of the mud and smearing it against her. “Do like I've done. It's the only way, we have to camouflage ourselves. It's not for long.”
I half expect her to simply stare at me, but somewhere deep inside she seems to understand. She pulls her tunic away and dips down into the mud, quickly covering every inch of her skin.
“Stay low,” I whisper, “and don't make a sound. It's probably not a danger, it's most likely some random person who'll move on, but I want to play things safe.”
She stares at me for a moment, before turning and looking toward the trees. For several minutes, we remain completely still, waiting for even the slightest hint of a presence. Nothing moves out there, however, and the whole forest seems eerily quiet, as if the passing of the storm has brought a new sense of calm. I keep turning and looking in all directions, but I'm slowly starting to think that maybe the distant figure, whoever it was, has simply moved on. After all, not everyone on the island is spoiling for a fight. Most people are simply trying to survive and have learned that the best approach is to avoid others like the plague.
I figure we'll wait in silence for a few more minutes, and then -
Suddenly Jude starts screaming. I turn, half expecting to find that someone has crept up on us, but there's no sign of an intruder. Turning to Jude, I see that she's pointing toward the nearby trees, and her scream is getting louder as she scrambles back. Whatever she's seen, or thinks she's seen, she's clearly terrified.
“What is it?” I stammer, trying not to panic. I watch the treeline for a moment, but there's definitely nothing there. “Jude,” I continue, turning to her, “what's wrong?”
Instead of answering me, she starts scrambling to her feet, struggling through the mud while keeping her knife raised. After a moment she fells back, landing hard, but her scream continues until it becomes a kind of lower, fevered whimper.
“What?” I shout, turning and looking around again but still seeing nothing. She must be imagining things, she has to be. There's no way anyone can be close to us, not without having made a noise, but still Jude won't stop screaming. “What's wrong?” I ask, turning to her again. “Jude, for God's sake, just tell me!”
Suddenly, above, a 'copter swoops low over the forest, racing further inland. Looking up, I realize it must be delivery time again. Another poor bastard is being brought to the island.



Chapter Twenty-three
Iris
 
“You'll be lowered down in protective canopies,” the soldier shouts, his voice barely audible over the sound of the helicopter's blades, “and then you'll be on your own. Is that understood?”
I stare out the window for a moment, watching as we fly across the island. There's a vast forest below, but there are also clear patches of open land and even hills. Further inland, a mountain rises toward the sky, while I can also see lakes and rivers. The place is much, much larger than I ever expected, and every so often I catch a glimpse of human figures down there. It's like a whole new world down there, and for the first time I start to realize the immense possibilities offered by such a place.
Suddenly I feel someone nudging my arm, and I turn to find the soldier leaning toward me.
“Is that understood?” he asks.
I nod, feeling a little shell-shocked.
“Any last-minute advice for us?” Tash asks, her voice filled with fear but also a hint of anticipation. “Like, when we get down there, should we stick together or is it better to split up?”
“It's not my job to give you advice,” the soldier replies, grabbing a large white cloth bag and pulling it over to us. “What I will say, though, is that these canopy bags are vital.” He holds the bag open to reveal a pouch on the inside, with some kind of wooden handle poking out. “That's your knife,” he explains. “Officially, it's provided so you can cut your way out of the canopy when you get down there, but unofficially it's also a parting gift from the world you're leaving behind. The canopy itself is also useful, the material is waterproof and you'll see that the opening contains a series of cords. If you're inventive, you can use the fabric for a lot of different things.”
“Okay,” Tash continues, “what about -”
 “Advice over. He says firmly. Get in.”
“What do you mean?” Tash asks with a frown.
“This is your canopy. You'll be lowered down in it, so get in.”
Tash turns to me, and for the first time I can tell she's scared. All the bluster and bombast is missing from her face, replaced by a kind of paralyzed fear. I feel exactly the same way.
“Great,” Tash says finally, rolling her eyes as she turns to the soldier and tries to get her swagger back, “so not only is the island full of psychopaths, but they're psychopaths with knives! Thanks for that.”
“Who goes first?” I ask, as the helicopter takes a sudden turn to the left and then slows, finally stopping to hover over a large clearing with a river running through the center.
“I don't care who goes first,” the soldier says firmly. “I just want one of you two to get into this goddamn canopy. Whoever goes second'll only be about thirty seconds behind.”
“I'll go first,” Tash says, slipping forward and climbing in. Turning to me, she forces a smile. “Seeya down there, dumb ass. Betcha I last longer than you. In fact, why don't we -”
Before she can finish, the soldier pulls a cord on the canopy's side, causing it to pull shut. “I hate the mouthy ones,” he mutters, climbing over her and attaching the canopy to a thick black rope before sliding the door open. Without further ado, he grabs the canopy and drags it to the edge before tossing it over the side. He grabs a handle on the wall and starts turning it, and when I lean forward I see that Tash is slowly being winched down to the ground about fifty meters below. The sound of the helicopter's blades is deafening, but in a strange way they're also a little comforting. After all, this is the last time I'll ever be in any kind of vehicle.
“You're next,” the soldier says, turning to me. “Get into your canopy.”
Doing as I'm told, I can't help feeling a cold shiver in my chest as I try to imagine what it'll be like down there.
“What's wrong?” he asks, letting go of the handle and coming over to me. “Getting cold feet?”
“Is she down already?” I reply.
“Say hi to her for me,” he says with a smile. “Tell her I miss her already.”
I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly he reaches down and the canopy closes around me, enveloping me in a world of soft, eggshell white fabric. A second later, I feel myself being dragged toward the helicopter's door. I twist around, filled with fear, struggling to fight the urge to beg him for a reprieve, to tell him I want to go back to the mainland and into the mines. I actually come close to screaming, but suddenly I feel myself being pushed over the edge and tumbling down, before the rope tightens and I realize I'm being lowered. The sound of the helicopter's blades is getting further and further away. A moment later, I feel myself bumping against the soft, cold ground, and then the remains of the rope come slithering down onto the canopy's top.
I freeze for a moment, before realizing that it's done.
I'm here.
Twisting around, I fumble for the knife and pull it out of the pocket on the canopy's fabric. I push the blade through the side and start cutting, finally spilling out and landing straight in a patch of muddy ground. Gasping for breath, with my heart beating fast enough to burst, I look around and see the helicopter swinging around above us. Looking up, I watch with stunned disbelief as it flies away over the trees, until finally it disappears into the distance.
That was so quick.
A minute ago I was up there, still part of the world, and now I'm here.
I'm on the island.
“Classic mistake,” Tash's voice says suddenly.
Turning, I'm shocked to see her standing nearby, with mud on her tunic and her knife in her right hand.
“I overheard two pilots talking on the way here,” she continues. “Apparently the biggest mistake new arrivals make is they stare up at the helicopter and watch it leave, thereby granting valuable seconds to anyone who's waiting to pounce.”
“Waiting to pounce?” I turn and look around, but there's no sign of anyone.
“You do realize,” Tash adds, “that I could have knifed you about ten times already.”
I turn back to her.
She starts laughing. “Relax, I figure it might be useful to have someone to talk to, at least for the first few hours. I'm not gonna -”
“Hey!” a voice shouts suddenly. “Hey, you over there! Run!”
I turn and see that a guy, not much older than me, is running this way from the treeline. He's wearing the same kind of tunic as Tash and me, except that his is tattered and clearly much older and more worn.
“Careful,” Tash whispers. “This could be trouble.”
“You need to get out of here,” the guy says breathlessly as soon as he reaches us. He looks over his shoulder, as if something has scared him. “There are lurkers in the area,” he continues, turning back to us and grabbing our shoulders, trying to push us toward the trees. “They wait for people like you, for new arrivals. It's a miracle I saw you first, but you have to hurry.”
“How do we know we can trust you?” Tash asks.
“You don't,” he replies, “but that's fine. Either run with me, or run without me, but you have to run or you'll be dead in about twenty seconds. I saw the whites of his eyes back there.” He slips past us before turning to us again. “Bring your canopies, you'll need them. I know somewhere we can hide, but it's your choice. If you want to die here, go ahead.”
With that, he turns and races into the forest.
“What do we do?” I ask, turning to Tash.
“He seems like a lunatic,” she replies, before gathering her canopy into her arms and turning to hurry after him, “but we can worry about that later. I say we give him the benefit of the doubt.”
“Wait for me!” I shout, hauling my canopy up over my shoulder before rushing to follow. “Don't leave me here!” Stumbling in the mud, I almost fall but somehow manage to keep going. Tash and the guy are faster than me, but I keep going until suddenly I see that they've come to a halt up ahead, at the edge of the treeline on a ridge overlooking the beach. I almost run straight into Tash, but I manage to stop just in time and then I turn to look back, only to see that there's no-one coming after us.
“It's okay,” the guy says breathlessly, “they won't follow us this far. Lurkers wouldn't be lurkers if they were brave. Besides, most of the idiots around here are superstitious about the beach.”
“Superstitious?” Tash replies, turning to him. “Why?”
He shrugs. “I honestly have no idea. As far as I can tell, some people just need to feel superstitious, so they pick the most obvious thing.” He turns and looks toward the water. “There have been a few stories about people disappearing when they go too close, but I don't believe a word of that. It's just like the stupid ghost stories you hear. You're safe as long as you don't go into the water.”
“Who was chasing us?” Tash asks.
“Lurkers,” he continues. “People who loiter around the most common drop-off points, so they can jump on new arrivals and take advantage of them. Then you've got people like me, who try to stop the madness, but we rarely succeed.” He holds a hand out toward Tash. “My name's Liam. I'm very relieved that on this occasion, at least, I was able to make a difference. I'm usually too late.”
Tash hesitates for a moment, before shaking his hand. When Liam turns to me, I do the same.
“You have to understand,” he adds, “that a fresh, live human body is a very valuable commodity around here, especially the new arrivals. You have your canopies, your new tunics, and a knife, and that's before you start thinking about what the lurkers want to do with your bodies.”
“What do they want to do with them?” Tash asks cautiously.
“In a place with no laws and no repercussions,” he continues, “where anyone can do anything they want, provided they get away with it?” He smiles. “They do pretty much anything you can think of, and plenty of other things besides. Trust me, the screams you hear sometimes are enough to give you nightmares.” Stepping past us, he starts making his way down onto the sandy beach. “You're lucky. There was a huge storm last night, so most people took cover and woke up out of place this morning. If it hadn't been for that storm, there'd have been people for sure already lurking in that clearing when you arrived.” Stopping, he looks out to sea for a moment before turning back to us. “You really can't trust anyone on the island. Even the ones who were good when they arrived... After they've been here for a while, they change. Desperation sets in, along with hunger, thirst, fear, pain. Those things change a person, they make you do things you'd never think were possible. When I say you can't anyone, you need to include yourself in that.”
“I can trust myself,” Tash says firmly.
“Me too,” I add, as I tuck my hair behind my ears to keep it from being blown across my face.
“Cannibalism is a big problem,” Liam adds. “People eat people. I know that sounds sick, almost unbelievable, but everyone has a tipping point in their head.” As if to prove the point, he taps his temple. “Everyone has a certain level of suffering that unlocks the next level in their descent to savagery. You're probably horrified by the idea of cannibalism right now, but trust me, both of you could end up like that if you're not careful. None of us really knows what we're capable of, not until one day something just snaps inside.”
“Thanks for the warning,” Tash replies, “but I think I'll be okay. There has to be something else to eat here, right? Like... rabbits or foxes or something?”
“There's some wildlife,” he explains, “but competition is fierce.”
“What about fishing?” I ask.
“Ideally, that's be great,” he continues, “but there's an electric barrier running all around the coast, sending a focused electrical charge to the surface, so no fish come near.”
“Yeah,” Tash mutters, “we were told about the barrier. I still don't quite get why they have to put it there, though.”
“To keep people from trying to swim or sail away. If you give it a go, you'll get two or three feet out before you're electrocuted. It's pretty cool tech, actually. If you don't believe me, wait until dark and you'll be able to see it. At night, the barrier gives off a fizzing orange glow just beneath the surface. When I arrived here, I saw it from above. It was like a line of electricity all around the island, following its shape perfectly. Before I came down, the guard told me he's seen bodies out there before, floating near the barrier. Just people who tried to make a break and leave the island.” He pauses, before turning first to Tash and then to me. “As you know, that's the only rule here. No-one can leave.”
Looking both ways, I see that the forest spreads for miles along the edge of the beach, and that the island's coastline is remarkably straight. I turn and look back inland, and for a moment I stare at the bare mountain rising up high above the trees.
“No-one goes there,” Liam explains.
I turn to him.
“It's one of the first things everyone asks,” he adds with a smile. “They always think maybe there's something hidden in there. There are plenty of conspiracy theorists on the island who're convinced there are government agents hiding out, watching us and performing secret experiments.”
“To be fair,” Tash replies, “that wouldn't be completely beyond them.”
“There's certainly no-one on or inside the mountain,” he continues. “I went up there once and took a look around. I'm pretty sure I'd have found something if they were there. I'm afraid, ladies, that we're really, truly on our own out here.”
“That's what I wanted,” Tash mutters. “To be left alone.”
Liam turns to me. “You too?”
“I just don't want to be watched anymore,” I tell him. “I wanted out of my old life, it got too... complicated.”
“Deep down,” he continues, gesturing for us to follow as he leads us along the shore, “I was always waiting for someone else to start a revolution. Back when I lived in the cities, I mean. I was convinced that something would eventually happen that would cause everyone to rise up and overthrow the people who set the rules. Every few years, another little rebellion would flare up somewhere and I'd wonder if it might be the one, but they always died out. Sometimes a few concessions were made, but for the most part the government just went on doing exactly what they wanted. I always thought civilization was on the brink of falling. I was wrong.”
“So you gave up and came here instead?” I ask, as Tash and I hurry after him.
“My old life became oppressive,” he replies. “It was a huge struggle all the time, but eventually I realized there was nothing I wanted enough to make that struggle worthwhile. The only thing that excited me was the possibility of really building something for myself, something that the government couldn't wipe away if they felt like it, so...” Reaching the top of a small, sandy ridge, he turns to me and smiles. “Behold my achievement.”
Stepping past him, I see to my surprise that this part of the beach has several small wooden structures dotted about, seemingly constructed from fallen trees.
“You made this?” I ask, stunned as I turn to him.
“It's not much,” he replies, “but you're welcome to stick around for the evening. I can give you some tips on surviving out there in the forest.”
“Sure,” Tash says, forcing a smile. “We'll stay for a while.” She glances at me. “Won't we, Iris?”
“I -”
“We will,” she adds, but I can tell she's got some kind of a plan on her mind. “We'd be fools to turn down the chance to talk to someone who knows this place so well.”
“I guess,” I reply, even though I'm already starting to feel a little wary. I told myself over and over that I shouldn't trust anyone on the island, and after just a few minutes I'm already getting a little too close to these two.
Then again, if I struck off on my own into the forest, I'd be dead within a few hours. I guess nothing too bad can happen if I spend a little time here on the beach first.



Chapter Twenty-four
Asher
 
Pulling hard on the next section of damaged wood, I finally manage to get the broken fence out of the mud and drag it back to where it originally stood. I know I'm probably fixating on the damn thing, but it's my only achievement so far and I feel like I need something to show for my work. The storm tossed it aside the first time, but that was just bad luck. Second time around, I'm going to make sure it stands for longer.
As I reach down to gather some more leaves, however, I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched. I turn and look back over at Jude, but she's sitting silently and calmly now at the edge of the clearing, just staring into space, and I'm pretty sure she'd be the first to notice if someone was in the area. I'm sure she'd let me know, most likely by screaming again. Whatever freaked her out earlier, it seemed to pass fairly quickly, although I'm worried it could come back at any moment. The question is, how much of her reaction was due to a genuine threat, and how much was due to her damaged skull?
I glance around, just in case there's any hint of movement, but then I get back to work. I need to keep my head in check, and I need to get some work done before night falls.



Chapter Twenty-five
Iris
 
“You'll come to appreciate this more as time goes on,” Liam explains, holding his hands out toward the fire he's started on the beach. “Fire is by no means easy to start, especially after a storm when everything's soaked.”
“So how did you manage it?” Tash asks, with a touch of caution in her voice.
“God-mode,” he replies with a smile. “Either that, or experience. I saw the storm coming, so I stored some dry wood away as best I could and prayed that it wouldn't get wet. Enough survived for me to get this fire started.” He tosses some more wood into the flames. “You have to start thinking ahead on the island. It's very easy to get caught out in a situation you hadn't anticipated, and suddenly you realize today's the day you're gonna die.”
Looking over my shoulder, I see several long branches that have been tied together and hoisted high above us, creating a kind of wooden frame.
“My first week,” Liam continues, “I almost died because of this.”
Turning back to him, I see that he's pulled up the sleeve of his tunic, exposing a small scar on his left elbow.
“Just a scratch really,” he explains, “but I was unlucky. It got infected, I spent about two days just shivering on the forest floor. If it had rained during that time, I'd be dead. If someone had come across me and decided to use me, I'd be dead. If the infection had spread, I'd be dead. You get the idea. Fortunately, thanks to some kind of miracle, I recovered. My immune system was still strong enough, 'cause I hadn't been here for too long. Now I know which plants can be used to deal with infections. Do either of you know stuff like that?”
I shake my head.
“I can show you,” he adds, picking up a cup made of thick leaves wrapped in a piece of canopy fabric, and handing it to me. “Rain water. That's one thing I'm not running low on right now.”
Taking the cup, I sniff the water before taking a sip. When I turn to look over at Tash, I see that she's a little more cautious and is still examining the cup in her hands.
“Most people don't work together on the island,” Liam continues, his voice sounding strangely calm. “No-one trusts anyone else, and with good reason. Even when two people try to form a team, eventually one of them gets suspicious and it all ends in tears. What about you two, for example? Are you planning to go your separate ways?”
“I don't know,” I reply.
“I don't need someone slowing me down,” Tash mutters. “Sorry, Iris, but if you can't keep up...”
“I can keep up,” I tell her, offended by the idea that I'm some slow-ass idiot. “I might not want to hang out with you! Maybe you'll slow me down!”
She smiles as she finally takes a sip of water. “I'm not making myself out to be some kind of amazing survivalist,” she continues, “but I think I'm better than the average idiot.” She drinks a little more, with her eyes fixed on me. “Come on, Iris, no offense, but you're not exactly the outdoors type.”
“You'd be surprised,” I reply darkly.
“Let me guess,” she continues, “you were a little princess, living at home with -”
“You don't know anything about me!” I hiss, interrupting her. “Don't make assumptions.”
“Calm down, ladies,” Liam says after a moment. “You really don't have the energy to spare on frivolous little arguments. Conserve your strength wherever possible.”
I take another sip of water, but I still feel as if I want to tell Tash a little more about myself so that she respects me properly. I still have several cuts and bruises on my face, so I doubt I look like some kind of delicate little flower. Still, I force myself to keep quiet.
“I don't need some kind of partnership,” Tash says after a moment, as she finishes her water. “I just want to find somewhere I can -”
Stopping suddenly, she stares down at her empty cup with a frown.
“Somewhere you can what?” Liam asks calmly.
“Somewhere...” She pauses, before slowly turning to me. Her lips tremble for a moment, and I swear I can see the color draining from her face. “Run,” she whispers suddenly.
I feel a shiver of fear in my chest. “What?”
“Run,” she gasps, dropping the cup as she reaches out and tries to grab my shoulder. “The water...”
“The cups are made of a particular type of leaf,” Liam says with a faint smile. “Very tight, very strong, and extremely narcotic. They're not toxic, though. I wouldn't want anything to affect the taste of your meat.”
Before I can react, Tash tries to stand and then tumbles forward, landing hard against the sand. She lets out a faint gurgle, her whole body straining with the effort to get back up.
“I could have beaten the pair of you around the head,” Liam mutters, staring down at her, “but I don't really like confrontation very much. Besides, this method was more fun, and it allowed me to have some company for a while.” He pauses, before turning to me. “I get lonely sometimes, with all that hanging around near clearings, waiting for a chance to find some new arrivals. I like a nice chat.”
“What...” Suddenly feeling distinctly dizzy, as if the world is starting to tip around me, I let my half-drunk cup of water drop to the ground.
“You have two choices,” he continues. “Either wait a few seconds and lose consciousness, or try to stand up and black out immediately. I don't think either will hurt, so it's up to you.”
“No,” I stammer, getting to my feet and stumbling back, before feeling the entire world starting to spin through my head. I turn, but I briefly lose sense of where I am and suddenly I land with a thud on the sand. Instinctively, I try to dig my hands into the surface, to hold on and steady myself, but I can feel a kind of fizzing, burning fear running up through my chest. When I try to crawl away, I realize that the beach seems to be tipping downward, as if I might fall at any moment, so I dig my hands deeper into the sand and squeeze my eyes tight shut.
“Don't worry too much,” Liam says, as I start to lose consciousness. “Believe it or not, you lasted longer than some do out here. And I promise, not a drop or ounce of you will go to waste.”



Chapter Twenty-six
Asher
 
“Steadfall,” Jude whispers, as I work on the piece of wood I managed to carve from an old tree trunk.
“Forget it,” I mutter, before turning and seeing that she seems more lucid. Not only is she sitting up in the makeshift shelter, but she's watching me and, although her pupils are still different sizes, there's a hint of genuine interest in her expression. “How are you feeling?” I ask cautiously.
“My vision's really bad,” she replies. “Like, everything's bright, but it's also blurry.” She pauses. “What does it mean? The tattoo on your shoulder, what is it?”
“It's nothing,” I reply, setting the piece of wood aside and crawling over to her. Putting a hand on the side of her face, I tilt her head slightly and see that although her wound doesn't seem to have improved, it also doesn't appear to be any worse. “How much do you remember?” I ask.
“We were attacked,” she replies. “We were out in the forest, and then these Australians...” Her voice trails off for a moment, and then she leans past me and looks across the clearing. “What's that?”
Turning, I realize she means the fence. “It's not much,” I tell her. “I just built it while I was waiting for you to wake up. I guess I needed to get started with something simple.”
“You built it?” she asks, clearly shocked. When she turns to me, there's a faint, stunned smile on her lips. “No way did you build a fence!”
“Half a fence,” I point out. “It's not finished.”
“Still...” She pauses. “Why would you even try to do that? Are you thinking... Are we going to stick around here?”
“You're still not well,” I tell her. “You need to rest, and I figure this is as good a place as any. While you're getting better, we can give this settlement idea a try. Maybe you were right, maybe we need to stop moving around all the time. This can be a test-run. If it goes well, that's great, but if it's a flop we can always -”
Before I'm able to finish the sentence, she lunges at me and puts her arms around my shoulders, hugging me tight.
“Thank you,” she whispers into my ear.
“No problem,” I reply, genuinely stunned by her reaction. “Maybe it was a good idea all along. I guess there's only one way to find out.”



Chapter Twenty-seven
Iris
 
As I start to stir from a long, numb sleep, the first thing I hear is a faint creaking sound, like old wood. I try to open my eyes, but the lids feel impossibly heavy and I have to wait. Slowly, I become aware of a strange swinging sensation in my body, as if I'm twisting in mid-air.
I try to open my mouth, but I can barely even breathe, let alone get any words out.
“Where am I?” I try to ask, but it's hopeless.
For several minutes, I focus on the slow, creaking rhythm of my body. I feel more and more as if I'm dangling in mid-air, but I can't imagine how that could be possible. I try to think back to what happened, but my thoughts won't stay still long enough for me to get a handle on them. I came to the island, and then I was with Logan in an interview room... No, it was the other way around, first Logan and then the island, and then...
Something else happened...
The rope creaks above me.
My mind is so foggy, it takes a moment before I realize that my wrists are tied together, and that I'm hanging from something.
Suddenly a scream fills the air. My eyes snap open and I find that I'm still on the beach, suspended from the wooden frame I saw earlier. I turn and see that the scream is coming from Tash. We're both naked, bound by our wrists and ankles, and Liam is headed this way, dragging one of the white canopies in which we arrived.
“There's no need to make a noise,” he says matter-of-factly, as if nothing is wrong. “No-one's gonna come running to help you. In fact, screaming'll just scare anyone away, so feel free to carry on. I don't really mind one way or the other.”
“What the hell are you doing?” Tash shouts, struggling desperately to get free. When she turns to me, there's pure terror in her eyes. “Can you get down? You have to try! Try swinging toward me, maybe we can help each other!”
Looking up, I try to slip my hands out of the ropes, but the knot is way too tight. I look back down, just as Liam places the open canopy beneath Tash and adjusts the edges, as if he's getting ready to fill it with something.
“The good thing about these,” he explains, “is that they're water-proof. Why they bothered with that, I have no idea, but they did and I've been making full use of that fact. I mean, you have to deal the cards that have been dealt to you, right?” He steps over to the fire and grabs a knife, before making his way back toward Tash. “I'll do you first,” he says, stopping next to her. “I've experimented with various ways of getting this job done over the past few months, but unfortunately for you this is the most effective. I need your heart to be still pumping, so that as much blood as possible comes out nice and early, while it's still warm. I don't want to waste a drop. Then I can cut you up later. You two ladies should keep me fed for a while, especially if I salt the meat.”
“No!” she screams, trying but failing to kick him with her bound feet.
Without saying anything, Liam reaches up and grabs her ankles, holding her still. He pauses for a moment and then, as Tash continues to scream, he digs the blade deep into her belly, just below the breastbone. She cries out louder than ever, but all I can do is stare in stunned horror as Liam digs the knife down through her stomach, splitting her open until finally he slices the blade out through her crotch. Tossing the bloodied knife aside, he takes hold of her shuddering body and uses his bare hands to pull the wound apart, and then he reaches in and pulls out her intestines until they slop down and start hanging all the way to the ground. He rearranges them slightly, before pulling her wound even wider, allowing a steady flow of blood to start running down into the canopy. He's clearly done this before.
She's still screaming, but there are no words twisted into her scream, not anymore. Instead it's a pure, primal scream, a howling wail of pain and fear, a last desperate cry as she slips away.
Like an animal.
I turn and look toward the sea, my whole body shaking with fear, but I can still hear the sound of Tash's blood dribbling into the canopy, and her scream continues for several more seconds, becoming increasingly guttural until finally it comes to a stuttering halt.
Suddenly I feel Liam grabbing my feet, and he twists me around until I see Tash again. Her eyes are fixed on me, and her face is twitching just a little. The rest of her guts have sloughed out through the hole in her belly now, and more blood is spilling out. The flaps of loose skin on either side of her belly are hanging down.
“I really won't waste an ounce of meat, you know,” Liam mutters, letting go of my feet as I stare in wide-eyed horror at Tash's body. “This is an act of great respect. Some people here, they'd just stab you in the forest and let liters and liters of blood just flow away into the soil. Not me, though. Oh no, I value your bodies way too much to do that. You're too important to me.”
With my eyes fixed on Tash's face, I realize she's stopped moving. Her dead gaze stares back at me, until I turn away and close my eyes, trembling with shock.
“It'll just take a few more minutes,” Liam explains, as I hear him walking away. “I need to let the last of her blood drain out, then I can do you.”
Too stunned to react, I open my eyes and stare out to sea. I feel as if I should be screaming and trying to find some way to fight back, but it's as if the sight of Tash being gutted like that has frozen my body. I keep replaying the moment when the blade dug into her belly, and the sound of her scream, and the sight of her dead eyes staring at me. At the same time, the sea is lapping gently at the shore just a few meters away, beneath a vast, calm gray sky, and a cold wind is blowing against my bare flesh as I hang here, waiting for my turn.
Over by the fire, Liam is humming a song.
“Della,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes as I watch the waves. “I'm so sorry...”
Finally I hear footsteps approaching, and I turn to see that Liam is dragging the canopy toward me. When he gets closer, he starts arranging it directly beneath my feet, ready to catch my blood and intestines when he cuts me open. As he does so, Tash's blood sloshes about, ready to be mixed with mine. I start twitching slightly, trying to wriggle my feet free of the ropes around my ankles, as my overpowering sense of fear starts to give way to pure panic.
“No,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes, “please...”
“You saw,” he replies, picking up the bloody knife. “It's pretty quick.” He steps toward me, looking up at my bare belly. “Don't think I take this for granted. I truly respect the value of your life-force and -”
Stopping suddenly, his attention seems to have been attracted by something behind me. He mutters a few words under his breath before stepping around my hanging body, and I realize I can hear another set of footsteps coming closer across the beach.
“I don't want any trouble,” Liam's voice says, from behind me. “I'm not sharing either, I just -”
There's a loud thud, followed by what sounds like a struggle. I wait, too scared to make a sound, before finally Liam rushes past me, bumping into my legs and sending me swinging wildly. I try to look around just as another figure hurries between Tash and me, and when I turn again I realize Liam is bleeding heavily as he limps past the fire. The other figure, with a head of pure white hair, walks quickly over to him.
“Don't!” Liam screams, stumbling down onto the sand. “I swear, you can -”
His voice bursts into a gargled cry of pain as the figure leans down, and after a moment I realize that he's stabbing Liam repeatedly in the chest. I stare in horror until finally the figure steps back from Liam's corpse and then turns to me, and I see that the new arrival is an older man, in his fifties or sixties.
I wait, and after a moment he comes over and walks around behind me. He pulls the canopy out from beneath my feet, and then I feel the rope shuddering as he cuts it loose. When I drop down, with my hands and feet still bound, I slam into the sand and fall onto my side, shivering with fear as I look up and see the old man towering over me. I don't dare to say anything, but finally he reaches down and cuts the ropes that are binding me; then he grabs my tunic from nearby and tosses it onto my naked body.
“Get dressed,” he says with a deep, warm voice. With that, he turns and takes a few steps away, walking over to Tash and starting to cut her down.
All I can do is stare as he takes her into his arms and sets her on the sand. He checks for a pulse, but I can see from the look in his eyes that he's found nothing and a moment later he uses his knife to cut her intestines, tossing them into the canopy.
“I'm sorry I didn't get here sooner,” he says, turning to me. “I've been searching for you since I saw you being dropped, but I couldn't reach you ahead of this cannibal. Was the girl a friend of yours?”
Shivering and terrified, I don't dare move a muscle. I know I should run, but at the same time I doubt I'd get very far.
“Get dressed,” he says again. “I'm not going to hurt you. I'm going to bury your friend, if that's okay. It's not much, I'm not a religious man, but... I always bury them. I figure it's the least I can do.”
Turning, I look over at Liam's body on the sand nearby.
“He's dead,” the man continues. “Don't worry, he can't hurt anyone else.” He steps over to him and grabs him by the shoulders, before dragging him toward the water's edge. After stopping for a moment, he tosses Liam's corpse into the waves, causing an immediate crackle of sparks and smoke. “I assume you were told not to go into the water,” he explains, as Liam's body continues to twitch. “There's an electric current in the sea all around the island. I don't even know exactly how it works, but that's not important for a moment. What's important is that it's deadly”. With that, he leaves Liam's body and heads back over to Tash.
I pause for a moment, staring at Liam's body as it continues to sizzle in the charged water, and then finally I turn to look back at Tash as the man closes her dead eyes.
“There are some true monsters on this island,” he mutters, setting a spare white canopy over her body to cover her from view. “I know it's hard to survive here, but I don't believe one should be so enthusiastic when it comes to abandoning the traces of civilized behavior.” He tucks the canopy around her body, before getting to his feet and stepping toward me. “I must -”
“No!” I scream, scrambling away from him. “Don't touch me!”
“I'm not going to touch you,” he replies, stopping with a sigh. “I understand, you're right to be wary. Please, get dressed. I'm going to bury your friend, unless that's something you'd prefer to do alone.”
Staring up at him, I feel an overwhelming sense of fear rising through my chest.
“Okay,” he continues, “so I'll do it. Not on the beach, though. I'll take her to the forest and dig a proper grave, I'll bury her deep so that no-one comes along and digs her up. Believe it or not, we're not all cannibals on the island, and some of us refuse to let our souls get dragged quite so far into the darkness.”
He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to reply, and then he sighs again.
“I get it,” he mutters. “You don't want anyone around. I'll be on my way, I won't take anything. If you want my advice, though, you'll gather everything useful from here and head into the forest. Don't stay on the beach, for some reason it seems to attract a particularly vicious brand of maniac.”
He turns to walk away, before stopping and glancing back at me.
“Stick to higher ground if you can. If you see red berries with purplish leaves, you can eat those, they're nutritious. If the leaves are green, however, they're poisonous, so be careful. Only purple leaves. I could teach you more, but I understand why you want to be alone. I'll be gone soon.”
With that, he makes his way back over to Tash and reaches down to scoop her up into his arms. A small amount of blood dribbles down from under the canopy as he starts carrying her toward the trees.
Shivering and naked, all I can do is watch him leave.



Chapter Twenty-eight
Asher
 
“Someone was watching us during the night, you know,” Jude says as I place more branches on top of the shelter.
“It was too dark,” I reply, glancing down at her. “There's no way anyone was out there in the storm.”
“I saw him,” she continues. “I told you, my eyesight is all messed up but everything seems brighter. There was a man out there between the trees, about thirty feet away, in the rain. He was just standing and watching us.” She points past me, and I turn to look toward a spot where two particularly large and thick trees rise up from the forest floor. “Between those two,” she explains. “He was there for a couple of hours. He only left when the sun started to come up.”
I pause for a moment, before looking back at her. “Well keep me posted,” I say, forcing a smile to hide my nerves. “If you see him again, let me know.”



Chapter Twenty-nine
Iris
 
Keeping a safe distance, I duck down behind a bush and watch as the old man continues to dig. We're not far from the beach and I can still hear the waves, but I don't dare let him know that I've followed. Instead, I simply watch him using his bare hands to scoop up more and more soil. He's digging the grave with his bare hands, and there's something defiantly calm and almost noble about the guy. I think I'd trust him, if I was still capable of trusting anyone.
I stay in place for a couple more hours, watching as the man works steadily. Tash's body is nearby, still draped in the white canopy, and there's a part of me that almost expects her to sit up suddenly and show signs of life. It's crazy, I barely knew her at all, but I miss her now that she's gone. I keep thinking about the time we spent together, and I feel as if we'd have worked as a team on the island, at least for a while. Then again, deep down I'm fairly sure that the reason I'm thinking so much about Tash is that it saves me having to think about anyone or anything else.
I'm probably wrong.
She'd probably have abandoned me eventually, or stuck a knife in my back.
Finally, the old man gets to his feet and gathers Tash's body, carrying it to the grave and then climbing down. After a moment, he gets back up without her and immediately starts pushing the mound of soil back in to cover her. I watch in stunned, horrified silence, until he puts the last of the soil in place and looks around for a moment, as if he's lost something. And then he does something so surprising, I genuinely wonder if I'm imagining the whole thing.
He kneels next to the grave, bows his head, and waits in calm silence, as if he's praying.
After a few minutes, he gets to his feet and brushes soil from his hands, and then he glances in my direction. I duck down and wait until I hear his footsteps heading away, and then I peer around the bush and see that he's disappearing into the distance. I glance over my shoulder to make sure that there's no-one else nearby, and then I hurry over to the grave and look down at the patch of disturbed soil. It's hard to believe that Tash is down there now, still wrapped in that canopy, with her guts having been pulled open and ripped out. I want to do something, or say something, but I know words won't help. I never learned how to pray.
“Sorry,” I whisper finally, before turning and seeing that the old man is almost out of sight now.
I don't know why, maybe I'm just desperate, but I start following him.
 
***
 
When night falls, the only light comes from a small fire that the old man has carefully built on a patch of rocky ground. I keep well out of sight in the darkness of the forest, watching from a couple hundred feet away as the man's silhouette flickers in front of the flames. He caught a rabbit a little earlier, and now he's cooking the meat, and after he spends a little time eating he seems to just stay in place, as if he's thinking or maybe waiting for something.
It's the first normal thing I've seen anyone do since I got here.
Looking over my shoulder, I can't help but shudder at the sight of the forest's vast darkness spreading out behind me, and I can't help wondering who or what might be out there. I'm wearing my tunic now, but I'm still freezing cold and the fear in my belly has begun to share space with pure, ravenous hunger of a kind I never experienced before, not even when I was first learning to steal food at the market. The hunger is like a thought, pushing all other thoughts from my mind.
Reaching down through the darkness, I feel mud and rotten wood on the forest floor and I'm tempted to eat some, just so that my belly feels full. I tell myself that tomorrow I can catch a rabbit or something, but I know that it's one thing to plan something like that and another to actually do it. The truth is, I've seen almost no signs of animal life since I arrived on the island, even though I was told that various species were introduced many years ago to provide a food source. I guess it's possible that they've started to die out.
Hearing the sound of footsteps, I turn and see to my horror that the old man is walking this way. Just as I'm about to run into the darkness to escape him, however, he stops about twenty feet away and holds something up in his hand, and then he sets it down on the ground and walks back to the fire. I tell myself it's just a coincidence, that there's no way he realizes I've been following him, but at the same time I can't stop wondering whether, by some miracle, he's thrown away some trash that I could use.
“Please,” I mouth silently. “Food.”
Staying low, I crawl around the bush, making as little noise as possible. The man is back by the fire now, and I keep my eyes fixed on him. If he makes even one move in this direction, I'll run, but fortunately he stays still and I'm able to quietly fumble through the darkness until I reach the spot where he stopped a moment ago. It takes a few seconds, but finally I find a flat piece of rock with something hot and wet arranged on it, and when I lean closer and give it a sniff I realize it smells like meat. My first instinct is to eat it, but after what happened with the water bowls at the beach, I force myself to pull back slightly. Sure, the old man seemed different to Liam, but I have no idea whether I can really trust him so instead I wait behind another bush, watching his silhouette as the fire continues to burn.
It takes an hour or two, but finally I can hold back no longer. I crawl forward and find the meat again, and I use my fingers to scoop it into my mouth. I can't deny that it tastes good, and the feeling of warm food in my belly is enough to send an actual shiver of pleasure through my freezing bones. I immediately crawl back behind another bush, to make sure I'm out of sight, and then I stop and keep my eyes on the old man. I'm certain he has no idea that I'm here, so I guess he just tossed away a little meat, even though that doesn't really make sense. It's almost as if he deliberately wanted to feed me, but I tell myself that's impossible.
I was quiet when I followed him.
Stealthy.
There's no way he heard or saw me.
For the next few hours, I stay rooted to the spot, watching as the man sits motionless by the fire. At some point I notice that his head has drooped forward slightly, as if he's asleep, but I still don't dare to go any closer, even though I'm already hungry again and I figure he might have some more meat. Finally the sun starts to rise again, so I pull back a little further to make doubly sure that I'm not seen. I know I should get out of here, but I tell myself there's a chance the old man might toss out some more scraps, so I decide to stick around and watch him for a little while longer.
Eventually he gets to his feet and starts gathering his possessions. He glances this way and I duck down again, and then I watch as he starts climbing past a set of rocks, heading to higher ground.
Against my better judgment, but keeping a safe distance, I start to follow him once again. When I pass his campsite, I see that he's left another piece of meat behind.



Chapter Thirty
Asher
 
“I got water!” I call out as I carry the swollen canopy bag back toward the shelter. “It's rainwater, so -”
Stopping as I get to the shelter, I find that there's no sign of Jude. I glance around, expecting to spot her nearby, but I can't see her anywhere.
“Jude?” I shout, trying not to worry. “Where are you?”
I wait, but there's no reply.
After setting the canopy bag down, I step around the shelter and start looking toward the edge of the trees. I told her to stay put while I was gone, but it took me a couple of hours to find water and Jude has never been the most patient person in the world. If she's wandered off and then her head injury has caused her to collapse, it might take me hours to find her, or she might just be gone forever.
“Jude!” I call out. “Jude, if you can hear me, let me know you're okay!”
When she doesn't reply, I start looking around for some hint that might suggest which way she went. Finally I spot what appears to be a set of prints in the mud, so I follow the line and start making my way through the forest, while telling myself that there's no need to assume the worst. Jude might be injured, but she's also smart and I guess she can most likely look after herself.
“She's fine,” I whisper to myself. “She has to be.”
For the next half hour or so, I keep walking through the forest, long after the trail of potential prints has run out. I call her name every few minutes, but as I get to a ridge overlooking a dip in the ground, I can't help thinking that I might have come the wrong way. Figuring that she can't possibly have made it this far, I turn and take a different route back, while still calling her name regularly. She's most likely back at the camp, probably wondering what's taking me so long, and this wouldn't be the first time she's wandered off only to make fun of me later for worrying so much.
As I make my way between the trees a little further along, I'm about to call her name again when I realize I can hear voices in the distance. One of them is Jude's, I'm sure of that, but the other is unfamiliar. I glance around, trying to work out exactly where they are, but there's no-one to be seen. Worried that she might be in danger and in need of help, I make my way forward cautiously while keeping low so as to remain hidden. I can tell I'm getting closer to the voices but I still can't quite work out where they are, so I keep going for a couple of minutes until I realize that the voices have stopped just as I'm getting close enough to maybe make out what they're saying.
Suddenly Jude appears from behind a ridge, making her way back toward the campsite until she sees me and stops.
“Hey,” I say cautiously. “Where have you been?”
“Just looking around,” she replies, with a hint of concern on her face.
I make my way over to her. “Who were you talking to?”
“No-one.”
“I heard you.”
“As if.” She forces a smile. “Who the hell would I be talking to?”
Stepping past her, I head to the top of the ridge and look down, fully expecting to see someone either waiting down there or walking away. There's no-one, however, so I turn back to Jude and immediately see a hint of guilt in her eyes.
“I heard you,” I tell her.
“I was singing,” she replies. “Sorry, I guess that's what it was.”
“There was another voice.”
“There can't have been.”
Staring at her, I try to believe her explanation but I can't. I know I heard two voices; one of them was hers, but she definitely wasn't singing and, besides, the other voice was someone else.
“Why would I lie to you?” she asks. “There's blatantly no-one else around for miles. You'd have seen them.”
“I know what I heard,” I tell her.
“And I know what I was doing,” she replies, sounding a little exasperated, “and I sure as hell wasn't talking to anyone. I was walking alone, just singing and minding my own business. To be honest, I kind of wanted to clear my head a bit. I'm still not feeling completely well, and I feel like I've been cooped up in that shelter forever. I'm not quite as sick as you seem to think.” She pauses, before stepping toward me with a smile that seems more genuine this time. “You believe me, don't you? You must know I'd never, ever lie to you.”
“Sure,” I reply, “it's just...” Staring at her, I see that the pupils of her eyes are a little more normal now, although they're still slightly different sizes. “I guess I must have been wrong,” I continue, forcing a smile. “The last few days have been pretty crazy.”
“Tell me about it,” she replies, taking my hand and leading me back through the forest. “I'm really glad you've accepted that we need to settle down. Have you thought any more about how we're going to organize things? I mean, there's just the two of us for now but what if someone else comes along and wants to join? How are we going to expand? How do we make buildings? What about food?”
“It'll take a while to figure all of that out,” I tell her.
“Which is why we should get started,” she continues enthusiastically. “I mean, the longer we wait, the bigger the risk of something coming along and surprising us. I'm feeling stronger now, so I can help you, and we can get our little place properly established. Face it, right now it looks like nothing more than a rickety fence and some branches tied together to make a basic shelter, but we can achieve a lot more if we really put our minds to it.” She glances over her shoulder for a moment, before turning to me again. “I believe in you, Asher. I believe in us. We can set up our own little town with our own rules, and we can really make a go of it. I mean, sure, there are no laws on the island, but anyone can set some up in their own area and try to enforce them.”
“You're starting to make it sound a little official,” I point out.
“There's no point doing something if we don't do it properly,” she replies.
“And your head's really feeling okay?”
“Stop fussing,” she continues. “It aches a little, that's all. Right now, I want to throw myself into a real project, and I think I'll start with that fence. Don't take this the wrong way, Asher, but your attempt could be improved. Then we need to chop some trees down and get wood ready to build an actual little building, and we should also start thinking about setting out a few permanent traps. I'm assuming you still prefer rabbit meat to human?”
“Do you really think we can make this work?” I ask.
“I know we can,” she replies, letting go of my hand and hurrying on ahead. “We don't have any time to waste, though. Come on, let's get started! We need to prove that we can do this!”
“Prove to who?” I ask, but she's already too far ahead to hear me. As I make my way after her, however, I can't shake the feeling that something has changed.



Chapter Thirty-one
Iris
 
He's done it again.
Crouching behind the bush, I watch as the old man carries a flat piece of rock toward me. He stops just ten feet away and sets the rock down, before heading back to the campfire he's been nurturing since mid-afternoon.
Leaning around the side of the bush, I see that there's another piece of meat on the rock, this time with some berries as well. He can't be leaving it for me deliberately, there's no way he can possibly know that I'm following him, but I guess maybe he's some kind of lunatic and he thinks he's making an offering for some god.
Frankly, I guess I don't care why he's leaving food out, I'm just glad of it. My belly is burning with hunger, but I don't dare go close enough to take the food, not yet. If I did that, he might spot me.
I'll wait until night comes.



Chapter Thirty-two
Asher
 
“It's...”
Pausing for a moment, I take a step back and admire our day's work.
“Yeah?” Jude says with a smile. “Go on.”
“I mean, it...”
“You're lost for words, aren't you?”
“No, it's just, I...”
“It's a goddamn miracle,” she continues, “that's what it is. The two of us, working alone, have built a whole goddamn wall! Like, an actual wall!”
She's right. We have. Having used our knives to cut up a series of damaged tree trunks that fell during the storm, we worked remarkably quickly to get the resulting chunks of wood lined up and embedded in the ground, and then we tied them together with vines. The finished construction is hideously ugly, and the wood itself is still wet, and I'm worried there might be problems with rot, but I can't deny that we've built an actual real wall.
“Three more of these babies,” Jude says, nudging my arm, “plus a roof and a floor, and we've got ourselves a home!”
 
***
 
It takes me a while to get to sleep, despite having worked like crazy all day; even when I start to nod off, I end up drifting in and out of listless, uncomfortable dreams. In one of the dreams I'm back at home, talking to my parents and listening to their tired concerns, while in another I'm alone in the old neighborhood, climbing over a barbed fence into the yard of the abandoned house on the corner. As I walk along the path, I look up at the windows above the front door and see a figure watching me.
Making my way up the steps, I stop at the door and run my fingers over the silver plaque next to the bell.
“Steadfall,” I whisper, reading it out loud, before reaching down and turning the handle.
The door swings open, revealing the darkness inside. I went to the old house hundreds of times as a kid, of course, but I was always alone. This time, as I stare up at the stairway, I can feel a presence, and a moment later there comes a faint scratching sound from one of the rooms above. I take a deep breath, telling myself I should turn back, but for some reason I step forward instead, and I don't even flinch as the door swings shut behind me, sealing me in the darkness. The scratching sound continues, and somehow I can tell that someone is trying to get me upstairs.
Unbelievably, I head over to the steps and start making my way up, even though I can see a figure at the top now, waiting for me, silhouetted against the window with a head made of thorns and -
Suddenly I open my eyes and find that it's still pitch black, and as I sit up I realize that moonlight is streaming down across the clearing. I blink a couple of times, still partly in the dream, still partly climbing those steps toward that thing, but the sensation passes and I remember that I'm on the island. Nearby, our first wall is still standing, which I guess is something, and there's a pile of wood waiting for us to resume our work in the morning. Something feels off, however, and it takes a moment before I realize what's wrong.
Turning to look over at Jude, I realize that there's no sign of her. I sit silently, listening for some hint of movement. After all, she might have gone to pee in the forest, but after a few minutes I realize that if that was the case, she should be back by now.
I get to my feet and take a few steps forward in the moonlight, and I swear I can feel a sense of unease rising through my chest. I've never been the kind of person who believes in instinct, not really, but alarm bells are sure ringing somewhere deep in my psyche. Making my way across the clearing, I turn and look all around, waiting for some sign of Jude coming back, but there's no hint of her anywhere and when I get to the treeline on the far side I realize that she must have gone a fair way into the forest.
I'm about to call her name, when I realize I can hear her voice in the distance.
Ducking down, I make my way between the trees, hoping to get close enough to hear what she's saying and, more importantly, who she's saying it to. The trees are filtering the moonlight, spreading vast shadowy fingers across the undergrowth, bathing the forest in blue and making it look like a vast criss-crossed prison. Finally I stop when I realize I can make out Jude's voice more clearly, and I hold my breath.
“Don't come tomorrow,” she's saying. “Leave it to me.”
I hear a male voice replying, but I can't quite hear what he's saying. He doesn't sound pleased, and it's almost as if he's giving her some kind of warning.
“I mean it,” she continues, and I hear footsteps in the distance, as if she's coming this way. “Come in two days. I should know more by then.”
Realizing that I'm in danger of being spotted, I turn and hurry back between the trees. By the time I get to the clearing, my mind is racing and I feel as if I need to ask her what's really happening, but equally I don't want to make any rash decisions. I hurry to the shelter and get back into position, pretending to be asleep, and it's several more minutes before I hear Jude approaching.
When she climbs into our makeshift bed, she crawls close to me.
“Hey,” I whisper, wide awake but pretending to be drowsy. “You okay?”
“Just went to the toilet,” she replies, pressing her body against mine. “Give me some of that precious heat. Sorry, I didn't mean to disturb you.”
“It's fine,” I reply, forcing myself to keep from asking her what's really going on. She'd only lie, and frankly I'd rather let her think that I'm not too suspicious. I need time to figure out what she's doing, and who she's speaking to out there in the forest, and whether I can trust her.
People always betray you in the end. I learned that many years ago, in a crumbling old house on the street corner, at the top of the stairs after a crusty hand touched my shoulder, and I've learned it several times again since I came to the island. I'd begun to hope that maybe Jude was different, but now I'm starting to realize I was just being dumb. Even my best friend in the whole world seems set to turn on me.
And on the island, betrayal always means death.



Chapter Thirty-three
Iris
 
Waking with a shudder, I turn and look over my shoulder, convinced that I just heard somewhere nearby. I wait, every sense tingling in anticipation, but slowly I come to realize that I must have been wrong.
I start to sit up and find that morning has come once again. Looking around, I spot the old man sitting by his latest campfire, getting ready to set off once again. He always works so slowly and methodically, and I can't help noticing that he's unusually calm given the fact that he's living from day to day on a remote island. At the same time, sometimes I can tell that he's way more tired than he wants to admit. Like now, for example.
As he starts tying his bag shut, I noticed another piece of flat rock nearby, with more berries placed neatly on the top along with some kind of yellowy-green fruit and a canopy bowl filled with water. I still don't know why he's leaving this stuff out, but once again I'll take it once there's no chance of him spotting me.



Chapter Thirty-four
Asher
 
“You seem quiet today,” Jude says with a smile as she pulls more logs over to the spot where I'm building the second wall. “Something wrong?”
“I'm fine,” I tell her, threading vines around the wood. “Just working hard.”
“Have you thought any more about a name?” she asks, a little out of breath.
“For what?”
“For this place. I mean, if it's actually going to be a our settlement, we should call it something. We should put up a sign, too, so people know where they are if they come closer. Maybe we should try to get a skull, too, to really scare everyone away!”
“Call it what you want,” I reply, not really feeling in the mood for smalltalk.
“We have to choose together,” she continues. “What about... Jude and Asher's town?” She pauses. “No, that's too much of a mouthful. We need something catchy, something memorable. Jasher's Town? Ashude's Town? Damn it, why don't our names fit together to make something that sounds cool?”
“Does it really matter?” I ask. “The place won't stand or fall based on its name.”
“I think Judetown sounds good,” she mutters, “but obviously we can't call it that. It should be a real collaboration. After all, it'd be nice to think the place might outlast us. I'm sure other settlements on the island really put some thought into their names. We could call the place Devil's Inferno, or Blood City, something that sounds terrifying.”
“There aren't any other settlements on the island,” I point out.
“You don't know that for sure.”
I continue working for a moment, before turning to her. “Where are they, then?”
“I don't know,” she replies with a shrug, “but it's possible. I mean, there are parts of the island we haven't been to yet, and there are also parts we haven't been to for a while. It's human nature to try to build something, it'd almost be odd if there isn't a settlement out there somewhere. You know, like-minded people who agree on a few things and figure they want to work together...”
I stare at her, feeling as if she's got some ulterior motive for bringing this up.
“Of course,” she continues, “you'd need a common belief, or a set of principles, something like that. Something to bind you all together and make you feel like a community, but once you had that, it might be really cool to set up some kind of alliance with like-minded individuals.”
“Didn't we come to the island to get away from that kind of thing?” I ask.
“We came to get away from that cast-in-steel government and its death-grip,” she replies. “There's nothing wrong with setting up something different here. Who knows? Maybe it could really last.” Making her way around me, she gives the wall a quick shove, as if to test that it won't fall over in a stiff breeze. “This is good for now, but we're going to have to continually improve the place. Don't you think we could use a few extra hands to help out?”
“And where would we -”
Stopping suddenly, I realize that she seems to be trying to sow the seeds of a new idea. It's as if she wants to bring someone else here to work with us, and I can't help thinking she's already worked out who. This subtle shift in her tone has to be connected to whoever she's been meeting out there beyond the clearing.
“We can't exist in isolation,” she continues. “Sooner or later, someone's gonna come walking out of the forest, maybe a whole load of someones, and they might well be stronger than us. What's to stop them knocking down everything we've built and killing us?”
“We can fight back,” I reply, although I immediately realize that my words sound hollow.
“We need allies,” she tells me. “We need people who think like us, people we can work with. Mark my words, sooner or later we will have visitors and I don't fancy sitting around like two sitting ducks. If there's someone we can work with, I think we need to consider that possibility very carefully.” She glances at me, as if to check whether I'm biting, and then she turns back to her work.
“Who do you have in mind?” I ask. “Don't tell me there's no-one, because I wouldn't believe you.”
I keep working for a moment but, when she doesn't reply, I turn and see that now she's watching me intently.
“What's going on?” I continue. “It's like you're trying to get me to agree to something.”
She pauses, before sighing as she crouches next to me. “We're not alone.”
“On the island? I know that, but -”
“I mean here. In this area.” She glances over her shoulder, as if she's worried about being overheard, before turning back to me. “I was right the other night, we were being watched during the storm. We've attracted attention. Some concerned locals are wondering what we have in mind with this clearing, and they contacted me first because... Well, I don't know why, but they just did. They're not hostile, they're friendly, but they're very cautious people and they're worried about someone rocking up in their territory and trying to challenge them.”
“What are you talking about?” I ask. “This land doesn't belong to anyone!”
“Haven't you seen their markers? I spotted them a while back. Little rocks, sticking up out the ground like crooked teeth, with blood painted on the sides. I've seen a few. I didn't mention it at first, because I figured they might be old, but luckily it turns out there are people inhabiting the area already. And the best part is, they're not automatically opposed to the idea of us being here. They're willing to let us do what we want -”
“Let us?” I ask, turning to her.
“Well, I mean... This is their land.”
Staring at her, I realize she's serious.
“I don't see any signs,” I point out. “I don't see any rules at all. This whole island is completely free, we can claim what we want.”
“And so can they.”
“So?”
“So there's more of them.”
I can't help sighing. “And if we don't do what they want, they'll come and stop us, is that it?”
She pauses, but I can already see the answer in her eyes. “This could end badly,” she says cautiously, “or it could end well. It could end really well.”
“And why are you the one they're talking to?” I ask.
“You were out looking for food one day and a couple of them showed up. We got talking, and I said I'd handle things. I told them I could negotiate. I figured that'd be better, 'cause they're more like my kind of...” Her voice trails off for a moment, as if she's wary of saying too much. “I think they just want some kind of token, something to let them know we respect them. If we were to offer them some food, maybe once a month, something like that, I think they'd be happy to let us do what we want here. Within reason, anyway. Obviously they don't want us building anything too big, but just a little place for the two of us... I think that'd be fine.”
Setting the log down, I look over at the flatter piece I've been working on for the past couple of days. I can tell Jude is watching me intently.
“Asher -”
“I came to the island to get away from this kind of thing,” I tell her, feeling a cold shiver pass through my chest. “Who are these people, anyway?”
“Just people.”
“How many?”
“I've met two of them.”
“But how many are there in total?”
“I don't know. Maybe... I get the impression it's a few. Like, twenty or something.”
“That's too many to fight,” I mutter, looking over at the fence as I realize that this whole plan might be over before it's even begun.”This was a dumb idea. We should just get moving, I'm not throwing my life away on some stupid fight.”
“That's the whole point,” she continues, with a hint of desperation in her voice, “there doesn't need to be a fight. Why don't we both go and talk to them? They seem like reasonable people.”
“So long as we offer up tributes?” I ask, unable to hide my disdain for the idea.
“At least talk to them,” she says firmly. “They can help us. I mean, let's face it, look at what we've managed here so far, it's not exactly the engineering achievement of the century.” She pauses, before putting a hand on my arm. “I know where they're based. I promise, if you just listen to them, you'll see that we can all work together. And if you don't, then we'll move on and forget about it, and we'll find some land somewhere else. Please, Asher, at least give it a chance. I swear, everything'll be okay. You trust me, don't you?”
Turning to her, I know I should tell her to start packing, but there's a part of me that was finally getting used to the idea of sticking around in one place.
“We'll talk to them,” I tell her, against my better judgment. “I'm not a big fan of other people, but if you really care that much, we'll go talk to them.”



Chapter Thirty-five
Iris
 
I'm starting to get used to this now, and braver too. As I keep track of the old man making his way through the forest, I dare to get a little closer, although I'm always ready to duck down in case he looks back.
But he never turns. Not once in all the time I've been following him has he turned to look. I guess he genuinely has no clue that I'm here.
I keep telling myself that I should stop all of this, of course, and that I should strike out on my own, but I rely too much on the scraps of food he keeps leaving out. He doesn't realize, but he's keeping me alive and I'm not sure I'd do very well if I was on my own. I've seen him catching rabbits, but I haven't managed to see one of the snares up close yet so I don't understand his method. We've been walking for days, mostly keeping away from the edge of the forest, and I'm starting to wonder if he's got any particular destination in mind. I'll have to part ways with him soon, but for now I need at least one more meal.
I'll think about leaving him tomorrow.
Suddenly he stops up ahead, and I duck down. It's only mid-morning, and he usually walks until the sun is right above us, so I have no idea what's wrong. Peering around the side of a bush, I see that he's dropping his bag from his shoulder and has set it on the ground, and a moment later he turns and looks back this way.
“I'm tired!” he calls out. “I'm stopping early this morning!”
I wait, not daring to move. Who's he talking to? There's no way he knows I'm here, but there's no-one else. Maybe he's insane.
“Would you like to actually come and sit with me for once?” he continues. “I understand your reticence after everything that happened to you the other day, but I assure you I mean no harm.”
As he opens his bag and starts sorting through the contents, I realize that even if he doesn't know that I'm here, it's possible he has a suspicion. I keep low, but while a part of me would like to talk to him, I'm too scared to go anywhere near another human. Besides, he's probably bluffing; maybe he suspects that someone's nearby, but if I stay quiet he'll just assume he was wrong and move on. I figure I'll just stay right here, hiding, and wait until he starts walking again.
Glancing down, I spot a large stone poking out of the ground, with what looks like some kind of dark stain on the top.



Chapter Thirty-six
Asher
 
As soon as I see the crude wooden buildings up ahead, I stop, filled with an urge to turn back. The very idea of going anywhere near other people is enough to turn my stomach. This is the one thing I swore I'd never do again after I arrived on the island. Other people, especially in large groups, are always trouble.
“It's okay,” Jude says with a smile, glancing back at me as she keeps walking. “I know how you feel, but trust me. They're friendly.”
“Trust you?” I mutter, taking a deep breath. “It's not you I don't trust.”
I start following her again, but every step feels heavy and wrong. No matter how much I tell myself that I should be open to this, that I should at least try talking to new people, I just want to turn around, grab our stuff and move on. Still, Jude is determined to give this a shot, and I know from experience that sometimes her approach can be worth trying, especially when she's tempering my natural introversion.
The problem is, I've had enough experience around other people to know that I really don't like them. And I gained that experience long before I ever even heard of this island.
As I get to the edge of the clearing, I see a long, tidy wooden fence running across our path. Beyond that, there are half a dozen wooden huts dotted about, and while they're not exactly the neatest buildings in the world, they're a damn sight better than anything I could hope to make. I have to admit, I'm impressed that even in the midst of all this savagery, some people have managed to create a facsimile of civilization and society, although I flinch and stop again as soon as I realize I can hear voices nearby.
Lots of voices.
I can't do this.
Turning, I start making my way back, filled with a sense of panic. I should have known this was a bad idea, and that -”
“Hey!”
Feeling Jude's hand on my shoulder, I stop.
“I can't do this,” I say firmly, not turning back to look at her.
“Yes, you can.”
I shake my head.
“What's the problem?” she asks. “Why are you so determined to be alone? Why do you hate other people?”
“I don't hate them,” I reply, feeling a tightening sense of fear in my chest, “I just want them to leave me alone. I don't trust strangers.”
“I was a stranger once,” she points out. “Why are you trembling? I can feel your whole body shaking?”
“You don't get it,” I whisper.
“It'd help if you let me in some more,” she continues. “Asher, what happened to you before you came to the island?”
Taking a deep breath, I realize there's no way she can ever understand. I'd have to explain everything, going back to the night in the abandoned house and even before, and that's something I swore I'd never do. That version of me died the day I decided to come here, and I don't even like thinking about it. Just as I'm about to tell her that I'm leaving, however, I realize I can hear another set of footsteps coming closer.
“I'm glad you came,” says a male voice, with a strong English accent. “We've been waiting for you.”
“It'll be okay,” Jude continues, leaning closer and kissing the side of my neck, just above my tattoo. “Trust me.”
 
***
 
“There are twenty-three people here in total,” Goddard explains as he leads us across the clearing, with wooden huts on either side. “Everyone has a role to play, a job, everyone contributes something. If you can't contribute, you're out. We don't tolerate slackers.”
“See?” Jude whispers, nudging my arm. “I told you it's great here.”
Looking around, I can't share her enthusiasm. Sure, the people here seem to be working hard and in unison, but it's that sense of cooperation that makes me suspicious. How can twenty-three men and women all be working toward the same goal, without there being something to control them? As we walk past a set of wooden posts, I briefly make eye contact with a woman who's working to strip bark off some logs, and she smiles at me. I instantly flinch and look away. People who smile are the worst.
“We prepared a little meal to welcome you,” Goddard says as we reach a table, where several pieces of glistening red meat have been laid out. Reaching across, he indicates a spot with a different kind of meat, something duller. “I understand, Asher, that you'd prefer rabbit.”
I turn to him. “As opposed to...”
“Don't get funny about this,” Jude whispers.
“What do you -” Suddenly I realize what she means. “Human meat?” I ask, turning and looking back at the other people as they work all around us. “All these people are -”
“Friendly,” she says firmly, stepping around me as she heads to the table. “They're offering us food, and they made special allowances for your preferences.”
“I understand your feelings,” Goddard tells me with a faint, friendly smile. “You have to get into a certain mindset before you can bring yourself to eat your fellow man. It's just that, with the local rabbit population in decline, humans are by far the most plentiful food source on the island. We have strict rules regarding our captures, however. We're not savages.”
“Great,” I whisper, as I take a seat next to Jude, “you brought us into a camp full of cannibals.”
“No,” she hisses, “I brought you into a camp full of people. Focus on the hundreds of common points we have with them, rather than the one difference.”
“Unfortunately,” Goddard continues, taking a seat opposite us, “our leader Vargas isn't here right now. She's out in the forest, contemplating matters. That's how she always deals with big decisions. She'll be back in a few days, though, and I'm sure she'll be pleased to know that we've reached out and made contact with a new group. She's always very open to the possibility of cooperation, that's how she ended up founding this humble little town in the first place.” He pushes a bowl of grass toward me. “It's natural for humans to try to organize themselves, it's what sets us apart from the other animals. Please, eat. We work together here, and we're lucky enough to be able to share some with visitors.”
I want to decline the offer, but I've been hungry for days so I take a handful of grass and set it next to my rabbit meat.
“I understand you're working on a settlement,” Goddard says with a smile. “I must say, we'd already noticed you a day or two back, but it wasn't until we spoke to your friend Jude that we realized you were serious. What made you choose that particular patch of land?”
“I... It's just where we happened to be at the time,” I tell him.
“It's a little low,” he continues, “which makes it hard to defend and also prone to flooding. Also, you don't really have a good line of sight on all sides, so you'll have trouble defending yourself. Then again, it's quite close to the beach, which I suppose could be a positive.” He pauses. “I don't want you to think that we're opposed to the idea of you being there. Quite the opposite, in fact. Vargas has always said that it would be good to have friendly neighbors in the area, we just need to make sure that you are friendly.”
“We are,” Jude tells him. “We have a lot of things in common.”
Looking down at my meat, I can't shake the urge to get up and run. Before I can say anything, however, I hear a faint tearing sound from next to me, and I turn to see that Jude is biting into her food. Blood is already dribbling down her chin, splattering onto the wooden table. This is the side of Jude that always makes me doubt our future together.
“Where do you see your little community going?” Goddard asks. “Is there -”
“It's not a community,” I reply quickly.
“But surely -”
“There's no plan to grow it,” I continue, feeling a hint of panic in my gut. “We just want to put down roots for ourselves, that's all.” I bite off a piece of rabbit meat. These people just don't understand.
“And how do you intend to defend yourselves?” he asks. “Let's face it, if the twenty-three of us came to your little camp one night, we could easily kill you both and tear down everything you've built so far. Obviously we have no intention of doing that, but others might. What's your plan?”
“That's one area we thought you could help us with,” Jude tells him. “We thought we could cooperate.”
“We did?” I whisper to her.
“Cooperation needs to go both ways,” he replies. “So far, I don't see what you can offer us, other than squatting on land that we already claimed as our own.”
“You can claim what you want,” I tell him. “That doesn't make it true.”
“Calm down,” Jude says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We need to make a good impression.”
“You're absolutely right,” Goddard says with a smile, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Our word is worth nothing if we don't back it up. The fact is, we can back it up. We can enforce our claim, but obviously that would be a matter of last resort. You have to accept that the balance of power in this situation is tilted very much in our favor.” He pauses, before biting off another piece of meat and chewing for a moment. “The question, then, is what you can do for us.”



Chapter Thirty-seven
Iris
 
As soon as I hear the voices, I duck down behind an earth-mound. When I peer over the top, I see that the old man has stopped too, and that there are more people up ahead, coming this way. My heart is pounding in my chest as I try to decide what to do, but I figure I'd just draw attention to myself if I ran.
I'll wait it out. Everything will be fine. The old man seems to be able to handle himself.
“You're on private property,” an unfamiliar voice says nearby, as the others reach him. “Didn't you see the signs?”
“I'm sorry, friend, I didn't,” the old man replies. “I'm very sorry, I'll turn back and -”
“You didn't see the stones?” the voice continues, with a hint of irritation. “They're everywhere in this part of the forest, marked with blood.”
“You're on our land,” another male voice adds. “We don't accept the presence of trespassers.”
“I wasn't aware any land on this island could be claimed,” the old man says calmly.
“There's only one way to claim anything around here,” the first voice replies, “and that's by being strong enough to make anyone else keep away.”
Peering over the top of the earth-mound once again, I'm shocked to see that four figures have surrounded the old man. They're wearing the same tunics as everyone else, but there are dark markings stained into the fabric on their chests, and there's something about the way they've formed a circle around the old man that makes me worried.
“I don't want to start a fight,” the old man says with a sigh. “I can turn back and never trouble you again.”
“Where did you say you're from?” one of the others asks.
“I didn't, but... I'm just walking, that's all. I've got no particular aim in mind.”
“Are you sure about that? You're not in this area to check out the competition, are you?”
“I assure you -”
“Vargas is going to have to make a decision about you,” the first man continues. “You're going to come with us, back to our camp, and she'll ask you some questions.”
“Is that really necessary?” the old man asks. “I'm tired, I'd really rather walk as little as -”
“Move,” the second man says, putting a hand on his back and shoving him forward. “If you've got nothing to hide, you'll have no trouble explaining yourself to Vargas, and you'll have nothing to fear either. We just want to make sure that you're not trying to spy on us.”
I watch as they start to lead him away. My first instinct is to turn and run, to get as far away from this part of the forest as possible, but at the same time I feel I need to stick with the old man. If they just talk to him and let him go, I can still follow him, so I wait until I'm sure I won't be seen and then I start creeping forward. I can hear them talking up ahead, but for the next hour or so I keep too far back to make out what any of them saying. Finally, I spot torches burning between the trees and I realize that we're getting close to some kind of settlement, complete with makeshift shelters.
Stopping, I see another stained stone next to my foot. I still want to stick with the old man, but when I spot more figures at the settlement up ahead, I feel a cold shiver pass though my chest and I realize I can't go any further. I guess I've learned a little from the old man, and the longer I try to hide here, the more likely I am to be spotted. Filled with the knowledge that I'm too scared to take another step forward, I turn and start crawling away through the undergrowth, heading back to what I hope will be safer land.
I can't go near people ever again. Even the thought of it is enough to make me feel as if I'm going to throw up.



Chapter Thirty-eight
Asher
 
“This is pointless!” I hiss, hurrying through the forest on my way back to the clearing. “We're getting out of here!”
“You're overreacting!” Jude replies, running after me.
“He threatened us!”
“When?”
“Every word that came out of his mouth was a veiled attack,” I continue, frustrated by her refusal to see the obvious. “He was constantly reminding us that we could be swatted aside at any moment and that we could only stay on that land with his blessing.”
“Asher -”
“And he was right!” Stopping, I turn to her. “We can't stand up to them! Power trumps everything. It was like that in the rest of the world, and it's like that here. The only way they'll tolerate our presence is if we bow down and act like subordinates, and I didn't come here to do that. I'm not going to lick the boots of people like that, they're just savages seeking safety in numbers.”
“Savages?” She frowns. “They've got more going for them than anyone else on the island. Unless you're referring to their dietary habits, in which case I guess you'd have to say the same thing about me.” She pauses. “If they're savages, then what the hell does that make us?”
“Don't turn this into an argument,” I reply. “Please, Jude...”
“Do you think I'm a savage,” she continues, “just because I eat human meat when it's available? Are you constantly worried when you turn your back that I'll bite into your shoulder?”
“Of course not.”
“We can work with these people,” she adds, with a hint of desperation in her voice. “They don't want to dominate us, they just want to know who's setting up camp next door. They might even give up their claim on the land if we demonstrate that we'll work with them. The island's big, but we can't avoid company forever.” She pauses, eying me cautiously. “What happened to you, Asher? Before you came here, I mean. What happened to make you so terrified of other people?”
“I'm not terrified,” I reply firmly. “I just don't like them.”
“Why?”
“Because other people always screw things up,” I continue. “They always end up rail-roading anyone who's different, they stop thinking for themselves and they start acting like cattle, they -”
“What's Steadfall?”
As soon as that name leaves her lips, I freeze.
“I know it's something important to you,” she adds. “Is it something you love and miss, or is it something you hate? I kinda think it's something you loved, at least once, since you -”
“Don't try to analyze me,” I reply. “I told you when we first met, I don't talk about my life before the island.”
“And look how that's working out,” she continues. “You're this ball of repressed anger, and you're starting to make really bad decisions. On the island, one bad decision can be enough to get you killed.”
“If you want to work with that bunch of cannibals, go ahead.” Taking a deep breath, I can't shake the urge to get the hell out of here. “I didn't run away from one set of rules just to get stuck with another. I came to the island because I wanted to be in charge of my own destiny.”
“Me too,” she replies.
“Then it's settled,” I continue, turning and walking away, heading back toward 'our' clearing. “We're getting the hell out of here.”



Chapter Thirty-nine
Iris
 
Stopping next to the nearest bush, I'm about to start pulling off berries when I see that the leaves are green rather than purple. I pull my hand back, but the hunger in my belly is intense and I feel like I need to eat something, anything, just to get rid of the hollow scratching sensation. It's as if my stomach is a dried sack, with the walls starting to stick together.
It takes all my willpower to leave the berries, and I start frantically looking for something else I can eat. There's a part of me that thinks I should just go back and eat the berries anyway, that they can't be that bad, but I keep telling myself that I'd end up dead. Finally, finding some rotten wood and mulched leaves, I scoop them into my hands and sit staring at them for a few minutes, trying to convince myself that anything is better than nothing.
When I slip the old wood into my mouth and start chewing, the taste is foul, but I swallow it eagerly and eat some more. At least my belly feels full, which means I'll be able to think clearly for a while and maybe find a way to catch a rabbit. Not that I've seen anything alive around here, but there has to be something. I eat more leaves, while spitting out the grit, and finally I've got just enough in my belly to let me think again. I feel a little nauseous, but that's better than feeling hungry so I turn and start making my way through the forest again, trying to make as little noise as possible while listening out for any hint of animal life. I feel a little dizzy, but I figure that'll pass soon enough.
One thing's certain. If I don't eat soon, I'll lose my mind.



Chapter Forty
Asher
 
“What the hell is this?” I ask, staring at the second wall that has miraculously appeared next to the one I built earlier. Looking around, I see no-one else here apart from Jude and myself, but when I turn back to the new wall I can't deny that someone must have come this way.
And apparently they built a wall for us.
“Don't take this the wrong way,” Jude replies, stepping forward and giving the wall a shove, “but it's ten times better then yours. These logs have been tied together with some kind of fabric. I think it might be the cords from a canopy, but they seem to have some kind of gum all over them...”
“Resin from the paler trees,” a male voice says suddenly.
Turning, I reach for my knife as I see a middle-aged man emerging from the forest, carrying a fresh pile of logs. He's smiling and his hands are full, so although I take the knife into my hand, I hold back from attacking him.
“I'm alone,” he says, setting the logs down a few feet from us. “My name's Tom Deckard. Is this place yours?”
“Why do you want to know?” I ask cautiously.
“I kind of thought it was abandoned,” he continues. “I thought I'd stumbled onto the ruins of some old fortification that had almost rotted away.”
I pause for a moment, with the knife still in my hand.
“I'm sorry,” he adds, “obviously I was wrong. I'm afraid I started working. There were lots of broken logs nearby and I'm pretty quick with this kind of thing. I used to be a carpenter, back in my old life before... Well, I guess you know how it is.”
“We were only gone for a couple of hours,” I point out.
“Like I said,” he continues, “I work fast. And it's not finished, it still needs strengthening, but I got the basic structure in place first so I can work from there.”
“This is our place,” Jude tells him, with a hint of fear in her voice. “Get out of here.”
“I -”
“There's two of us,” she says firmly, “and only one of you, so get the hell out of here.”
“Sure,” he replies, holding his hands up as he takes a step back. “I guess you can keep the wall as a token of my respect. It's not like I can carry it off with me.” He pauses, before pointing at the old wall that I built earlier. “Those won't last,” he adds. “First spot of bad weather, that'll come right down. You need to get rid of it and start again.”
“Thanks for the advice,” Jude sneers. “Now go!”
“Wait,” I add, stepping closer to the man, with my knife still raised. “What did you say your name was again?”
“Deckard,” he replies. “Tom Deckard.”
“And you know how to do stuff like this?” I ask. “Walls and things, you can build them?”
“The hardest part is finding materials,” he continues. “I mean, any fool can chop a tree down, but how do you bind the pieces together? That storm a couple of nights ago was rough, I don't want to get caught out in something like that again so I figured I'd try to build something a little more permanent. I'm sorry I started on your land, though. I'll move on.”
“It's not our land,” I tell him, “it's...”
“It is our land,” Jude says, clearly irritated. “We've negotiated for it.”
“We've done no such thing,” I reply, turning to her. “That Goddard guy said his people have claimed everything between here and the stone ridge, didn't he?”
“So?”
“So the stone ridge is only a couple of miles away. He was right about this land, it's too low and we could never hope to defend it, but beyond the ridge...” I pause for a moment, as I realize that my initial sense of hopelessness is starting to pass. Besides, I've never liked being threatened by bullies, and I've always fought back, even when it'd be wiser to run. “We just have to move a little way to the east.”
“What...” She seems shocked by the idea. “Why would we do that?”
I turn to Deckard. “You really know what you're doing, huh?”
“I'm no master,” he replies, “but I can put up a pretty neat cabin. Of course, someone'd probably just come and take it from me eventually, but I'm kinda resigned to that. I figure I need to do what I can, while I can, and hope for the best.”
“We want to build a settlement,” I tell him.
“Right here,” Jude adds.
“It doesn't have to be here,” I continue. “It can be anywhere, so long as we can defend it. That's the important thing, we need to claim a patch of land and then we need to be able to keep other people from taking it.”
“That's why we should enter into an alliance,” Jude hisses.
“We're moving.”
“What?”
“Will you come with us?” I ask Deckard. “Show us what you can do, let us work with you, and in return we can help you. There's strength in numbers, right?”
He pauses, clearly a little suspicious.
“You can trust us,” I continue, although I immediately realize how hollow those words sound. To be honest, I don't know whether or not I can trust him, especially since he happened to show up conveniently while we were away for a few hours, but I'm tired of running. Finally, with no other ideas, I step toward him and hold out my knife. “Take it.”
“I have one already.”
“Take it.”
He hesitates, before taking the knife from my hand.
I immediately turn my back to him.
“What are you doing?” Jude asks.
“If this is some kind of trick,” I continue, staring straight ahead, “and you just want to kill me at the first opportunity, then I'm giving you that chance. I'd rather get it over with.”
“What's this all about?” Deckard asks, sounding genuinely lost.
“If you're one of them,” I add, trying not to let my body shake with terror, “and if you're from the cannibal settlement and you're not going to let me go, then just kill me now. The one thing I hate more than anything else is uncertainty. I don't want to live with constant fear.”
I wait, terrified in case I feel the blade slicing into my back. At the same time, I'd be more terrified if I had to live with that fear every second of every day. One way or another, I want to know where I stand.
“You're insane!” Jude hisses.
“No,” I reply, “I'm just tired.” I take a deep breath. “If you're just some random loner, Mr. Deckard, trying to take advantage, then again... Kill me. If for any reason you're planning to trick me or double cross me, don't wait, there's no need. I'm giving you the opportunity here and now. Do it.”
I stand in silence for a moment, before slowly turning and seeing the expression of shock in his eyes.
“I don't know what this is about,” he says cautiously, “but I don't want any trouble.” He holds the knife out for me to take. “I swear, I just happened to come across this place and it looked like it was abandoned. I had no idea someone was actually trying to turn it into something. The wall I found, I thought it was falling down, not being put up.”
I pause, before taking the knife from him.
“I believe you,” I tell him finally, before turning to Jude. “We're going to the other side of the ridge,” I continue, feeling for the first time as if I actually have a decent plan that might work. “We're starting again, and this time it's going to work. This time, we know the land is unclaimed and we're damn well not going to be scared away.”



Chapter Forty-one
Iris
 
Dropping to my knees, I grip my belly and let out a gasp of pain. The agony is intense, ripping through my guts as if the old rotten wood has begun to tear at the lining, and finally I lean forward in a desperate attempt to make the pain go away.
Whatever's going on in there, it came on suddenly. I'd been feeling sick for a while and a little dizzy, but about a minute ago I felt a sharp force pushing up against my diaphragm, and now I'm starting to shiver as a cold sweat breaks out across my chest and face. I can't walk, not like this, so I roll onto my side and hold my breath, praying that the pain will fade. After everything that has happened to me since I reached the island, I can't face the idea that something as simple as eating the wrong thing might kill me.
I don't want to die. Not here, not now, not like this.
Rolling onto my back, I clutch my belly and feel that it's slightly swollen. The pain is rising, like a balloon getting bigger and bigger, and when I tilt my head back I can't help letting out a slow, agonized groan. I try to take deep breaths, but my whole body is trembling now and the cold sweat is getting worse, causing beads of perspiration to run down my face. I try holding my breath, in case that makes things better, but after a moment I let out another cry, not only because of the pain but also because of sheer frustration.
Why was I so stupid?
Why did I eat rotten, soggy wood?
I close my eyes and try to ignore the pain. I don't know how long I stay like that, but I feel hot and cold at the same time and eventually I start letting out a faint, sobbing hum in an attempt to get my body back under control. I'm pretty sure I've soiled myself too, but that doesn't matter right now, all that matters is finding a way to ease the sensation in my belly. As I slip in and out of consciousness, I feel as if I'm being slowly dragged into a new kind of darkness, as if the threads of my mind are being unspooled and pulled into the shadows.
Maybe this is what it's like to die.
And then, suddenly, I realize that there's someone kneeling over me. I open my eyes, and sure enough there's a blurry shape silhouetted against the afternoon sky. I blink a few times, trying to clear my vision, and slowly the blur becomes more distinct, until finally I see a face.
A familiar face.
I open my mouth to say his name, but for a moment I can't believe he's actually here.
“Bran,” I whisper cautiously, as the pain seems to fade from my belly. “What...”
“Hey,” he replies, offering a faint smile. He looks down at my stomach for a moment. “Are you in a bad way? What happened?”
“I ate...” I stammer, before trying and failing to sit up. I don't want him to see me like this.
“Easy there,” he says, easing me back down onto the forest floor. “You're in no position to go anywhere.”
“Why are you here?” I ask, my voice sounding impossibly frail and weak. “What happened?”
“I came because I heard you were here,” he replies, using the back of his hand to wipe sweat from my forehead. “I wanted to see you suffer.”
I try to ask him what he means, but the pain in my belly suddenly throbs harder than ever and I let out a brief cry.
“You were my friend,” he continues, placing a hand on my flesh, just where the pain is at its worst. “I tried to help you, I looked out for you, and how did you repay me? You betrayed me to the government, you betrayed everything I was working for. Do you have any idea how many people died when those soldiers stormed the building? We were really getting somewhere, we could have brought about real change, but instead you ratted us out at the first opportunity. And for what? You still ended up here.”
“My sister,” I reply, feeling as if my fever is getting worse by the second, “I thought...”
“You betrayed the revolution,” he says firmly.
“There was no revolution,” I whisper. “It was just people talking. Always people talking.”
“Talking about how to make things change.”
“It never would have worked,” I tell him. “There's no revolution. No-one can fix things, the world is what it is now and...” Gasping, I swear I can feel cold, wet wood scraping against the inside of my stomach.
“It's people like you who stop change happening,” Bran hisses, leaning closer to me. “You were weak, Iris. You let your fears take control.”
“There's no revolution,” I whisper again, as tears stream down my face. “There never was, there never could have been. It was just people talking in the shadows.”
“I hope this really hurts,” he replies, slowly pressing his hand down against my belly. When I let out a cry of pain, he presses harder, until I feel as if my guts are about to burst open. “You didn't just betray me,” he continues, “you betrayed a cause that was trying to help people like you. The revolution will come one day, Iris. Nothing lasts forever, no system stands and never falls. And when change happens, it'll be despite people like you, and because of people who are braver than you can ever imagine. You're weak, Iris!”
“Please,” I whimper, as he presses harder against my belly, “stop...”
“I thought you were my friend,” he adds, leaning closer to my ear. “It's your fault I died.”
“No!” I shout, suddenly sitting up and finding that he's nowhere to be seen. Looking around, I realize that something seems different, and when I look up at the sky I notice that the sun has started to set. I must have been here on the forest floor for hours, but when I pull my tunic up and place a hand on my belly, I find that the pain has almost gone, leaving behind just a slight sense of discomfort.
Turning I look around for Bran.
“Are you here?” I ask, wiping my face and finding that the sweat is gone. “Bran?”
I wait, but I hear only silence.
He wasn't real.
I must have developed some kind of fever and started hallucinating. When I try to get up, I find that there's something wet between my legs, and I quickly realize that not only have I soiled myself, but a lot of blood has come at the same time. I don't know what the rotten wood and leaves did to my stomach, but somehow they seem to have passed through and I'm alive, albeit sore and exhausted.
“Bran?” I call out, looking around again. “If you're here, I'm sorry! I swear, I didn't mean to -”
Stopping suddenly, I realize I'm being dumb. Whatever happened to Bran after I gave that information to Logan, I'm sure of one thing: he must be dead, along with all the others in his building. Still, that hallucination felt so real, and I can't deny that the words I imagined cut deep. As I slowly and stiffly get to my feet, I realize that he was speaking the truth. I should never have let myself get tricked by Logan so easily, and I should have been strong enough mentally to realize Della was dead. Instead, my weakness caused a lot of people to die.
And soon I'll be one of them.
“You're weak, Iris!” I hear Bran's voice saying, echoing in my mind.
Standing alone and shivering in the forest, I feel a sudden burst of realization in my chest, and it makes me feel strangely calm. Everything I do is just a way of stalling the inevitable. I was following that old man around like some kind of dog, desperately clinging to life, but I can't survive here, not for long. Maybe there are a few people who are good at this kind of life, but there's no way that I'm one of them. It might take an hour or a day, maybe a week, hell I might even last a month by some miracle, but I'm just counting down to my inevitable death. The strangest thing is that this thought doesn't even scare me, not anymore. If anything, it's a relief, because I don't have to keep fighting.
But if I'm going to die, I might as well do it with one final scrap of dignity. I need to prove to myself that I can at least try to do the right thing. Turning, I look back the way I came and realize that the old man saved my life. If he's in trouble, I owe it to him to return the favor. Even though I'm terrified, I know I have no choice, so I start walking back to find him.



Chapter Forty-two
Asher
 
“Here.”
“Here?”
Looking around at the patch of land at the top of the ridge, I try to spot any obvious weak spots. We're fairly high up, the ground already feels firm despite the massive storm the other day, and I can see the ocean to the east, with light dancing across the waves.
“Here,” I say again, leaning down and driving my knife into the ground before taking a step back. “We're not on the land those assholes claimed, and this place already looks better than the patch of mud where we started before.” I turn to Jude, and then to Deckard. I can't let them see that I'm terrified. “I think this is where we should build.”
“There's a good combination of materials,” Deckard replies, stepping over to the center of the clearing and looking around for a moment. “I definitely see possibilities here.”
“We should go back,” Jude says firmly. “We had an offer on the table, a chance to cooperate.”
“With a bunch of -” I catch myself just in time, but I'm sure she knows what I was about to say. “We would have been beneath them,” I continue. “We'd have always owed them something. Some time in the next day or two, they'll go to check us out and they'll see that we're gone. I can't live on someone else's land, I have to claim something for my own. For us.”
“We could have worked something out!” Jude replies, clearly unhappy with my decision. “They were reasonable people! You've gone from hating contact with other people, to making a stand against them! How does that work?”
Turning, I see that Deckard has already gone to the far side of the clearing and is examining the trees. From the conversation we managed during our walk here, I've already begun to realize that he knows what he's talking about when it comes to construction. He's a good worker, and I think he'll be useful.
“So let me get this straight,” Jude continues, stepping closer to me. “You turn down an entire community of people because you don't want to rely on them and because you don't like people, and then you agree to work with some random guy who wandered along out of nowhere? Where's the consistency, Asher?”
“He's not peddling a system,” I reply. “He's offering his skills, and in return we're going to help him out. It's a fair trade.”
“You don't know you can trust him.”
“I gave him a chance to turn on me,” I point out, “and he didn't take it. Besides, the numbers are in our favor this time, there are two of us against one of him.” I pause for a moment, and it's clear that she's not convinced. “I can tolerate having someone else around,” I continue. “For now, at least. I'm not a complete loner, I just don't react well to big groups and bullies. Besides, it's not like I've got any other choice, you saw the fence and those walls I built, they were terrible. We need a guy like Deckard, it's a miracle he came along when he did.”
“That's the problem,” she replies darkly, turning to watch him for a moment. “I don't believe in miracles.”
 
***
 
“I used to run my own business,” Deckard explains later, as we take a break from chopping down trees. “My wife and I lived in sector B with our son Daniel. We had a good life, and I wasn't one to rock the boat, not by any means. I thought I'd just grow old and live out my time happily. Obviously I saw injustice in the world around me, but it wasn't my place to do anything about that. I wanted a simple, happy life.”
“What happened?” I ask, sipping from a sack of water. “How did you end up on the island?”
“It was my wife,” he replies. “Our son died. To tell the truth, he got in with some bad people, the kind who go on about changing the world. He was one of those people who's never happy, who think that the government's evil, so he started talking about how something drastic needed to happen. I knew it was bad, all that talk of revolution, but I just hoped it'd fade away. And then one day he didn't come home.”
“He was arrested?”
“Worse. He'd taken a homemade bomb to a market in sector C. It exploded while he was trying to set it up. He was the only one who was hurt, that was how incompetent the whole operation was, how pathetic. After that, government agencies went through our lives with a fine-toothed comb, checking to see if we shared his views. We were defending ourselves and grieving at the same time, but I think they understood in the end. Daniel had just gone off the rails and allowed himself to be manipulated by a bunch of low-life scum who filled his mind with talk of changing everything. He had recordings of Darius Locke's speeches in his room, that kind of thing.”
“Revolutions never work,” I mutter. “Not anymore. Every fool knows that.”
He pauses for a moment, as if he's remembering the pain. “My wife fell apart,” he continues. “She became erratic, she was picked up by the police several times, once for attacking a stranger in the middle of the street with no provocation. Eventually she racked up so many points on her record, she was told she'd be sent to the mines. I begged them to let a psychiatrist evaluate her, but no-one listened to me. Anyway, she refused to go to the mines and insisted she wanted to come to the island instead. You've no idea how long I spent trying to change her mind, but there was nothing I could do.”
“So you came after her?”
He nods. “I had nothing left, and I loved her... I thought I could save her, I thought once I got here I'd track her down and we'd still be able to have a life together, maybe even try for another child. I was only a few days behind when I arrived.”
“And did you find her?” I ask.
He pauses, before shaking his head. “This place is so big. I've been here a couple of years now, just walking and walking, hoping that one day by some miracle we'd be reunited. Then a while ago, I realized... I mean, I love her so much, and she's a smart woman, but I don't see her having lasted this long, not on the island and especially not with her head in that state. She was already so fragile when she was sent here.”
“You can't give up hope,” I tell him, although admittedly those words sound strange coming from my lips. After all, my whole life has been defined by the idea of giving up hope. Hope is the only thing that can still hurt me, which is one of the reasons I initially resisted starting work on a town. Unfortunately, hope is also addictive, which I guess is why we're sitting her now, discussing our plans.
“I don't think I want to know what happened to her,” he continues, “not now. It's not like it could have been anything good, so...” He sighs, before forcing a smile. “So now here I am, lost in this wilderness, trying to make the best of it.”
“What was your wife's name?” I ask.
“Samantha.”
“I haven't met anyone named Samantha since I arrived,” I tell him. “I've barely met anyone at all.”
“So why did you come?”
“It doesn't matter.”
“I told you my story,” he replies. “It's only fair you tell me yours.”
“Who said life was fair?” I ask, finishing my sack of water. “We should get back to work.”
“Your friend doesn't like me,” he points out.
Turning, I see that Jude is on her way back, dragging more wood through the forest. “She hasn't been well,” I explain. “She's still recovering. I think she's in more pain than she's letting on.”
“Are you and her...” He pauses. “I mean, I wasn't sure, are you... like, are you a couple?”
“No,” I reply quickly, although I immediately feel guilty. “I don't know. I don't really think like that, I never did. It just is what it is.”
“She's one of them, though, isn't she?”
I turn to him.
“I've been here long enough to know that some folk have turned to... Well, I had a few lucky escapes in my early days on the island. The thought of eating human meat disgusts me, deep down on a visceral level. I feel like the people who turn to that sort of thing...” He pauses, keeping his eyes fixed on Jude as she sets the wood down. “Those people are little better than beasts.”
“Jude's a good person,” I tell him.
“I'm sure she is, but she's still one of them.” He sighs. “I don't mean to try to come between you, I just think those people are wired differently, and it makes me worry. Are you sure I can trust her?”
“With your life,” I reply, as she comes over to us. “I'm certain of it.”
I'm lying.



Chapter Forty-three
Iris
 
It takes me a while to find the settlement again. I guess I must have wandered further than I thought, and in my delirium I didn't quite keep track of the route. At first I start to wonder if I should just give up, since so much of the landscape seems unfamiliar. I find a clearing with what looks like some old rotten walls, with a dilapidated fence falling apart at the edges, and I keep going, heading west until slowly I start to notice a few landmarks that I think I recognize.
And then I spot one of those stones on the ground, with the dark red stain on top, and I realize I'm close.
I start moving more cautiously, looking out for any hint of movement in the area. I still don't have a plan, all I know is that I can't leave that old man behind, not after what he did for me. If I'm going to die on this island, I might as well lose my life doing something worthwhile, something that proves to me that I'm a good person after all. I need to wipe away my memories of what I did to Bran. The only other option is to skulk away and die alone.
Eventually I spot movement up ahead. Ducking down, I wait as footsteps come closer and I realize there's a whole group coming this way.
“Vargas is right,” one of the voices says. “You should've just picked them off sooner. Now we don't know where the hell they've gone.”
“But they've left,” replies a guy with an English accent. “That's the important thing, right? We obviously scared them off.”
“She's still gonna want to be sure. You know what she's like when there's even a hint of strangers setting up camp in the area. For God's sake, man, I don't get how you don't understand this already. If there's any doubt, you always kill strangers.”
Staying completely still, I listen to their conversation some more as they head off into the distance. I'm pretty sure I recognize at least one of them from the group that took the old man away, and there's a part of me that still wants to turn and run. After everything that happened at the beach with that Liam guy, the thought of coming anywhere near another human being is horrifying, but I tell myself I have to push through that sensation. I'm not some cowardly little thing who runs from danger and just looks after herself.
Or rather, I am, but I want to be more.
I want to be a good person.
When I find their settlement a few minutes later, I'm surprised by the size. There are several buildings dotted about in a large clearing, surrounded by a wooden fence. I can hear lots of voices from inside, and when I creep closer I'm able to see twenty or so people getting on with work. Dead rabbits have been hung from the walls, along with other, larger chunks of some different kind of meat, and it's hard to believe that people out here have managed to organize themselves so well. It's almost like looking at some kind of medieval village.
Keeping my distance and staying low, I move cautiously around the very edge of the clearing, trying to get a better understanding of the village's layout. I guess I was hoping I'd find the old man alone, chained up somewhere away from the center, but it's clear this won't be nearly so easy. In fact, as I continue to watch the place, it occurs to me that I might already be too late. It's more than possible that they simply spoke to him and let him go, and that he's miles from here now; on the other hand, if they were going to kill him, there'd be no point in them delaying things. There's a very real chance that I'm taking this risk for nothing, but I have to be sure. For all I know, the meat hanging from the walls might be his. If there's -
“Got you!” a voice shouts behind me, and I'm shoved face-first into the dirt before I have a chance to relax. “Been watching you for a few minutes,” he continues, holding me down as he leans closer to my ear. “If you're so keen to meet us all, why didn't you just come and knock on the front door? Vargas always loves visitors.”
 
***
 
As one of the men shoves me forward, another puts his foot out and trips me, sending me tumbling down against the muddy ground. I let out a gasp of pain but immediately start getting up, only for someone else to grab my hair and pull me back.
Nearby, a woman lets out a cheer, as if she enjoys seeing me suffer.
“Patience,” says the guy with the English accent, staring down at me. “You've got nothing to worry about. We're just curious about anyone who we've caught sneaking around on our land.”
“Are you with them?” another voice asks. “It can't be a coincidence, her turning up just a few hours after those other two were here.”
“Are you here with friends?” the English guy asks, leaning closer to me. “Do you know Asher and Jude? Do you know where they've moved themselves off to?”
“I don't know what you're talking about,” I stammer, trying not to panic. “I was just looking for a friend.”
“I seriously doubt anyone round here is your friend,” he replies with a smile.
Someone laughs nearby.
“We should've killed the others when we had a chance,” another voice sneers. “This is what happens when we're soft, we end up with others coming here. We need to set an example.”
“Please,” I reply, “I just -”
Before I can finish, a horrified cry rises up from nearby, filling the air with such force that I instinctively flinch and try to pull away. As the cry continues, the English guy starts laughing, clearly amused by my reaction.
“What's wrong?” he asks. “Never heard a man in pain before? That's another one who trespassed on our territory and... Let's just say he didn't convince us of his good intentions.”
As another cry of pain rings out, I look over toward a nearby wooden hut and realize that the sound is coming from in there.
“It's Vargas who'll decide what to do with you,” the English guy continues. “You're lucky, she's busy at the moment, but -”
He stops for a moment as the cry returns.
“She'll get to you soon,” he adds. “Don't worry, she's very fair. She only punishes people who've done something wrong.” He leans closer to me. “Have you done something wrong?” he asks. “Why were you sneaking around out there, anyway? What do you want from us?”
“Please,” I stammer, my whole body shaking with fear, “I was just looking for someone, that's all. I thought -”
Suddenly the cry rings out again, somehow sounding even more pained than before, and I can't help remembering Tash's scream on the beach when Liam ripped her guts open. I try to speak, to explain myself and beg for mercy, but it's as if pure fear has gripped my soul and won't let my voice leave my body. Instead, all I can do is turn as I hear footsteps nearby, and after a moment I realize that a woman has emerged from the nearest hut.
“Vargas wants to see her,” the woman says, with a hint of pleasure in her voice. “Take her straight in.”
As I'm pulled to my feet, the cry continues and I'm shoved closer to the doorway. I'm too shocked and terrified to fight back, so I stumble into the dark interior and for a moment I can't see anything at all until, finally, the flickering light of a torch on the wall allows me to just about make out a twisting, twitching naked human figure tied to a table. I take a step forward as I realize that it's the old man, held down by ropes. On the table's other side, a figure is sitting in darkness, but after a moment she leans forward slightly and smiles from beneath a mop of unruly dark hair, as the old man continues to whimper.
“Am I glad to see you,” the woman tells me calmly, with a faint smile. “Finally, someone a little more tender. This old bastard is so tough and stringy, he's making my jaw ache.”
With that, she reaches down to the man's side and he cries out again, and a moment later I hear the sound of bones being broken. Suddenly I'm shocked to see the woman holding up a piece of meat in her bloodied hands, and she slowly slips it into her mouth as if it's the juiciest delicacy she's ever tasted.
“No!” I shout, stepping forward before I'm grabbed from behind and held back. “What are you doing to him?”
“What does it look like?” the woman replies, reaching down and causing the man to cry out again. “I'm having dinner. Why, are you hungry? Do you want some?”
I watch in stunned horror as she tears more flesh from his waist. He cries out, his whole body tensing as he tries to get free of the thick ropes that are holding him to the table. There's nothing he can do, however, as the woman holds up a strip of meat and flesh, which she drops into her mouth before starting to slowly chew while a smile spreads across her face.
“Show some respect,” a voice hisses over my shoulder, before I'm shoved forward. Hands press down on my neck, forcing me to kneel.
All I can do is stare in shock as the old man continues to struggle, and a moment later he groans with pain as the woman starts cutting into his chest. This time she takes longer to pull a section of meat away, while muttering something under her breath.
“I'd offer you some,” she says finally, smiling at me, “but something tells me you wouldn't accept. Then again...”
She tosses a piece of meat at me. It drops to the floor just in front of my knees, and I instinctively pull back only to be once again pushed forward. I stumble and the palm of my right hand lands on the meat. Disgusted, I pull away and start trying to wipe the blood onto my tunic.
“I might be wrong,” the woman continues, raising her voice a little so she can be heard over the old man's cries, “but something about the look in your eyes makes me think you're quite new to the island.” She stares at me for a moment. “Maybe very new. Tell me, how long have you been here?”
I try to reply, but my whole body is trembling and I feel as if I'm about to pass out.
“There haven't been any fresh deliveries in the past twenty-four hours,” she adds, “but there was one a few days ago, just a couple of miles away, so I'm going to assume that was when you came. You're lucky you made it more than three feet from your canopy, though. Even after that massive storm, I'd have thought the lurkers and loiterers would be out in force.” She snaps a rib from the old man's body, causing him to scream louder than ever, and then slowly she starts chewing on the bone, scraping meat away with her teeth. “I remember the poor bastard who tried to get me when I first arrived,” she says with a smile. “It was the last mistake he ever -”
Before she can finish, she lets out a loud burp, which seems to amuse her. She gets to her feet and steps around the table, coming closer to me, while using a finger to scratch at one of her teeth as if she's trying to dislodge a stray piece of meat.
“I'm full,” she continues, reaching down and putting a finger under my chin, and then tilting my face up so that I'm looking into her eyes. “Get up.”
Too terrified to move, I simply stare at her.
“Get up,” she says again.
“Get up!” one of the men says behind me, grabbing my shoulders and hauling me to my feet.
“My name is Vargas,” the woman continues, reaching a bloodied hand toward me. “Well, that's the name I use here, anyway. Some people on the island like to use their old names, and some like to re-christen themselves. I tried to think of something that sounded powerful, but the best I could come up with was Vargas. To be honest, I probably could have done better, but it seems to work. Tell me, what do you want to be called while you're here?”
I try to stammer an answer, but I'm trembling too much.
“Let me show you something,” she says, taking my hand and leading me around the side of the table. Too shocked to resist, I follow until I see the other side of the old man, where parts of his chest have been cut away, exposing his ribs. “Now,” the woman continues, “I'm sure -”
I turn away.
“What's wrong?” she asks. “Weak stomach? Are you -”
Suddenly I start retching, but there's nothing in my stomach to come up except some bile, which I quickly spit out.
Nearby, several of the men start laughing at me.
“You can't do this,” I stammer, filled with shock. I turn and hurry toward the door, only for two men to block my way.
“I don't have time for this,” Vargas continues. “I want my taster and then she can go into storage. Hold her down.”
I try to get free, but the men grab my shoulders and force me down onto my knees, while Vargas takes a knife from the table and comes over to me.
“What do you want?” I ask, trembling as I see the blade glinting in the low light.
“Do you know the best part of a meal?” she asks, staring down at me. “Anticipation. To know, to really know, that you're due a proper feast. That old guy on the table is a little stringy, but you... You look much more succulent, more juicy. I want to spend a few hours thinking about how good your meat's gonna taste. Think about it, girl, wouldn't you like a nice big cow steak right now, with sauce and fries? Cooked just right, nice and tender on the inside? That's how I'm thinking about you right now.”
“Please,” I reply, my voice shaking with fear, “let us go.”
“Why should I? What can you offer me that's better than your own meat?”
“I'll do anything, just -”
“Stop talking,” she says firmly.
“Please -”
Suddenly one of the men grabs my head to hold me still. I try to get free, but the other man keeps me in position as Vargas grabs my face and forces my mouth open.
Nearby, there's nervous laughter from some of the men by the door.
No matter how hard I struggle and cry out, I'm powerless to stop Vargas as she forces her knife toward the back of my throat, and a moment later I feel the blade slicing through the base of my tongue. Blood bursts into my mouth and sprays out against Vargas's chest as she continues to cut, and the pain is so intense I feel as if I'm about to black out. My whole body is shuddering with agony and I try biting down, hoping I can cause her enough pain to make her pull out, but nothing I do can even slow her down as I feel the blade cutting through the final piece of flesh. Finally there's a snapping sensation and she pulls my severed tongue out and holds it in the palm of her hand for a moment, before leaning down and biting the tip off.
I try to scream, but I just end up spraying more blood from my mouth.
“Oh that's even better than I expected,” Vargas says with a smile, staring at me as she chews. “It's almost orgasmic.” She turns to look at someone behind me. “What are you waiting for? Cauterize her before she bleeds to death.”
I try to force the men away, but a moment later one of them forces my mouth open and holds up a burning torch.
“I'm going to spend the whole day looking forward to dinner,” Vargas says, as the man pushes the flame into my mouth. She adds something else, but my gurgled scream is too loud for me to hear her.
That's the last thing I remember. As the flame fills my mouth and burns the stump at the back of my throat, I'm lifted up off my knees, just as I lose consciousness and everything turns black.
Somewhere nearby, people are laughing.



Chapter Forty-four
Asher
 
“We should go back to them.”
Turning, I see that Jude has come up behind me while I've been working on a new wall.
“Back to who?” I ask cautiously.
“To them,” she continues, keeping her voice low so that Deckard won't hear us as he drags fresh wood over to the far side of the clearing. “To the people we met before. They had an actual town going, they could help us so much if you could just get your head around the idea for five minutes. It's crazy to turn them down.”
“They have their own rules,” I mutter, turning back to the wall. “I don't like -”
“Is it because of what they eat?” she asks, grabbing my shoulder and forcing me to turn to her again. “If they weren't cannibals, would you be willing to work with them?”
“No,” I reply, trying to focus on the work at hand, “it's not that. Not just that, anyway. I don't like the idea of being controlled by anyone else, period.”
“And I don't like the idea of dying,” she hisses, “not when we could develop some kind of alliance with those people and the opportunity is right there waiting for us on a plate. I don't know about you, but I'd give anything to sleep under an actual roof again, to know I have food tomorrow. To know I have a decent chance of still being alive this time in a month. Whoever that Vargas woman is, she's obviously smart and if they'd wanted us dead, I'm pretty sure they'd have finished us off by now. They just want order in all this chaos.”
“I want my own order,” I tell her. “I had enough of other people's rules long before I came here.”
“And why did you come here?” she asks.
“Never mind,” I mutter, turning away.
“Why won't you tell me anything about yourself?” she continues. “You have a tattoo on your shoulder, but you refuse to explain it. What's Steadfall?”
“It's nothing.”
“What was your life like before you came here? Who were you in the old world?”
I start drawing some sections of canopy twine around part of the wall, just the way Deckard taught me, while trying to hide my frustration. “Jude -”
“You know all about me,” she continues. “I told you my whole goddamn story, but you won't even tell me if Asher is you real name or if it's one you picked when you got to the island.” She pauses, waiting for me to say something, but I keep working in the hope that she'll give up. “What did you do?” she asks finally.
I pull harder on the twine. “Jude -”
“Why did you come to the island?”
“Jude, please -”
“Who the hell are you, Asher?”
“I'm -” Before I can finish, the twine snaps in my hands and I stumble back. Part of the wall topples forward and I barely step out of the way in time before it crashes down into the mud. Turning, I see Deckard watching with a concerned expression from the other side of the clearing. “It's nothing!” I call out to him. “I've got this!”
He pauses, clearly unconvinced, before getting back to work.
“Sometimes I wonder about you,” Jude says as she helps me lift the section of wall back up so we can put it in place. “Sometimes I see a glint in your eye and I feel like you're not telling me something important. I told you all about -”
“I never asked you to tell me a damn thing,” I reply, unable to hide my irritation a moment longer. “I told you right from the start, as far as I'm concerned we're all completely new people once we set foot on the island. Anything we did in our old lives is gone, anything we felt, anyone we hurt or...” My voice trails off as I realize that I'm in danger of saying too much. “Just leave it,” I add, threading a fresh piece of twine between two sections of the wall.
“What do we do if this doesn't work?” she asks.
“It will work.”
“And then what? Even if by some miracle we end up with a few decent buildings, what do we do when we start attracting attention? It's pretty clear that you hate people, Asher, so what happens if a bunch of strangers show up and want to work with us?”
“That'll never happen,” I tell her.
“Sure it will, eventually.”
“You're just trying to create problems,” I reply, stepping past her and making my way around to the other side of the wall, ready to pull the twine tight. “You were the one who wanted to start building something permanent in the first place, remember? You had to persuade me.”
“And I was right!”
“Maybe, but -”
“And I'm right about Vargas and her people,” she adds, interrupting me. “You'll see that eventually. I just hope it's not too late.”
As she walks away, I pull on the twine, and this time I manage to get it tight without pulling so hard that it breaks. If I told Jude the truth about myself, she'd run so fast and so far, I'd never see her again. The whole idea of coming to the island was that I had a chance to start again, to prove to myself that I'm not that person again, but I should have known people can never be satisfied with that. They always want to dig into the past and find answers, and the first thing anyone does when you meet them here is start spewing out their life story.
I'd rather die than tell anyone who I really am.



Chapter Forty-five
Iris
 
When I open my eyes, I find that I'm on my side with my face pressed up against a set of wooden boards. I blink a couple of times, struggling to remember exactly what happened, before hearing a faint wheezing sound nearby. I turn and see that I'm in some kind of low-ceilinged wooden room, little more than a box with a crack in the wall so that light can get in, and the old man is sitting slumped on the other side.
“You're awake,” he gasps, clearly struggling to get each word out. “That's good. Let me... get a better look at you.”
I try to reply, but the only sound that comes from my mouth is a guttural grunt. For a moment I can't work out what's wrong, until I realize that there's a burning pain at the top of my throat and a taste of ashy blood, and that's when I remember the feeling of that blade slicing through my tongue. A cold shiver passes through my body as I remember it again, and again, and then again, until I crawl back against the wall, too shocked to even think.
It was a dream.
It must have been.
None of that actually happened, except...
I can feel some kind of immense pain rolling through my mind, getting ready to burst.
“You're hurt,” the old man continues. “Please -”
I try to ask him where we are, but without a tongue I can't form any words. No matter what I do, all that emerges is a series of formless grunts and gurgles from the back of my throat. Too shocked to believe that it really happened, I open my mouth and reach a couple of trembling fingers inside, hoping against hope that I'll find my tongue. As my fingers go further and further back, however, I start to feel dried, burned flesh, and finally the crispy stump let behind after the fire sealed the wound. Feeling a burst of sorrow in my chest, I pull my fingers out, still convinced that somehow there has to be a mistake.
The pain is still coming, like a vast wave rising above me.
“I know,” the old man says, with tears in his eyes. “I saw what they did to you.”
I shake my head, still trying to speak as my panic builds, and then I force myself to stop. The sound of my groans is too horrific. Turning to the old man, I can see several large chunks missing from his naked body, mostly around one side of his chest. After a moment, I let out a faint, exhausted whine of shock.
Like an animal.
And still the pain won't come. It's as if my shattered mind is forcing it back, but I know it's only a matter of seconds until...
“She's good, isn't she?” the old man continues. “She cauterizes the wounds after each meal, and she applies some kind of balm. It means her fresh meat doesn't bleed out and die too soon. She likes to keep her food alive for as long as possible.” He tries to move, but the pain is obviously too much and he lets out another gasp. “When I got here,” he explains, “there was another poor wretch in this box, and she'd... There was almost nothing left of her. She's gone now, probably because Vargas wanted to start on me.”
I try to reply, but all I manage is a faint clicking sound.
“She's eating me slowly,” he continues. “She's a monster, she's worse than anything I've ever encountered in my time on the island. Speaking of which, what the hell are you doing here? I thought you'd managed to get away. I never thought you'd be dumb enough to follow me right through the gates of hell.”
Crawling toward him, I can't stop staring at his wounds.
“Did they chase you down?” he asks.
I look up into his eyes, before shaking my head.
“Did you come to them voluntarily?” He pauses, waiting for an answer. “Please tell me you didn't think you could rescue me!” He sighs. “I knew you were following me through the forest earlier. I hope you didn't think you were being subtle. You were -”
Suddenly he lets out another gasp. Reaching up to his damaged waist, he runs his fingers against the edges of torn skin, letting his fingertips brush against the bare, charred ribs that are poking out from his flesh.
“It doesn't even hurt now,” he continues. “It's as if, after a certain point, the pain became meaningless. I'm sure that'll change when she's hungry again, or...” He stares at me for a moment. “You've got yourself into a right mess, do you know that? I got you out before, back on the beach, but no-one's luck holds forever. Why couldn't you have just stayed away? What the hell is wrong with you, coming after me like this? Jesus Christ -”
He gasps again, clearly frustrated.
“Everyone makes mistakes when they first come to the island,” he adds, “but that's natural. I've been here three years now, and I've seen things that are burned into my soul. Awful cruelty, the most barbaric of people...Given the way the island usually works, three years is actually quite a decent achievement. I'm guessing the average for survival is probably more like... three hours.” He pauses. “Maybe I should have left you on that beach. At least you'd have been spared all this suffering if you'd been killed quickly, like your friend. The truth is, I thought he was the worst kind of monster on the whole island, but I was wrong.”
Frozen by fear, I stare at his wounds and realize that I'm going to be next. My tongue was just the start.
And I think the pain is coming.
“There's no way out,” he tells me. “Don't you think I tried? Before I even stepped past the fence, I knew they weren't going to let me go. I put up a good fight, but there were just too many of them. They dragged me to that woman and... Well, let's just say I've been on her table three times now.” He pauses for a moment, staring at me. “You shouldn't have to see this barbarity. No-one should. Do you want me to...”
After a few seconds, he reaches out and puts his hands on either side of my head.
“I'm sorry,” he whispers. “This is for your own good.”
I pull away just in time, before he can break my neck. Falling back, I stare at him in horror.
“I was trying to help you!” he shouts. “I wanted to spare you -”
He lets out another gasp, as tears rolls down his cheeks.
Spotting a wooden hatch in the ceiling, I reach up and try to push it aside, only to find that it's firmly held in place.
“They'll come and get you soon enough,” the old man continues, once again trying but failing to sit up. “Believe me, there's no way to break out, I tried when I was first in here. These people might be barbarians, but they're not fools.” Reaching down, he touches the exposed ribs on one side of his body. “In some ways, you could say that they're highly inventive. It can't be a coincidence that out of all the people who've come to the island, it's the monsters who've proven most successful when it comes to organizing a new town. Maybe you have to be a monster, just a little, if you truly want to set yourself up like that. At least on a place like this.”
I start checking the wooden walls for some kind of second exit. Finally, as fear starts to burst through my chest, I try using my shoulder to smash one of the walls down, and when it doesn't work the first time I try again, then again, and several more times until I slump to the floor with a gasp.
I can still feel the pain coming, building to a point where my numbness will no longer be able to hold it back. The prospect is truly terrifying.
“You'll only hurt yourself,” the old man tells me. “Save your energy.”
Turning, I feel a burst of panic in my chest, and the only way to relieve it is to throw myself against the wall. When that still doesn't work, I do it again, then again.
“There's no way out!” he says firmly.
I try one more time, before slumping down. I can feel fresh blood in my mouth, and finally tears come to my eyes as I sit up and look around the shadowy little space. The pain in the back of my throat is still starting to build and when I turn to look at the old man I can see so much pity and sorrow in his eyes, I can't even begin to imagine how awful I must look right now. Taking a deep breath, I realize I have to find a way to communicate, so I try once again to speak.
“There has to be a way,” are the words that are supposed to come out, but all that emerges is a series of six vague grunts from the back of my throat.
I sound like a goddamn animal.
He sighs.
“Can you understand me?” I try to ask, with no better results. “Please...”
“There's no use trying to plan an escape,” he continues. “The only chance will come if they make a mistake, and I doubt that'll happen. I'm sorry, I don't even know your name, but you've followed me to hell and I can't help you get out.”
“We have to try,” I tell him, although none of those words actually come out. Filled with anger, I crawl over to him until I'm staring into his face. I try again to speak, but this time I feel the stump of my tongue catching in the back of my throat, filling me with a sudden sense of nausea. Turning, I spit up a small amount of blood, which I quickly have to wipe from my chin.
“There's only one thing we can do now,” the old man says.
I turn to him.
“We have to try to find a little honor in death,” he adds. “There's no dignity in being strapped naked to a table and eaten alive by cannibals. In fact, I don't think there's any dignity on this whole goddamn island.”
I pause for a moment, before turning and reaching up to the hatch, trying to push it away. When that doesn't work, I twist my body around and start using my shoulder, trying as hard as I can manage to force my way out. After a moment, however, I hear someone laughing. When I turn to look back at the old man, I see nothing but exhaustion in his eyes, so I glance up at the hatch and realize that the laughter is coming from the other side. Someone's out there, most likely listening to us, and laughing at our desperation.
“Go to hell!” I try to shout, but that's not what comes out. All that comes out is another terrified wail as I lose control and start banging my fists against the hatch. Even when I feel the bones in my hands start to break, I keep pounding at the wood and crying out in anger, before dropping back and turning to the old man. “Kill me!” I tell him, but I can't form any words, not anymore.
And that's when the pain comes, bursting through my defenses, flooding my body with enough force to flush out every thought from my mind. I can't do a damn thing to keep myself from howling like a monster.



Chapter Forty-six
Asher
 
Beyond the ridge at the edge of our camp, there's a patch of high land that forms a cliff, running to a sharp drop-off overlooking the sea. Taking a moment to get away from Jude, I sit and watch the horizon, trying to remember what it was like before I came to the island, back in the days when I still had an actual life.
Sometimes I think there's still a part of that person in my soul. Sometimes I think only death will get rid of her entirely. Maybe I was wrong, maybe you can never truly forget who you once were, or what you once did.
I need something to fight for again. Something to believe in.



Chapter Forty-seven
Iris
 
They're coming. I can tell. I can hear footsteps getting closer and I want to scream. Maybe I still can scream, even without a tongue, but I'm too scared to try and I feel as if there's no energy left in my body, not after crying out for hours and hours. I can't imagine that monstrous, distorted sound coming from my mouth again, and I want to be myself right now, not that howling monster. Looking up, I listen to the sound of the hatch being cleared, and then I turn to the old man.
“It's okay,” he says calmly, “don't be...”
He pauses, but I can tell from the look in his eyes that he knows what's going to happen.
“She's hungry,” he continues. “That's all. In a way, it's a good thing for me. I doubt she'll keep me alive now that she has another meal ready to start, so I'm the lucky one. For me, the misery is going to end soon, whereas for you...” He pauses, with tears in his eyes, before reaching out and taking my right hand in his, squeezing it tight. “If there's even the slightest chance to end the pain early, you must take it. I don't know about you, but I'd rather kill myself that let that bitch have the pleasure. You should have let me break your neck earlier.”
There are voices above us now, and footsteps all around the top of the hatch.
“I don't regret coming to the island,” the old man says, his voice trembling a little. “I regret how it's ended, and I regret the fact that you followed me here, but I'm still glad I came to get away from the rest of the world. At least here, the barbarians show their true faces, instead of hiding in polite society, and at least... At least I know that I didn't become one of them. I could have become like Vargas, any of us could, but you and I, we didn't. We kept some part of our moral selves. I guess it was like a test. Some people descend into brutality and cruelty, and some don't. There's some pride in being good people.” He squeezes my hand even harder, until it starts to hurt. “No matter what she does to you, try to remember that you stayed strong.”
Suddenly there's a loud bump above and the hatch is pulled aside, revealing two grinning men staring down at us, framed against the cloudy gray sky.
“Kill me,” I try to say, filled with panic.
“I don't -”
“Kill me,” I say again, grabbing his hands and placing them on either side of my head.
I can see that he understands. “Are you sure?”
I nod.
“Up you come,” one of the men says from above us, clearly enjoying every moment. “Both of you. It's dinnertime!”
“Goodbye,” the old man says to me.
He adjusts his grip on my head, but before he can do anything the other men reach down through the hatch, grabbing my shoulders and pulling me up. I try to fight back, but I'm no match for them and I'm quickly pulled out and thrown down to the ground. A moment later, I hear the old man crying out as they lift him up. I turn and watch as he's dragged onto the mud, with the wound in his side glistening as white ribs poke out from the meat. He slumps down, clearly filled with pain, but there's a different look in his eyes now and when he glances at me I can tell that he's had an idea.
“We've all been working hard,” one of the men says as he closes the hatch. “Worked up a real appetite, as it happens. Fortunately, you two look like you've got enough meat on you to feed the lot of us. Don't worry, though, you won't feel anything this time. Vargas wants me to cut both of you up so you can be shared out fairly. Shame, really, but there you go.” He smiles at me. “Get that tunic off, we'll do you first.”
I turn and look over at the fence. I don't know what I'm hoping to see; something, anything, that might come and save me.
“When you get the chance,” the old man whispers, “you must run.”
I turn to him.
“Wait,” he hisses. “Just be ready.”
“Alright,” the guy says, leaning down toward me, “if you won't take it off yourself -”
Suddenly I hear a loud snapping sound next to me, and I turn just in time to see that the old man has broken off one of his own ribs. He lunges at the guy next to me and lashes out at him, using the broken rib to gouge the man's neck and rip a hole in his throat just below the ear. As he does so, he also grabs a knife from the guy's belt.
“Run!” he shouts, turning to me. “Get out of here!”
As the other guy rushes over to stop us, the old man turns to him and flashes the knife in his direction, cutting straight across the guy's face and sending him stumbling back with a cry. All I can do is stare in stunned silence for a moment, before the old man limps toward me, grabs my hand and pulls me over to the fence.
“Move!” he grunts, manhandling me over until I drop to the other side. He thrusts the knife into my hand. “Before they -”
He lets out a gasp, before turning just enough for me to see a knife in his back. Several people are rushing this way, and a moment later another of them throws another knife, this time missing me by inches.
“Go!” the old man hisses, with blood running from his mouth. “This time, for -”
Again he gasps, before slumping to the ground. I kneel to help him, but from the glassy stare in his eyes I can tell it's already too late and when I turn him around I see a knife in the back of his neck. Hearing footsteps nearby, I turn and see that half a dozen men have almost reached me, so I turn and run, racing between the trees as fast as I can manage. Blind terror pushes me on, and I don't even have time to turn and look to see how many people are chasing me, or how close they are. All I can do is keep going and hope -
Suddenly something slams into me from behind, sending me tumbling to the ground as it lands on top of me. Turning, I see that one of the men is leering into my face, and I instinctively thrust the knife toward him. To my shock, the blade slices straight into his belly, causing him to pull back enough for me to shove him aside. Spotting more men hurrying toward me, I pull the knife from the man's body and turn, dodging between trees as I try to get away.
Any second now, another thrown knife could slice into my back, or I could be tackled and brought down again. I don't dare look back, though, I just keep running. There aren't even any thoughts in my mind now. Just a wild, animal urge to run and hide.



Chapter Forty-eight
Asher
 
“Someone's coming,” Deckard says suddenly, looking up from the section of wood he's been fixing into place at the base of the wall.
Glancing over my shoulder, I watch the forest for a moment. Apart from Jude working on the fence, however, I don't see anyone.
“Someone's coming this way,” Deckard continues, “don't you hear the shouting?”
“No,” I reply, “I just -”
Suddenly I realize that he's right. There are raised voices in the distance and they sound angry. I reach down and grab a knife, and Deckard does the same as we make our way toward the center of the clearing. Jude hurries over to join us as the voices continue to ring out through the forest.
“Is it them?” I ask, turning to Jude.
“I don't have a clue who it is,” she replies, “but -” Suddenly she points toward the trees. “There!”
Spotting a figure darting through the forest, with several more right behind her, I take a step forward before realizing that someone's being chased. Too stunned to react, I watch as the girl gets closer, until finally she bursts into the clearing and comes to a halt. She looks completely disheveled, with several large bruises on her face and dried blood caked all around her mouth and neck, and as soon as she spots us she seems to panic, freezing for a moment before turning to run again. As she does so, she lets out an inhuman wail, as if something's wrong with her voice.
“Wait!” I call out, but Jude has already hurried over, quickly grabbing the back of the girl's tunic and dragging her to the ground, just as several other breathless men emerge into the clearing.
I instantly recognize one of them as Goddard, the English guy from the makeshift town.
“She's ours,” he says firmly, making his way over to Jude. “We'll be taking her back now.”
“Does Vargas want her?” Jude asks, struggling to keep hold of the girl's struggling body. “If -” She lets out a cry of pain as the panicking girl bites into her arm, but she manages to keep hold of her and quickly smacks her elbow into the side of the girl's head, knocking her out cold.
“It's none of your business why we want her,” Goddard mutters, reaching down to grab the girl's limp arm. “She's ours and we're taking her.” He glances at me. “We thought you lot had moved a little further away. Fancy our surprise, finding you up here.”
“Who says this girl is yours?” I ask, stepping toward him.
“Leave it!” Jude hisses, getting to her feet.
“You're not seriously going to start an argument over this, are you?” Goddard asks as he hauls the unconscious girl over his shoulder. “I don't know quite what you think you're doing around here, but you're not on safe ground just yet.”
“The way I see it,” I reply, stepping closer, “you're on my territory now, and so's that girl.”
He laughs.
“I'm serious,” I add, holding the knife out. “What do you want with her?”
“I don't have to explain myself to you,” he sneers.
“You do if you want to take her.”
“Stop!” Jude hisses, nudging my arm. “You know what they want! Just let them go without turning this into another fight!”
“I'm sick of this,” I continue, raising the knife until the blade is close to Goddard's face. “People claiming land all over the place, and claiming people now too. It's like you're trying to copy the worst of the world we left behind. Not here, though. Not right now. Leave her alone and go!”
Goddard stares at me for a moment, as if he's not sure that I'm serious, and then slowly a smile starts to cross his lips.
“Are you actually threatening me?” he asks incredulously. “You want to pick a fight over the life of some scrappy little scrap of meat you've never even met?”
“I don't want to pick a fight at all,” I tell him, “but I'm tired of being told what to do by people like you. Put her down and leave.”
“Make me.”
“There are three of us and six of you,” I point out, turning the blade a little and resting it against his dirty, bearded neck. “Those are pretty tough odds, but it'll be three against five pretty soon if you don't put the girl down. For once, I actually fancy our chances a little better.”
“Don't be a dumb -”
“Put her down!” I say firmly.
He pauses, before shrugging the girl off his shoulders and letting her fall hard to the ground.
“If you think that was a smart move,” he says after a moment, “you're going to find out pretty damn fast that you're wrong. You just sealed your fate, 'cause this girl here -” He kicks her hard in the chest. “She belongs to us now. She escaped, but she wronged us and she's going to pay for it. Either you let us take her away right now, or we'll come back with more people and we'll take her from you, and then we'll make you pay.”
“Why wait?” I ask. “If you want her so badly, try to take her now.”
He stares at the knife for a moment, before taking a step back. “I think I'll wait until I've got a little back-up. You might be a dumb whore, but even dumb whores can get lucky in a knife fight.” With that, he spits on the girl's unconscious body before turning and making his way back to the others who arrived with him. “Come on,” he announces, “we need to get back to Vargas and tell her someone's causing trouble.” He glances at me over his shoulder. “I don't think she'll like that one little bit.”
As they make their way back through the forest, I look own at the girl's slumped form.
“What the hell did you just do?” Jude hisses, stepping toward me and shoving me in the chest. “Are you insane? You basically just declared war on them!”
“No,” I reply, “I saved a girl from getting eaten. That doesn't seem so wrong to me!”
“And what are you gonna do when they come back?” she asks. “Are you just gonna give another little speech about being up for a fight? Then what? You just signed our death warrants!”
I turn to Deckard. “I couldn't let them take her,” I tell him. “I'll think of something, but they're monsters. They'd have ripped her apart.”
“I know,” he replies, looking a little ashen. “Maybe we should think about moving on, though. Before they get back.”
“Running again?” I ask.
“They're going to come back. You can't doubt that for a second.”
“They're cowards,” I mutter. “You saw them just now, they weren't even willing to take us on.”
“I don't think their boss is a coward,” he replies. “She's the one you've got to worry about.”
“Maybe it'll be okay if you apologize,” Jude tells me, with a hint of panic in her voice. “If you take the girl to them and present her as a kind of offering, maybe you can make them believe it was a misunderstanding.”
“You want me to hand her over so she can be eaten?” I pause, before crouching next to the girl and rolling her onto her back, so I can see her face properly. “No, I'm not doing that. I'm not letting them run us off again, either.”
“You're insane,” Jude hisses.
“Maybe,” I mutter. The truth, though, is more complicated. If Jude knew about my past, about my life before I came to the island, maybe she'd understand a little better why I'm willing to stay and fight.



Chapter Forty-nine
Iris
 
“What's a revolution?” Della asks, looking up from the book she's reading on her bed.
I turn to her. “It's nothing. Where did you hear that word?”
“It says here that -”
“It's nothing,” I say again, reaching over and taking the book from her hands. “It's just an old, stupid idea that people used to talk about.”
“The book says one day there'll be a revolution here. What does that mean?”
“It doesn't mean anything,” I tell her, frowning as I realize that the world around us feels strangely calm and quiet. No passing Schiff vessels, no sounds from the marketplace, no shouts or angry cries. On top of that, the air seems brighter than usual, as if more light is getting through.
Something's wrong.
“Why would people want a revolution?” Della asks.
“They want things to change,” I reply, turning to her, “but it's never going to happen. The world is just the way it is. There's no more fighting back, no fixing things. It's always going to be -”
Stopping suddenly, I realize that Della's face is glowing.
“What's wrong?” she asks. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“It's not real,” I whisper, reaching a hand out toward her but not quite daring to touch her arm. “You're not real.”
She frowns. “You're scaring me, Iris.”
“I'm not even here,” I continue. “I can talk again, that means... This is just a -”
Suddenly I sit up, gasping for air as I feel a cold breeze blowing against me. I'm on the ground in a clearing, somewhere in a forest, but it takes a moment before I remember that I'm on the island, and a moment longer before I remember that I was being chased.
And then I hear a voice behind me.
“Hey -”
Spinning around, I see two girls and a guy standing a few feet away. I freeze, terrified, but slowly I start to realize that I haven't been dragged back to the cannibal town. These are different people, and they're staring at me with a mixture of confusion and concern.
“It's okay,” one of them says finally, a girl with dark hair. She reaches out toward me, but I flinch and pull back. I don't want anyone to ever touch me again.
“Is she mad?” asks the other girl, turning to the man. “Maybe she lost her mind. She looks completely insane.”
“I think something else is wrong,” he replies, leaning closer to me. “My name is Tom Deckard,” he continues. “We're not going to hurt you. We're not like those people who were chasing you through the forest, we don't eat human meat.” He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to say something. “Can you tell us your name?” he asks finally. “There's nothing wrong with doing that, is there?”
I want to believe him, but after everything I've experienced on the island I feel as if I can never trust another human again.
“My name's Asher,” the dark-haired girl says, forcing a faint smile. “My friend here is Jude. Please, just tell us your name.”
I stare at her, my body rigid with fear, and finally I shake my head.
“Why not?” she asks.
I can feel tears in my eyes as I imagine what it'll be like when they realize the truth. I don't want to let them see, I don't want their pity or sympathy, but finally I know I have no choice. Opening my mouth a little, I let out a low moan before tilting my head to let them see the back of my throat.
“What's she doing?” Asher says. “What -”
Suddenly she falls silent.
“Woah,” the other girl says. “Is that -”
“Her tongue's gone,” Asher adds with a sense of shock in her voice. “Jesus, they must have...”
I close my mouth and look down at my trembling hands. I hate the thought that these people are pitying me, that they're looking down on me as if I'm some kind of wretch. All I want is to get away from here, to keep running, so I start getting to my feet, only for Deckard to put a hand on my shoulder. I instinctively push him away, while trying not to panic.
“Easy,” he says, holding his hands up as if to show me that he won't try again. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to startle you.”
“Did they do this to you?” Asher asks. “The people you were running from, I mean. Did they take your tongue out?”
I stare at her for a moment, before nodding. Slowly, a sense of shame is creeping through my body at the realization that I let myself get into this situation.
“Jesus,” Deckard mutters, leaning back as if he doesn't want to get too close to me. “They really are... I mean, to do this to someone...”
“It's inhuman,” Asher adds. “It's one thing to kill for food, but this is just torture.”
“We don't know exactly what happened,” Jude says firmly. “For all we know, this girl is the one who did something wrong and they were just trying to stop her, or maybe punish her. Maybe -”
Before she can finish, I lunge at her, filled with an instinctive urge to grab her throat for saying such a thing. The others quickly pull me away, however, and I brush their hands off me as I crawl back.
“See?” Jude gasps, clutching her neck. “She just tried to kill me!”
“I think she's angry,” Asher replies, crawling closer to me. “It's okay,” she continues, “we're going to help you, we just... I'm sorry, it's just so shocking. I've never seen anything like this before. I've seen some monstrous things on the island, but this is a whole new level.”
Staring at her, I try to tell myself that I can trust these people, but deep down I'm terrified. Finally, realizing that I should at least make an effort before running away, I reach down and write my name in the mud.
“What's she doing?” Deckard asks.
Asher waits until I'm finished. “Iris,” she mutters. “Is that your name? Are you Iris?”
I nod.
“That's a good start,” she continues. “Iris, I need you to listen to me. I think those monsters are all over the place, there's no way to run. Behind us, there's only a ridge and a small clifftop beyond this patch of land, so you can't go that way. Your best option is to stay with us. We won't let those people come here, I promise.”
“Hey!” Jude hisses, grabbing her arm. “Why would you risk our lives for someone we don't even know?”
“Not now,” Asher mutters, turning to her.
“She tried to kill me,” Jude continues, “and now you're defending her!”
Hearing a sound nearby, I turn and look toward the trees, convinced that at any moment I'll see Vargas and the others. I can't help thinking about the old man, and about the fact that he gave his life in one final attempt to get us both free. I never even found out his name.
“It's okay,” Asher says after a moment, putting a hand on my shoulder, “we -”
Pulling away from her touch, I suddenly feel a sense of panic bursting through my chest. I know those cannibals will be back at any moment, so I stumble to my feet and start running to the far side of the clearing and then between the trees, ignoring the others as they call my name. The ground slopes up ahead of me, and finally I come to a halt on a small clifftop overlooking the sea. For a moment, I consider jumping down into the water and trying to swim to safety, but a moment later I hear someone nearby and I turn to see that Deckard has caught up to me.
Further off, back in the clearing, I can hear Asher and Jude arguing.
“You're safe,” Deckard tells me. “Really, I understand why you might want to get away from everyone, but your best option for survival right now is to stay with us.”
I shake my head, with tears in my eyes.
“I don't know how we'll make a stand,” he continues, “not yet, but Asher's smart and I'm not too rusty. I can't imagine how much pain you've been through, but if you keep running you'll only end up right back with those monsters.”
I try to reply, to tell him I'm scared, but all that emerges from my mouth is a sorrowful moan.
“Come on,” he continues, holding a hand out toward me. “Let us help you. We're not quite so beaten yet that we can't help each other.”
I stare at his hand, but the thought of touching another human being is enough to send rolls of nausea through my belly. At the same time, I feel as if the old man gave his life to save me and I can't throw it all away, not yet. Slowly, cautiously, I make my way toward Deckard and although I don't take his hand, I start walking with him back toward the clearing where Asher and Jude are still arguing.



Chapter Fifty
Asher
 
“She's just some dumb bitch,” Jude hisses as she follows me across the clearing, doggedly refusing to let the subject drop. “You're doing the exact opposite of the smart thing!”
“And you're welcome to leave,” I tell her, crouching next to one of the pieces of wood I saved from Deckard's work pile. Taking a knife from the ground, I start carving letters into the surface, partly to take my mind off Jude's rant. “I'm the one who picked this fight.”
“And why did you?” she asks.
“Because I'm sick of folding,” I reply. “If I run from this bully, I know I'll spend the rest of my life running from all the other bullies out there. In case you haven't noticed, we're on an island, so that isn't a strategy that's going to work for very long. I've run from people for long enough. Now I'm going to make a stand.”
“We need to ally ourselves with these people,” she continues, sounding increasingly frustrated. “Hand this Iris girl over to them as a token, and let's hope we can establish common ground.”
Ignoring her, I keep carving until I've got the last letter done, and then I get to my feet and carry the piece of wood over to the fence.
“What are you doing?” she asks, hurrying after me. “I thought you were the one who wanted to keep exploring the island!”
“I've changed my mind,” I mutter, propping the wood on top of the fence and then taking a step back to admire my work. It looks pretty scrappy and I'll definitely make a better sign later, but for now this will do.
“Steadfall?” Jude says, reading the sign. “What's that for?”
“Our town needs a name,” I tell her.
“Town?” She stares at me, her eyes wide with shock. “You think you're building a town here?”
“I think we're starting,” I reply. “I don't know about you, but it's been a long time since I had anything that felt remotely like a home. I guess I was scared of trying, but now...” I take a deep breath. “Now nobody's going to take this patch of land away from me, not unless they kill me first.”
“You're losing your mind,” she hisses. “What the hell is Steadfall, anyway?”
I stare at the sign for a moment longer, before turning to her. “It's something from a long time ago. Don't ask me to explain, because I won't, not ever. It's just something that was important to me once, and I'm hoping it reminds me to fight for this place. Like it or not, this piece of land is Steadfall now.”
“Says who?”
“Says me, and anyone who argues otherwise is going to have to face me.”
She stares at me for a moment, before taking a step back. “Congratulations, Asher. You set up your own little town. You even gave it a name. And guess what? As soon as Vargas and the others get here, your stupid wooden sign is gonna get crushed into the mud, and they're gonna laugh at the name Steadfall while they pick your bones clean over dinner! You have to know which fights to pick and which ones to walk away from, and right now you're getting it all wrong!”
As she walks away, I continue to stare at the sign. I know I'm being dumb and sentimental, but I also know that it's a long time since I dared to care for anything. By giving the town this name, I know there's zero chance that I'll turn and run when things get tough. For better or for worse, I'm going to defend the Steadfall with my life.



Chapter Fifty-one
Iris
 
They're coming.
Spotting movement in the distance, I turn and see half a dozen people making their way through the forest, headed right this way. Before I can react, I realize there are more a little further off, as if the entire cannibal town is coming this way.
I turn to run, but Deckard grabs my arm.
“Stay strong,” he hisses. “If you try to make a break for it, they'll catch you. You're safer here, with us.”
I know he's right, but as I see Vargas getting closer, I feel a shiver run through my chest. I swear, the mere sight of that woman chills my blood. Even from this distance, I can see she's already got her eyes fixed on me. She looks hungry.



Chapter Fifty-two
Asher
 
“You're an insanely dumb bitch sometimes,” Jude whispers as I watch twenty or so people making their way through the forest, headed right this way with a tall, tough-looking woman at their head. “Do you really want to get into this fight? Over someone you don't even know?”
“You're welcome to run,” I tell her. “I doubt they'd bother coming after you. I'm the one who's pissed them off.”
“For no reason!” she hisses. “You're acting like you think you can actually take them on!”
“What's wrong?” I ask. “Got no faith?”
“That must be Vargas,” she continues with a hint of awe in her voice, as the gang of cannibals gets closer. “Asher, you've got to give this up! It's not like you to be so confrontational! You usually avoid this kind of thing!”
“Yeah, well...” I take a deep breath. “That shows how much you really know about me, doesn't it? I let myself get crushed a long time ago, but I'm sick of staying down.”
Before she can reply, I push past her and make my way across the clearing. Up ahead, most of the crowd has stopped at the treeline but the larger woman is still coming, with her dark eyes fixed on me. There's a knife in her right hand and as she stops just a few feet away, I can almost smell her confidence.
I once swore I'd never get into another fight. Maybe I should have stuck to that rule.
“You got something of mine?” she asks, tilting her head slightly like an inquisitive dog. She stops just a few feet from me.
“I don't think so,” I tell her, somehow managing to keep the fear from cracking my voice. “From what I see, there's none of your property anywhere around here.”
“We can talk about this,” Jude says, hurrying over to join me. “We don't want a fight.”
“Then give me what's mine,” the woman replies. “It's a pretty simple deal.”
“You're Vargas, aren't you?” Jude asks, stepping forward. “We've heard about you. We respect you a great deal and we'd never try to go against you.”
“My name travels, huh?” Vargas says with her grin, keeping her eyes fixed on me. “I've heard a little about you two. Apparently the shorter, mousy one likes her meat, but the taller one with the pissy face is something of a trouble-maker. Does that sound about right?”
“You're not taking her,” I say firmly. “That girl isn't your property.”
“What's it to you?” she asks.
“I came to the island to get away from a world where people are treated like possessions,” I tell her. “I really, really don't intend to see that kind of thing replicated here.”
“And what do you think you can do to stop me?” Vargas asks with a smirk. “I want her, and I have the means to take her. The only question is how much of a fight you put up, and whether I'm gonna kill you anyway for making me come all the way out here.” She looks around for a moment, before letting out a sniff of derision. “Looks like you're fixing to set up a place of your own. I don't...” She pauses, as if she's considering the matter, and then finally she shakes her head. “No, I don't think that's gonna be allowed. This is my land and I'm not gonna let you build anything on it.”
“This isn't your land,” I tell her.
“I claimed it.”
“You claimed as far as the ridge.”
“And now I'm claiming further,” she says with a smile. “In fact, I'm claiming from here all the way to the cliff.”
I take a deep breath. “No.”
“No?”
“You don't own this land,” I tell her, “and you don't own that girl, and you don't scare anyone here so -”
“Is that right?” she asks, taking a step toward me until we're almost chest-to-chest.
I flinch, but I don't step back.
“You're confident,” she continues, lowering her voice a little, “I'll give you that, but the truth is, I can't afford to let challenges like this go unpunished. The people you see behind me, the people who live in my settlement, respect me because I'm strong, and if I ever lose that image I'll be challenged. So it's too late for you to back down now, do you understand? Even if you drop to your knees and beg for mercy, we've crossed a line and I can't go back, not without your blood running down my chin. I figure we'll dispense with weapons, though. I like to kill my meals with my bare hands.”
“You sound pretty confident too,” I tell her, maintaining eye contact.
“I'm not a cruel woman, though,” she continues, “so I'll offer an olive branch. If either of your two friends here, the mousy girl or the guy, want to come join me and my friends at the town, they're welcome to do so. My problem is with you, not with them. I'm always willing to let new people join the group, if they can accept my terms.”
“Why would anyone want to join you?” I ask. “You're a bunch of -”
Before I can finish, I hear footsteps next to me, and I turn just in time to see Jude stepping behind Vargas and then turning to face me.
“What are you doing?” I ask her.
“I'm sorry,” she replies, with tears in her eyes, “but I've got to do what's right for me, and right now that means joining people who are stronger. People who actually have a future, and who aren't about to get crushed down into the mud.”
“You're leaving?” I stammer, stunned by her betrayal.
“It's not my fault,” she replies, “you're forcing me to do this. You're acting irrationally. Besides, you're gonna be dead real soon. Kinda makes sense when you think about it.”
“Go join the others,” Vargas tells her with a smile, setting a hand on Jude's shoulder. “I appreciate you putting your trust in me, and if you're a good worker I promise we'll find a place for you at our table. We'll find a plate for you, too.”
“Thank you,” she replies, before glancing at me again. “Sorry, Asher. It was fun while it lasted but everything has to end, right?” She pauses, as if she's going to say something else, and then she turns and hurries to the treeline to join the rest of Vargas's friends.
“What about you?” Vargas asks, turning to Deckard. “Got a brain in that head of yours, or are you gonna stick with this dumb-ass?”
“I don't befriend bullies,” he replies, even though there's a hint of fear in his voice.
“Huh.” She stares at him for a moment, before turning back to me. “I respect you for making a stand,” she explains, “so I'm gonna make this quick. Can't afford to waste the meat, though, so I'll have to drag your corpse back so one of my butchers can carve you up. Don't worry, though, they're real artists. You'll be nicely seasoned and cured, and cut into the finest pieces imaginable.”
I wait for her to make her move, but after a moment I realize she seems to be sniffing the air between us.
“I have a rule,” I tell her. “I never strike first.”
She smiles.
Suddenly she slams her knee into my gut with enough force to knock me back, while grabbing my head and twisting me around. Before I have time to react, she slams me down into the mud and smashes her right heel against my neck, almost crushing my windpipe. I roll to one side, gasping for air, but she's already reaching down to grab me again so I lunge at her, throwing all my weight against her chest and then butting my head against her face, breaking her nose with a satisfying crunch. Without giving her time to hit back, I punch her jaw as hard as I can manage and then I kick her legs out from under her, sending her down into a crumpled heat and causing her to spew blood from her mouth.
Out of breath, I take a step back.
“Ready to stop?” I ask. “You got a jump on me that time, but it won't happen again.”
Clearly in pain, she struggles to her feet.
“You've got some fight in you,” she stammers, before spitting out a couple of teeth. “That's good, I like that.”
She runs at me, but this time I'm more than ready for her. Stepping to one side, I grab her neck and shove her past, before crashing my elbow into the back of her neck, just like I was taught in training years ago. She drops immediately, landing face-first in the dirt, and again I step back as she lets out a cry of anger.
“Where did you learn that?” she hisses. “How does a streak of piss girl fight like a pro?”
“If I told you,” I reply, even more breathless than before, “I'd have to kill you.”
Once again, she struggles to get up, and I can tell that she's already tiring. Honestly, I've dealt with much bigger, much tougher bitches over the years, especially before I came to the island. Glancing over at the treeline, I can see the look of surprise on Jude's face. I guess she had no reason to suspect that I had this in me.
As soon as Vargas lunges at me again, I counter with a knee to her face. I feel something break beneath her flesh, maybe her cheek or an eye socket, and I quickly grab her by the throat and pull her closer before raining three hard punches down against her forehead in quick succession. The triple-hammer move, that's what they called it at the academy. I feel her body going limp, but I know I need to finish this as quickly as possible so I spin her around and shove her to the ground before grabbing her arm and twisting it back until I can feel the bone starting to bend.
“Don't make me kill you,” I whisper into her ear. “I only fight in self-defense these days.”
“Where...” she gasps, before letting out a grunt of pain. “How did you...”
“You're going to walk away,” I continue, applying a little more pressure to her arm. Any more, and it'll snap like a twig. “You're going to stay away. Is that clear?”
“Go to -”
“Is that clear?” I hiss.
She lets out another gasp, but it's close enough to “Yes” so I let go of her arm and step back. As she starts crawling away, I look over at Jude again and see that her eyes are wide with admiration. I guess she never thought I had a chance.
“Okay,” Vargas stammers, standing slowly and stiffly as she clutches her arm. “I get it. You're tougher than you look.”
“I'm glad I got that message across,” I tell her. “Now get out of here.” With that, I turn to walk away.
A fraction of a second later, I hear her coming for me again. Instinctively I spin around and swing a punch, connecting with her neck just as she makes a snarling lunge for my face. This move was tagged as the Guttermeyer punch, after my academy instructor, and it's almost always fatal. As soon as I feel the bones shatter beneath her flesh, I know it's over, and she stumbles past clutching her throat, while letting go of the knife she'd tried to use after all. Dropping to the ground, she starts coughing up blood, but I broke her spine just below the base of her skull and she can barely move at all. Stepping over to her, I can see the terror in her eyes as she tries to spit out more teeth, but she's drowning in blood and spinal fluid and the only thing I can do for her now is to end her misery. Reaching down, I take the knife from my belt and drive it into her chest, piercing her heart.
It's been a while since I killed someone like this.
Her eyes open wide, fixed on me, and I watch as she dies.
Once she's done, I get to my feet and turn to see Deckard staring at me with an expression of shock, while Iris is nowhere to be seen. Finally I look over at the far treeline and see that the cannibals are already retreating, clearly shocked by what just happened.
Jude stares at me for a moment, before turning and hurrying after them.
I look around, before realizing that someone's missing.
“Where's Iris?” I ask, turning to Deckard. “Where did she go?”



Chapter Fifty-three
Iris
 
Racing between the trees, I suddenly trip on an exposed root and tumble down, landing hard and rolling several feet until I come to a stop. As soon as I try to get up, I feel a sharp pain in my ankle and I realize I've twisted it or maybe even worse. I know I have to keep running in case that Vargas woman comes after me, but I'm too breathless and finally I slump down against the bed of leaves.
And that's when I realize the truth. I'm on an island. No matter how far I run, I can never get far enough away.



Chapter Fifty-four
Asher
 
“I tried to stop her,” Deckard explains, watching me as I work on improving the fence. “I guess pure fear just took hold of her and she couldn't help herself. She bolted.”
“I understand why,” I mutter, pulling some canopy cord tight around two of the logs. “We're going to need more material if we want to get this town up and running.”
“Town?”
“A few buildings for now,” I add, “but... Steadfall needs to grow if it's going to survive.” I tie the cord and then grab some more logs, ready to strengthen the fence.
“So where did you learn those moves?” he asks suddenly.
“What moves?”
“Vargas was taller and bigger than you,” he continues, “and you had her down without breaking a sweat. Seems to me, you obviously had some training some time, most likely before you came to the island.”
“It doesn't matter.”
I keep working, but I can tell he's not going to leave this alone.
“What aren't you telling me?” he asks finally.
Turning to him, I can see that he's genuinely curious. “I don't talk about my life before the island,” I say after a moment. After all, the last thing I need is to start talking about the war. “I'm sorry if you find that frustrating, but it's my rule and I'm sticking to it. You're just going to have to trust me when I say that I have a good reason for that decision. I totally get it if you feel you can't trust me, and there won't be any hard feelings if you decide to walk away.”
“Walk away?” He pauses, but I can already see the answer in his eyes. “Where would I go? At least here there's a hint of the beginning of something worthwhile. I just feel like, if we're going to be the only two idiots here, I'd like to know a little more about you.”
I set the next log in place and attach a section of cord, before stepping back and taking a look at my handiwork. It's not too bad for a beginner, and it's definitely better than my first fence. Finally, I turn to Deckard. “We should get back to work on that wall,” I tell him. “Before night falls.”
“Just tell me if -”
“Don't ask,” I reply, pushing past him. “Never ask again.”
 
***
 
I've never been any good at sleeping. Even as a little kid, back in my parents' home, I used to stay awake for hours at night, just staring at the ceiling and thinking about the world. I guess back then I already knew, deep down, that I had to keep my defenses up all the time. It's hard to believe that such a scared, timid little girl could end up doing the things I did, or coming to the island, or beating someone like Vargas in a straight fight.
Sometimes I feel as if I truly have become a completely different person.
If only.
Deckard is snoring, which makes it even harder for me to get to sleep. I keep listening for any hint of movement out in the forest, just in case a bunch of those cannibals decide to come this way again, but I'm pretty sure they'll be wary. After all, they saw how quickly and easily I defeated Vargas, and they don't know that I only meant to hurt her, that actually killing her was an accident. Reputations matter in this kind of situation, and hopefully now they'll keep well away.
If they come back, though, I'll have to deal with them.
As I finally start drifting into sleep, I realize I can feel the first whispers of a familiar dream. I used to hate anything that reminded me of my old life, but lately I've been having the same dream over and over, and I've come to the conclusion that the more I push my memories out of my waking world, the more they seep into my thoughts when I'm asleep. Rather than fighting that phenomenon, I figure I'll just let it happen. After all, dreams can't hurt anyone.
For a moment, I see myself at the top of a dark flight of stairs, face to face with a thorn-headed man and -
Suddenly I open my eyes, aware that I heard the faintest hint of movement nearby. Turning, I half expect to see figures approaching through the forest, but there's no sign of anyone. I sit up and look around, barely able to see anything despite the moonlight bathing the trees in patches of dark blue, but a moment later I turn and spot a solitary figure up on the high ground, making her way toward the cliff overlooking the sea.
From the silhouette alone, I recognize her immediately.
Jude.
Getting to my feet, I head across the clearing, while glancing around just in case this is a trap. I'm pretty sure I'd have picked up on any other visitors by now, however, and besides...
Jude wouldn't hurt me.
She might not be perfect, but she'd never lure me into a trap. She must have come to talk.
Making my way between the trees, I know she must have heard me. She's still walking up ahead, but after a few minutes she stops when she reaches the top of the cliff. By the time I catch up to her, she's standing with her back to me, staring out at the ocean. The scene is pitch black, save for a faint orange glow in the water down below, caused by the energy cables that encircle the island.
I wait for her to say something.
After a moment, I realize she's waiting for me.
“Is this a return,” I ask finally, “or did you just come to say goodbye?”
She turns to me, and I can immediately see a hint of regret in her eyes.
“I get it,” I continue, stepping over to her. “You figured I was going to lose and lose bad, and you decided to jump ship while there was still a chance of Vargas taking you in. I don't blame you for that, you had to look after yourself. We all do on the island.”
“Where the hell did you learn to fight like that?” she asks.
“Jude -”
“Where the hell did you learn those moves?” she hisses. “What the hell are you, Asher?”
“I'm just me.”
“You were like some kind of killing machine back there!”
I shake my head.
“What are you?” she asks again, staring at me with a sense of awe. “How did you learn to do stuff like that?”
“You know my policy on the past,” I remind her. “It hasn't changed, it never will.”
She opens her mouth to reply, but something seems to be holding her back. “The cannibal town is in disarray,” she admits after a moment. “Half of them have set off to find somewhere else, dispersing into the jungle, the rest are arguing about who should take over. They're just a bunch of idiots, the lot of them. Vargas was holding them together, but now...” Her voice trails off. “Do you really think you can start your own town?”
“I think I can try.”
“Just you and that Deckard guy, and some girl who doesn't even have a tongue?”
“Iris ran,” I tell her. “It's just me and Deckard right now, but I think we can make a go of it.” I pause, wondering whether I should be so forgiving, before realizing that I need Jude back. “If you want to stick around...”
“After what I did to you?”
“You didn't do anything to me,” I point out.
“I was disloyal.”
“I can live with that. I understand why you did what you did.”
“Where's your anger?” she asks. “Why aren't you raging at me?”
“I learned to control my emotions a long time ago,” I reply, stepping closer. “I had to, or pure anger would have shaken me apart.”
Looking out at the ocean, I try to imagine the real world thousands of miles away, but it's actually difficult to believe that all those old places still exist.
“I like it here,” I add finally, with a faint smile. “Aside from the rampaging, murderous cannibal bitch, I like it here better than the way things were before I came. I like being in charge of my own destiny. I like being free. I also like the idea of getting this town set up and running it the way I want it. I've always figured I should be in charge of the world, and now I've got my own little patch of dirt.”
“You're insane,” she replies.
“So how about it?” I continue. “Are you back in?”
“The cannibal town is falling apart,” she points out.
“You already told me that. It doesn't sound like there's much for you there.”
“Maybe,” she mutters, “although I've been thinking...”
I wait for her to finish. “About what?”
Below us, waves are gently lapping at the base of the cliff.
“What have you been thinking about?” I ask after a moment, before starting to turn to her. “Jude, do you -”
Suddenly I feel the blade of a knife slicing into my back, just below my right shoulder-blade. I let out a gasp of pain and try to pull away, but Jude grabs my shoulder from behind and pulls me closer.
“I'm so sorry,” she whispers, her hot breath whistling against my ear, “but I need to establish dominance over those sorry assholes who used to follow Vargas. What better way to do that, than to bring them the head of Vargas's killer?” She twists the knife, forcing another gasp from my lips, while starting to lower me to the ground. “Literally,” she continues, “the actual head. Sorry, I know that's bad, but I'm sure you'll forgive me. After all, it makes total sense.”
I try fight back, but I can't even find the strength to speak.
“I'll be quick, though,” she tells me. “As a sign of respect for what we used to have, I'll make this as quick and as painless for you as possible. I hope you understand how much you meant to me.” With that, she kisses the side of my face, letting her lips linger against my flesh for a moment. “I'm so sorry,” she whispers finally, adjusting her grip on the knife, “I love you, I really do, but your death is going to make my -”
Before she can finish, something slams into us both. I fall hard against the ground, with the knife still in my back, but I manage to scramble quickly to my feet, almost slipping over the edge of the cliff in the process. Nearby, Jude is struggling with another figure, and I realize with a sense of shock that Iris has returned. Reaching around, I grab the knife's handle, ready to pull it out of my back, before reminding myself that I need to be smarter. As Jude shoves Iris down and punches her hard in the face, I stumble toward them, limping heavily but determined to end this.
“Stop!” Jude shouts, as I grab her by the collar and pull her back. She loses her balance and grabs my arm, and we both tumble over the edge of the cliff, only for a hand to grab my foot at the last moment. I reach out to save Jude, just about managing to grab three of her fingers.
“Climb up!” I tell her.
She reaches up toward me with her other hand, but her fingers are already slipping.
“Wait!” I shout, trying to lean down to her. “If you -”
Suddenly her fingers slip from my grasp and I watch as she tumbles down toward the orange-glowing waves below. As soon as she hits the water, her body sparks and twitches thanks to the electrical current surrounding the island, and I realize instantly that there's no way she could have survived. For a moment, I stare in wide-eyed horror at the silhouette of her body against the orange haze, watching as her corpse starts to burn.
A moment later, Iris starts hauling me up, and finally I'm back on firm ground again. I turn to her, but before I can say anything I slump forward, unable to keep myself from losing consciousness.



Chapter Fifty-five
Iris
 
“Okay, are you ready?” Deckard asks calmly, holding the handle of the knife that's still in Asher's back.
I nod.
“There'll be a lot of blood,” he continues, “so we have to act fast.” He pauses, before sliding the knife out quickly. He was right, there is a lot of blood, but I quickly press the pieces of fabric against the wound, pushing down as hard as I can.
“Okay,” he continues, “that's good. Now we have to see if we can sew it up somehow, and we just have to hope it isn't infected!”



Chapter Fifty-six
Asher
 
Ignoring the pain just below my shoulder-blade, I start lifting the next log, only for Iris to hurry over and try to take it from my arms.
“I'm fine,” I tell her. “It's been almost a week, I don't feel anything anymore.”
Turning away from her, I carry the log over to the far side of the clearing, where Deckard is working on the roof of our almost-completed hut. It's hard to believe how proud I can feel about something so simple, but the sight of this basic little wooden structure makes me feel that maybe Steadfall really can survive as a town. There's a long way to go, of course, and we'll need more buildings, but at least the project doesn't feel completely hopeless.
“We're almost out of canopy cords,” Deckard says as I hold the log up for him to take. “We'll need more if we want to start working on the second building.”
“I'll go hunting for some soon,” I tell him.
“You're still sick,” he points out.
“Stronger every day.” I turn to Iris. “I'll need help, and Deckard's best kept busy here. In a few days' time, are you up for taking a short trek to the south? We'll only be gone a day or two.”
She pauses, before nodding. I swear, she's slowly starting to get less scared around us, and I've finally stopped worrying that she might bolt at any moment. There are still times, however, when I spot her sitting alone, lost in her own thoughts, and I find myself wondering who she really is and how she ended up here. After all, the only thing I know about her is that her name is Iris, and somehow I don't think there's much point asking her to write her entire life story in the mud. I guess I'll just have to be content with getting to know the person she is today, here and now, and accepting her help.
Later, as we head out to check the rabbit traps, I can't help wondering whether I should tell her more about myself. It's not like she could go and blab it to anyone else, and I feel occasional twinges of guilt when I think about all the secrets I kept from Jude. Perhaps if I'd been more open about my past from the beginning, Jude would have trusted me more and ultimately she wouldn't have turned on me. Her charred body has long since floated away, borne out by the tide, but I still think about her a lot and I figure I have to take at least some responsibility for what happened.
“Are you interested in the past?” I ask Iris as we make our way between the trees. “Like, my past? I could tell you a few things, if you really wanted.”
She turns to me, and after a moment she shakes her head.
“No?” I continue, surprised. “Well, I'll try not to feel offended. I guess maybe you're right, though. Maybe the old world should be left well enough alone.”
Spotting a dead rabbit in one of the traps, I crouch down and start to get the corpse loose.
“I don't know about anyone else,” I mutter, “but I came to the island to escape all the crap in the world. All the things that were done to me, but mostly all the things I did in return. It'd feel kind of dumb to start getting sentimental now.”
Turning to Iris, I suddenly realize that I talked almost the whole time we were walking.
“Should I shut up?” I ask.
She pauses, before smiling and shaking her head.
“So you feel the same, right?” I continue. “You wanted to leave the old world behind too?”
She nods.
“Is there nothing left for you there?”
She shakes her head.
“No family?”
The same response.
I pause, before getting to my feet with the dead rabbit in one hand. “Me neither. There's nothing for me, not anymore. Nothing that could ever pull me back, so...” Looking around at the trees, I realize I can hear the waves of the ocean as they lap against the nearby shore. “I guess this is home,” I add finally, turning back to Iris. “Fortunately, I don't think we're ever going to run out of work to get done. Starting with checking the rest of the traps for rabbits.”
With that, we set off through the forest again, working together to get all the traps checked. It feels good to have a job, to be at the start of building something, and I can't help wondering whether this town can actually grow and thrive, even from such humble beginnings. Maybe I'm being a little too ambitious, but already in my mind's eye I'm seeing scores of buildings, maybe an actual road, maybe a little farm and some workshops. I'll need to make a better sign, though; I want everyone to realize that the town is a serious endeavor when they first see the name Steadfall displayed proudly at the entrance.
I guess other people will come eventually, and that's okay. If they accept the way I run Steadfall, I'll let them stay with us and help. Life is simple on the island, but I like it that way. All you have to do is find a way to survive. And one day, if we keep working, I think Steadfall might really amount to something.



Epilogue
 
Stopping in the doorway, John Logan pauses for a moment before turning back to his colleague. Matt is still at the desk in the far corner, tapping away at his update screen.
“Hey,” Logan mutters. “I just wanted to say thanks again for that stuff you helped me with last week.”
“No problem,” Matt replies, keeping his eyes fixed on the screen. “Glad to help.”
“And you haven't...” Logan pauses. “You haven't talked about it to anyone, have you?”
“Who would I talk to about anything?” Matt asks, rolling his eyes.
Logan smiles. “Sure, but... It's important, that's all.”
“You paid me and I'm happy. It wasn't even difficult, I just ran some custom batch files on the individual frames, stripped out some audio, and the job was done. Took five minutes.”
Logan pauses, clearly lost in thought. “What about the original files?” he asks finally. “Did you -”
“Destroyed.”
“But could anyone ever -”
“Nope.”
“Not even -”
“They're gone,” Matt continues, with a faint smile. “Don't get paranoid, man. When I do a job, I do it.”
“Sure,” Logan says, glancing at a nearby info screen. “It's been a week now. Iris is probably...” His voice trails off for a moment as he tries to imagine Iris surviving on the island. Part of him wants to believe that she'd have had a chance, but deep down he knows almost no-one makes it past their first day, which means that by now she's probably rotting in the mud. Either that, or her bones are being stripped clean by cannibals. “I guess there's nothing to worry about,” he continues, forcing a smile as he takes a step back. “Catch you around, Matt. Thanks again.”
“Hey,” Matt says suddenly, finally looking up from his screen. “I know this is a crazy thought, but it just occurred to me the other day and... If I ask you something, will you promise not to report it to our supervisors?”
Logan pauses for a moment. “Sure. Shoot.”
“It's just...” Matt's voice trails off for a moment. “Do you ever think it's weird that the vast majority of people who choose to go to the island are pretty young?”
“So?”
“So I was thinking that maybe... If we've created a world where so many young people want to skip out and go somewhere else, anywhere else... Do you think maybe we're doing something wrong?”
Logan stares at him for a moment. “I've never thought about it that way,” he says finally. “If I were you, I'd keep those thoughts to yourself. The kids who go to the island, they're just... They're deviants. Freaks. They have no place in ordered society.”
Matt pauses, before nodding. “Sure,” he says, turning back to his screen. “Sorry. I'm sure you're right.”
“I'm sure I am,” Logan replies. “I'll see you tomorrow. We need to find time to go over the Steadfall protocols before the next group meeting.”
Turning, he heads along the corridor, still thinking about Iris. In fact, he keeps her in his mind as he takes the steps down to the transit platform, and as he takes a shuttle over to the next building. He takes a few seconds to report Matt's unusual suggestion to his superiors, but that action is almost automatic; for the most part, he can only think of Iris. When he steps off at the next platform, a passing woman says hello to him, but he doesn't even notice. Instead, still thinking about Iris Bloom, he makes his way down another flight of stairs until he reaches the main offices of the divisional unit, at which point he sets his suitcase on a table and looks into the eye-scanner. A moment later, a nearby door slides open and Logan heads along the next corridor until he reaches another door.
He takes a deep breath, before tapping a button on the wall.
As soon as the door is open, he sees the little girl sitting on a bench, reading a book.
“Hey,” Logan says, forcing a smile. “How are you doing today, Della? Did they take good care of you?”
The girl turns to him and pauses, before nodding cautiously.
“Well, I've finished the paperwork and I'm getting you out of here,” he continues, stepping into the room. “How does that sound?”
“Where's my sister?” Della asks cautiously.
“Your sister?” Logan pauses, before hitting a button on the wall, causing the door to slide shut behind him. “Actually, Della, I'm afraid I have some bad news about Iris. She's not going to be coming back, not ever. But I'm going to explain to you why that's a very good thing.”



Also available
 
PERSONA
(THE ISLAND BOOK 2)
 
“We can fight them, Asher. They think they're untouchable, but they're not. We can get to them and we can make them pay for everything they did to us!”
 
Five years after it was born in a patch of mud, the town of Steadfall is slowly getting stronger. As she tries to retain control, however, Asher finds that her authority is being whittled away. Just when she thinks she might lose the town entirely, three strangers arrive and offer to help. One in particular, a man named Harold, seems to understand exactly what Asher needs. Unfortunately, his help comes at a terrible cost.
 
Meanwhile, Iris has left town and set out to explore the island, searching for a lost town that supposedly pre-dates Steadfall. What she finds, however, is a chilling reminder of the island's savagery, and a warning that more horror is to come. Soon, the residents of Steadfall find themselves fighting for their lives, while Asher starts to experience terrifying glimpses of the past that was wiped from her mind.
 
Persona is the second book in the Island series, about two people trying to establish their own order in a mad world, and about the horrors that take place when humanity is let off the leash.
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Also by Amy Cross
 
THE FARM
 
No-one ever remembers what happens to them when they go into the barn at Bondalen farm. Some never come out again, and the rest... Something about them is different. 

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

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

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



Also by Amy Cross
 
ALICE ISN'T WELL
(DEATH HERSELF BOOK 1)
 
“There are lots of demons in the sky above London. The problem is, this one came crashing down to earth.” 

Ten years ago, Alice Warner was attacked and disfigured by an attacker in her own home. She remembers nothing of the attack, and she has been in a psychiatric hospital ever since. When she's finally released, however, she starts working as a security guard at an abandoned shopping mall. And that's when she starts to realize that something is haunting her, keeping just one step out of sight at all times... 

Meanwhile, seventy years earlier, a little girl named Wendy is left orphaned after a World War 2 fighter plane crashes onto her house. Taken to a monastery, Wendy is quickly singled out by the nuns for special attention. They say she has been possessed by a demon, and that there's only one way to save her soul. Fortunately for Wendy, however, there's someone else who seems to know far more about the situation. 

What is the shocking connection between Alice and Wendy, reaching out across the years? Does a demon really lurk in the girl's soul? And who is Hannah, the mysterious figure who tries to help Wendy, and who seventy years later begins to make her influence felt in Alice's life too? 

Alice Isn't Well is the first book in the Death Herself series, about a dark figure who arrives in the night, promising to help deal with the forces of evil whenever they appear.



Also by Amy Cross
 
MEDS
(THE ASYLUM TRILOGY BOOK 2)
 
“Welcome to the Overflow. And remember, all roads lead back to Lakehurst.” 

At the edge of a ruined town, a burned-out hospital houses one final, functional ward. There, a small group of doctors and nurses tend to patients who have been consigned to the Overflow. Unloved, forgotten by the people who knew them, these are the patients who will never receive visitors. If something happens to them, no-one will ask questions. 

When she starts work at Middleford Cross, Nurse Elly Blackstock thinks she's getting a second chance. She soon discovers, however, that this particular hospital is unlike any other. In one of the beds, an old man grapples with the horrors of his past, while in another there's a woman condemned to a life of darkness and silence. Ghosts stalk the corridors, and more ghosts are on the way. And watching over all of this is the hospital's administrator, Nurse Kirsten Winter, a woman who is desperately searching for someone named Annie Radford... 

Asylum: Meds is a dark horror novel about the lengths one woman will go to as she searches for the truth about the voices in her head.
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