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World Across The Waters


 



1 – Leia

 


The world is never-ending.

I never realized just how much space there is
– how far and wide the water around our island stretches out.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I may have believed that a second
Wall ran around Tresco, containing the infinite waters so we
wouldn’t all wash over the edge and plummet down into the deep.

But that Wall isn’t there. We sail on, and
on, day and night, and there are no boundaries keeping us in, no
border to stop us from going on. Nor is there a deep abyss to
swallow us up. There is just the horizon, ever coming closer and
yet remaining unchanged. And at night, there are bright, twinkling
stars that never seem to move despite the Explorer’s ongoing
journey.

“Walt,” I whisper, on the third night we are
on deck together. “You think we’ll ever get somewhere? It’s like
we’re standing still.”

Walt shakes his head, smiling down on me.
“No,” he replies. “For the first time in years we are actually
moving. On our way somewhere. The endless wait is over.”

I smile back at him. “You sound so
poetic.”

“Yeah, I can be romantic.” Walt pulls me in
for a hug. “Or am I bragging too much if I say that?”

“No, you’re not.” It’s strange, but the
further we sail away from the island, the more relaxed Walt is
getting. It’s as if he no longer needs to prove anything – and he
doesn’t, in fact. To put it bluntly, his people were right, and
mine weren’t. Still, people on both sides of the Wall have lost
their faith, though it may have struck us harder. In Newexter, the
tension was mounting when I left. Youngsters who’d left their
parental houses years ago were suddenly forced to move back in, and
the change wasn’t a success in all cases. At least Colin didn’t
have to deal with that problem because he was going to get a house
with Ami anyway. Besides, he wouldn’t have minded living with our
mother for a while longer. He was so happy to see her. Now that our
old rules no longer apply, he can visit her every day.

As for me – I don’t know where I will live
once I come back. East and west are both viable options. Maybe I
can build a house near the passageway where the Scilly Way cuts
through the Wall, and become a gatekeeper. Traffic between Hope
Harbor and Newexter is unrestricted, but it can’t hurt to keep an
eye on things, I suppose.

“What are you thinking of?” Walt whispers
above my head.

“About my future on Tresco,” I reply.

“You want to return?”

“Yes, of course.” I give him a sideways
glance. “Don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do. I want to rebuild our city.
After all, I’ll be old enough to become the next Bookkeeper soon.”
He sighs. “But I have to admit, it’s kind of nice to be a nobody
for a while.”

Both Fools and Unbelievers are traveling on
the Explorer, and they get along quite well. It’s not
surprising, because these are our adventurers. The people who
usually stand back and see which way the wind blows have decided to
stay at home. “Well, people on board still look up at you,” I say.
“You just don’t find it that important anymore.”

Walt slowly nods. “I guess. The only thing
I’m worried about these days is whether you like me
enough.”

I smile at him cheekily. “Of course I like
you enough.”

Walt laughs a little. “Then show me,” he says
softly.

“Then come over here,” I challenge him.

He dips his head and kisses me gently on the
mouth while his hands slide down from my back to my waist, roaming
a little bit lower, even. Slowly, my cheeks heat up as he gingerly
opens my lips with his tongue to caress mine. In a flash I think
back to that first kiss we shared – in the graveyard, of all
places. My entire body thrums with need under his touch. Everything
about this situation is new, and yet, my body knows exactly what
it’s supposed to do, and what it wants.

I slip my hands around his neck and tangle my
fingers into his curly hair. Walt moans almost inaudibly when I
crush my upper body against his to get even closer. “Leia,” he says
hoarsely. “You want to stay over?”

Walt has his own cabin. Well, not entirely –
he shares it with his dad, but William is usually busy well into
the night, helping Captain Tom and Tony to keep the ship on
course.

“I don’t know,” I say, suddenly shy.

In the ensuing silence, my breathing is just
as fast as his. “Sorry,” he murmurs, stepping back and dropping his
hands to his sides. He lets out a nervous chuckle. “I, uhm, got
carried away.”

“No worries.” I run a hand through my hair.
“Me too.” Actually, I’m scared of not being able to stop at all
once it’s just the two of us. Now that I got rid of the dictator in
his manor, exposed the lies about our island and safeguarded the
well-being of my family, I feel the irresistible urge to enjoy
life. And Walt certainly adds to my enjoyment of life – that much
is clear.

“Why don’t I stay with you until you fall
asleep?” he suggests. I’m in one of the female dorms below deck for
the girls from ‘my’ side of the island. The girls from the manor
are so used to being separated from the boys until they make a
choice and get married that they’d have a hard time sleeping in one
room with male members of our group. Most of them are happy about
the all-female sleeping room. Not Padma, though, who has her
sleeping mat next to mine. She would have loved to get in touch
with boys from the western part of the island, because she’s about
as curious as my friend Mara.

“Yes, I’d love that.” I take his hand and
kiss his cheek. I’m so glad Walt is with me. Even though I haven’t
known him for very long, we’ve been through so much that it feels
like we’ve been friends for more than just a few days.

We descend the stairs to the lower deck. The
soft rocking movement of the ship on the waves made me jolt awake
continuously during my first night on board, but the second night
was better. And now I’m even enjoying the feeling of being rocked
to sleep as Walt lies next to me and tells me stories from his
childhood.

“Why don’t you tell me that story about the
Unbelievers again?” I say, stretching out on my mat. Padma is
already asleep, so I have to keep my voice down. “Just how long
were our talons exactly?”

Walt chuckles, embarrassment crossing his
face. “Hey, I didn’t believe those stories anymore by the time I
climbed over the Wall, okay?” he replies defensively, taking my
hand and rubbing the back of my hand before continuing. “The
priests said it was all true, of course. They even had a book full
of fables about a man who could walk on water and claimed he was
sent by the gods. According to Praed the First, he was an
Unbeliever in disguise whose goal it was to tempt us to follow him,
into the water, so we’d drown before Annabel came for us.” Walt’s
mouth pulls up in a bitter smile. “His name was Jesse, and the
legend told us he had chopped off his talons and swapped his black
cloak for a white one so we wouldn’t recognize him for what he was.
Crazy, right?”

“Pretty crazy, yeah,” I reply with a teasing
smile. “Just the kind of tale I’d expect from a Fool.”

“Ha-ha.” He tickles me in the side, and I
bite my lip to stop myself from laughing out loud. “Stop,” I giggle
anxiously. “We’ll wake Padma.”

Slowly, Walt releases me and gives me a
contemplative look. “I still can’t believe you managed to survive
without parents from the age of ten,” he mumbles. “That must have
been tough.”

“It was okay,” I whisper. “I had Colin, and
Mara.”

We’d supported each other, lending each other
a little bit of Force whenever the other hadn’t been able to go on.
In fact, we three had figured out years ago that collaboration made
us stronger than anything else. We knew it wasn’t just about
seeking out the Force within yourself.

Colin had always known that the best. He had
always been there for me, despite the fact he’d never entirely
forgiven me for prepping him for life in the manor house so
brutally. After we’d left Newexter, I hadn’t allowed myself to get
emotional. I had scolded him during those lonely nights full of
tears he shed for our missing father and mother. I knew we’d never
be able to go back, and the sooner my half-hour younger brother
would get used to the idea, the better.

It wasn’t until later that our roles were
reversed. When Colin seemed to have grown inches overnight, turning
into a young man with broad shoulders and muscular arms, almost as
strong as Saul, Cal, and Max. He’d been my protector then.
And Mara had known all my secrets, except for my biggest fear –
expecting too much of life and being disappointed.

All of a sudden, I miss my brother and my
best friend terribly. I understand very well why they didn’t come
along – they wanted to build a life at home before venturing out.
Colin and Ami had started to build a small house by the time I left
Newexter, and Mara had moved in with Andy and his parents to get
used to living together. “You can tell me everything about
Cornwall,” she’d said. “And once we have weekly ships sailing
there, I want to take Andy and have a look around.”

“Once the coast is clear, Colin and Mara can
sail to Penzance as well,” Walt says quietly, apparently guessing
my thoughts.

“Why wouldn’t it be safe?” I mumble. “Tony
told us that the people in his town live together in peace. And the
leader of that other place, Dartmoor, works with them to maintain
that peace.”

“I don’t know.” Walt stretches out next to me
and pulls me into a warm embrace. “I’ll have to see it before I
believe it. People on the mainland may have learned from their
ancestors’ mistakes, but I don’t intend to jump into the deep end
without keeping my eyes open.”

I kiss his cheek. “I’m happy you’re not such
a risk-taker,” I admit softly. “You make me feel safe.”

The rolling movement of the vessel and Walt’s
breath against my cheek slowly rock me to sleep.



 



2 – Leia

 


The next morning, the entire dorm is in
turmoil. Padma kneels down next to my mattress and grabs my
shoulder. “We’re here!” she says, a quiver in her voice. “We can
see land!”

Holy Luke. Is she serious? I sit up and
stumble to my feet while looking around. The other girls and women
are huddled together near the stairwell. They all want to head up
and catch a first glimpse of the Other Side.

When I get on deck, Walt and his father have
joined Tony at the railing near the bow.

“We did it,” Walt says breathlessly, turning
toward me. “We’re here. You can see the old buildings of Penzance
in the distance.” He pulls me into an enthusiastic embrace and
kisses me on the cheek. I stare at the Other Side – a coastline I
didn’t dare believe in before. A land I’ve never seen. And the
buildings Walt mentioned look so different from what I’m used to.
The structures in the harbor are square, gray, and made of stone.
But further inland, I also spot beautifully-ornamented houses with
swirls along the cornices and walls made of a reddish-brown
material. And further still, I see piles of rubble and oddly-shaped
ruins. Not much is left of this town. The people who once decided
to drop bombs here didn’t care about the beauty of Penzance.
Everything had to be destroyed.

And yet, I can’t stop tears of joy from
welling up in my eyes when I take in the view. We’ve made it. This
is the town where our ancestors sent off their children to offer
them a new life.

Tony smiles enthusiastically, a glimmer in
his brown eyes. “I’m happy I managed to find my way back,” he
remarks. “The old sea map we found in Penzance was destroyed along
with our ship. I really had to trust my memory in this case. Henry
would have done a better job, I guess. He was a gifted navigator.”
For a moment, his face clouds over as he thinks of his friend, dead
and buried back on our island.

I put my hand on Tony’s arm. “Thanks for
coming to find us,” I say solemnly. “Without you, we never would
have had the chance to go on this adventure.”

If Tony and Henry hadn’t washed up on our
beach, Walt might not have crossed the Wall and he never would have
met me. Without him, I’d still be suffering under Saul’s iron rule
– or possibly be married to another ‘left-over’ like me.

The coastline is getting nearer and nearer. I
stare at everything with wide, eager eyes, and Walt is equally
impressed with our new surroundings. “Mary and Agnes,” he stammers
once we are close enough to see the intact buildings of the
Penzance harbor from up close. The buildings are so tall.
It’s as if the builders put ten regular houses on top of each other
to construct these gigantic, towering buildings.

“Why did people want to live so high up?” I
ask softly.

“To save space,” Tony replies. “The land used
to be overcrowded. But now, all the big cities lie in ruin.
Everything was bombed. And the smaller towns and villages succumbed
to diseases. All the places that used to be densely populated are
uncultivable. Poisoned with radiation.”

“Then how did your ancestors manage to
rebuild Bodmin?” Walt asks.

“The old Bodmin is gone.” Tony fixes his gaze
on the coast. “Our forefathers built a new city on Bodmin Moor. The
moors were barely inhabited before, so the enemy didn’t strike
there. The soil is hardly contaminated.”

A few days ago, he told us that there are two
large cities in this region – Bodmin in Cornwall, and Dartmoor in
Devon. The people in Devon created their capital city by rebuilding
an old prison and adding more dwellings to it. Now, Dartmoor is a
region with ten thousand inhabitants – an unbelievably high number
for a village girl like me. Walt had to explain to me what a prison
is. His people have a number of holding cells in Hope Harbor, which
they use to lock up people who’ve done something wrong. The more
serious the offense, the longer they get locked away. We don’t have
anything like that. If the adults of Newexter can’t abide by the
community rules, they get expelled. This has hardly ever happened.
Everyone on our side of the Wall knows that a life alone, without
friends or partner, isn’t really a life at all.

When Captain Tom finally brings the
Explorer safely into Penzance Harbor, everyone is standing
on deck. We’re quiet – only the captain calls out his orders to the
deckhands. For the first time in a long while, a ship is docking at
the quay of this shattered town. Seagulls screech as they tear
through the blue, empty sky.

“What’s going to happen next?” Walt inquires.
He turns toward his father, who’s standing there a bit helplessly.
William keeps his eyes fixed on the gangplank that is being
extended to the docks – a bridge to a new world we don’t know.

“I have no idea,” he replies.

“You might want to visit the graveyard where
your ancestors were buried,” Tony gently suggests.

“Yes.” William nods. “I think I might.”

 


Slowly, the ship’s passengers pour onto the
quayside, looking around awkwardly and curiously at the same time.
Tony leads the way to a large, gray building a little ways away
from the docks.

“This is the port building where Henry and I
found the radio emitting the distress call,” he tells us, raising
his voice as much as he can so the people in the back of the group
can hear him too. “This is also where we found the ship’s manifest
with all the names of the children who boarded the
Annabelle.”

We shuffle into the building. Inside, the air
is warm and stale. The summer sun pours through the glazed windows.
They look like the windows in Hope Harbor – we only had glass in
the windows of the manor, and nowhere else. Tucked away in the
corner is a sort of desk with buttons and sliders. It reminds me of
the device Tony used to play us the message. That must be the
radio, then.

“Is that thing still working?” I ask
Tony.

He shakes his head. “Henry disconnected most
of the solar panels hooked up to that VHF radio and mounted them on
an old bus, so we could drive back to Bodmin once we got back to
Penzance. He used the lightweight panels to power up the engine of
the old boat we used to sail to Tresco.”

“Ah.” I have no idea what he just
said.

In the meantime, Walt has walked over to a
table full of old books. His hands caress the covers reverently.
“Leia,” he calls out to me. “Come and have a look. Here’s the diary
that belonged to Luke’s dad.”

I still have to get used to the fact that
Luke’s father is not Dark Father – he was a nice, normal guy,
trying to save his son by broadcasting one final message. A few
days ago, I read through the list of names in the ship’s manifest
together with Walt, and that’s how we found out that the boy who
once wrote our Book was called Lucas Walker. Maybe that’s why he
felt inspired to take on the name of his hero, Luke Skywalker, when
he started a new life.

When I open the diary and stare at the last
page, I can’t help but shed a few tears. The words muddle together
and swim away. If only Lucas had known how much his father loved
him. If only we had known. I have to bring this book and
show it to the people in Newexter so they can see with their own
eyes that parents are not unreliable – that Luke should never have
turned his back on his father.

“Can I keep this?” I ask Tony hesitantly.

“Of course,” he says. “That diary should be
your new Book.”

I slip the notebook into the pocket of my
pants. It’s not big – even smaller than our old Book with Luke and
Leia on the front cover – but its contents mean the world to
me.

Walt puts his arm around my shoulders and
pulls me along to go outside, leaving the stifling heat of the port
building behind. We end up in the graveyard. Many of the grave
markers here are made of wood and have a strange shape – two beams
crossing each other. No idea what it means. Our graves are always
marked with flat, square tombstones. Silently, we follow William on
his way down the path, reading the names scribbled on the markers.
Some of them sound familiar. There’s a Toja, a Walter, a Tom. But
we also encounter names I have never seen before – Tamsyn, George,
Vincent.

William comes to a stop next to a small
marker leaning against a tree. “Walt,” he whispers. “Here she is.
Mary’s mother.”

My eyes flash to the name on the tombstone
shaped like a cross. “Jenna Whitford,” I read out loud. The person
all those people in Hope Harbor were waiting for without knowing
it. Mary’s mother – the black-haired woman who transformed into a
goddess for the Hope Harborers as the years passed. We also found
Mary’s family name on the list in the manifest.

“So here she is,” Walt states, a bit sadly.
“Annabelle. Our savior.” He touches the wood of the grave marker as
if to affirm his words.

“Shall we put some flowers on her grave?” I
propose, taking his hand.

Walt looks up, a gentle smile around his
lips. “Yeah, let’s. White and yellow ones, just like we do at home.
And I want you to read a passage from the diary. Like a kind of
tribute.”

 


And so we spend our first hour on the Other
Side by visiting our own past.

 




 



3 – Leia

 


When Tony said his friend had put the old
radio solar panels on the roof of a bus, I had no idea what he was
talking about, obviously. And now that I’ve seen Henry’s invention
in action, the enormous vehicle is still a big mystery to me. It
has wheels, just like our carriages, but it’s not cow-drawn. And
yet, it moves.

Tony has settled into the front seat of the
bus and is currently driving it around the square in front of the
port building, to prove to our people that it’s perfectly safe. To
turn the vehicle, he uses a kind of steering wheel similar to the
ship’s wheel on the Explorer.

“How is that possible?” I whisper in
astonishment. “How can the thing just move?”

“Maybe it’s powered by waves we can’t see,”
Walt philosophizes. “Tony mentioned energy from the sun, right?
Well, maybe this carriage sails on waves of light.”

“The Force,” I mumble, dumbfounded. “Light.
Like in the twins’ swords.” They may not have existed for real, but
maybe the man who created Luke and Leia’s story did use the truth
as inspiration for his heroes and their powers.

When Tony stops the bus again, he invites us
to get in. One by one, the travelers from Tresco board the strange
vehicle, looking around them awkwardly. Padma shoots me a nervous
little smile when she pushes past me, and I momentarily pump her
hand for encouragement before she sits down.

“We’re going to Dartmoor,” Tony announces. “I
think the president will be eager to meet you all. Besides, that’s
the best place to find more info about the world as it is today, as
well as how it used to be.”

“President?” William echoes. Walt, he and I
have picked seats right behind Tony. As we drive off, my stomach
lurches because of the sudden movement. We speed up quickly, and my
entire body tenses up because of it. I’ve never gone this fast.
Anxiously, I grab Walt’s arm, who doesn’t look too comfortable
himself.

“Yeah, he’s like your Eldest, or Bookkeeper,”
Tony is clarifying in the meantime. “He or she is elected by the
people. President Jacob reigns over Dartmoor and he has strong ties
with the mayor of Bodmin. He knows about Henry and me setting out
to investigate that distress signal.”

“Is it far?” Walt asks.

Tony shakes his head. “By bus, it will take
about three hours. We’ll do about fifty miles per hour once we
leave Penzance.”

Walt chuckles disbelievingly. “Yeah,
right.”

Tony cocks an amused eyebrow. “I’m not
kidding, Walt. It’s really possible. This bus has an electric
engine, which is now fully charged thanks to the sun. Henry thought
we might need a big vehicle to transport people if we found any
survivors on the island.” His eyes fill with a quiet sadness. “I
hadn’t considered the possibility that he wouldn’t be among
them.”

“Did he have family?” I inquire softly. My
insides coil even tighter because of his remark.

Tony nods. “I have to tell his wife that he
passed away. Which is why we need to go to Dartmoor in the first
place, because that’s where she lives.”

I gulp down the lump in my throat. “That
woman must hate us. Maybe she wants us to go to prison for
murdering her husband.”

Walt puts a calming hand on my shoulder.
“Whoa, slow down. It’s not your fault, Leia. If anything, you tried
to stop it.”

As the bus gains more and more velocity and a
nagging, sickening feeling nestles itself in the pit of my stomach,
Tony shakes his head. “We don’t have any prisons,” he replies
quietly.

“At all?” William asks, sounding puzzled.

“No, we don’t.”

“So what do you do with lawbreakers?”

Tony remains silent for a moment. “There
aren’t any,” he then replies. “It never comes to that.”

I shoot Walt a sidelong glance, frowning
slightly. What on earth does Tony mean by that? I can’t imagine
that the entire Dartmoor population consists of saints and kind
souls.

Walt shrugs, taking my hand. “We’ll just have
to get there to see it,” he mumbles. “You want some water, by the
way? You look pale.”

“Yeah, the speed isn’t helping.” I smile
bleakly and gratefully accept Walt’s water flask. Slowly, I take a
few sips and lean my head against the window. Even the bus has
glazed windows. The Other Side is full of wonders I could never
have dreamed of.

 


As we continue our journey to Dartmoor, I’m
starting to appreciate the thick glass between me and the world
outside. The road we follow is cracked and fissured, and with each
hole we hit, the bus trembles and rattles violently. But that is
not what scares me most. It’s the blackened fields and demolished
towns and buildings along the roadside. Bodmin and Dartmoor may
have been rebuilt, but it’s clear that the world around those
places still bears the blemish of all the warfare that Tony told us
about.

“Why haven’t you repaired this road?” I ask
him curiously.

“Because we never use it,” Tony answers.
“Nobody lives in Penzance, and if we want to go to the seaside to
do some fishing, we drive from Bodmin to Newquay. There’s an
abandoned harbor there, too.”

The world is enormous, yet empty. We could
drive around here for hours without meeting a soul. I wonder what
it would be like to get off this road and hit the smaller tracks.
Would we find all houses and trails tucked away in the forest
deserted? Or is it possible that animals and people are hiding
there – other survivors who believe they are alone, too?

Relief washes over me when the pavement
improves and the road becomes wider. It’s obvious this part of the
route is kept in better condition. I even spot signs along the road
with names of places on them, to guide people on their way.

“Bodmin,” I whisper, when we pass a road sign
featuring the name of Tony’s town. We hit a fork in the road. Like
Tony said, we’re not going straight to Bodmin. He follows a sign
saying Liskeard and Yelverton. Outlandish, unfamiliar names that
make me painfully aware of being a total stranger here.

“Look, there’s some kind of fence,” Walt
observes once we cross a river and leave the desolate, destroyed
town of Yelverton behind. The road curves to the right and narrows
down to a small, winding trail. Walt is right – a barrier looms in
the distance, and the bus is driving toward a gate in the high
fence. Beyond the barrier, I can make out green, rolling hills and
tall boulders of jagged, gray rocks jutting out from the undulating
landscape.

I smile. No charred destruction. Finally a
piece of earth that reminds me of home.

“We’re here. This is Dartmoor County,” Tony
states. He slows down and stops right in front of the gate, next to
some kind of guardhouse. Two men emerge, and Tony opens the window
on his side to lean out and address them. It surprises me how
different his voice suddenly sounds – a bit more cautious and
timid. I don’t get why, because the two border guards don’t really
strike me as dangerous. In fact, for a pair of sentries, I think
they look strangely convivial. Saul’s hulking disciples would have
walked all over these two. I do spot weapons dangling from their
belts, though. They look similar to the weapon Luke Skywalker is
holding on the front cover of our Book.

“So they have a Wall as well,” Walt mumbles.
“People can’t walk in just like that.”

“Maybe they want to keep the people within
the enclosure safe,” William pipes up. “Tony told us the lands
surrounding these former nature reserves are poisonous, right?
Nobody wants to run the risk of getting sick again.”

I frown dubiously. Why would they need
sentries for that? The inhabitants of Dartmoor wouldn’t want to
venture out anyway, if they feared the outside world so much. We
never had soldiers guarding our Wall either – no one even wanted to
cross. Until recently, that is.

“I don’t know, Dad,” Walt replies
uncertainly. Clearly, he’s thinking the same thing.

Once we pass through the gate and enter
Dartmoor County, my dark thoughts dissipate into the background.
It’s truly beautiful here. The vegetation is lush and green, and I
spot the same kind of heather that grows near our northern beach.
Farms dot the landscape, surrounded by fields filled with grazing
cows and sheep. As we drive further east, the cattle fields make
way for a different kind of farmland – fields of grain. They look
like barley and rye plants, or possibly oats. It all looks so
peaceful and tranquil that my eyes fill with tears. In here, people
have learned how to live together in peace, without being at each
others’ throats or making up ridiculous stories about their
neighbors. Mara, Andy, Colin, and Ami would love to see this world,
too.

“Isn’t the landscape just amazing?” Padma
says breathlessly. She’s gotten up from her seat in the middle and
slides into the seat next to Walt’s father. “You think I could stay
here?”

“You’d want to?” I ask in surprise.

“Who knows. Let me scout out the cute boys
here first,” she says with a wink.

Padma wasn’t dating anyone yet when we left
Tresco. Maybe she’s interested in marrying a mainlander. After all,
we don’t have a lot of choice on our small island – neither
Newexter nor Hope Harbor can compete with a city of ten thousand
inhabitants.

When the bus finally comes to a stop in front
of a gigantic, gray structure that seems to be made of the same
kind of rock as the surrounding mountains, we all fall silent. To
the left and right of us, a high, stone wall slightly curves away
from the entrance, like the city was built in an enormous, circular
shape. And at the gate, three important-looking people are waiting
for us. The blackbearded man in the middle is wearing some kind of
golden jewel around his neck, just like the Eldest’s wife. He is
flanked by two women wearing gorgeous dresses of brightly-dyed
wool.

Although the city of Dartmoor looks gray and
grim, its leader certainly doesn’t. The man with the black beard
gives us a heartwarming, friendly smile as we get off the bus. How
did he know we were coming, I wonder? It’s obvious he’s been
waiting for us.

“Tony,” he cries out when our savior steps
forward. “How lovely to see you again! So, you did it – these
people are citizens of Tresco?”

Tony shakes hands with the president. “Yes,
these people were brave enough to make the crossing,” he replies.
“And on their own ship, no less. It’s a sailing vessel and she’s
called the Explorer. You will love it. A fine piece of
craftsmanship.”

Meanwhile, Walt has shuffled a bit more to
the front. “Thank you for this wonderful reception,” he starts
outs. I can’t help but giggle when I hear how he’s trying to lower
his voice a bit. Just for a moment, the old Walt is back,
pontificating in front of this president and wearing his mask of
self-assurance. “I’m the Bookkeeper’s assistant – he’s the leader
of West Tresco. And this is my father, the Bookkeeper’s
brother.”

“Welcome,” the head of Dartmoor City says.
“I’m President Jacob, and these lovely ladies are my wife and my
sister, but also my advisors. The guards at the west gate notified
me of your arrival.” President Jacob turns to Tony. “Why isn’t
Henry with you?” he says, lowering his voice and scanning the
crowd.

A cloud passes over Tony’s face. “He didn’t
make it,” he mumbles.

The president nods solemnly. “What
happened?”

“He drowned at sea.”

The flat-out lie, told shamelessly, sends a
jolt through my body. Tony told us we didn’t need to worry about
being held responsible for the crimes Saul committed. So why is he
lying about the real reason for his friend’s death?

“Why is he saying that?” I hiss at Walt.

“Maybe he wants to spare us some
embarrassment,” he replies. “Revealing to the president that we
come from an island of deranged murderers isn’t really going to
look good.”

I nod gingerly. Tony will probably tell
President Jacob more about Tresco later – how regimes on neither
side of the island had been free of corruption, sadly.

The president and his entourage turn around
and show us into the city. Once inside, the president hands me and
Walt a large ground plan of Dartmoor before distributing some
smaller maps to the other visitors. As I suspected, Dartmoor has a
round shape. It’s encircled by a wall that was probably there
before to keep prisoners in, and now forms a barrier between the
high buildings inside and the pastures and farms on the
outside.

“Here’s my palace,” the president points out
helpfully on our plan. “It would be an honor if you could come to
lunch there later on.”

“All of us?” I blurt out in surprise.

“Of course,” President Jacob confirms with a
friendly smile. “Five loaves of bread and two fish will feed a
multitude, sweet girl. We believe in miracles and generosity.”

Wow. Even the Bookkeeper of Hope Harbor isn’t
this bighearted.

“But first we would love a tour of the city,”
Walt says. “I’m dying to find out how your people live here.”

“Sonia will be glad to accompany you,” the
president says, indicating the woman he’d introduced to them as his
sister and advisor.

When I turn around, I suddenly notice Tony is
breaking away from our group.

“Won’t you join us?” I call out to him,
feeling a bit lost.

He shakes his head. “I have to go see
Michelle first. Henry’s wife. I’ll meet up with you in the palace
later.”

With a growing sense of guilt I stare at him
as he walks away. What is he going to tell her? The same lie
about Henry drowning at sea?

“Come on, let’s go,” Walt interrupts my
thoughts. He takes my hand and pulls me along in the direction of a
wide street to follow Sonia, but stops when he sees the crushed
expression on my face. “Leia, what’s wrong?”

“These people are all so nice,” I
whisper. “And we’ve done a horrible thing to one of them.”

“You want to tell them the truth?” Walt asks
seriously.

I shrug. “Maybe.”

“Well, let’s just wait and talk to Tony
first, okay?”

“Sure. You’re right.”

As we follow Sonia onto the main street, the
bells above the city gates start to toll. Maybe it’s their way of
welcoming us. Or maybe it’s a final salute to Henry, the Dartmoorer
they have lost today.



 



4 – Leia

 


By the time we get to the palace, my head is
spinning. We’ve seen so many things and met so many people that I
can’t take it all in anymore.

Everything on the street is properly
regulated. Here, too, they have electric vehicles, but despite
their speed, no driver tries to cut another driver off. Nobody
seems impatient. The people who pass us all smile at us
beatifically, looking peaceful and content. I can’t believe they’re
able to stay this serene, because there are people everywhere. So
many. I’d go crazy here, regardless of all the friendly faces that
we see. It has only taken me one hour of city life to secretly long
for a quiet, natural place to retreat to. Who would have thought
I’d start missing Saul’s wretched survival hikes?

Walt is having a better time. He’s used to
living in a town like this one. Every now and then, he recognizes
things they have in Hope Harbor as well. “Look, a clock tower!” he
points out enthusiastically, when we pass a sort of town hall. He
admires the structure, slipping a casual arm around my shoulders.
“And look, over there – a library.” He’s right – it’s even written
on the front in large, silver-colored lettering. In a big city like
this, it’s probably necessary to put up signs on the outside of
buildings so people know where to find what. Or who knows, maybe
they do it as a courtesy to newcomers like us – after all, the
president was very quick to provide us with a map of the city,
too.

Our last stop on the tour is an impressive
building right next to the palace, which Sonia calls a ‘church’.
“This is where we congregate every Sunday, to remind each other of
the words that Jesus spoke,” she explains.

“Jesus?” I echo. “Who’s that?”

“Man and God at once,” she replies ardently.
“He healed the sick, forgave his enemies, showed his followers
miracles, and walked on water. And most importantly, he taught us
that violence is the root of all evil. Our society honors his
teachings.”

I hear Walt inhale sharply. “He walked on
water?” he repeats croakily.

His words take me back to the nights on board
the Explorer, when Walt told me the stories about Jesse. The
traitor who tried to convince the Hope Harborers they could leave
Tresco without having to wait for Annabelle. The man who walked on
water.

“Jesse.” Walt’s whisper barely stirs the air.
“Jesus. So – he existed for real?”

“Of course,” Sonia says, a bit curtly. “Don’t
your people on Tresco know him?”

“We do.” Walt looks at her dazedly. “Just –
differently.”

I completely understand his bewilderment. The
double agent of his religion turns out to be worshipped here as
some kind of miracle man for bringing peace to the people. It’s the
world upside down.

Fortunately, a servant decides to show up and
interrupt our conversation by ushering us inside, leading us to a
stunning dinner hall with glazed windows in all colors of the
rainbow. The stained glass, as Sonia calls it, features all kinds
of symbols and images. Lots of cross shapes, like the tombstones in
the Penzance graveyard. To my amazement, I see an image of a man in
the upper left corner window resembling Luke Skywalker, including
the white robe, but it can’t be him. He’s holding a basket
containing fish and loaves of bread, and he seems to be standing on
the surface of a lake. That must be Jesus.

At the head of a long table laden with food
sits the president. Sonia walks past us and sits to his left. On
the right-hand side is his wife – I don’t remember her name, or
maybe nobody told me yet. They all look so happy, their faces
beaming and their smiles so radiant that I can’t help but smile
myself when I sit down at the table on the chair next to Walt.

William picks the seat to my right. “Dartmoor
is a fantastic city,” he gushes. “So friendly. So generous. So
social.”

“Yeah, isn’t it?” I remember how we welcomed
Henry – by confining and executing him. But no, I should stop
thinking like this. Those dark days are over. I’m happy the people
on the Other Side are welcoming us with open arms.

President Jacob gets up and addresses
everyone at the table, looking at us one by one. “So good to have
you all gathered here.” He gives a nod to Tony, who’s sitting
across from me, I notice at present. “Thanks to this man from
Bodmin, you have found our world. I hope we can find our way to a
beautiful future together. Now let me say grace first, before we
start our lunch.” He bows his head and closes his eyes while
folding his hands in some kind of reverent gesture. “There will be
no more war, no crying, nor pain, for the old order of things has
passed away,” he intones solemnly.

The words move me. These people learned from
the past and vowed not to make the same mistakes again. This is how
our faith in the Force was always meant to be. This is how our Luke
had once written it down in The Book – collaboration makes us
strongest, and the Force will bind us together.

I finally start to relax somewhat. At first
glance, Dartmoor seemed too good to be true, but maybe I should
switch off my skeptical alarm. The fence must be there to protect
these citizens. The border guards are just there to report to the
president who’s visiting, so he can wait for them at the gates with
a delegation of smiley faces.

“Who do you think that girl next to Miriam
is?” Walt mumbles at that moment.

“Miriam?” I repeat.

“Yes. The president’s wife, remember?”

I follow his gaze and see who he’s talking
about. A skinny, pale girl with dark-blonde tresses is listlessly
poking the potato on her plate with a fork. She looks sick. What
could be the matter with her?

“That’s Amanda,” Tony answers, his voice
grave. “Their daughter. She suffers from the war disease.”

“What’s that?” I ask quietly.

“You’re born with it,” Tony replies. “And it
will never leave you. Our ancestors often suffered and succumbed to
the disease just after the war had ended. It’s because of radiation
poisoning of the land, combined with the virus they set loose on
the earth. It won’t kill you instantly, but it will slowly eat you
from the inside.”

“That’s horrible,” Walt whispers. “How old is
Amanda?”

“Fourteen. According to the doctors, she has
about three years left.”

My heart breaks. This girl will never grow up
to be an adult. Not in this world, anyway – in here, you’re not
ready for a life of your own until you’re eighteen. The president
and his wife seem so happy, but those smiling faces certainly hide
a terrible sadness.

 


After a copious lunch, we
are met in the main hall by a man who introduces himself as Harry,
the hotel owner. Apparently, he can get temporary housing for all
of us.

“Tomorrow, Tony will take
us to Moretonhampstead in his bus,” Walt tells me excitedly.
“That’s where the largest library of Dartmoor is, so we can find
out everything we want to know about the world as it used to be.”
He smiles at me and pulls me into his arms. “He also told me we
could find the original stories about Luke and Leia
there.”

“What a strange thought,” I
say numbly. I’m not so sure I want to read those books full of
made-up stories at all. Will it do me any good? I feel at a
loss.

Walt gently strokes my
hair, noticing my apprehension. “Let’s just flip through them
together. I’m quite curious, actually. So, shall we follow Harry to
his hotel?”

“Are you going to share a
room with your father?”

He starts to chuckle.
“Afraid so. I carefully dropped a hint that I might want to get a
room with you, and that set him off on a full-fledged rant about
the birds and the bees and such.”

I’m sure I’m flushing
crimson. “Well, he’s right, you know. Besides, you hadn’t even
asked me if I wanted to share a room.”

Walt shrugs. “That’s why I
said I might,” he says defensively.

Now it is my turn to
chuckle. “Well, how about in Moretonhampstead?” I tease him,
lowering my voice before I continue: “After a long day of study in
the library, we should do something fun, too, don’t you
think?”

“Hmm.” His eyes sparkle.
“Good point.”

Hand in hand, we trot
outside and follow the hotel owner. The other islanders trail
behind us. I’m curious to see where Harry will take us.

A huge crowd turns out to
have gathered on the square in front of the palace. Strangely
enough, they’re all quiet, save for a single man who’s yelling in
an agitated voice. I don’t know what’s going on here, but the hairs
on the back of my neck prickle with anxiety. Something’s not right
here.

Walt pushes to the front,
pulling me along. “What are all these people standing around for?”
he mutters irritably. “Is that a townscrier or…”

His voice suddenly lodges
in his throat. It’s only after I push my way past a chubby man and
join Walt at the front of the circle of spectators that I can see
what he’s seeing.

This crowd has gathered to
look at a man, standing in the center of the circle. He’s about
thirty years old. His face is red from shouting at three other men
who approach him cautiously. And his shouts sound a bit angry, but
mostly terrified. The three guys trying to get to him are dressed
similar to the border guards – they are wearing blue uniforms and
caps.

“You can’t do this to me,”
the man screams at the guards. “I didn’t mean to! Why am I the only
one who’s being blamed?”

The three soldiers have now
surrounded him. They all look at him with patient, friendly smiles.
“Stick out your arm, Sam,” one of them says. “You know the
rules.”

And then, Sam breaks down
in tears. “No, please, no,” he begs. “I have a wife. I have
children.”

Two of the men grab him
from behind, wrestling his arms behind his back while the third
gets a sharp object from his pocket. It looks like there’s some
kind of needle at the tip. The man plunges it into Sam’s arm. After
a few beats, Sam’s head lolls forward, his chin falling to his
chest. He is completely silent, hanging limply in the soldiers’
arms.

My mouth turns dry when the
people in the square all bow their heads and fold their hands, just
like the president did when he said grace, as he called it. “No
crying, no pain,” they murmur in unison. The three guards are still
holding up the man they’ve managed to shut up with that strange
needle, eerie smiles on their faces. A violent shiver runs down my
spine as they wordlessly lift Sam’s limp body and carry him out of
the circle in complete silence.

“What
is this?” Walt
hisses next to me. “Why was that guy arrested? What are they going
to do to him?”

“Lock him up, maybe?” I
whisper back.

And then, I remember Tony’s
comment about prisons. They don’t have those here. People don’t
break the law, because it never gets to that.

“Arrested?” a gray-haired
man standing next to us repeats, looking baffled. He turns toward
us with a gentle smile on his face. “Have you never seen a Purge
before?”

“No, we haven’t,” Walt
replies in a shaky voice. “We’re not from around here.”

“Oh, you’re part of that
island group,” the man concludes. “Well, Sam had to be Purged from
our community. He was too violent.”

“Will he be banished?” I
whisper in shock.

The man blinks. “No, of
course not,” he replies in surprise.

“But – but where are they
taking him?”

“Nowhere,” Tony’s voice
pipes up next to me. He puts a hand on my shoulder and gives me a
solemn look. “Sam is dead.”
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I feel weird once the ship has disappeared
into the distance. A bit lost. Our world is missing a crucial bit
of its old familiarity.

Walt is gone. The only real connection with
Yorrick I still had.

“May the Goddess guide them on their way,”
Nathan, the Bookkeeper, mumbles next to me. “It’s a hazardous
journey.”

I smile faintly. “I believe that. If there
really is a Goddess, she must have sent that ship to us.”

From the corner of my eye, I see the sullen
Unbeliever boy, still standing next to a mooring post. I promised
Walt I’d take him under my wing, so that’s what I’ll do. Leia said
he was old enough to have made the wrong decisions. I wonder how
much of a bad record this guy can really have.

Resolutely, I walk up to him. “Hey, I’m
Alisa,” I introduce myself. “What’s your name?”

“Ben,” he says. His voice is even younger
than his face. He can’t be a day over sixteen.

When Ben remains silent after that, I
awkwardly clear my throat. “So. You’re from Newexter.”

“Yes.”

“And now you want to live here?”

“Yes.” He suddenly sounds a bit insecure.

“Well, you can,” I hasten to say, shooting
him a wide smile. I may be studying to become a Peacekeeper, but
that doesn’t mean I should subject this guy named Ben to a cross
examination. Maybe I sounded a tad too critical. “Why don’t you
follow me to meet the Bookkeeper? He can assign housing to you. If
I’m not mistaken, there are a few cottages vacant near the
harbor.”

“Thanks,” Ben mumbles. The ghost of a smile
crosses his face.

“What kind of work did you do in Newexter?” I
ask as we stroll down the quay.

“All kinds of things. Hunting, mostly. I’m
really good at that. And building and repairing huts.”

“Hmm.” I look at him sideways. We have enough
hunters at the moment, and we haven’t needed to build any new
houses for a while, but if this guy can wield a hammer, he might be
useful in our shipbuilding industry. “Let’s drop by the harbor
master after that.”

“And what kind of work do you do?” he asks
unexpectedly.

“I’m an intern for the Peacekeepers’ office,”
I reply with a smile. “In short, I make sure good behavior gets
rewarded and I dole out punishment for bad deeds.”

“Are there a lot of people who behave
badly?”

“Nah,” I mumble.

In my mind, I can still replay the scene of
the frenzied crowd of Hope Harborers killing Praed. Times have
changed since Tony landed on our shores. No wonder Daryl, the head
of the Peacekeepers’ office, offered me this internship at the same
time I started my studies. They’re lacking manpower – we need more
eyes at the temple, where progressive people have gathered to
insist the entire building must be taken down so they can
distribute all the valuables among the people. Along the road
leading to the Wall, where people from the suburbs are patrolling
anxiously to make sure the Unbelievers can’t all pour into ‘our’
part of the island at once, to take resources we need. And near the
watchtowers, because the progressives say they should be destroyed
too. A few hours ago, a small group of men left for the caves where
we found the sacrificial boats, in order to take what Walt and I
couldn’t carry. Since the two of us had our hands full getting Tony
to Hope Harbor safely, they can plunder to their hearts’
delight.

Just for a second, a dark cloud obscures my
heart when a thought pops up in my head – Walt just up and left,
leaving us to sort out all the mess in Hope Harbor. Mess he caused
in the first place.

But of course that isn’t fair. It’s not even
true. Walt and I both played our part in shaking the foundations of
our community. Walt isn’t Bookkeeper yet – his uncle is. Plus, Walt
has spent years of his life to build the ship that he’s now sailing
to get to the World across the Waters. I shouldn’t complain. I
decided to stay here and contribute to Hope Harbor’s
modernization.

“I’ll behave, I promise,” Ben interrupts my
train of thought. He sounds rather timid.

“Excuse me?” I stare at him in surprise.

“Yeah. You were looking so angry.” His gaze
drifts to the ground. “I don’t want to be a burden to anyone
here.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll be anything but a
burden to the shipbuilders. If you’re good with a hammer and saw,
that is. They want to build more ships, so we can sail out with an
entire fleet next time, and take a lot more people along for the
trip.” I pause for a moment. “They want to call it Annabelle’s
Fleet. To honor the Goddess. So the prophecy will come true in some
small way.”

Ben nods slowly. “That’s a nice thought. The
idea of someone taking care of you, I mean. Walt told us about the
force your people feel in nature, you know.”

“Us?” I echo.

“Yes. My brother and me.”

So he has a brother. Somehow, I couldn’t
picture Ben as having family. That’s just how he strikes me, I
guess. “And this brother still lives in Newexter?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t he want to come along?”

“No.”

We’re back where we started – with Ben giving
monosyllabic replies. I scared him off with my barrage of
questions. “Well, why don’t we visit him some time?” I suggest
spontaneously. “I have to join my boss and talk to the Eldest
pretty soon anyway. To discuss security measures along the Scilly
Way.”

Ben stays quiet for a very long time. “Why
are you being so nice to me?” he finally asks.

I smile. “Looks like you could use some new
friends. And Walt asked me to help you to build a new life
here.”

“I bet you don’t know what I’ve done,” he
mumbles, hardly audible over the roar of the waves breaking against
the harbor wall.

“No,” I admit. “You want to talk about
it?”

“I’d rather not.” He kicks at a pebble. “Now
now.”

“Sure. We’ll save it for later.”

“Hmm.” He grunts noncommittally.

 


At the end of that day, I’ve taken care of
getting a job and arranging lodging for Ben. He used the dried
beans I lent him to buy himself some clothes and food. Tomorrow, he
will start his new job at the shipyard, working with the same
shipbuilders who also secretly designed and constructed the
Explorer. They’ve got plans to make more three-masters, so
they were over the moon when I brought in a new helper.

When I get home that evening, Daryl is
waiting for me on the bench outside our house. He’s smoking a pipe
and talking to my dad. “Alisa,” he rumbles in his deep voice. “I
wanted to ask you to do a few night shifts this week.”

“Sure,” I immediately reply. “Where will you
be needing extra surveillance?”

“Near the harbor.” He lowers his voice.
“There have been some serious disagreements between the two parties
holed up at the temple. Samuel Senior’s group wants to tear it all
down, but the group headed by Phileas wants to reinstate the old
religion.”

My jaw drops. “What? The old religion? Why
the deep do they want that?”

My father pats the space next to him on the
bench, and I plunk down there. “Phileas thinks we have been
deceived,” he explains tiredly. “I mean, he understands that
Praed’s been lying to us all by stealing the votive offerings, but
he still believes we should wait for Annabelle. He says Tony has
lied to us to lead us astray. And I’m sorry to say there are many
people who agree with him.”

“Those blind, stupid…” I fume. “How can they
possibly think that? They’ve seen the documents Tony brought
along! And what about that book from the temple with the child’s
drawings? Phileas is even more deluded than the Unbeliever leader
who killed Henry out of sheer stupidity. How many more people is he
willing to hurt over this?”

Daryl puts his hand on my shoulder. “I’m
happy you’re not going along with all the madness,” he says
gravely, “but please don’t forget that the people here have
suffered quite a few blows to their safe, familiar world in the
past couple of days. And they all deal with it differently. It’s
our job to keep the peace and make sure no public property is
destroyed or people are hurt. Calling people names isn’t going to
help anyone.”

“You’re right,” I admit reluctantly. Even
though I still feel the urge to call Phileas names for sticking his
head in the sand and hoping all problems will just go away. “You
want me to start tonight?”

“That won’t be necessary. Besides, you’ve
been working all day. I expect you to report for duty at the docks
tomorrow night at ten.”

“So why at the harbor?”

“Some of Phileas’s followers have taken it
upon themselves to gather there with banners, chanting we should
put a stop to our shipbuilding activities. That it’s blasphemy to
build our own fleet to sail away. I want to keep an eye on
them.”

I nod briefly. “You can count on me.”
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Slowly but steadily, we are building our own
fleet. Now that an angry mob regularly gathers on the quay in the
morning and stays put all day to shout abuse at the laborers, the
supervisors have started to schedule night shifts. At least that
allows them enough peace and quiet to focus on the work.

I’m on duty from ten at night until five in
the morning. Every now and then, my colleagues and I also venture
out to the far ends of the harbor, but everything is quiet near the
light houses. Phileas has stationed his own people there to stop
the progressives from destroying them. It’s the only advantage of
the whole madness – Phileas is taking away some of our workload
that way.

Ben is part of the night team. He works
without ever taking a break and doesn’t seem to socialize a lot
with his coworkers. Again, I wonder what he’s trying to hide from
by slaving away like that.

One hot summer evening, I see him sitting all
by himself, his legs dangling over the edge of the docks. He rubs
his arm and looks unhappy, so I decide to stroll over and have a
chat. So far, he’s been fending me off whenever I wanted to talk,
always claiming he was too busy. That excuse isn’t going to work
this time, though.

“Hey, Ben,” I greet him as cheerful as I can.
“You okay?”

He glances sideways with a frown.
“So-so.”

“Are you in pain?”

“Yeah. I think I might have pulled a
muscle.”

“Well, no surprise there. I’ve never seen a
person doing as many hammer strokes per minute as you.”

He lets out an involuntary laugh. “I guess
you’re right,” he admits clumsily. “I work really hard.”

“So? Is the supervisor pleased with your
work?”

“Yes. He’s given me a raise.” He grins
awkwardly. “So I can pay you back soon.”

I pause to think over my next question for a
bit. “Are you coming to the town square for the Feast of the First
Harvest tomorrow afternoon?” I ask. It’s the seasonal holiday we
celebrate in the middle of summer when the first harvest is in. “We
could go together.”

“I don’t know that holiday.”

“All the more reason to go. You wanted to
start a new life here, right? It doesn’t get newer than that.”

Ben scratches his chin, then nods. “Fine.
What time does it start?”

“Four o’clock. That’s when you get out of
bed, I suppose.”

He chuckles. “You suppose correctly. Where
shall we meet up?”

“I’ll pick you up.” I scramble to my feet to
get back to work and wave at Ben one more time before starting my
round along the south quay.

 


The next day, I pass the central square on my
way to Ben’s house. To my surprise, people are putting up a
gigantic grandstand looking out over the square. I see women
milling about carrying long garlands of flowers and banners
depicting ears of corn. They use them to decorate the stage.

“Are we expecting more spectators than
usual?” I ask Yorrick’s dad, who is busy giving commands to the
carpenters. “We didn’t have this last year, did we?”

“I sent an invitation to the Eldest to
celebrate the holiday with us. I told him he could take as many
people from Newexter as he wanted. One of our traders came back
last night and told me that about a hundred easterners will be
attending. And of course, I want to show our town in its best
light.”

“You should make sure that the Phileans don’t
show up here to stir things up,” I remark sourly. “A scuffle like
that would probably ruin our reputation.”

“I don’t think they’ll do that,” the
Bookkeeper replies. “They want to honor the seasonal holidays so we
can count the days until Annabelle arrives. But I told Daryl to
send over a few extra men to keep an eye on the square anyway.”

Deep in thought, I continue down the main
street toward the harbor. The turmoil in our city has taken hold of
me, buzzing through the blood in my veins. Every morning after my
shift ends, I walk to the beach and stare out over the sea to see
whether any ships appear on the horizon yet. I used to do this once
every week, as a morning greeting to Annabelle as well as Yorrick,
who was waiting for me on the Island of Souls. I would hold up the
white, delicate shawl Yorrick had once given to me as a birthday
present, to let it flutter and dance in the breeze.

Every time I walk out into the surf now, I
realize I have lost both Annabelle and Yorrick. Or is what the
easterners say true – is there really a life after death because
the force coursing through your body never dies? Don’t we have to
give up our deceased relatives and friends, even if there is no
island filled with souls beyond the horizon?

Ben is waiting for me in front of his tiny
cottage. “Hi, Alisa,” he says with a smile. “Thanks for inviting me
along. I’m sorry I was less than enthusiastic yesterday.”

“Well, you can make it up to me by being your
most sociable self today,” I tell him teasingly. “I want to
introduce you to my friend Anna, and to Samuel.”

“Is Samuel your husband?” Ben asks
curiously.

“Uhm, no.” I shoot him a puzzled look. I’m
not that old, but Ben seems to think I have the right age to be
married already. “I’m not ready for that yet.”

“Oh.” He shrugs. “Well – people on our side
of the Wall usually choose a partner when they’re sixteen,
seventeen. You’re twenty, right?”

Ah, yes. That’s true. Newexter sent away
their children at the age of ten. “Hey, so does that mean you have
a secret wife somewhere, Benny Boy?” I snicker.

His face clouds over. “No.”

“You hadn’t made your choice yet?”

This question makes him shut up
completely.

“Sorry,” I say uncomfortably, when the
silence threatens to suffocate me. “Come on, let’s just go to the
square, okay?”

“Fine.” He still seems in a grump as we make
our way to the center, his face only brightening when we get to the
main road. It’s bustling with musicians playing upbeat music and
vendors selling food and drinks from market stalls. Some children
dressed in white and yellow dance excitedly around a flute player
piping out a stirring melody.

By the time we get to the square, the place
is packed. The Bookkeeper is about to do a speech to thank Mother
Nature for the gifts of summer she bestowed on us. Since we no
longer have priests to speak about Annabelle’s arrival, the
official part is considerably shorter. I happen to know Nathan
originally wanted to thank the Goddess for sending us a ship from
Cornwall, but his counselors advised against it. The Phileans have
many supporters, and the Bookkeeper doesn’t want to start out by
rubbing half of the people on the square the wrong way.

It doesn’t take long for the procession of
farmers with carts full of grain to make their appearance. With
proud faces, they carry the bags onto the stage. The contents will
be distributed among the Hope Harborers, who will each get a small
pouch of the very first harvest. It is custom to mill the grain and
use the flour to bake bread for your neighbors. They, in turn, bake
something for you.

“You have to use the grain in your pouch to
make food for someone else,” I explain to Ben. “You then give it to
your neighbors.”

“Good to know,” Ben says. “I’m just not the
best baker in town. I’m more of a meat-and-game man.”

“I can help you,” I offer.

And then, Ben stops breathing, his eyes
widening as he looks at the grandstand next to the stage. “Is that
– the Eldest?” he asks hoarsely. “Who is with him?”

“Some people from your former village,” I
reply. Only now does it occur to me that I could have warned him.
He didn’t run away to Hope Harbor for fun.

“Oh.” His eyes scan the crowd. He looks pale
and anxious.

“Come on, let’s go over to the stage.” I pull
him along. “We’ll just take our grain and get out of here to relax
in a quieter part of town, okay?”

As we get closer to the farmers’ carts, I can
hear the Newexter crowd in the grandstand getting rowdy.
Apparently, they’ve noticed Ben and are now shooting him vile
looks.

“What are you doing here?” a girl with
bright, green eyes snaps at him. “Are you even allowed to come to
parties?”

Ben doesn’t respond. Instead, he stares
intently at his toes.

“Hey, I’m talking to you!” Her voice rises.
“Piss off, you bastard. How dare you show your face here?”

“Coward,” another girl chimes in.

“Asshole,” the first girl reprises her
tirade.

“Murderer,” a dark-haired guy yells at
him.

I glare at the swearing youngsters. “Can you
keep it down?” I shout. My voice is steady, although the
easterners’ harsh words did shock me. “You’re guests in our town.
We don’t want any trouble. Or bullies.”

That seems to deter them. “I’m sorry, miss,”
the green-eyed girl says. “It’s okay. He’s gone anyway.”

When I turn around, I discover Ben has indeed
fled the scene.

 


“Go away.”

Ben’s voice sounds muffled through the
cottage door.

I knock once more. I won’t be rebuffed that
easily. “Ben, come out. I want to talk to you.”

“Why?” A sudden sob strangles his voice.

With an impatient sigh, I push the door open.
The fishermen’s cottages in this row don’t have locks on their
doors, so I could have just walked in, but I wanted to give Ben the
chance to open the door for me. “Because,” I reply with a
frown.

He’s sitting at the table, a glass of gin in
front of him. My hand resolutely pushes the drink away as I sit
down. “Spill,” I say.

“What’s there to say?” Ben looks at me both
angrily and sadly. “You heard them, didn’t you? Everybody hates me.
I’m a jackass and a murderer.”

I stare at him expectantly. “I want to hear
your side of the story.”

Ben stares back, his face tight when I take
his hand in mine and squeeze it comfortingly. Suddenly, tears are
rolling down his cheeks. With a strangled cry, he pulls his hand
free and hides his face in his hands, crying soundlessly. His
shoulders shake with sobs and his entire body seems to collapse in
on itself. It’s as if he explodes into a thousand sad little
pieces. I have never seen such sadness. I’ve only felt it myself,
after Yorrick died.

“I’m Saul’s brother,” he finally whispers.
“The leader of the manor house.”

I inhale sharply. “Oh.”

“Yeah.” He barks out a bitter laugh.
“Oh.”

Again, silence pervades the room. It hangs
thickly in the air while I stare at him, lost for words. Quite
frankly, this shouldn’t be such a shocker. I already knew Ben had
done terrible things – terrible enough to make him an outcast
criminal in his own village, swapped out for Bram and Finn who went
to live in Newexter. But I relegated that knowledge to the deep
recesses of my mind because I’d wanted to give him a chance to
start all over. The villagers from the east haven’t forgotten who
Ben once was, though.

“What did your life there look like?” I
inquire at last.

Ben closes his eyes and starts talking in a
soft voice. “Saul had absolute power, and it made me feel safe.
Nobody could touch me as long as he was there. And I had strong
friends, all of them older than me.” He clenches his fists. “I
looked up to my brother. I didn’t dare question his decision when
he said Henry should die. And when Saul’s friends stabbed him, I
forced myself not to look away, even though I wanted to. I should
have said something – I knew everything was about to blow up in our
faces. But the only one who spoke out was Leia.”

“Couldn’t you have backed her up?”

Ben laughs derisively. “Leia hated my guts.
And rightly so – I’d convinced Saul that Mara, her best friend,
should be married off to me. That night, after the execution, I
would have dragged Mara to my bedroom. I’m a coward, a rapist and a
murderer. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

I nod gingerly. “I wanted the truth,” I
whisper.

“Well, now that you know the truth, I think
you’d better leave.”

I rub my face tiredly. “Ben. You wanted to
start anew, didn’t you?”

He looks away. “I can’t do it. Not yet. Maybe
never.”

“But you’re here,” I argue. “You could have
stayed behind, just like Saul.”

“No,” Ben mutters despondently. “I want to
know who I am myself. Without him, and without that false sense of
security. Without all those people who despise me.”

“Then stop despising yourself,” I say calmly.
“Once you’re done doing that, you know where to find me.”

“You mean you still want to see me?” he asks
in a soft, incredulous voice.

I bite my lip. “I need some time too, I
guess.”

“Yes.” Ben slowly nods. “Yeah, I get
that.”

“Good.” I get up abruptly. “I should be going
back to the feast.”

I’ve already crossed the threshold when Ben
calls after me: “Alisa?”

“Yes?” I turn around.

“Thanks. For everything.”

 




 



7 – Alisa

 


In the middle of the night,
I am roused from sleep by agitated voices in the street, combined
with the asphyxiating smell of fire drifting in through my bedroom
window. I sit up with a start. Is our house burning?

“Lisa, wake up,” my
father’s voice booms through the door. He’s banging his fist on the
wood to stir me from sleep. “There’s a fire down at the harbor.
Daryl needs you.”

Oh, no. “I’m coming,” I
call back, quickly throwing on some clothes.

Within a few minutes I’m
down at the harbor, standing on the main quay where a large crowd
of people has gathered. My mouth falls open in horror when I see
what they have come to gawk at. The ship that the builders have
worked so hard on – that Ben slaved away for – is being devoured by
hungry flames that seem to maliciously mock our ambitions in a
dance of death. The wood of the ship’s hull is turning into a
terrible, black mass.

“How could this have
happened?” the Bookkeeper cries out in desperation, pointing a
finger at the burning ship. He paces up and down with angry
strides, scanning the spectators. “Who has done this?”

No one answers, but we all
know who’s responsible for this – Phileas and his religious
zealots. They don’t believe we should leave the island, so
nobody is allowed
to leave. For days on end, they’ve organized protest marches near
the harbor, claiming we should stop building new sailing ships like
the Explorer, and finally someone has plucked up the courage to take this
bold step and set fire to the thorn in their side. Maybe Phileas
even did it himself.

My heart skips a beat when
I suddenly hear a voice, ringing out clear above the din of the
crowd.

“Annabelle,” the voice
cries out.

I turn around, but it’s too
late to determine whoever had the audacity to claim our Goddess is
the arsonist guilty of starting the fire. The cry is adopted by
scores of others, resounding down the ranks of Phileans gathered on
the docks. “An-na-belle! An-na-belle!” they chant.

“You miserable crooks!” one
of the younger shipbuilders shouts. “Why don’t you mind your own
business?”

It only takes a few seconds
for a full-fledged fight to erupt between the progressives and the
Phileans. I hear people scream and yell. Beside me, a man stumbles
to the ground clutching a bloody nose, and panic seizes me. I’m not
ready for this, even though I am a trainee Peacekeeper. I don’t
know how to call for back-up and I didn’t even bring a club or
other weapon.

“Alisa!” A strong hand
grabs my arm and pulls me back. Just in time, it turns out, because
a flying fist narrowly misses my head.

Dazed, I turn around and
stare into Ben’s brown irises. Tears are running down his face.
“Come on,” I say in a shaky voice. “We have to find
Daryl.”

“No, we don’t. We’re going
to my place,” he says decisively. “Or you’ll be caught in an ugly
brawl. This is no place for a girl.”

I clench my fists and blink
my tears away. Ben can’t take me away, even though I’m scared. “I
don’t know what to do,” I blurt out, to my own surprise.

He says nothing. Instead,
he just drags me along toward the narrow street where his cottage
is. I don’t object, because I feel completely drained. Suddenly,
it’s all too much – the ugly, constant tension between people in
town, the naked truth we have to cope with, the destruction of the
first ship in our new fleet.

“Don’t you want to help
your colleagues?” I finally splutter when we stop in front of his
door. The flickering light of the fire in the distance illuminates
the angular planes of Ben’s face.

“We can’t save that ship
anyway,” he mumbles quietly. “No amount of fighting will bring it
back. And I’ve seen too many fights in my life as it is. I’m done
with them. I just want to find a place where I can find peace.”
Fresh tears well up in his eyes. “I thought I could find it
here.”

His words stir a dull pain
inside of me. No, we won’t find peace here yet. Our wounds are
still too fresh. People are afraid of letting go of old, familiar
lies in order to embrace new insecurities.

“We’ll get there,” I
falter. “You’ll see.”

Together, we sit down on
the quay in front of his cottage, where a few small fishing boats
are bobbing on the waves. Gradually, the sea of flames in the main
harbor simmers out. Perhaps bystanders have helped to extinguish
the fire, or maybe the ship ran a leak due to the damage and
drowned the fury of the blaze itself by sinking down into the
deep.

“We can’t keep working
here,” Ben breaks the silence. “If we do, they’ll just botch our
efforts again.”

“Well, where do you suggest
we build ships, then?”

Ben glances aside. “We have
a small harbor as well, on the east side of the island. It isn’t
used much, just to moor a few fishing boats, but the spot could
accommodate a working crew and bigger ships. And they wouldn’t draw
attention from the Phileans like that.”

I slowly nod. Ben’s idea
makes a lot of sense. But wouldn’t the easterners mind if we used
their harbor? “Let’s ask the Bookkeeper what he thinks,” I
propose.

“What, right
now?”

“No, tomorrow morning. I’m
guessing he’s rather busy right now.”

“Shall I come to your
house?” Ben asks.

“Yeah, that’s okay. Why
don’t you meet me at ten? I’m not working tomorrow.”

“Well. I think I can take
the morning off, too,” he mutters a bit sourly.

I smile, despite the dire
situation. “Good. I’ll make us breakfast. My mom baked some
delicious raisin bread yesterday. You have to try that.”

After Ben has gone inside,
I slowly make my way back to the harbor. Daryl will probably be
upset with me for not helping him, but I just couldn’t take it
anymore. The least I can do now is apologize to him.

The quay close to the left
watchtower is a mess. All the gawkers are gone, but people from the
hospital are still busy taking care of the people injured in the
fight that erupted. I see Peacekeepers watching the main street,
their faces grim, while others clear away torn clothes and
smashed-up wooden crates from the pavement. The long jetty is
covered in ashes that were blown in from the sea.

“Hey, Daryl,” I mumble
softly, approaching my boss. He’s talking to the Bookkeeper and
looks crestfallen. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

Daryl turns around. “Don’t
worry about it,” he replies with a weak smile. “You’ve done more in
the past few days than interns usually get to do in an entire year.
If you want to make yourself useful, go help Carl and the others to
clean up the mess.”

I nod, but I don’t leave
just yet. “Nathan,” I quietly address our leader. I used to call
him father-in-law. I think he’s the only one who knows that Yorrick
asked me to marry him a few days before he was killed.

“Yes, Alisa?” He gives me
his best attempt at a smile.

“Ben came up with an idea.
He says the people in the east also have a harbor, so maybe our
shipbuilders should move their business there. So they can work on
our fleet far away from prying eyes.”

He frowns.
“Ben?”

“Yes. That refugee from
Newexter who works at the harbor.”

“Ah, yes.” He nods. “Well,
if that’s really an option…”

“We’ll drop by tomorrow
morning to discuss his plan,” I say. “Is half past ten
okay?”

The Bookkeeper can’t help
but chuckle now. “Well, well. I see you’ve already planned the
whole thing. Thanks for your input.” He rubs his face in a tired
gesture. Nathan must miss Walt terribly. He’s never been more in
need of an assistant, and yet Walt has picked these trying times to
be conspicuous by his absence.

“You’re welcome.” I smile.
“See you tomorrow, then.”

After our little talk, I
stay and help my colleagues by cleaning up the mess our pious Hope
Harborers have caused.

 


The next morning, Ben
knocks on my door just before ten. I usher him in to introduce him
to my mother. She cuts off a gigantic piece of raisin bread for our
guest. “Would you like some peppermint tea?” she inquires, shooting
a worried look at Ben’s pale, drawn face. He looks about as lively
as I feel. “It’ll wake you right up.”

Ben smiles awkwardly.
“Thank you, Miss,” he mumbles. I wonder why he sounds so
uncomfortable.

We take our breakfast into
the garden and sit silently in the morning sun. “It’s so strange to
see your mother still taking care of you,” he finally
says.

“I get that,” I nod. “Your
mom stopped doing that when you turned ten, right?”

“I didn’t have a mother.”
His words sound flat, like he doesn’t much care, but he’s not
entirely able to keep a quiet sadness out of his voice.

“At all?” I raise an
eyebrow.

Ben shrugs. “Well, once
upon a time I did, obviously. My parents worked on a fishing boat
and were both killed in a storm at sea. Saul was five years old,
and I was only one. He’s been taking care of me ever
since.”

“From the time he was
five?” I gaze at him disbelievingly.

“No. We had to live in an
orphanage. But when Saul turned ten, he took me with him to the
manor house. He didn’t feel like leaving me behind in Newexter, and
I wanted to leave. The caretakers at the orphanage didn’t like me
much. I was too short-tempered for their taste.”

And that ten-year-old boy
who had to take care of his younger brother from a very early age
made himself leader of the manor house. No wonder Saul turned into
a power-hungry dictator. He’d always been powerless against the
difficult things life had flung his way.

“So I’m having a hard time
looking at your mother being all sweet to you,” he adds softly. “I
know I can’t really miss something I never had in the first place.
But still.”

I suddenly feel the urge to
hug Ben, so I fling my arm around his shoulder. “I think your
brother loves you very much.”

“My brother is a
criminal.”

I fall silent. “Are you
afraid of him?” I ask.

Ben slowly nods. “I
think he’s afraid of him, too.”

We eat the rest of our food
quietly after that.

 


After breakfast, we walk to
the Bookkeeper’s residence. I don’t have to ring the doorbell,
because he’s already waiting for us outside. Daryl is there too, as
well as Carl, head of the shipyard in Walt’s father’s absence.
Nathan has clearly taken my suggestion seriously if he asked those
two to attend our meeting.

“Let’s cut to the chase,”
the Bookkeeper opens the meeting, once we’re all seated at his
round meeting table. “Ben, you said the easterners have a harbor
too, which we can use as a second shipyard. Will there be enough
material to work with? Is the place near a forest?”

Ben nods. “Trees galore.
You can cut down whatever you need.”

“Why do we need to go all
the way east to continue our work?” Carl wants to know. “We built
the Explorer in secret too, and we did that near St Martin.”

“Yeah, but everybody knows
about that now,” Daryl comments. “So that’s the first place Phileas
is going to look once he notices we’re no longer building ships in
Hope Harbor.”

“Why don’t we do both?” I
blurt out.

All heads turns my way.
“What do you mean?” Nathan asks.

I bite my lip. “Well, if we
really want to use the eastern part of the island to build our
ships, we need to give Phileas a bone to chew on. He won’t look
further if he thinks he’s discovered our secret, so let’s give him
one to distract him. Carl, you need to assemble a team to start
building a second ship at St Martin. They don’t have to actually do
a lot, just pretend they’re working on something. It needs to look
convincing so Phileas will take the bait. You can keep him busy
sabotaging our ‘secret’ project, while another team works on the
actual fleet on the other side of the island.”

Daryl starts to laugh. “You
devious, brilliant girl,” he grins.

“It’s a solid idea, but I
do need to consider carefully who to ask on the Newexter team,”
Carl adds, a frown on his deeply tanned face. “We only need one
Philean rat to blab to his leader and the whole plan goes
bust.”

“In that case, I’d take my
sweet time thinking about who you trust the most,” Nathan says.
“And the people who give you a bad vibe can be a part of the St
Martin work team. That way we’ll know for sure Phileas will find
out about that secret location.”

“Why don’t you install
border patrol?” Ben suggests. “So you’ll know exactly who travels
from west to east? Phileas can’t find out what we’re up to if he
can’t cross the Wall.”

“There’s a few guards
keeping an eye on the gate as we speak,” I say.

“But you need patrols
guarding the entire length of the Wall. So no one can hop over on
the sly.”

The Bookkeeper’s face
clouds over. “Just when we were so happy about the reunion of East
and West.”

“We don’t have to close off
the Scilly Way entirely,” Daryl says. “We’ve carried out a number
of arrests in the past few days. I can blacklist the Phileans who
were involved and make sure they’ll be stopped at the
border.”

Everybody pauses to ponder
the new plan. “I think it’s a good idea,” Nathan then says. He
gives me a warm smile. “Could you and Ben go to Newexter and
discuss this with the Eldest? I would go myself, but I’m needed too
much here at the moment.”

“I’ll help you,” I reply.
“Even better, I hereby offer you my services as acting assistant,
as long as Walt is still on the Other Side.”

Nathan nods briefly, a
grateful look in his eyes.

Ben clears his throat. “I’d
rather stay here, to be honest,” he admits.

“But you told us about this
possibility,” the Bookkeeper argues. “Alisa has never visited
Newexter before. You’ll be our deputy and travel to your old
village with her. Carl, can you select ten shipbuilders who can
work on the fleet in Newexter as soon as possible?”

Carl nods. “I have eight
men who live in the suburbs with their families, close to the
farms. If they’re gone, there’s hardly anyone around to notice. And
I trust them.”

“Okay. Eight it
is.”

The three men at the table
continue talking, but I get up and follow Ben when he abruptly
jumps up and leaves the room.

“Are you okay?” I want to
know.

His face looks anxious.
“Well, no. I don’t want to go to Newexter. I guess you can
understand why.”

“But I need your help,” I
protest, trying to make my voice take on a pleading tone. To be
honest, I would probably survive a trip to Newexter on my own, but
I suddenly get the feeling that a trip home would be good for Ben.
If only to see his brother again. Ben can try to convince me all he
wants – he must miss his brother. Even though Saul is a dangerous
guy. Or was, anyway. After the revolution in both east and west,
nobody is the same anymore. It’s very well possible that Saul has
turned his life around, too.

Ben sighs deeply. “Okay,
fine,” he grunts reluctantly. “But I am not joining the
shipbuilders’ team in Newexter. Carl needs people for his mock team
at St Martin, so I’m going to stay in Hope Harbor.”

“Of course you can.
Nobody’s forcing you to go back.”

“Uhm – I think the
Bookkeeper did just that,” Ben says sarcastically.

I smile briefly. “Fair
enough. But I meant for good.”

“Good.” He stares at the
floor. “When do we leave?”

“Right now,” Carl’s voice
pipes up behind us. When I turn around, I catch the serious look in
his eyes. “As soon as you get the Eldest’s permission, you should
let me know so I can send my workers on their way.”

“Will do.” I pull Ben
along, through the hallway and outside, to pack some food and
drinks for our journey into the unknown.

 




 



8 – Alisa

 


The first part of our trip
isn’t too hard – we hitch a ride with a farmer, who is returning
home with an empty carriage after delivering some grain and wool in
town. His farm is in the suburbs close to the forest.

“Where are you lot going?”
he asks curiously when we have almost reached his destination.
Apparently, he has noticed our bulging backpacks.

“We’re visiting my
brother,” Ben replies. “He lives in Newexter.”

“Ah, yes.” The man gives
him a pondering look. “You came to live with us after the
reconciliation. Weren’t you a part of the team working on a second
ship?”

“Yes, but I quit,” Ben
gripes. “I don’t think there’s much point in going on. All of our
work was destroyed.”

“Yeah, well.” The farmer
pulls over and lets us get off. “You might be right.”

“We have to trust in the
Force within,” Ben continues. “And whatever’s waiting across the
Waters should come to us, not the other way around.”

When we take the footpath
leading to the forest, I can still feel the farmer’s gaze on us.
What could he be thinking – is he a supporter of Phileas, or is he
more inclined to listen to Samuel Senior?

“Well acted,” I compliment
him once we’ve disappeared into the woods. “I don’t think that man
suspects we’re going to set up a secret shipyard on the other side
of the island.”

Ben smirks. “I’m a good
liar.”

Sometime later, the path
gets so narrow that we can’t walk beside each other anymore. I
picked this neglected track on purpose. This way, hardly anyone
will notice us cross. Walt told me where he jumped the Wall the
first few times, and it seemed like a good idea to use his sneak
route.

“What was it like in Hope
Harbor, before everything changed?” Ben inquires, making his way
uphill behind me.

“Quiet,” I answer.
“Peaceful. But restrictive, too. It used to choke
Yorrick.”

“Who’s Yorrick?”

I close my eyes for a
second. “My fiancé,” I quietly respond.

“Aha, so you
are tying the
knot soon,” he teases me. “I thought you said you weren’t ready for
that yet?”

I come to a stop and turn
around to face Ben. “Yorrick’s dead. That’s why I’m not ready to
get married yet.” It’s the truth. Even though it’s been three years
since Yorrick crashed to his death on the rocks. Even though I have
said goodbye to his beautifully decorated funeral barge, seeing it
off as it floated away toward the horizon. I can’t let go. It would
feel like betrayal if I did.

Ben’s eyes widen. “Oh, no.
I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. What happened to him?”

“He was killed by our
priests,” I whisper. “Because the horizon couldn’t stop
him.”

“Dark Father,” he mumbles,
distressed, as he reaches out for my hand. His fingers touch mine
and he squeezes them consolingly. “I’m really sorry for
you.”

I smile bitterly. “See? The
criminals don’t just live on your side of the Wall. We used to have
them too.”

After this, we don’t speak
for a long while. In my head, I go over the directions Walt has
given me to get to the stretch of Wall he could easily scale. Like
he said, there’s an old chestnut tree whose branches droop down
over the edge of this bit of the Wall. “We need to climb this
tree,” I explain. “Walt crossed here the first time.”

Ben follows me.
Fortunately, he turns out to be as good at climbing trees as I am.
In no time, we are on the other side. My gaze drifts to a set of
flat stones on the ground forming some kind of road. Thoughtlessly,
I trace the cracks in the surface with my big toe. “Shall we follow
this path?” I suggest.

“How do you know where
that’s going?” Ben asks.

“Well, I take it
you know.” I give
him a sideward glance. “We’re on your turf, aren’t we?”

“Just follow me,” he snaps,
taking off so hastily that I need to scamper after him just to keep
up. I roll my eyes. Why exactly did I think it was a good idea to
drag Ben along to this place?

It’s not until we leave the
woodland and end up at a large meadow that I understand the reason
for his black mood. A giant building looms in the distance. The
manor he lived in most of his life – the place where they executed
Henry. He would probably have preferred to steer clear of this
house.

Ben slows down more and
more as we get closer, and finally comes to a full stop.
“What is this?” he mumbles, completely stunned.

Teenagers are sprawled out
on the lawn in front of the house, lounging in the sun and eating
sandwiches. The main doors are wide open. A few elderly ladies are
sitting on the terrace enjoying fresh fruit from a bowl on the
table they’re sitting at. And a big sign above the entrance
proclaims this building is a ‘Youngster School’.

“Looks like lunch break to
me,” I say flippantly.

“They teach here?” Ben’s
eyes almost pop out of their sockets. “To youngsters?” He dazedly
shakes his head. I don’t think he is even aware of doing it. It’s
clear he’s completely weirded out by the idea of his old home being
a place for education now.

“Maybe the Bookkeeper
suggested it,” I continue. “We have a similar kind of school in
Hope Harbor. People in our town attend school until they’re
eighteen. And these people need to learn new things about what the
world looks like now. Survival is no longer the most important
subject of the curriculum, I think.”

My words don’t seem to help
him cope any better. “I can’t believe they accepted this,” he says
at last. “That girl over there always hated the house.” He points
at a red-head under a chestnut tree. “She loathed this
place.”

“I guess it had more to do
with Saul and you than the manor itself,” I reply. When I see him
cringe, I add: “Look, I’m sorry, but that is the truth. At least
now she has the chance to build some better memories of this
place.”

Ben closes his eyes. “Let’s
just go to the village,” he mutters. “I don’t want to go in
here.”

“Fine with me.” Though I
wouldn’t have minded taking a look around. After all, this is the
first time I’m visiting Unbeliever territory. It might not be as
exciting as sailing to the World across the Waters, but it’s still
a huge step.

A well-kept path runs from
the manor house to Newexter, the village where all the older
easterners and their children used to live. When the first houses
appear through the trees, I see that nearly all of them are made of
wood. Ben is right – there must be enough timber in Newexter. Most
houses in Hope Harbor are made of stone and consist of two floors.
For the first time ever, I wonder if our ancestors even built those
houses themselves. A few months ago, both lighthouses had to be
repaired, and that was quite a tough job – so hard, in fact, that
the builders marveled at how our forefathers had ever managed to
build them in the first place. The priests claimed Annabelle had
put them there as a gift to us, so we could look out for her Fleet.
But that doesn’t explain why all of Hope Harbor looks far more
structured and neatly-ordered than Newexter. If we all descend from
little children who were stranded here, it is far more likely that
the bigger group of children who decided to stay near the harbor
started living in dwellings that were already there.

Newexter is an entirely
different story. Every house looks different. Some have beautiful
wooden carvings along the rooftops, while others are mostly
decorated with brightly-colored paint that is probably made from
the same plants that we use to dye our wool. And in the middle of
the village square is a gigantic building that looks more beautiful
than all the others: dark-red, with fanciful yellow and green
stripes running up the walls like flower vines.

“That’s the village hall,”
Ben says. “If you want to talk to the Eldest, that’s where you’ll
find him.” To my utter amazement, he then turns away from me and
stalks off without saying another word.

“Hey, Ben!” I call after
him, but he doesn’t listen. The path he takes runs up the hill
behind the village hall. I have no idea where it leads. “Where are
you going?”

When Ben doesn’t reply or
come back, I pace toward the entrance of the hall, fuming inwardly.
Ben dodging off like that means I will have to talk to the Eldest
all by myself, and I don’t feel that confident all of a sudden. I’m
a nobody. I have no clout in this village. The old guy doesn’t even
know who I am. How Ben can possibly think it’s a good idea to let
me do all the work is beyond me. What a jackass.

When I step into the foyer,
I spot a nicely-dressed lady behind a sort of desk. She must be the
receptionist.

“Good afternoon,” she
greets me with an inquisitive look in her eyes. “Do you have an
appointment?”

I stand a little bit
straighter. “No, I don’t, but I was sent here by the Bookkeeper,” I
hear myself say in a tone of voice I hadn’t expected to use at all.
“My name is Alisa. I was engaged to the Bookkeeper’s son before he
died, and now, I am the Bookkeeper’s acting assistant.”

The woman nods briefly. “I
will fetch the Eldest,” she says, indicating a row of chairs to the
left of her desk. “Please, have a seat.”

When the Eldest makes an
appearance at last, I was about to give up hope. I guess he wasn’t
near, or busy, or both. With hurried steps, he comes up to me and
shakes my hand.

“Welcome, Alisa,” he says.
“Sorry to keep you waiting. I was in the middle of a rather heated
meeting.”

“Oh?” I cock my head. “What
about?”

“Well, let’s just say that
it hasn’t exactly been easy for us since Leia decided to turn our
world upside down together with Walt and Tony.” He leads me to his
study and continues to talk on our way there. “Young and old fight
each other. Some parents got so fed up with their children that
they told them to move out again. The youngsters can’t get used to
parental rules anymore. One week ago, a small group of about twenty
youngsters decided to leave Newexter altogether. They went north
and started a new village there called Newmanor.”

“And the parents agreed to
let them go?” I muse.

The Eldest nods, a frown
knitting his gray eyebrows together. “It’s not as crazy as it
sounds. After all, we were all raised with the idea that a
ten-year-old is an adult person.”

“And those children in
Newmanor are that young, too?

“No, not them. The youngest
is fifteen and the eldest is seventeen, from the top of my head. To
be honest, I’m rather relieved they left. The youngsters and their
parents were at each other’s throats. The situation became
untenable.”

I raise an eyebrow almost
imperceptibly. Is he really that surprised that those
fifteen-year-olds got into fights with their parents? Everyone
knows that’s a difficult age. On the other hand, they might not
know that here. How would they? Children move out before they even
get to that rebellious phase in their lives. What word had Tony
used for it again? Puberty, or something to that effect.

“Is that where Saul went?”
I inquire.

“No. Saul keeps a low
profile. Besides, the Newmanor group wants nothing to do with him.
Saul took up residence in a deserted part of the woods behind the
burial grounds. Just like those two priests from Hope Harbor, by
the way. They come into Newexter every now and then to do some
groceries, but that’s about it as far as socializing
goes.”

“The burial grounds?” I
echo. What exactly do they bury there?

The Eldest smiles faintly.
“Yes, we bury our dead. You people use boats, don’t
you?”

I nod curtly. “Speaking of
boats,” I start hesitantly. “That’s the reason I’m here.” I take a
seat across from Newexter’s leader and start explaining about the
trouble we’ve experienced in Hope Harbor. My voice is subdued when
I tell him of the religious group looking to sabotage the creation
of our own fleet. “And so Ben said it might be possible for us to
move the shipyard to this part of the island,” I surmise. “Now that
our own harbor is no longer safe.”

“Sounds good to me,” the
Eldest nods. “I think it would be good for the people here to have
a distraction – some kind of new project to focus on. So we can
forget for a while about the fact that our most cherished stories
aren’t true. If I’m not mistaken, there are quite a few handy boys
and girls who can help you out. If you send over some skilled
workers, I’ll make sure to provide some youngsters to do the easy
chores. Maybe we can even turn it into a school
project.”

“Great!” I beam at him.
“Our supervisor has already decided which men to send, so they’ll
be here soon.”

“Why did you come alone?”
the Eldest asks curiously.

I shake my head. “I didn’t.
Ben was with me, but he dashed off as soon as we got to the village
square. He didn’t even tell me where he went. Probably scared of
bumping into old acquaintances. That’s what happened during the
Harvest Holiday, too.”

The old man nods
understandingly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Ben decided to pay his
brother a visit.”

“Well, I would,” I blurt
out. “Only this morning, he told me that Saul is a criminal and
he’s afraid of him.”

“Saul is the only person
Ben has got left,” the Eldest softly replies. “The rest of the
ruling class in the manor turned their backs on him and Saul when
everything went to pieces. It was easy for Saul’s minions to walk
away and start over. Ben can’t walk away, however. Saul is his
brother, his father and his mother. And his only
friend.”

“That’s not true,” I
protest. “I’m his friend too.” And I realize it’s true – I’m not
just helping him out of pity. I really think Ben is a nice guy, in
the rare moments when he’s not in some kind of grump.

The Eldest smiles. “That’s
good to hear. Now go find him. I’m going to talk to some people who
can help in our little harbor. First we need to chop down some tall
trees, I reckon.”

“How do I get to Saul’s
house?”

He gets up. “Behind the
village hall is a small track leading past the burial grounds.
After you’ve passed the graveyard you’ll hit the forest. Keep going
until you get to a clearing.”

So Ben really did run off
to visit his brother – that’s the exact direction in which he went.
“Thanks,” I mumble.

My stomach feels tense when
I step out the door and follow the path Ben has taken. I’m on my
way to visit a former dictator. He’s only a young man, but still –
suddenly I feel anxious. Will Saul get angry with me if it turns
out Ben isn’t here to stay? I’m from the other side of the Wall,
after all, from a world he didn’t want to believe in. A world that
has taken his baby brother away from him.

It’s cooler under the
trees. I take the leather cord out of my plaited hair and let the
wind caress my blonde tresses. The wind feels different here –
softer, somehow. It doesn’t howl like it does on our side, always
torturing the rocky face of the cliffs with violent force, fighting
to subdue the gray stone and make it crumble into the wild
sea.

On the map that Nathan
showed me once, I saw that the west coast of our island looks out
over a sea so endless and wide that it doesn’t surprise me our
history told us the horizon was out of reach. Tony called it the
ocean instead of the sea. And the east coast of Tresco faces the
mainland. How odd that it was always the easterners who didn’t
believe in salvation coming from across the Waters. Their harbor is
the most perfect place to sail away and see the rest of the
world.

When I asked Tony what was
on the other side of the ocean, he admitted he didn’t know. Even
though he has made our world so much bigger, the mainland of
Cornwall certainly isn’t everything there is to see. Who knows,
there might be people somewhere in this world who have lives so
different from our own that we can’t even image what they’re
like.

I am so submerged in
thought that I suddenly realize I’m already in the clearing that
the Eldest told me about. Two cabins catch my eye, one slightly
bigger than the other. The two ex-priests from Hope Harbor are
nowhere to be seen. Fortunately, I might add – I don’t think I ever
want to lay eyes on those two again.

Outside the smaller hut is
a tall, young man with broad shoulders and black hair, fixing me
with his gaze. His equally dark eyes follow me and don’t look away
as I approach his house with uncertain steps.

“Hi,” I say, raising a hand
in greeting.

He doesn’t speak, letting
his eyes bore into mine.

“Alisa,” he finally breaks
the silence when I stop in front of him. His voice is deep and a
bit husky. A shiver runs down my spine. Only now do I understand
why everybody in that manor house was terrified of him. Saul has a
certain air of power and aggression about him. His eyes convey his
Jesse-may-care attitude.

“Yes?” I gulp down the
nerves in my throat when his eyes narrow.

And then, something
completely unexpected happens. The corners of his mouth pull up in
a smile, and it is a genuine smile, a smile that shows me Saul can
be different, too. “So you’re Ben’s friend?” he continues. “Thanks
for helping him settle in.”

“Uhm, you’re welcome,” I
stammer. If he’s so grateful, then why did he shoot me that dark
look before? “Ben is a nice kid.”

A silence follows my words.
“Not really,” Saul comments drily.

I bite my lip. “Well, maybe
not just yet. But he can be. He’s getting there.”

“I suspect he’s got you to
thank for that. I’m happy about it.”

“You didn’t exactly look
happy,” I mumble a bit sarcastically. “When I entered your clearing
just now.”

“Well. I’m not known as Mr
Happy Face in these parts.”

“Hm. I get that.” I look
past him to the small hut he has built for himself. Picking a
location where no one from his old life will find him. Then, my
gaze drifts back to his eyes, still quietly observing me. “You must
have felt alone a lot,” I add gingerly.

His eyes soften, as if he
can’t help losing himself in an inner world only few people have
ever glimpsed. “I had Ben,” he says. “That was the most important
thing. And I do feel better knowing now that there’s more besides
just this island. I feel less lost.”

“Oh yeah?” I eye him
skeptically. “Is that why you’re hiding out in the
forest?”

Saul takes a step back.
“I’m not hiding,” he mutters. Now he sounds just like Ben.
“Everybody knows where I live. If they want to speak to me, they
know where to find me.”

“So? Anybody show up
yet?”

His shoulders slump a bit.
“No,” he says.

“Never?”

“No. Why would
they?”

The wind rustles the canopy
of leaves above our heads. I don’t have the answer to his question.
“Why don’t you pack up and move to Hope Harbor too?” I ask at
last.

His mouth tightens.
“Because Ben doesn’t want me to.”

“He told you
that?”

“Not specifically.” Saul
takes a deep breath before turning toward the cabin door. “No, I’m
fine here. Ben needs new people to hang out with. Care for a
drink?”

“Sure,” I mumble. As Saul
goes inside to pour me a cup of something, I spot Ben coming out of
the tree line on the other side of the clearing, clasping a dead
rabbit in one hand and a bow in the other. A quiver of arrows is
slung across his shoulder.

“Hey, Alisa,” he calls out
to me, looking ashamed. “I’m sorry I took off like that. I
just…”

“It’s okay,” I cut him
short. “I’m happy you went to see Saul.”

“How did your meeting with
the Eldest go?” he inquires.

“He approved of our plan.
We can take back some good news to Carl.”

At that moment, Saul steps
outside and hands me a cup of juice. Then, he gives Ben a short nod
of approval, a look of almost fatherly pride in his eyes when he
sees the rabbit. “Good to see you haven’t lost your touch,” he
says. “Are you two staying for dinner?”

Ben casts me a quizzical
look and I nod slightly. “If you shoot a rabbit, you have to skin
and prepare it too,” I tease him. “That’s how it’s
done.”

While Ben grabs a knife and
sits down for the task ahead, Saul sits down across from me and
watches me as I start to peel the potatoes we need for the stew.
“So, they know how to hunt for food on the other side of the Wall,
too?” he says eventually, his eyes riveted on my fingers using the
knife.

“Of course,” I snort. “You
always pictured us just sitting around waiting for the Goddess to
rain down food from the sky?”

Saul chuckles. “Actually,
there’s a story in our library about a people dwelling in the
wilderness who did just that. It wasn’t in the Book, but I did use
it in my speeches. As an example of how things shouldn’t be
done.”

I can’t help but laugh too.
“Seriously? How strange. Who would do such a thing?”

And then I think of the
Phileans, who are guilty of exactly this kind of
behavior.

“Those people who sabotaged
your new ship,” Saul replies calmly at that moment. “You thought
Ben didn’t tell me why you came here?”

I look up and shoot him and
Ben a semi-poisonous look. “Let me get this straight. The two of
you have been gossiping about the Hope Harborers?”

Saul smiles faintly. “Oh,
don’t take it so hard. At least we didn’t say anything nasty about
you personally.”

“Gee, thanks.” I resist the
urge to throw a wisp of potato peel into his smug face. Why is he
yanking my chain like that? “You know, it wouldn’t have surprised
me. If only you knew what kind of stories were being told
about your people before the Wall was torn down.”

“Oh?” Saul cocks an
eyebrow. “Do tell.”

“That you used to haunt the
night dressed in your dark cloaks,” I say ominously. “That you used
to snatch children away with your sharp claws, seeking them out
with eyes that glowed in the dark, so you could tear them to shreds
with your deadly talons.”

He stares at me, the
mocking smile wiped off his face. “What a load of crap,” he
mumbles, but his voice doesn’t sound like he thinks it’s nonsense
at all.

Saul sounds like I sank my
own talons into a sore spot he would have preferred to
hide.

 


When we take off again in
the late afternoon, I ask Ben the question that’s been bugging me
all through lunch.

“You think I hurt
Saul?”

Ben stares straight ahead.
“Saul used to enjoy the fact that people were scared of him. But
now there’s nobody left to scare with tales about the
darkness.”

“But that’s a good thing,
right?” I say.

“No,” Ben looks at me with
empty eyes. “Now he can sense that the same darkness has taken him
a long time ago.”
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My eyes stare unseeingly at the gray
cobblestones of the square. The crowd that had gathered to watch
Sam’s Purge has long dispersed, but I am rooted to the spot as
though I will never be able to move again.

Walt has slipped his hand into mine. When I
finally look aside, I can see tears in his eyes.

“What are we supposed to do?” I whisper.

“Nothing,” he quietly replies. “Try to be as
friendly as possible to all the people we encounter. And whatever
happens, avoid getting into a fight.” His voice trembles. Not from
anger, but from fear.

The other people in our travel party have all
poured out of the palace in the meantime. I watch as William talks
to them one by one, explaining to them in hushed yet urgent tones
what we have just witnessed. To be honest, I don’t even know
what it was that we witnessed. A society touting
peacefulness as the greatest good can’t possibly think this is
normal?

“We need to talk,” Tony says, who never left
our side.

“We certainly do,” Walt nods, his mouth set
in a grim line.

“Not here, though.” Tony casts a look around
the square, then walks over to William to pull him away from the
distraught islanders. They all look ashen and perplexed, and I
can’t say I’m surprised. One moment we’re guests in some kind of
charitable paradise where the horn of plenty overflows with
laughter, food and welcome, and the next we seem to have ended up
in a living nightmare.

“Let’s meet up in front of the church
tonight,” Walt calls out to the others. “Eight o’clock. Now please,
just go with Harry and get yourselves a comfortable place for the
night. Stay calm at all times. No shouting, running, or pushing.
And no breaking the Dartmoor rules.”

The whole Tresco group just nods obediently,
stunned into silence. They stare at the ground as they meekly trail
behind Harry, while we three remain with Tony and worriedly watch
the islanders shuffle away.

“I want to know what’s going on right now,”
William says through gritted teeth. The look he shoots Tony speaks
volumes. He’s lost his trust in Dartmoor City – even in Tony
himself.

Our savior sticks to nodding quietly, leading
us to a smaller building opposite the palace. Upon entering, we
discover it’s some kind of restaurant where simple food and drinks
are being served. We choose a table in the far left corner and sit
down. The waitress who instantly shows up is quickly sent away to
fetch some apple juice and fresh bread with cheese.

“I wouldn’t mind a beer right now,” Walt
sourly comments, looking at his father. William nods in
agreement.

“Beer?” Tony parrots.

“Yeah. It’s an alcoholic beverage made of
barley,” I explain flatly.

Tony shakes his head. “We don’t consume
alcohol in Dartmoor. It’s only used to disinfect wounds.”

“Because?” William wants to know.

“Alcohol consumption triggers violence.”

We are all quiet. “Yeah, I can imagine people
don’t want to get drunk and lose their temper here,” Walt then
comments sharply.

Tony looks at us one by one with a serious
face. “I know it must all seem very strange to you, but there’s an
explanation. After the old world was destroyed, new leaders
emerged. People with ideals based on peace and nonviolence. People
who wanted to make sure that wars like that would never be fought
again.” He takes a deep breath. “Gideon, our first leader, believed
that our community could only stay true to its ideals if we set out
to destroy violence and aggression root and branch. That’s what his
book, the New Testament, says. It taught us what Jesus thought of
violence and animosity. He disapproved of those things. He even
told us to love our enemies.”

“So does everybody agree with the way you’ve
implemented this wisdom?” William inquires in total shock.

“All the people in our cities sign a manifest
when they turn eighteen. In it, they promise they won’t use
violence to solve conflict. And we carefully observe all children
and teenagers under eighteen to find out if there are any
aggressive ones among them, so we can educate them. Should someone
turn to violence after they signed the manifest, he or she is
Purged, so our society remains true to its norms and values. And
this way, violent tendencies are also weeded out because the
aggressors won’t pass them on to any offspring.”

“Holy Agnes,” Walt whispers. “Now I
understand why you were so shocked by what happened to Praed in
Hope Harbor.” He told me that Tony was utterly devastated after the
incident, and now I get why. Henry was equally frozen with fear
when Saul’s henchmen dragged him out of his cell. In all
probability, these people have never witnessed or experienced real
violence. The minute hostility rears its ugly head, it is nipped in
the bud with a friendly smile and a merciless needle.

“But Tony!” I hiss. “Surely you don’t agree
with the way things are done around here?” I shoot him a searching
look. Somehow it doesn’t feel like his explanation about Gideon’s
teachings are spoken from the heart.

Tony leans a bit closer. “In Bodmin, things
are less strict,” he divulges in a low voice. “In my city, the
mayor issues three warnings before taking action. But President
Jacob doesn’t know that, and we’d like to keep it that way. Before
I left for Penzance, I’d just started up a new project with the
mayor to help and support teenagers and young adults with
behavioral issues. I’m a youth counselor. And I think we should try
to re-educate these people, not make them disappear.”

“But that’s a radical point of view,” William
concludes.

“Yes, it is.”

“Why is there a fence around Dartmoor
County?” I blurt out. “How does that help anyone?”

“It’s their way to keep out strangers who
don’t share their ideals,” Tony replies. “And sometimes – people
escape. Especially here. They run off before they can get arrested
and Purged, to disappear into the poisonous lands beyond the fence.
And the leaders are afraid they might be back to take revenge later
on.”

“So these people willingly expose themselves
to the old world full of sickness and radiation to avoid being
executed here?”

“More or less.”

“Well, that’s not exactly consistent with the
tenet of loving your enemies,” I remark bitterly.

Tony shakes his head. “Jesus meant to say you
shouldn’t take revenge on people who sinned against you, but
forgive them instead. If you don’t, things will escalate. But if
someone who already signed the manifest breaks the rules, the
guards are allowed to step in and take action.”

Just then, the waitress puts down a tray
filled with food and we all fall silent. The friendly smile that
appears on her face as she hands me my apple juice makes me shiver
all of a sudden. Anything could be hiding behind that smile. For
all I know she ratted out her neighbor to the guards for shouting
too loudly during an argument.

“The majority of people in Dartmoor are very
happy and content,” Tony says softly. “They think it makes sense to
eradicate aggression this way.”

“What about the people who don’t think it
makes sense?” Walt objects. “People like Sam?”

Tony casts down his gaze. “I’m sorry,” he
just says. “This is how we live, and let’s be honest – there hasn’t
been any conflict, armed or otherwise, since Dartmoor and Bodmin
were founded. Everyone has what they need. There is no hunger, no
rebellion, no crying, no pain.”

Those last few words seem to be this county’s
motto. I bite my lip to stop myself from verbally attacking Tony
again and tell him that Sam evidently did suffer from pain and
crying when they grabbed him and put him to death. It’s no use
blaming Tony for this. He didn’t come up with the idea. Besides,
he’s sort of a rebel himself, trying to ease the rules together
with Bodmin’s mayor.

“I want to leave this place,” I snap. “As
soon as possible. Early morning. Let’s just get to Moretonhampstead
and have a look at those books about the old world. I don’t feel
comfortable here anymore.”

“Ditto,” Walt agrees.

“Same goes for me,” William grumbles.

Tony nods. “I’ll make sure we can leave at
nine. Are you sure everybody wants to come along and leave so
soon?”

“Obviously,” I mumble.

Tony should have warned us. Who in his right
mind wants to stay in a city with such terrifying laws?

 


As it turns out, I am wrong about everybody’s
right mind.

When I get to the hotel that evening and go
upstairs to the room I share with Padma, she pulls me inside, her
eyes shining excitedly.

“Leia!” she says, breathless. “I’m going on a
date.” She flutters her eyelids.

“Huh?” I say. “Who with?”

“His name’s Jack. He works here. He said I
could stay with him for free if I want to look around Dartmoor for
a bit longer.”

I raise an eyebrow. “For free? Are you sure
he doesn’t want anything in return?”

Padma blushes. “Come on. It’s not like
that.”

I impatiently rub my forehead and sit down on
the bed. “I bet Jack is a nice guy, but have you taken a good look
at what this city is like? You do know what happened to that guy in
the square, don’t you?”

“Yes. I do.” Padma gives me a serious look.
“But it seems he knew perfectly well that he was breaking the law.
And it was over in a heartbeat. It didn’t hurt. I mean, if anybody
broke one of Saul’s rules, he or she would be beaten and tortured
for hours with an audience to watch the proceedings. And they
brutally killed Henry with a sword.” She restlessly worries the hem
of her dress. “I just want to live in a place without violence,”
she admits, almost inaudibly. Sudden tears roll down her
cheeks.

“Oh, Padma.” I get up and pull her into my
arms. “I understand you’ve seen your share of fighting, but do you
really think Dartmoor has found the best solution? I don’t
know.”

“You can leave tomorrow, if you want. I’ll be
fine. And there’s more people who want to stay. Jinn and Winda, for
example.”

That shuts me up and makes me really think.
Am I really the only one who feels something isn’t right about the
way things are run in Dartmoor? Or am I missing something crucially
beneficial about their means of keeping the peace?

“We’ll be back soon,” I say. “Tomorrow we’ll
visit the library in Moretonhampstead, but after that the plan is
to go to Bodmin, and we’ll pass by here. You shouldn’t rush into
any decisions about staying here.”

Padma smiles. “Okay, thanks. But don’t you
think it’s wonderful, the way total strangers are being welcomed
into the community here? That never would have happened back on
Tresco if a whole troupe of Fools had shown up in Newexter.”

“If you stay, you’ll have to sign the
manifest,” I warn her. “When you turn eighteen, anyway.”

“Manifest?” Padma repeats.

“Yes, that’s the document in which they lay
down the rules you should adhere to. Every adult breaking those
rules by being aggressive will be Purged.”

“Oh.” She frowns a little. “I get that. Well,
I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. I’ve got a few years left
to get the knack of their law system if I really want to stay
here.”

I don’t know what to say. There’s little
point in getting worked up – Padma is as stubborn as a blind Fool.
Besides, I have no right to force my opinion on her. If this town
fuels her Force, that’s too bad, but also understandable. “I’m
going to sleep,” I announce. “We’re leaving early tomorrow morning.
So we don’t have to wait for Winda and Jinn either?”

In my mind’s eye, I can still see their
terrified faces during those organized fights on the lawn in front
of the house. Attendance had been compulsory, so the twins had
always been there, but as far away from the blood and pain as
possible. All the way in the back. Winda had never been called
forward to show his strength, but his brother Jinn had, and it had
been terrible to witness. Jinn had started crying even before
entering the circle to fight Max.

When Padma blows out the candles on her
nightstand and wishes me good night, I can’t stop the dreams about
our old life full of fear and cruelty from coming to me. When my
nightmare finally allows me to run away from Saul and the manor, I
end up on the Dartmoor square, where President Jacob is waiting for
me, a needle in his hands and a malicious grin on his face.
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When Tony shows up at the gates with his bus
the following morning, a group of forty-three islanders is waiting
for him. The seven absentees are all from my side of Tresco.
Apparently, the Hope Harborers are better able to pick up on the
undercurrent of danger in this town. They’re not so foolish after
all.

Walt holds on to my hand tightly, looking
left and right to keep an eye on his people. “I told them what Tony
told us yesterday afternoon,” he says quietly. “Together with my
dad. They were all there at the church.”

“And?”

“They want to get to Bodmin as soon as they
can. Seems like a much better place to them. Thank Goddess Tony
isn’t as strict as the people here.”

“If he were, he never would have taken us
here,” I point out to him. “He knew from the start that the
islanders aren’t a bunch of meek sheep. He’s probably seen more
bloody mayhem in that one week he spent on Tresco than he saw in
his entire life before.”

Walt’s face tightens. “He should have warned
us.”

I shake my head. “I’ve been thinking.
President Jacob knows we’re just guests here. We didn’t sign that
manifest. And besides, Tony may not have realized his culture seems
so weird to us.” I smile faintly. “Remember your reaction to me
when I kept saying ‘the parents’ instead of ‘our parents’? I just
didn’t understand what your problem was.”

He smiles back awkwardly. “Yeah, and you
thought us stupid for building ships we never used to actually sail
away. We were just biding our time waiting for a miracle.”

At that moment, William approaches us. “I got
my hands on a copy of the book Gideon wrote,” he says. The volume
he’s waving in front of us looks like the books they have in Hope
Harbor. It says ‘New Testament’ in black letters. “There are huge
piles of them in their temple, so people can buy them and read them
at home. The original is in the palace under lock and key, but they
make new copies all the time, that church lady said.”

Just for a split second, I feel a pang of
resentment stabbing at my heart. Despite their rather extreme norms
and values, the leaders of Dartmoor have no problem sharing their
Book with everybody, even with people from outside of town. With
us, there was just the one copy, and Saul always guarded it
anxiously. And from what I heard, the people on Walt’s side of the
Wall weren’t allowed free access to the Bookkeeper’s Library
either. Everyone here is able to read Gideon’s book, so there are
no secrets. So I wonder how things ever got to this state.

“Can I read it?” I ask eagerly.

William hands me his latest acquisition. “Be
my guest,” he says. “Something to keep you occupied during our
trip.”

At that moment, the front door of the bus
opens with a hissing sound, and the people almost trample each
other in their rush to get inside. Saying the visit to Dartmoor
wasn’t the success we hoped for is putting it mildly.

Walt boards the bus after me and sits down
with me in the seats at the front. “Where’s Padma?” he asks.
“Wasn’t she your roommate for the night?”

I haven’t told him yet that she wants to stay
here a bit longer. “She didn’t feel like coming,” I mumble. “We’ll
pick her up on our way back.”

President Jacob is here to see us off. Next
to him is his ailing daughter. The blissful smile on his face as he
looks up at the bus windows makes me sick. I can’t look at it
anymore without thinking of the murder that was committed in the
square. Whether boys with grim faces and swords in their hands or
composed soldiers carrying painless needles do it – it doesn’t make
a difference. Henry never wanted to die, and neither did Sam. He’d
been scared out of his wits. He’d begged the guards for mercy, to
spare his life so he could be there for his family. Had they simply
accepted his Purge afterwards – obediently nodding in agreement
because Sam had signed the manifest and knew the rules? Or had they
revolted too and been taken care of out of sight?

“I’m happy this isn’t the only city in the
new world,” Walt mumbles as he dutifully waves at the president.
The bus starts rolling away, and very soon, the walled city is no
more than a gray stain and a terrifying memory on the horizon.

I smile bleakly. “I know. Me too.” I hold up
the New Testament. “You want to read along?”

“Sure, that’d be nice.”

As the level road to Moretonhampstead is
smoothly eaten away by the wheels of the bus, we read about Jesse,
the bogeyman from Walt’s religion, whose real name is slightly
different. I have to admit I’m very much impressed with his life
and teachings, although some of the elements seem like a fairytale
to me. Walt, on the other hand, becomes less and less responsive to
my remarks and observations, until he turns his eyes away from the
book completely.

“What’s up?” I ask gingerly.

He shrugs. “It’s just – this is difficult for
me. Reading about him. We always thought Jesus represented evil
temptation. How could we have gotten it so wrong?”

“Well, in here people can read his words
straight from the source and they’re still getting it
wrong,” I point out. “That’s just the way it is. It’s the same
thing that happens in the Whisper Game. Where you sit in a circle
and you whisper the message to the next person so it comes out all
garbled in the end?”

Walt shakes his head. “We don’t know that
game.”

“Oh.” I sigh. “Well, you get the idea. Over
time, important information gets distorted to the point that it
doesn’t even resemble the original message anymore. Just look at
us. We thought some fairytale hero was our forefather.”

“Tony says they have images of the story in
that library. So you can watch the story. A movie, I think he
called it?”

With a heavy sigh, I slam Gideon’s book shut.
“Yeah. I just might.”

“Might?” Walt shoots me a surprised look.

I can’t really explain why, but I realize
that I don’t actually care what was told about Luke and Leia in the
books and movies of yore. What we did with that knowledge has been
transformed so immensely over the years that it will probably only
depress me if I see the original. “You know what I would really
like to see?” I say softly, yet urgently. “Exeter.”

Walt stares at me in fascination. “Yeah,” he
agrees. “Yes, I’d like that too. That’s where we all come
from.”

I smile. “Exactly. At least that’s real.”

“You think we can go there?”

“It’s not that far from Moretonhampstead,” I
say, digging up a map from my shoulder bag. I got it from the
museum we visited during our tour of the city yesterday. It’s a
replica of a page from an old map book they had on display –
something called an atlas. According to the plaque, it was a
‘Collins Britain’ from 2023. The page replica I got from the shop
shows Devon and Cornwall long before the war broke out and the
world was destroyed.

Walt’s eyes skim the map. “That’s at least a
half-day walk,” he protests.

“So we take one of those electric
vehicles.”

“Well, if someone wants to give us a ride…”
Walt gets up from his seat and leans forward to address Tony in the
driver’s seat. “Hey, Tony, can we do some sightseeing in Exeter
too?”

“I’m afraid not,” I hear him say to my utter
disappointment. “There’s radiation hazard in the entire area. And
the risk of catching the disease, of course.”

“So can’t we look at it from a distance?”
Walt tries again.

“You can take a bus from Moretonhampstead to
Dunsford. It’s a village close to the fence. About ten miles away
from Exeter. Trust me, you can’t get any closer. All the roads
leading there were either destroyed or blocked. Well, apart from
the one footpath, that is.”

“A footpath?” I echo. “Why is it there?”

Tony hesitates for a few beats. “It’s for the
pilgrims.”

“Who are they?” I inquire.

“Some people in Dartmoor suffer from the war
disease,” our friend from Bodmin explains. “Which means they will
never recover. We don’t have a cure. Sometimes, patients leave for
Exeter a few weeks before their deaths to visit the cathedral and
take an object from the interior to give to the Dartmoor church.
The cathedral is the holiest building in all of Devon and Cornwall.
Sometimes, they don’t make it – they collapse from radiation
symptoms before even getting out of Exeter. That’s why we always
send two people at once. If one is too weak, the other person can
still take the object to make a donation in the dead pilgrim’s
name.”

“Does that mean there are always two people
available to make the trip at the same time?” Walt wonders
aloud.

“Well. Some of those people are volunteers.
According to the manifest, they should be Purged, so they offer
their services to the church to wash away their sins and not fear
death.”

“So it’s a suicide mission,” I conclude
incredulously.

“Yes.” Tony nods solemnly. “But they do it of
their own free will. In case neither of the two returns, a small
monument is erected for them in Dartmoor’s graveyard.”

“And Dunsford is the starting point for these
pilgrims?” Walt asks.

“That’s right. But don’t delude yourself –
there is no way you’ll get past the border control. Only people who
are on death’s doorstep can leave for Exeter.”

“So what do they take from that cathedral?” I
want to know. “What kind of beautiful trinkets are in there that
make people sacrifice their lives?”

“Symbols from Gideon’s religion. Crosses and
goblets, icons, books full of hymns. Every pilgrim can pick one
thing to take back. But they don’t swap their lives for those
objects, Leia. They do it in honor of their religion.”

I can’t help but suddenly think of a certain
passage in Gideon’s book. Jesus outside the temple, overturning the
tables of moneychangers and salesmen selling precious merchandise.
He did it because he thought a house of worship should never get
involved with accumulating wealth. And then I think of the priests
in Walt’s city, whose grabby hands hid all the gifts to the Goddess
in a cave far away from Hope Harbor, so they could reap the
benefits themselves.

“Whatever,” I say curtly. With a frown, I
lean against Walt’s side and stare ahead through the windshield as
Walt and William ask our guide even more questions.

Tony can say what he will – my mind is set on
getting to Exeter. Nobody is going to stop me. If terminally ill
people manage to go there and come back, then surely I can take a
quick look around as well.

I really hope Walt is willing to tag along,
because I have no idea how to pull it off, as of yet.
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Once we’re inside the Moretonhampstead
Library, Walt and William can’t stop gawking at all the books it
contains. Most people in our travel party ask one of the librarians
to show them around, but we three decide to look around by
ourselves, checking out whatever looks most interesting to us.

“Have a look at this,” Walt exclaims,
stopping in front of a large map on the wall. “This was what the
world looked like before the war broke out.”

The giant land mass, printed in all different
colors of the rainbow, is dwarfed by the amount of water
surrounding it. “It’s like a big island,” I say. “Or two islands,
more like. Where’s Cornwall?”

Finding our current whereabouts proves to be
very difficult. At last, we manage to pinpoint a small, irregularly
shaped island called Great Britain. “That’s the country that
Cornwall formerly belonged to,” William mumbles. “But Cornwall is
not on this map. It’s – too small.”

Again, I get the feeling that the world is
never-ending. Frighteningly wide. Filled with people who are all so
different from me. Seven days ago, I stole Saul’s book and broke
the rules for the first time, and now, I find myself here. It feels
as though that theft took place years ago. So much has happened and
so much has changed that it overwhelms me.

“Walt,” I mumble, tugging at his arm and
pulling him away from the map. “I want to go to Dunsford. And to
Exeter from there. That’s the only thing in the old world I really
want to see.”

Walt shoots me a baffled look. “But Tony said
they won’t allow us.” He lowers his voice. “You want to sneak
out?”

I shrug. “Wouldn’t be the first time I
climbed a wall or fence I’m not supposed to look behind.”

He starts to smile. “Yeah, same here.” He
casts a nervous look over his shoulder. His father has sat down at
the table and is engrossed in a large volume entitled ‘Encyclopedia
– Tonalite-Vesuvius’. “You want to go right now?”

“Yes, actually I do.” I cock my head and look
at him. “Unless you want to stick around to unveil the mysteries of
the Tonalite-Vesuvius. Whatever that is.”

Walt bursts out laughing. “Nah, never mind.
I’ll ask my dad for the summary.”

He turns around and quickly tells his father
about our plan to spend the rest of the day exploring the
neighborhood. He doesn’t mention just how far we plan to venture
out, though. We don’t want to alarm him.

“So I’ll catch up with the two of you in the
hotel tonight,” William says. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep myself
entertained.”

After we step outside, I slip my hand into
Walt’s hand and look up at him. “How do we get to Dunsford? Tony
said there’s a bus, but how are we supposed to drive it?”

“It’s being driven,” Walt replies. “Every
half hour. By a driver who does it for a living.” He inches toward
me and continues in a serious voice: “Entering Exeter might make us
sick. Tony said it would. Don’t get me wrong, I want to see the
place just as much as you do, but you have to promise me we’ll turn
around and go back the minute we start feeling unwell. The first
symptoms of radiation poisoning are headache and vomiting.”

“Of course.” I smile, pressing a kiss to his
cheek. “Thanks for coming with me.”

“My pleasure. You’re not the only one with a
sense of adventure. I’ve rocked some boats in my life, too.”

A passer-by is kind enough to tell us that
the bench opposite the library is a bus stop. That’s where we can
wait for the bus to Dunsford to get here. We’re lucky – it shows up
at the end of the street just as we’re about to sit down. The door
opens with that peculiar hissing sound I’m getting used to, and a
man with a brown cap on his head greets us amicably as we
board.

The two seats behind the driver are still
free, so that’s where we sit. We’re starting to have our ‘usual’
seats on a bus, I think with a smile. I have to admit, the new
world is equipped with everything to make life easy. I wouldn’t
mind having a bus service like this on Tresco, connecting east and
west. That would save a lot of time. The westerners have
domesticated their horses and ride them regularly, but we don’t
have that. For us, it was a sport to get close enough to a wild
horse to jump on its back and ride around without falling off. I
was always good at that. Ben said my skills with horses wouldn’t
help me much when it came down to surviving the wild, but I always
ignored his comments. He was probably just jealous.

For the very first time since leaving the
island, I wonder how Ben and Saul are doing. It’s strange – now
that I’m so far away from the place where they used to terrify me,
I can’t imagine why I was ever that scared of them. I’ve seen much
more horrifying things by now. With Saul, at least it was clear he
was a cruel brute, but the people in charge of Dartmoor hide their
bloodthirstiness behind a mask of pacifism. How did the new world
get twisted this way?

“You still have Gideon’s book with you?” I
ask Walt as we drive out of town and once again dissolve into the
greens and grays of the moors.

He pulls it out of his pocket. “Yeah, I do.
You want to read some more?”

I look sideways. “What I’d like to know is
where the Dartmoorers’ motto comes from.”

“The no crying, no pain thing?” Walt flips
through the book. “I happen to know that, because my dad bookmarked
that particular passage. He asked about it in the church.”

The story is called ‘Revelations’ and the
chapter marked by a piece of ribbon sticking out is number
twenty-one. “I saw a new heaven and a new earth,” I read out
softly. “For the first heaven and the first earth had passed away,
and the sea was no more.”

“What does that mean?” Walt wonders aloud.
“The sea is still there, isn’t it?”

“No idea.” My eyes absorb the words. “Then I
saw the holy city, New Dartmoor, coming down out of heaven. God’s
home is now among his people.” The next line contains the words I
was looking for.

“How can Dartmoor be in that holy book?” Walt
mumbles. “This is a text from the old world, right?”

“It’s not the original text, remember?” I
observe. “It’s in the palace. Maybe they put in some extra things
to clarify the meaning.”

It doesn’t take long for us to get to
Dunsford. In the distance, I can see the high fence surrounding all
of Dartmoor County. In my memory it was a lot lower. Only a miracle
will get us over that fence without anyone seeing us, so I’m hoping
for one.

The bus calls at a few important-looking
buildings in the little town of Dunsford. The driver calls out
where we are each time. City Hall. Market. Hospital. And then he
announces the border checkpoint. “Final stop,” he adds. “All
passengers need to leave this bus.”

Walt gets up and reaches for my hand. “You
coming?”

We get off and stand there, looking around a
bit forlornly. All the other passengers clearly have business here.
They fan out and disappear into various directions, leaving us
lingering next to the bus stop long after the vehicle has left
again.

“Let’s walk over to the checkpoint,” Walt
suggests. “Who knows, we might be able to see Exeter from there.”
He doesn’t sound very convinced.

Slowly, we make our way to the border gate,
and suddenly I feel stupid for wanting to come here so badly. Tony
is right – we’ll never get past the guards. The gate is under
constant surveillance and the fence around Dartmoor is so tall that
we have no way of scaling it to hop over. It’s made of a metallic
material that looks like a net. It reminds me of the aluminum used
in Tony’s devices.

“So what do we do?” I ask Walt.

“I don’t know. I bet we don’t look sick
enough to slip through.”

My eyes sweep the road ahead. I want to know
if any vehicles are leaving Dartmoor, because I just saw a small
van coming into the gate. On the side it says ‘Maintenance’ in big,
colorful letters. It must transport workmen who are responsible for
keeping the fence in optimal condition.

Just at that moment, I hear someone calling
us. Soft, yet insistent. “Hey. You over there.”

I turn around at the same time as Walt and
spot a guy our age, his face partially hidden by a ginger fringe.
He’s leaning against the gatehouse and has his eyes fixed on us. As
he pushes off the wall and walks away, he beckons us, his feet
following the line of the impenetrable fence.

“Now what does he want?” Walt
hisses.

“No clue, but loitering here is pretty much
pointless. Let’s follow him.”

The red-haired guy is speeding up
considerably now. He gracefully jumps over the holes and dents in
the earth next to the fence. After about two thousand paces we end
up at a small farm that seems to have nestled up against the fence,
like an animal seeking shelter and safety. Only then does the boy
turn around. He smiles when he sees we’ve followed him – he might
have thought we wouldn’t.

“Hi,” I begin insecurely. “I’m Leia. And this
is Walt.”

“Victor,” he introduces himself before
falling silent and taking us in with narrowed eyes. “You both want
to go outside?”

My eyes widen. “How do you know?”

He cocks his head. “I can tell. I’m trained
to spot people who want to, you know. Otherwise me and my mom
wouldn’t be able to help refugees. It’s not like they come to the
border carrying big signs saying ‘Get Me Out’ if they want to
leave.”

“People – can’t leave here?” Walt
stammers.

Victor raises an eyebrow. “You’re clearly not
from around here. That’s what I thought. Your accent is kind of
strange, too. But, no Walt, people can’t leave here. Everybody
signs a contract and afterwards the government wants to keep them
inside. The less influence from outside, the better. No unrest, no
iffy diseases, no trouble. President Jacob takes good care of his
flock, so what could they possibly want out there?” He sniffs
contemptuously. “Isn’t it funny that Dartmoor used to be a prison
in the old days? Very – fitting, so to speak.”

I can’t believe my ears. The whole situation
is even worse than I thought. “So everybody’s trapped here?” I ask,
my voice cracking.

The hardness in Victor’s face dissolves. His
eyes take on a hint of sadness. “No. Most people are fine living
like this. This way they don’t have to think about what should be
changed.”

“Can you help us to get to Exeter?” Walt
asks. “That’s why we want to leave.”

“Exeter?” Victor echoes. “What the hell
for?”

“That’s none of your business,” I snap
impatiently. “Can you help us or not?”

“That depends.” He gauges me with his green
eyes. “What’s in it for me?”

Oh. I hadn’t really expected that. So far,
we’ve only met charitable, selfless people in Dartmoor who said
they believed in miracles and generosity. This guy obviously has a
very different life philosophy. Which shouldn’t surprise me,
because he’s opposed to Dartmoor’s government. “Uhm,” I stammer.
“What would you like?”

An unpleasant smile creeps up Victor’s face
when his gaze rakes me up and down. “Well,” he starts out
suggestively.

Out of nowhere, Walt is between me and the
redhead. He shoots Victor a contemptuous glare. “Hold that thought,
and don’t say it out loud if you know what’s good for you,” he says
icily.

Victor turns pale. “Fine.”

An idea pops into my head. “I have this,” I
say, handing over the New Testament. “It isn’t worth much, but if
you help us I promise I’ll bring you an object from the cathedral.
You’ll get it when we come back.”

I see him swiftly considering my offer.
“Deal,” he says, his voice trembling slightly. Apparently, my
proposal is even more tempting than I thought.

He turns around and walks toward the farm.
Walt frowns at Victor before grabbing my hand. “What a
disrespectful brat,” he grumbles. “The way he looked you over. I
had half a mind to knock him over the head.”

I laugh nervously. “I wouldn’t do that around
here, if I were you. Before you know it, soldiers will be here,
needles at the ready.” I lean into him and kiss him gently on the
lips. “Thanks for standing up for me,” I whisper.

“You’re welcome,” he replies. “Now let’s take
a look at how Victor is planning to get us out of this place.”

 


That quickly becomes evident when Victor
leads us into the barn where they keep cattle. In the rear wall is
a door, almost invisible amidst the old, dark wooden planks. It
swings open on creaky hinges, showing us the world beyond the
fence. So there’s a hole in the barrier – a gate used by refugees
who have reconsidered the president’s promise of a perfect life
under Gideon’s law.

“How far is it to Exeter?” I say, gazing into
the distance.

“About seven miles.” Victor shoots me a
dubious look. “Are you sure you’re prepared enough for this
trip?”

“We have a map.” I grab Walt’s hand and drag
him along. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Make sure you follow the track running
downhill from here,” Victor warns us. “It will keep the border
patrol from seeing you once you go off into the wild.”

“Where do all the refugees go?” Walt wants to
know. “I thought the wilderness was poisoned land?”

Victor grins. “I’m not supposed to talk about
it. But don’t worry – all those selfish, violent thugs who escape
are better off out there.”

I’m happy we’re leaving. Victor’s sarcastic,
self-satisfied ways are starting to grate on my nerves. “And so
will we,” I add. “What time should we be back?”

“Before dark, please.”

Walt nods briefly and we walk out the door
hand in hand. Victor is right – there’s a narrow trail crossing the
moor, probably worn out by the feet of all the refugees who have
fled Dartmoor before.

“Well, we’re on our way,” Walt says, letting
out a relieved sigh once we end up at the bottom of the hill and
Dartmoor is hidden from view. “It’s about a two-hour walk.”

“Walk?” I smile at him. “Why would we
walk?”

“What do you suggest, sprout wings?”

I bump his shoulder. “No, silly. We’re going
to ride a horse.”

Walt seems even more puzzled now. “What?”

“Wild horses live on these moors,” I explain.
With my trained eyes, I spotted their tracks as soon as we left the
farm, not to mention all the dried-out horse pats. Walt has
probably never ridden a wild horse before, and already I’m
chuckling at the thought of him sitting behind me and desperately
clinging to my back during our trip. It doesn’t happen a lot that
I’m better at something.

“Well, they sure know how to hide.” He casts
a look around. “Come on, let’s just go on foot.”

“What, are you scared?” I tease him.

“Of riding some wild, unpredictable animal
into an irradiated city? Why would I?” he deadpans. Only the slight
tremor in his voice tells me that I’m actually right.

“Just leave it to me.” I point at a patch of
woodland rising up from the moor. “Why don’t you have a seat? I’ll
be right back with our ride.”

“Sure.” Walt demonstratively plunks down on
one of the rocks along the trail.

I walk a bit further downhill and veer off
toward the patch of trees that the horse tracks lead to. I’m sure
at least part of the herd will be there, because the woods probably
contain a source of water.

I tiptoe along, carefully stepping over dry
bushes. The grass mutes my footsteps. When I get to the edge of the
woods, I know I was right – I can even smell the animals. It’s a
slightly different scent than what I’m used to, and when I
stealthily zigzag through the trees to reach the small pool in the
middle, I understand why. They’re ponies. Tony has told us about
these animals. Apparently, there are strings of wild Dartmoor
ponies, but also domesticated ones, and the latter are used as
riding animals within the fence. These animals are definitely not
tame, but so small that I’ll have no problem catching one to jump
on its back. What’s more, their manes are so long that I can easily
hold on.

The animal closest to me looks like a filly.
That’s fortunate, because I want to steer clear of stallions for
now. I crawl toward the animal. It’s a good thing I’m upwind so she
can’t catch my scent.

It’s only when I grab the filly’s mane and
swing myself onto her back in one fluid motion that the rest of her
string becomes aware of my presence. The other three take off,
whinnying and snorting. My filly is bucking to throw me off, but I
don’t let go and press my legs into her sides. Leaning toward her
ear, I softly whisper to her, and when she finally calms down I rub
her head and neck while humming a tune. Of course I didn’t bring
any honey candies, so my sweet singing will have to do in this
case.

When I leave the woods shortly afterwards and
steer my new pony toward Walt sitting on his stone, he gapes at me
as if I suddenly grew three extra heads. “What – how did you do
that?” he marvels.

I smile. “Patience, charm and persistence.
You coming?”

He shoots the filly a suspicious look. “How
am I supposed to get on without stirrups?”

“Just hold on to me and you can’t go
wrong.”

After three fruitless attempts, Walt finally
manages to clamber up and sit behind me – and I’m secretly thanking
my lucky stars I didn’t catch an actual horse. We’d have been here
until sunset.

With a cheeky grin on my lips I turn around.
“So, shall we?”

He moans. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t
you?”

“Just a little.” The filly takes off after I
lightly spur her on. I’ve studied the map of the surrounding area
meticulously, and I’m sure I know which way to go to get to Exeter.
Fortunately, the weather couldn’t be more beautiful, so I can see
where the sun is in the sky. I do get thirsty very soon, but I
don’t think it’s a good idea to stop for water. It could be
polluted, and besides, if we get off, our pony will make a run for
it.

Despite my dry mouth, I genuinely enjoy the
trip. The landscape is less barren and hostile than I expected,
even though the vegetation is sparser than it is in Dartmoor. Here
and there, we hear birdsong. Apparently, some birds survived all
the brutal wars. Or maybe they flew in from the islands off the
coast of Cornwall to come take a look at the new world. Just like
us.
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The sun has passed the highest point in the
sky by the time we can make out a large, scorched area in the
distance.

“There it is,” Walt says breathlessly as we
come closer. “That’s Exeter.”

Not much is left of the place. For just a
moment, I feel disappointed, but it doesn’t stop me from
dismounting and following Walt toward the edge of the blackened
field. Strangely enough, our pony doesn’t even bolt immediately.
Instead, she observes our next steps with a glint of curiosity in
her dark eyes.

Our next course of action is to get onto the
main road leading into the city. It’s still clearly visible,
despite the destruction all around us. I try to suppress a shiver
when I look aside and am almost certain I see pale, human bones
lying by the side of the road. Could they belong to one of the
pilgrims who never made it?

Some buildings still stand partly erect –
like crooked, black fingers, they reach up into the sky. Desperate,
distorted claws raised in a final gesture to beg for mercy. But
what immediately catches my eye is the one structure that doesn’t
seem affected in the least. A colossal, white building, richly
ornamented on the outside. Its tall, blockish tower seems to want
to touch the hovering clouds. But the roof of this holy building
reaches almost as high, its edges decked out with slender, white
pinnacles. My breath catches in my throat when I look at it.

“The cathedral,” Walt mumbles. “It’s like a
higher power prevented it from being destroyed. Everything around
it is gone.”

He’s right. Was it possible that Jesse
protected this cathedral – or Jesus, as they called him here?

The silence grows oppressive, making my ears
ring. Here, in the bombed city of Exeter, we hear no birdsong.
Nothing stirs, not even a breath of wind. When I turn to Walt, I
see his eyes are red-rimmed. This whole situation doesn’t leave him
cold, either.

“Everything’s dead,” I whisper.

“Yeah. Because of the bombs.” He takes my
hand and pulls me in to plant a soft kiss on my mouth. “But
luckily, our ancestors got out in time.”

Together, we stand in the middle of a
blackened field that might once have been a park. This city must
have harbored thousands of people, maybe more. But no one in the
old world respected its beauty enough to spare it and save Exeter
for posterity.

“Shall we go in?” I propose.

“Well, it’s the only place we can actually
enter, so let’s,” Walt replies with a bitter smile.

It’s a short walk to get to the main
entrance. The doors are pretty tall, but completely dwarfed by the
arc stretching out above them. Triangles, circles and lines are
engaged in an intricate dance across the stained glass windows,
which remind me of the windows in the palace dinner hall. A row of
statuettes depicting men decorate the ledge above the door. Maybe
those are the people who built this cathedral.

When Walt pushes against the right door, it
swings open with a squeaky sound. Inside the cathedral it is dark,
but once my eyes get used to the sparse light I can see how
beautifully the interior is decorated as well. Even the ceiling is
ornamented in stripes that fan out and remind me of the cockle
shells on our northern beach. And everything is so dizzyingly tall.
So vast. If Saul had ever had the chance to do his speeches here,
he would have captivated his audience even more.

“Can you imagine what it would have been like
if your temple had looked like this?” I ask quietly.

Walt smiles. “It would have been weird,
without Annabelle.”

The giant pillars supporting the vault
feature tapestries depicting Jesus and a woman who faintly
resembles Annabelle. She’s holding a baby in her arms.

My breath hitches when my gaze lands on a
bizarre, black construction made of metal tubes. It’s all the way
in the back of the cathedral. Somehow, it reminds me of a face – a
kind of mask like Dark Father wore in the stories. But it can’t be
– the people whom we thought were our ancestors never existed, and
they can’t have been important enough to depict in churches and
cathedrals of the old religion.

Walt pulls me along to a large table in the
back. “The altar,” he says pensively. “We have something
similar.”

And then, a small, shiny object catches my
eye. It glimmers golden in the rays of sunlight streaming into the
cathedral through a clear-glass side window. It’s a cross made of
gold, with inlaid red, transparent stones. It’s not on the altar,
but lies half-forgotten on the floor behind a large, stone bowl on
some kind of pedestal.

As Walt lays his hands reverently on the
altar, I stoop down and reach for the small crucifix – that’s what
Sonia called them during our visit to the church. It feels cold in
my hand when I pick it up, but the stones gleam at me with a warm,
red glow. It looks stunning amidst the shambles left of the old
order – a thing of beauty in a world capable of mass destruction.
I’m taking this. It’s a shame I’ll have to hand it over to Victor,
but at least I can keep it with me for a few hours, and feel its
weight in my pocket on our walk back to Dunsford. Our filly will be
gone by now. Animals usually have a sharp instinct warning them to
stay away from dangerous places.

Only then do I realize that I haven’t
experienced any physical pain so far. No headaches, no nausea,
nothing at all.

“Walt?” I move toward him. He’s looking at
the stained glass window above his head, the center piece featuring
the same lady dressed in blue holding her baby. She is surrounded
by feminine-looking men with wings on their backs. Truly
bizarre.

“Yes?” he replies absently.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine.” He turns away from the window and
smiles at me. “Sorry for being so quiet. I’m just sort of overcome
with everything in here.”

“No, that’s not what I mean.” I take his
hand. “Aren’t you feeling sick? No symptoms of radiation
poisoning?”

“No, actually.” He blinks in confusion.
“Well, that’s odd. But so much the better. Maybe we should go
anyway. I don’t want to stick around for hours.”

“Yeah, I get that.” I show him the golden
crucifix. “Look, this is what I’m bringing for Victor.”

“That’s really beautiful.” Walt pulls me into
his arms and softly kisses me. “Just as beautiful as you,” he adds.
“Fortunately, Victor won’t get you as a gift.”

“Yeah, that’s a good thing.” I kiss him back
and think back to the moment Walt told Victor off. No one has ever
protected me like that, except Colin. It feels good. I sigh
contentedly and lean into Walt as our kiss deepens. The silence in
the cathedral is broken by laughter bubbling up in my throat when
his hands slip down to my waist, and then even lower.

“Walt!” I hiss. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?” he asks, perplexed.

“Touching me inappropriately while in a holy
place.” I wink at him. “You remember what you did to me in our
graveyard?”

His cheeks turn red, but he doesn’t let go.
“I don’t mind going somewhere else,” he suggests a bit huskily.
When he dips his head, his lips land on mine again. “Maybe I can
touch you appropriately, then,” he mumbles against my mouth.

Now I feel my own cheeks getting hot. “I,
uhm, have my own room in the hotel,” I stammer.

Walt smiles. “Let’s go back before it gets
dark,” he whispers.

“Brilliant idea.” I chuckle and slip out of
his arms, proceeding to the heavy door of the cathedral. We quickly
leave the premises and head out of the destroyed city unscathed to
get to Moretonhampstead before we won’t be able to find our way
back anymore.

 


Without our filly, the trip back takes
considerably longer. Moreover, we have to trudge the last mile
uphill. I’m dead beat by the time we get back to the narrow track
leading to Victor’s barn. But other than that, I feel fine – no
queasiness or headache. It looks like we made a lucky escape. The
sickness that chased our forefathers across the sea has left us
alone.

“Leia,” I suddenly hear Walt hiss in alarm.
“Wait.”

He stops directly in front of me and ducks
down. I follow suit as he crawls forward and hides behind a large
rock sticking out of the moorland.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart beating in my
throat.

“There’s a group of Peacekeepers there,” he
replies. “You know, those soldiers armed with needles. I think they
may have discovered the hole in the fence.”

“What?” I whisper sharply, crawling forward
to look around the rock. Then I see what he means – six men in
uniform are standing next to the farm on the other side of the
fence. A seventh soldier has gone into the barn and is just opening
the secret door in the back wall, staring out wide-eyed.

There is no sign of mother and son.

“They were found out,” Walt says flatly.
“This doesn’t look good.”

I shiver involuntarily. Although Victor
wasn’t my favorite person in the world, he didn’t deserve this.
There is little doubt as to what they will do with him. Or will
these people show mercy for someone who isn’t aggressive himself
but helps others who are? I don’t know, but right now there are far
more pressing matters requiring our attention.

“How are we ever going to get back in
undetected?” I ask in despair.

Walt casts a look around. “I guess just
showing up at the gates isn’t going to go down well. Maybe we can
climb the fence?”

“It’s way too high for that,” I protest. In
the distance, I can hear the grumble of an engine.

“Something’s coming,” Walt observes, peeking
out his head over the rock. “One of those maintenance vans.”

“I bet they’re going to patch up the hole in
the fence,” I say, dejectedly closing my eyes.

“This may be our chance,” Walt says. “Look,
they’re parking the van a little ways away from the hole. It’s too
bumpy and steep to put it right next to the fence.”

“So?”

“While they busy themselves fixing their
precious fence, we can hide inside the van. It will go back to
Dartmoor eventually.”

I stare at Walt. “You’re a genius,” I say
from the bottom of my heart.

He flashes me his familiar, arrogant grin. “I
know, sweetheart. So, are you coming? I’ll go first.”

“Pff,” I mutter, but I’m only too happy to
trail behind him. Or crawl, more like. It’s a good thing the moors
are overgrown with tall grass, hiding us from view as we make our
way to the van that will be our ticket in. The soil around the
vehicle is barren, though, so we crouch and run the final few yards
to the back doors. They’re unlocked. Nobody is behind the wheel
either. The entire team is working on the fence, using obscure
tools and big coils of metal wire.

“Hide behind those,” Walt says, pointing at a
high stack of boxes. “When they come back to put their stuff in
here, they won’t be able to see us.” He pulls the door shut. The
only light inside the loading compartment comes from the grimy
little window in the back door.

When I slump down on the cold, metal floor
and crawl into Walt’s embrace, I realize how afraid I was before. I
let out a shuddering breath and try to stop my tears. Pressing my
face against his shoulder, I snake my arms around his waist.

“You okay?” he asks, gently caressing my
hair.

“No,” I sob. “I put us both in mortal danger.
We could have gotten sick in Exeter. And now we might be Purged by
those creeps for sneaking out of Dartmoor.”

“Except we didn’t get sick,” Walt says
decidedly. “And as long as we manage to get back into Dartmoor
County unnoticed, we’ll be fine.” He kisses my forehead. “Hey, I
went with you to Exeter of my own free will. I could have said
no.”

“Are you happy we went?” I want to know.

“Well, happy isn’t the word I am looking for,
but I do think it was good for me to see it.” Walt rubs his face
absently. “Before we left Hope Harbor, I was afraid that my people
would never again be able to live in peace, because of all the
changes in our lives. But I’m convinced it will never get as bad as
it was in the old world.”

I nod. “Our island isn’t the worst place in
the world. It may be primitive, but our way of life is much more
natural.”

“I’d still like to see more of the world,
though,” Walt muses. “There has to be more than just Cornwall.
Other peoples. Other societies.”

“I don’t know. This may be all that’s left.”
I hold my breath when I suddenly feel the van wobble lightly.
Apparently, someone has hopped into the car to sit down at the
wheel. When the engine roars to life, I can’t suppress a squeal of
excitement.

“We’re going back,” Walt whispers. “Thank
Goddess.”

 


After the van stops moving, it doesn’t take
long before the driver opens the doors to the loading area to take
out some goods. Fortunately, he ignores the boxes we’re hiding
behind for the moment, so when he strolls off carrying a bundle of
planks in his arms, we seize the opportunity to hop out and slink
away.

We turn out to be in some kind of backyard. I
can’t make out our exact location, but the building on the right
seems to be one of the gatehouses we saw near the exit to the
outside world.

I blindly grab Walt’s hand when I hear a
gruff voice behind us. “What’s your business here?”

We slowly turn around and stare into the face
of a tall man with curly, dark hair.

“Oh, we’re just looking around,” Walt replies
oafishly. He gives the man an innocent smile, extending his hand.
“I’m Walt, assistant Bookkeeper on Tresco. Tony is giving us a
grand tour of Dartmoor, as per President Jacob’s instructions.”

The eyes of the man who was probably the
driver of our getaway car soften a bit. “Oh, yes, I’ve heard about
that. Well, you’re not supposed to be back here,” he says. “We’ve
had some – trouble. People had to be taken away. Pretty awful, all
of it.”

I put on my stupidest face. “I hope things
didn’t get too violent,” I mumble. “You kind of startled me by
snapping at us. It scared me.”

The man visibly pales. “Oh, no, I didn’t mean
it like that. I was just talking loudly because you scared
me. Did I seem aggressive?” He pronounces the word as though
it might kill him on the spot.

Walt puts a reassuring hand on the driver’s
shoulder. “No worries. We’ve had a mighty good time in Dunsford.
Could you possibly show us to the nearest bus stop? We really
should be going back to Moretonhampstead.”

“Of course,” the man replies helpfully. He
leads the way back to the square near the border gate where Victor
furtively addressed us, pointing at a bench under a large chestnut
tree before taking off in the direction of the guardhouse.

My heart stars to hammer in my chest when I
see just how many soldiers and border guards are patrolling the
square and crowding near the gatehouse. Is it a coincidence that
Victor was caught in the act just after we used his secret doorway?
Or are these people also looking for us – because someone might
have seen us talking to Victor and thought it was suspicious?

My hand clasps the golden crucifix in the
pocket of my cardigan. We have to get out of here – right this
second.

As if Walt’s Goddess is smiling down on us,
the bus shows up at that moment. Walt jumps up from the bench just
a tiny bit too eagerly and drags me along to the door. “You think
anybody saw us?” he mutters under his breath.

“I don’t know. Let’s sit all the way in the
back this time,” I suggest in a low voice.

We both get on, care-free smiles plastered on
our faces as we pass the bus driver and make our way to the back
seats. It’s only after the bus starts moving and the square full of
soldiers slides out of view that I can relax my fingers cramped
around the golden treasure from the cathedral.
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13 – Alisa

 


After a long journey home, we bring Carl the
good news about the new, secret shipyard that the Eldest approved
of. Ben immediately declares that he wants to be a part of the red
herring team in St Martin, and Carl is fine with that. He has
probably noticed too how much our trip to Newexter has affected
Ben.

“Would you mind being my messenger?” Carl
asks me. “I am going to send my eight trustees on their way east.
They’re supposed to stay there permanently, and I want to know how
the work progresses. Which means someone needs to travel back and
forth to carry letters and reports.”

I nod. “I’m going to be a busy woman,” I
grin. “I promised to be the Bookkeeper’s acting assistant, and of
course I’m still working for Daryl too.”

“Oh, well, necessity is the mother of a
glorious career,” the shipyard superintendent replies, his voice
playful and serious at the same time. “Let’s just hope hard times
will be over soon.”

I think hard times would be over in no time
at all if only the Bookkeeper would adopt a clear position, but
strangely enough, he hasn’t yet. Nathan did blacklist all the
Phileans who were somehow involved in riots and protest marches,
but he hasn’t once organized an assembly in the square to address
all Hope Harborers and tell them there is no point in aggressively
holding on to the past – with an emphasis on ‘aggressively’.

Mulling over everything, I walk back home,
where I find the house empty. My parents are both still at work. I
pick up an apple from the fruit bowl and venture back out while
munching on my late lunch.

During the trip back to Hope Harbor, I’ve had
plenty of time to think about what I would like to discuss with
Nathan, but now that my feet find their way to his residence, I’m
not so sure what to say anymore. Some acting assistant I am.

“I think you should organize a meeting,” I
unceremoniously dump my idea on his unsuspecting head when I step
into his library and walk over to the table he’s sitting at.

Nathan looks up, surprise in his eyes. “For
whom?”

“Everybody. Let them know where you
stand.”

He sighs. “It’s not that simple.”

“Well, it should be. How can you choose not
to speak out against Phileas and his demented cult?” I snap at
him.

A frown knits his eyebrows together. The
Bookkeeper isn’t used to me speaking to him like this. “Alisa, the
people are confused. They are looking for new meaning in their
lives, and some people are having a hard time finding it. So they
desperately cling to old wisdom.”

“But they’re vandals,” I mumble.

“I know.” He gets up and puts his hand on my
shoulder. “But it’ll blow over.”

I shut up, because I’m afraid I’ll get
really, really angry if I do speak. I don’t believe for a
single second that it will blow over. With clenched fists, I take a
step back. “If you really think so,” I finally mumble.

“We’ll give it some time,” he nods.

After that, we talk about the secret wharf
near Newexter. I tell Nathan that Carl hired me as his courier to
travel between the two towns. He immediately writes a letter to the
Eldest that I can take with me on my first run tomorrow afternoon.
After delivering that, I have to pick up a newsletter from Terry,
who heads the team in the east. Secretly, I am glad I can flee the
scene again soon – Hope Harbor isn’t getting any better,
climate-wise. Tension between citizens is building, our squad of
Peacekeepers is overworked and understaffed, and we still need more
people patrolling the Wall.

 


That night, I drop by Ben’s place. He’s
sitting on the quay in front of his cottage, smoking a cigarette
with a face that spells disgust instead of enjoyment.

“Why are you smoking if you don’t like the
taste?” I tease him, sitting down next to him.

Ben looks up. “It makes me relax,” he
replies. “I just have to get used to the smokes over here. We
always smoked different cigarettes in the manor house. Saul picks
the best leaves.”

“I could bring you some if you want. I’m
going back there tomorrow. Delivering a letter to the Eldest and
getting news from Terry. Where do they sell your favorite
tobacco?”

Ben shakes his head. “The best stuff isn’t
for sale,” he says. “But…”

“But what?” I prompt him when he falls
silent.

“You could drop by Saul and ask him. And then
maybe I can write a letter to him that you can delivers. You know,
so he hears from me every now and then.” Ben doesn’t look at me
when he makes the suggestion. He nonchalantly takes a drag of the
cigarette he doesn’t like.

“Sure,” I shrug. “Could you write something
now? I don’t want to drop by here tomorrow just to pick it up. Too
much hassle.”

“Fine.” Ben jumps up a tad too quickly to
successfully maintain his mask of indifference.

A few minutes later he reappears with a
hastily-scribbled note on old wrapping paper. “Here you go,” he
says. “Only if you’ve got time.”

I smile. “Are you leaving for St Martin now?”
I say, lowering my voice as though his assignment really needs to
remain a secret.

Ben looks furtively around him. “Yes, two
colleagues are giving me a ride in their carriage.”

“Good luck.” It must be kind of painful to
work on a ship that isn’t ever meant to be finished, but nobody
objected to my plan. I hope it will work.

 


The next morning, I set out to the temple to
do Daryl a favor. He asked me to stand guard there with two
colleagues. Samuel Senior’s progressives are using the side
entrance to haul out expensive temple attire and other valuable
objects in order to redistribute them among our less well-off
citizens. Near the main entrance, a few peaceful Phileans are busy
repairing the pillars that were damaged during the revolution. It
doesn’t look like a fight between the two groups will erupt any
time soon, but it’s best to err on the side of caution.

“What are you doing?” Wesley, one of my
colleagues, addresses an elderly woman who passes us carrying a
bucket of paint.

“We’re painting over the damaged bits,” she
replies with a smile. “The holes were patched up with plaster
yesterday, so now all they need is a new coat of paint.”

“All right,” he acquiesces. “If any of Sam’s
men bother you, let us know.”

All the hubbub caused by Phileas almost made
me forget that his opponent’s devotees aren’t exactly famous for
their social skills either. Everybody who as much as hints at
wanting to keep the temple intact is sure to get snubbed by them.
Walt would never have put up with all of it, especially not after
the whole speech he held at his grandpa’s funeral ceremony. But
Walt isn’t here.

What is the best way to deal with the
situation? Gloss over the dents in our faith by giving it a new
coating, or do away with our old rituals all at once? There should
be a midway solution, but I’m having a hard time finding it.

Once my morning shift is over, I happily take
off to meet the Bookkeeper for the second part of my day. The
tension between the progressives and the Phileans sucks up all of
my energy, even though nothing of significance happened. I mount
the horse that was given to me to run my errands and fall into a
slow trot on my way to the Bookkeeper’s residence. One of his
domestic servants hands me the letter I am supposed to give to the
Eldest – which is partly a valid excuse to send me to Newexter, of
course – and very soon, I am once again on my way to the unknown
lands in the east, this time by myself.

Using Walt’s secret pathway is out of the
question on horseback, so I follow the main road and let my mare
make her way uphill at a leisurely pace. It takes about an hour to
get to the small checkpoint keeping an eye on the passageway
connecting the western and eastern Scilly Way.

“Good afternoon, Miss Alisa,” the guard
greets me. He is a good friend of my dad’s, so he’s known me since
forever. “Where’s the current taking you?”

I show him Nathan’s letter. “To the Eldest.
The Bookkeeper is trying to keep in touch regularly, so you’ll see
much more of me in the days to come.”

“Then I wish you fair winds and following
seas. You know the way?”

“Yes, I’ve been here before.” Although I
won’t take the route past the old manor house, but it’s safe to
assume that the Scilly Way will lead me straight to the village
square.

The afternoon has turned scorching hot by the
time I get to the village hall. I spot a trough filled with fresh
water and lead my horse there to let her drink first before heading
into the hall. The same lady who announced my visit to the Eldest
yesterday is sitting at reception.

“We were expecting you,” she says pleasantly.
“He has asked me to give you this letter from Terry.” She pushes an
envelope made of strange, brown paper across her desk. I wonder
what they use to make paper here – probably other plants than we
do. Suddenly I have to think of Ben’s tobacco.

“Thank you.” Absently, I put my own letter on
the table. “And here’s the Bookkeeper’s letter to the Eldest. I’ll
be here again tomorrow to deliver and collect new letters.”

The assistant gets up and disappears through
a door, re-emerging seconds later with a mug of water. “You must be
thirsty,” she says. “It’s a hot day to be on the road.”

I’m so parched that I could down the entire
cup in three large gulps, but I’m deliberately prolonging the
moment. Once I have finished my drink I will have to go back
outside again, which means I will have to go and see Saul to
deliver Ben’s letter. The idea makes me more nervous than I
expected. Which is stupid – what is there to worry about? Saul will
probably be elated when he finds out I’m bringing him news from
Ben. Or less sullen than he was last time, at the very least.

With an anxiously-beating heart, I swing into
the saddle and spur on my mare to follow the uphill path snaking
away from the village hall. She hesitates, as if she can sense I’m
not quite sure I want to go here. Or maybe she feels the dead are
buried here. The idea still gives me the creeps.

When I dismount in front of the cabins, I
don’t see anyone on the grassy clearing. Maybe Saul isn’t home. I
stalk toward his house and knock on the door, but no one
answers.

“He’s running errands,” I hear a familiar
voice say. A voice with a clear Hope Harbor accent.

When I whip around, my eyes meet Finn, the
dark-blond, youngest priest of our town. The banned thief and
murderer.

“Oh,” I manage to choke out. “Will he be
long?”

“I don’t know.” Finn’s slate-gray eyes bore
into mine. His beard is no longer neatly trimmed – the hairs look
frizzy and unkempt. Did he always have this many wrinkles? He looks
like he aged a decade within the span of mere weeks.

“I have a message for him.” Hesitantly, I
hold out Ben’s note, then change my mind. Ben wouldn’t want me to
give Finn his letter. There’s nothing for it – I will have to wait
for Saul’s return.

“How – how are things over in Hope Harbor?”
Finn asks quietly.

I don’t want to talk to this man. Whether he
was really involved in Yorrick’s murder or not, he must have known
about it.

“I can’t do this,” I whisper, recoiling from
the ex-priest. “Leave me alone.”

Finn pales. “Okay,” he just says, turning on
his heels and rushing off so fast it’s as if Jesse is chasing him.
For one immeasurable second I feel guilty about driving him away,
and powerful because I can at the same time. For being able to
scare away this man who lied to us for years and years. Then, I
wrap my arms around myself and stare into the distance, at the
trees swaying in the wind. Unmoved by the human drama unfolding on
the island.

I jump out of my skin when Saul seems to
emerge out of nowhere. I must have been deep in thought not to hear
him approach. “What are you doing here?” he asks, not unkindly. A
leather bag filled with groceries is dangling from his
shoulder.

“Ben wants some tobacco,” I explain a bit
clumsily, turning red when Saul slowly cocks an eyebrow.

“Does he now?” He smiles faintly. “What, he
thinks I won’t be able to refuse you?”

“I had to come here anyway,” I reply. “I’m
the courier between east and west. Here, Ben has written you a
letter.” I quickly hand him the crumpled paper.

His mouth quivers almost imperceptibly.
“Thank you.” This time, there is no mockery in his voice. He puts
down his bag of groceries and sits down on a stool next to his hut
to read Ben’s note.

I don’t really know what to do. Gaping at
Saul as he reads his letter seems inappropriate, but taking a
stroll and accidentally bumping into Finn or Bram is even less
appealing. I bend down to pick up the bag and take it inside to
unpack his purchases. Saul has fixed some shelves along the wall
opposite the door. He keeps other food there, so that’s where I put
the contents of the bag. In the corner, I see a table holding a set
of ceramic cups and a jug that turns out to contain elderberry
water. Since my mother always tells me that Annabelle favors the
bold, I pour myself a cup and then go on to fill another one for
Saul.

When I step back outside, he is still sitting
where I left him. He has put the letter in his lap and stares at
the other cabin, a dull pain in his eyes. As soon as he sees me, he
sits up straight and puts on his mask of nonchalance. “Make
yourself at home,” he says deadpan, shooting a glance at the two
cups I’m holding.

“I also unpacked your groceries,” I comment,
as if I need to defend myself, before handing him his drink. “Here,
have some.”

I plunk down in the grass next to his stool
and avoid his dark eyes. I only look back up when Saul pulls out a
packet of dried leaves from his pants and starts rolling a
strange-looking cigarette.

“You want one too?” he inquires with a
lopsided little grin. “This is what you came for, right?”

I eye the dried plants suspiciously. “What is
it, exactly?”

“This is what the Unbelieving savages of the
east smoke for pleasure,” Saul replies tauntingly. “The substance
Ben sent you out to get by braving enemy territory.”

The only person I ever smoked with was
Yorrick. After his death, I quit. It reminded me too much of being
with him. “Yeah, give me one,” I say, to my own surprise. “Relaxing
might be good for me.”

He nods briefly and starts rolling another
cigarette. “Will you get the candle from inside?”

“I could take them inside and light them
there,” I suggest.

Saul shoots me a gauging look. “So this is
not your first time,” he establishes, and somehow he makes it sound
as if he’s talking about something else.

I blush, snatch the cigarettes from his
outstretched hand, and stalk inside to light them in the candle
flame. Closing my eyes for a moment, I exhale deeply. Why am I
letting Saul get to me like this? I know his kind. His tough
attitude shouldn’t get under my skin. Because that’s what it is –
an attitude. He’s acting tough to hide his insecurity. Just like
Yorrick.

I cringe when I realize I’m comparing Saul to
my dead fiancé. What a stupid thing to do. Yorrick had a big mouth
but also a heart of gold. Saul has an even bigger mouth and a bad
character to match, the hole in his soul leeching out any gold that
might be left. Maybe I should just get the heck away from this
place.

Stepping outside, I catch Saul carefully
putting away Ben’s letter, wiping his eyes.

“Here you go.” I hand him his cigarette and
pretend I didn’t see.

I take a few drags of mine before finally
answering the question he asked me before. “No, this is not my
first time. I’ve smoked before.”

“Who with?”

“What do you mean, who with?”

Saul smiles lazily. “You don’t really strike
me as the type of girl to light up all by herself.”

“I used to smoke with Yorrick.” Before he can
ask me why I don’t anymore, I add: “He’s dead.”

He falls silent, inhaling the pungent smoke
that Ben misses so much. “What happened?” he then breaks the
silence.

“Yorrick was my boyfriend. My fiancé. He was
going to succeed his dad, the Bookkeeper, but the three priests
didn’t like the revolutionary plans he had for our town, so they
threw him off the cliffs.” I exhale loudly. “The oldest of the
three was executed by the townspeople, and the other two killers
were let off the hook and moved to a nice private cabin in the
woods to become your neighbors. That terrible guy Phileas who’s
always going on about Annabelle’s guidance and wisdom has no idea
what the priests did. If his followers only knew – if the
people knew – but no, the Bookkeeper won’t speak out. He
wants to give it time.” I spit out the words.

Saul eyes me incredulously after my sneering
diatribe against Nathan. “Are you serious? Your leader didn’t even
avenge his son’s murder?”

My shoulders slump. “We don’t know who
actually did it. That’s not the point. My point is that I don’t
understand we’re allowing Phileas to wreak havoc in our town. The
man has to be stopped.”

“Phileas is the guy who wants to destroy your
fleet?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you tell the Bookkeeper what you
think?” Saul shakes his head. “He has to suppress this uprising
immediately. By showing his teeth.”

I bite my lip. I must be boiling inside if I
pick Saul, of all people, to vent to. On the other hand – he seems
to understand how I feel.

“No.” I sigh. “We don’t work like that. I
don’t need it to be violent or bloody. I just want…” Yeah, what
do I want?

“Life to be easy,” Saul supplies
sarcastically. “Well, I’ve got news for you – it isn’t. That’s why
you have to harden yourself.”

“You truly think so?” I challenge him with my
eyes. “And where has that taken you so far?”

Too late, I realize I’m being far too
confrontational. And unnecessarily so, at that. I’m not even angry
with Saul – I’m angry with the world, and I hate how unfair
everything is.

Saul stares at his feet. For just a second, I
think he’s going to shout at me. His hands are clenched into fists
and his knuckles are white. Then, he looks up and simply says:
“Nowhere.” He remains silent for a long time, and finally finishes:
“But that doesn’t mean it won’t work for you. If you think your
people should know about certain things, then tell them. Don’t wait
for some librarian to do it for you.”

“You’re right,” I admit. For the first time
in days, I feel lighter. “Thanks for your advice.”

“Thanks for your letter,” Saul replies. He
tucks the rest of his leaves into my hand. “Here, take all of it
and give it to Ben. And if you want more, you know where to find
me.”

“Yeah, sure,” I stammer.

Saul gets up without saying another word,
disappearing into his self-constructed hut. When he doesn’t return
anymore, I slowly put out my cigarette and walk back to my
horse.

It’s time to have a difficult conversation
with my former father-in-law.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 




 



14 – Alisa

 


It turns out I picked the right moment to
take action.

When I stride into the meeting room of the
town hall, I don’t just find Nathan there. The entire city council
is with him – of which Phileas is still a member, ridiculously
enough.

“How fortunate to come across all of you at
once,” I say, raising my voice. I stand besides Nathan seated at
the head of the table and let my eyes roam over the men and women
gathered here. Samuel Senior is present as well. That’s even
better. He’s not a member of the council, but he’s always sticking
his nose where it doesn’t belong.

“Alisa?” The Bookkeeper gets up and puts his
hand on my shoulder. “What’s up?”

“You know very well what’s up,” I bark back.
“Intolerable things are happening in Hope Harbor, but somehow we
choose to turn a blind eye to them.”

“What do you mean?” Eileen, a quiet, elderly
woman from one of the farming suburbs, looks up at me.

I close my eyes and beg the Goddess for
strength. “Two of our own people have changed our world for the
better,” I start out. “Walt and Yorrick. Walt crossed the Wall and
established contact with the people on the other side. He exposed
the priests and showed us that the easterners are our neighbors,
simple as that. No monsters in the night. But he also urged us to
respect the old religion that his grandpa was so devoted to.” I
point an accusatory finger at Samuel Senior. “And you can’t deal
with that. You just have to dump over anyone who is trying to honor
just a small portion of Annabelle’s religion. You’re not even
willing to look for the good in a system that has been a huge
support for so many people throughout the years. Just because
you don’t like it, doesn’t mean nobody is allowed to like
it. You should count yourself lucky Walt is hundreds of miles away
right now, because he would have eaten you and your stupid ideas
alive.”

Samuel opens his mouth, but no sound comes
out. He just looks at me in complete bafflement. In fact, the
entire assembly of councilors is gaping at me like dead fish.

“And you,” I turn to Phileas, “should realize
that Yorrick died for our new world. And you don’t even know
it.” Tears pool in my eyes as I whip around to face Nathan. “But
you do know, and you keep it to yourself.” I let out a
shuddering breath as I take a few steps back and gesture at the
sketch of the Explorer on the wall. “Fifty people sailed to
the World across the Water thanks to Yorrick’s vision and plans.
But sadly, he didn’t live to see the day. And why? Because he was
murdered by our own priests when he said he wouldn’t wait anymore.
Three years ago, Yorrick set up a meeting with Praed, Bram, and
Finn, and because they didn’t like his vision of the future, they
pushed him off the Samson Cliffs. Because they were too scared of
change. How many more ships should burn, how many more people
should be silenced or killed before we make an effort to face our
fears?”

With a muffled sob, I slump into the chair
next to Eileen, my fingers spread out on the table top and my heart
hammering in my chest. There – I said it all. Let out all the
pent-up anger that has been bothering me for too long. Nathan will
probably be livid, but so be it.

“Is that true, Nathan?” Mart asks in a shaky
voice. Sam and Phileas are both still lost for words. “Have they
really killed your son?”

“We don’t know who actually pushed him,”
Nathan replies croakily, “but we do know the priests gave the
order.”

“And you want to follow in Praed’s
footsteps?” Mart turns to Phileas, an angry look in his eyes.

 

The council members all start to talk
agitatedly, while Phileas turns red with embarrassment. He clenches
his jaw and shoots me such a dark look that it makes me cower. For
a moment, I wish I hadn’t confronted him. I wish I could turn back
time, but then I hear Saul’s contemptuous remark in my mind. You
just want life to be easy.

No. I had to do this, and now there is no way
back.

I tuned out of the conversation for a little
bit, so it shocks me when Eileen calmly declares: “Phileas, we no
longer want you to be a member of this council, not until you let
go of your radical way of thinking. The Bookkeeper is right –
people are looking for new meaning. Well, let them look for it any
way they want. Even if you don’t agree with it.”

“But…” Phileas takes a breath. “The people
need clear rules.”

“I concur,” the Bookkeeper says. “And the
rules of my city clearly state that we should live and let live.
Respectfully.” His eyes drift to me. “That’s what Yorrick would
have wanted too. And I won’t tolerate any more people falling
victim to narrow-minded fanatics. My son will be the last in that
line.”

Phileas forcefully pushes his chair back and
jumps up. “I’m leaving,” he grunts. “I know where I’m not
wanted.”

“I’m happy we understand each other,” Nathan
says calmly. “And another thing – I don’t want to hear any more
reports of you inciting any citizens at the market or the harbor.
If any more public property is destroyed and I can trace it back to
you, I’ll have you arrested.”

The entire assembly audibly gasps for breath
at this statement. Phileas is gone within the blink of an eye. I
hear the heavy main door thud as he slams it into the lock on his
way out.

“Anything else?” the Bookkeeper inquires
drily. “No? Good. Then this meeting is over. Samuel, will you also
take my words into careful consideration? Will you abide by my
rules of peace and respect?”

Sam shows us a bleak smile. “Naturally.”

“Alisa, can I see you in my study for a
moment?” Nathan continues as the entire council gets up and leaves
the table.

“Yes.” My mouth turns dry with nerves, but I
follow him without hesitation.

Once in his private chamber, Nathan turns
around and eyes me with something midway between indignation and
admiration. “So. How did your meeting with the Eldest go?” he asks.
“Was he wondering why we decided to hide our shipyard on his turf
and failed to be more resolute in our own town?”

I see a chance to at least partly justify my
outburst. “Well, yes, he did mention it,” I mumble. “And I had a
lot of time to think on my way here. I started to get worked
up.”

“So I’ve noticed.” Suddenly, Nathan smiles.
“Thank you, Alisa. You’re just as good at being my assistant as
Walt is. He knows my biggest weakness – I bury my head in the sand
and tend to bide my time for too long.”

“Well.” I smile back. “That’s what we do here
in Hope Harbor, isn’t it?”

“It was, but no more.” He walks over to his
desk chair and takes a seat. “Did you bring any news from
Terry?”

Silently, I hand him the letter. His eyes
quickly scan the words before he picks up pen and paper to write a
reply at once.

While the Bookkeeper is busy, I walk over to
the window and stare outside. My fingers touch the bundle of dried
leaves in my pocket. This day has worn me out completely.

 


Ben’s eyes light up when I visit him that
evening with the giant supply of tobacco. “Wow, that’s a lot,” he
exclaims. “Did Saul give you his entire stash?”

I wouldn’t be surprised, actually. He
probably just wanted to get rid of me. This bulging packet of
leaves means I won’t have to come back for a while. The thought
lightly stabs at my heart. I would have liked to tell Saul about my
ardent speech in the meeting room. If it weren’t for his criticism
I might never have done that.

“Yeah, he must think you’re stressed,” I
laugh. “He read your letter, by the way. Made him happy.”

Ben blinks his eyes. “It did?”

“Well, as happy as Saul can be, anyway. But I
could tell it truly touched him.”

“You seem to look right through my brother.”
He grins. “Well, if he was so pleased, I should write him a
thank-you note for the tobacco. When are you going back?”

My heart skips a beat. “Tomorrow. I have to
deliver a letter to Terry, visit the Eldest, and if I’m not
mistaken, the families of the shipbuilders also want me to pass on
some messages. So I can take your note, no problem.”

“Let me get some paper. You want a smoke too,
by the way?”

“Nah, I had one this afternoon. It’s a bit
strong.”

Ben gets a pen and paper and sits down next
to me on the quay. The view from his front step is amazing. Every
night, he can enjoy the most beautiful sunsets before he has to go
to work.

“So, has Phileas found out yet about our
secret project in St Martin?” I want to know.

Ben shakes his head. “Not yet, I guess. But
it won’t be long before he starts to wonder where all those
horse-drawn carriages go every late night.”

“Maybe he won’t strike at all. The Bookkeeper
gave him an official warning this afternoon. Thanks to me.” And
thanks to Saul – credit where credit is due.

“Oh, finally? He did take his sweet time,
didn’t he?”

I tell Ben the story of how I flew off the
handle at everyone and he looks at me with a proud smile on his
face. Afterwards, he writes his letter and smokes a fresh roll-up
while I stare at the horizon. With a small sigh, I pull Yorrick’s
white shawl around my shoulders, even though it’s not really that
cold. The Island of Souls used to be waiting past that horizon, but
it left us. Yorrick left me. And now, the skyline is empty. It
feels like weeks ago that the Explorer sailed away. Even
though I know we no longer have to wait for anything – we’re
building our own ships, after all – it’s still difficult to get
this waiting, this longing, out of my system. Maybe a ship will
appear at the horizon soon, but it will be filled with people, not
deities or some other kind of higher power coming here to save us.
And why should we be saved anyway? Life isn’t perfect, but we
manage. We learn how to live, through trial and error.

“Thank you,” I tell Ben when we say our
goodbyes a while later. “I will ask Saul to write you a letter back
this time.”

“He doesn’t need to.” He draws a deep breath.
“As long as he’s reading mine.”
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The next day is crammed full of odd jobs for
me. It looks like there’s going to be regular correspondence
between both sides of the island, facilitated by me offering my
services. I deliver and pick up letters in Hope Harbor, the
agricultural suburbs, Newexter, and our new shipyard.

I save Ben’s letter for last. Why exactly, I
don’t know. After all, the first time I had to meet up with Saul
alone made me incredibly nervous, and if I visit him at the end of
my working day, I won’t have an excuse to leave soon. A part of me
doesn’t want to admit that I enjoy talking to him. He’s not the
most pleasant person I know, but he fuels my fighting spirit. I
want to let him know that I changed things around and told Phileas
off, thanks to his words.

When I ride into the clearing in the late
afternoon, Saul is standing in front of his cabin, fixing a sharp
hook to an angling rod in deep concentration. His dark eyes dart
toward me as I dismount, and just for a split moment he seems happy
to see me. Then, he focuses again on the task at hand.

“Has Ben smoked his way through all the
leaves already?” he asks me with a faint grin.

“No, of course not,” I laugh a bit nervously.
“I, uhm… have another letter for you.”

“Well, well. I guess Ben has a lot to
say.”

I roll my eyes. “Are you really surprised? He
misses you, you know.”

Saul puts the rod away and walks over to me.
“How did your visit to the Bookkeeper go yesterday?”

“It went well.” I smile. “To be honest, I
kind of shouted at some people during the council meeting. And
everybody agreed with me on account of Phileas, even the Bookkeeper
himself. He warned him.” When he says nothing, I add uncertainly:
“So, yeah, thanks again for your advice.”

Saul nonchalantly rakes a hand through his
black hair. “My pleasure.” He takes the letter I hand to him and
reads through Ben’s epistle with a slight smile.

“Are you going fishing?” I ask, rather
redundantly.

“Yes.” He looks at me. “You tagging
along?”

“Me?”

The corners of Saul’s mouth tip up in a
smile. “Yeah, you. Aren’t Fools supposed to be really good at
sailing and fishing? Who knows, you might be able to give me
some advice this time. Besides, don’t you want to take a look at
your secret shipyard?”

“Yeah.” I slowly nod. “I do.”

“Come on.” He gestures at the track leading
from the clearing and cutting through the forest in the direction
of the sea. “It’s not that far.”

Without waiting for my answer he starts to
walk away. I follow him feeling slightly annoyed. Had I agreed to
his plan yet? “I do have to leave before dark, though,” I vaguely
protest. “I always have an early dinner with my parents.”

Saul slows down so I can fall into step with
him. “Just have dinner at my place,” he suggests. “And if I catch a
lot of fish thanks to you, I’ll even cook for you.”

“What if I turn out to be a lousy angler?” I
object.

He laughs briefly. “You’ll still need to
stick around. I want to write Ben a letter back this time, and I’ll
only have time for that after dinner.”

“I could come back tomorrow.”

His eyes run dark. “You don’t want to have
dinner with me?”

I silently let my gaze trail over the hard
lines around his mouth before taking in his arms and hands, which
look tense. “I’m not saying that,” I mumble. “I just don’t take
kindly to being ordered around. You could ask me nicely, you
know.”

Saul bows his head and picks up speed again.
“I don’t like asking nicely,” he says.

“Why not?”

“Because people might say no.” His own
admission seems to shock him into silence. He doesn’t look back
anymore when he breaks away from the track and finds his way
through a dense patch of woodland. My eyes are fixed on his dark
hair and muscular shoulders. I observe how he gracefully jumps over
tree roots and pushes away the undergrowth without making much
sound at all. Saul is a survivor and a hunter. He is used to
getting what he wants, because he knows how to take care of
himself. Something in his toughness once again reminds me of
Yorrick, though I know my boyfriend had that attitude because he
was hiding his insecurity. But this young man isn’t insecure as
much as scared of being hurt. He strikes before others can beat him
to it.

Saul is right – the beach is quite close.
After a ten-minute walk in silence, we reach the edge of the
forest, standing on a large rock looking out over the sands. He
points to the left. “We need to go that way to get to the harbor.
You want to walk across the sand or stick to the rocks up
here?”

“The beach,” I decide. Walking through sand
is good practice. I love sports, and I feel lazy for having been in
the saddle all day. “Just walk with me, that’ll be easier.”

Saul cocks an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

I give him a winsome smile. “Annoying, huh,
when people decide for you and then pretend they asked you?”

For a second, he is completely dumbfounded.
“Yeah, I tend to do that,” he admits without argument. “You’re
right.” He goes on to grin at me widely. “Why are you being so
nasty? Ben’s friends aren’t your friends?”

“Is Ben really your friend?” I ask rather
sharply. “Didn’t he want to start a new life without you? He must
have had his reasons.”

“He said that?”

“Yes,” I simply say.

Saul takes a step closer. “If you think he’s
better off without me, don’t bring me any more letters,” he mumbles
from up close.

“No.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “I
don’t think that. I was the one telling him not to stop talking to
you altogether.”

“Really.” He fixes me with his gaze. “You
don’t strike me as my biggest fan.”

“Can’t handle criticism very well, can you?”
I conclude. “I thought you wanted my advice?”

“About fishing,” he states drily.

“Then accept my sincere apology.” I shrug
brusquely. “Let’s just keep walking.”

“Through here,” Saul says, pointing at a
flat, sandy path between two dunes.

I draw a deep breath to point out that he’s
bossing me around yet again, when I suddenly catch him smiling
faintly. “Stop that,” I mutter.

He offers me his hand and I take it without
thinking. After all, we need to climb down along a steep path to
get to the beach, and Saul knows the safest way.

After a brisk walk we end up at the
easternmost tip of the island. I see that the tiny harbor looks a
bit like ours with regard to layout of quays and jetties – it’s
just a lot smaller. Six out of the eight men working on the ship
are sawing planks and beams from the trees they’ve chopped down
together with the easterners. I don’t see the other two
anywhere.

“I’m going to have a quick chat with them,” I
inform Saul. “By the way, shore angling is done best using living
bait like little crabs. In case you don’t know yet.”

He shoots me a small smile. “I do. But thank
you.”

 


Talking to the work team cheers me up because
it’s evident they have teamed up with the youngsters from Newexter
pretty well. Like the Eldest suggested, they turned it into a
school project. Building ships should belong to us all – the
Unbelievers should work on reaching the World across the Waters
just as much as we do.

When I walk back to the place along the
shoreline where I left Saul, he’s standing in the surf, his legs
wide apart and his hands holding his fishing rod. I can make out a
few fish thrashing around in the bag slung across his chest.

“Hi,” I say cheerfully. “You’re doing just
fine without me looking over your shoulder.”

“Fortunately, yes,” Saul replies. “If not I
would have starved to death by now.”

I burst out laughing. “So are you going to
share the catch of the day with me?”

He looks at me good-humoredly. “Sure. Ben’s
friends do happen to be my friends, you know.”

I look away, feeling a bit ashamed. “I’m
sorry I was being so mean before.”

Saul shrugs. “No harm done. I was the one
telling you to toughen up your act, right?”

We stop talking after that. He casts his line
again, and before long he’s caught two more fish. I’m standing a
couple of yards away from him, the surf splashing over my feet and
ankles. The long, blue dress I’m wearing today is getting wet at
the hem. I lift Yorrick’s shawl from my shoulders and hold it up in
the wind blowing from behind me. The sheer, white fabric flutters
in the breeze and stretches out toward the cloudy skies above my
head, as if it’s reaching for the horizon that has come so much
closer than before.

What I’m doing here is no longer a salute to
Annabelle or to my dead boyfriend. I know there’s no point in
waiting for either of them anymore. I’m standing here trying to say
goodbye, to let go of things. Without that, I can’t start anything
new.

And then, the shawl slips from between my
fingers almost unnoticed. The wind takes it and picks it up like a
white bird I’ve set free. Resignation mixes with sadness as I stare
after Yorrick’s gift to me. Maybe it’s better this way. We let our
dead set sail for the unknown lands beyond the horizon. If I kept
the shawl forever, I’d bury my soul, just like the Newexter dead
are forever trapped beneath the earth of their burial grounds.

To my astonishment, Saul suddenly steps
aside, throws his rod into the water and pushes his bag full of
fish into my arms. “Alisa, hold this,” he tells me.

Without hesitation, he jumps into the waves
to chase my shawl, which has passed the surf and is now on its way
to infinity, dancing in the wind caressing the sea. Saul dives into
the water and plows through the surf, his strong hands pushing away
the waves that separate him from my white farewell. He swims fast.
I can’t believe he manages to beat the wind stealing away my shawl,
but he does – after a minute his hand shoots out of the water,
triumphantly clasping the fabric to take it back to me. He even
manages to keep it fairly dry, because he’s only using one arm to
swim back.

“Here you go,” he pants as he emerges from
the waves and makes his way over to me, soaked to the bone. “You
should be careful. It’s pretty windy today.”

I wordlessly stare at him when he hands me
back my shawl. “Thanks,” I mumble at last.

Saul smiles. “You’re welcome. I know that
thing is important to you.”

“How do you know?” I ask, perplexed.

“Just the way you caress the fabric with your
hands when you walk around wearing it.” He pushes his wet, black
hair out of his face. “Did Yorrick give it to you?”

“Yes.” I stare at my hands holding the shawl
and the bag of fish. “A long time ago.”

Saul just nods. “Shall we go?” he says. “I’m
kind of cold. And we have enough fish for a nice meal.”

I follow him on his way out of the water.
When he pulls his wet shirt over his head to wring it out, I look
away, then curiously look back again. Saul’s broad back is lightly
tanned and covered in small scars on one side. I wonder what
happened there. An accident? Gingerly, my eyes rove over his
shoulders and strong arms as he keeps walking.

He startles me by suddenly turning around.
“Isn’t that bag too heavy?”

“No, I’m all right,” I reply, a nervous smile
on my lips. “But you may carry my shawl if you want to make
yourself useful.”

Saul grins. “Tough girl,” he teases me. His
eyes turn darker, his gaze lingering on my face.

I feel myself starting to blush. “Just keep
walking,” I mutter. “I’m hungry.”

“Sure,” I hear him say. I hope he’s not
wondering why I’m so red.

I don’t even really know it myself.

 


By the time I get to the Hope Harbor suburbs,
the sun has almost set. Fortunately, I made it home before dark,
because the Scilly Way isn’t illuminated anywhere. Another useful
project we could be setting up, in my opinion.

I immediately know something is wrong when I
step into the living room and I see Daryl sitting at the table with
my parents, their faces drawn. “What happened?” I blurt out.

My dad gets up. “There’s been an attempt at
destroying the St Martin shipyard,” he says solemnly. “Part of the
ship was damaged, and people were injured.”

“Is Ben okay?”

“Not really,” Daryl replies. “His shoulder
was hit by a burning torch, so he was admitted to hospital.”

Mary and Agnes on a raft. I hadn’t foreseen
this would happen when I suggested the St Martin diversion. I’d
hoped Phileas would strike when no one was around. What’s more, I
hadn’t really expected him to do anything anymore, not after the
Bookkeeper’s official warning. “Was Phileas leading those
terrorists?” I ask in surprise.

My mom shakes her head. “At the time of the
attack, Phileas was speaking at one of his own temple services for
pious Hope Harborers. I was there to keep an eye on the
ceremony.”

“He’s laughing in our faces, the bastard,” I
explode. “We know he’s behind the whole thing! Who else could it
be?”

“Unfortunately, the burden of proof is on
us,” Daryl says grimly. “The people who were arrested this time
won’t rat him out. They believe in the higher goal of their
violence.”

“Do you mind if I drop by the hospital to see
Ben?” I ask, looking from my mother to my father.

My dad smiles. “Of course we don’t, darling.
You have your own life. You work for the Bookkeeper, for crying out
loud. Go visit your friend.”

His words make me realize that he’s not
entirely correct. I postponed having my own life up until this
point. After Yorrick’s death, I focused solely on school work, and
if I didn’t have any, I would help my mom at the market or my dad
in the production administration office. Things turned around when
Walt told me about my boyfriend’s murder and we set out to
investigate what had happened, though. It awakened something deep
inside of me. And now, I want to be someone without proving myself
through academic achievements or good work ethics. I want to feel
safe in my own world even if I’m not with my parents.

Quickly I rush down the street, fingering the
letter in my pocket that Saul wrote to Ben. It’s quite a story.
Saul took his time writing it. Maybe he feels the need to share
things with his brother that he could never share before. The
distance may have brought them closer together.

Lost in thought, I pull my shawl tighter
around my shoulders. I still can’t believe Saul jumped after it.
That was sweet of him.

The unbidden thought shocks me. Saul isn’t
sweet at all. The ability to truly be nice or sweet left him a long
time ago. He is a tough, harsh, inaccessible guy. Lonely. Damaged.
He just wanted to help me because I helped Ben. One good turn
deserves another, in his world.

 


Despite the late hour, the hospital is still
buzzing with doctors, nurses and visitors. More people have come to
see their wounded friends and family.

“Where’s Ben from Newexter?” I ask, accosting
a nurse passing me in the hallway.

“The boy with the burns on his shoulder?” She
runs through a list of names on her clipboard. “Room number three.
I think he’s asleep. They’ve just given him a sedative against the
pain.”

When I enter the hospital ward, Ben turns out
to still be awake, however. He’s propped up against the pillows and
looks at me with a pleased face. “I was hoping you’d come,” he says
in a hoarse voice.

I sit down on the edge of the bed and pat his
knee. “Of course I’m here,” I say. Suddenly, it moves me that my
visit means so much to him. “I’m supposed to bring you mail,
right?”

His face lights up even further. “Oh,
really?”

I nod and pull Saul’s letter from my pocket.
“He used two sheets, even.”

Tomorrow I’ll get around to delivering the
letters from the Eldest and the shipbuilders in the east. This is
my only job tonight.

“I’m going to get some tea,” I announce in
order to give Ben some privacy. “Can I get you anything?”

He nods absent-mindedly. “The same.”

When I return after ten minutes holding two
mugs of herbal tea, Ben is hunched over a sheet of paper of his
own. It looks like an old newsletter.

“I’m writing back immediately,” he says. “I
want to tell him about the attack, and how well your plan
worked.”

“Should you really do that? He’ll get worried
and he might come and visit you.”

Ben shakes his head. “I already wrote to him
that I don’t want him to come here. Besides, he doesn’t want to
himself.”

I hand him his tea. “Why not?” I want to
know.

“Because leaving Newexter will mean he’s a
coward. He’s not like that.”

“What about you? Doesn’t he think you’re a
coward for moving here?”

“No.” Ben puts down his charcoal crayon. “He
sees me as a victim.” The frown on his face deepens. “I don’t think
that’s true, though. I was just as much involved in the tyranny of
the manor house as he was.”

“He just wants to protect you,” I say softly.
“He’s been doing that ever since you were kids.”

“I think you see Saul like no one else can,”
Ben observes with a pondering look in my direction.

I swallow. “Like how?”

“You can sense the silent force within him,”
he says. “And his humanness.”

Uncomfortably, I look away and stare out the
window. In the darkness, lanterns and torches illuminate the
streets. Since the riots and unrest broke out, more and more people
light them – as if we can chase away the dark like that. But fire
can burn you as well. I only have to look at Ben to realize it.

“What’s going to happen at St Martin now?” I
change the subject.

“Carl said the work will continue. It would
be suspicious if we stopped working altogether. Besides, most
people who tried to sabotage our work are currently locked up. I’m
hopeful we can actually finish that ship for real.” Ben grins
faintly.

Tomorrow, I will ride out to Newexter once
more, carrying new letters and other messages. In a way, I am
fleeing the city that I vowed to protect, but it has all become too
much for me to bear.

Maybe I am a coward too, by loving my new
task a little bit too much.
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In the days that follow, I am constantly on
the move. If I’m not helping Nathan with running the city or Daryl
with keeping an eye on troublemakers, I’m at the hospital to cheer
up Ben. His injuries take time to heal. And in the afternoons I
always go to Newexter. In the meantime, I’ve seen quite a bit of
our island. The Eldest has given me a tour of the youngster school.
He told me that the large room they now use for morning assembly
used to be a dining hall. Swords used to hang above the fireplace –
the weapons Saul and his companions used to kill Henry.

“I offered to take Saul in,” the Eldest told
me then. “To officially adopt him.”

“Really?” I stared at him in surprise. “And
what did he say?”

“Oh, I asked him straight after his
dictatorship ended. But he and his brother wanted to go their
separate ways.”

“And they were at a crossroads,” I added
softly.

“Yes, they were.” He looked around the room,
now decked out with rows and rows of chairs. “I see him,
occasionally. He comes into the village to trade fish for
vegetables, or game for dried fruit. He always greets me politely.
But he keeps away from us, mostly.”

I just nodded.

At the end of every afternoon, I visit Saul.
Sometimes we just talk, but yesterday he took me to see Newmanor
and the northern beach, because I hadn’t been there yet. From a
distance, we watched the small settlement of tiny huts and
primitive tents. Saul didn’t want to come any closer than the hill
we stood on to look out over the new village.

“I heard Max and Cal run things there now,”
he said.

“And they are?” I asked.

He kept quiet for a long time. “They’re not
good guys,” he finally said, his mouth pulling up in a bitter
smile. “Just like I’m not.”

Today, I have no letter from Ben for him.
He’d already been asleep when I popped in last night, so I put
Saul’s letter on his nightstand. I still want to go see Saul,
though. It has become an integral part of my day, since Ben writes
a letter every day. Except now, that is.

When I slip out of the saddle and pat my mare
on the head – she’s technically not my mare, but I’ve come to see
her as my property despite her belonging to the town guard – Saul
is just returning from the beach. When he sees me, his face takes
on an expression I can’t quite interpret. I smile at him
hesitantly.

“Disappointing catch of the day?” I ask,
gesturing at his empty-looking shoulder bag.

Saul comes to a stop in front of me and looks
at me without saying anything. His dark eyes roam over my face, my
hands, then flash back to pin me with his gaze.

“I know who killed Yorrick,” he says, his
voice soft yet clear.

The words send a violent shiver through my
body. My stomach feels weird when I take a step backward.

“How?” I whisper hoarsely.

Saul grabs my arm and ushers me toward the
wooden bench in front of his house, the one he put together himself
a few days ago. I helped him with the finishing touches. My fingers
trace the sanded wood, touching the cracks I tried to smooth out as
well as I could, when I sit.

As he squats down to face me, he takes my
hands.

“I was sitting by the harbor with Bram,” he
starts out. “And we were talking about family. About our brothers.
I tell him about Ben sometimes, but Bram never mentioned his older
brother before. He just talked about Finn, the youngest.”

My heart speeds up. “He told you about
Praed?” So it was true. The oldest priest had killed Yorrick.

Saul nods slowly. “I told Bram about how I’d
wanted to protect Ben, but also about making him do terrible
things. Violent things. So he’d grow strong and no one would ever
be able to mess with him. I did it because I thought it was what he
needed.”

In the silence that ensues, I suddenly know
what Saul is going to tell me. “And Praed…”

“Praed ordered Finn to kill Yorrick because
it served a higher purpose,” Saul finishes for me.

“My Goddess.” I feel all the blood drain from
my face. Trembling, I sag back against the wall of the cabin.

Saul gets up and sits next to me. He slips an
arm around my shoulder. “Sorry,” he mumbles. “I thought you should
know.”

My thoughts are a jumbled mess. If Finn
really committed this crime, should we send him back to Hope Harbor
so he can be put on trial? Like Praed, who was torn apart by an
outraged mob? Or should I ask the Eldest to step in and do
something – pass judgment on the murderer who thought he was
serving our gods?

Just like Saul thought he could protect his
safe world by killing Henry.

“Where is Finn now?” I ask, my voice
unstable.

Saul’s face clouds over. “We don’t know. He
hasn’t been back to the huts in two days. That’s why Bram was so
worried that he felt the need to share his story with someone else.
And that someone happened to be me.”

I slowly exhale. “I don’t know what to do,” I
whisper.

“You want to tell the Eldest?”

I shake my head almost imperceptibly.

“The Bookkeeper, then?”

What would Nathan do if he knew this – would
he want to avenge his son’s death?

Saul’s eyes bore into mine. “You want me to
do it for you?” he says.

“Do what?” I ask dazedly.

“Take care of him.” His jaw tenses. “I can do
it. He trusts me, so I can get close enough to kill him.”

Sudden tears well up in my eyes. I look at
Saul through a blur. “Please don’t,” I beg him.

“Why not? You don’t think he deserves
it?”

A part of me longs to do it myself. To tie
Finn up and drag him along until he teeters on the edge of the same
abyss that Yorrick disappeared into, and then give him that final
push. But if I did that, I would have to toss Ben and Saul over the
same edge. They’ve done the exact same thing. Yorrick is never
coming back, no matter how many people I throw off the cliffs.

My fingers find Saul’s hands, balled into
tight fists in his lap. For just a moment, his aggression really
frightens me, but it doesn’t stop me from opening my mouth to talk
to him.

“Because all that violence will tear you
apart,” I say, my voice clear and undisputed. “You don’t need to
prove yourself. You can’t turn back time and stop Finn’s crime from
happening. You can only help me to look forward.”

His dark eyes don’t leave mine. “Promise me
you’ll tell Yorrick’s father,” he demands.

A few days ago, I’d told him how Walt had
kept from Nathan what he had witnessed, and his suspicions
afterwards, for too long. How much that had upset me.

“Of course,” I promise. “As soon as I get
home.”

Saul gives me one last, probing look, as
though he can imprint his wish on me that way. “Did you bring me
anything?” he goes on to ask.

I shake my head. “Ben was already asleep. But
I just wanted to…” See you, I finish silently. As soon as I think
it, I wish I could take it back. Because I can’t explain why I want
that. Surely I can’t justify it.

He raises an eyebrow. “What?”

“Bring you some news,” I continue. “I come
here every day, so I thought it would be weird not to show up.”

Saul smiles. “Thank you.”

I quickly tell him about Ben and the latest
developments in Hope Harbor. It has been quiet around the ‘secret’
shipyard after the attack, but something’s brewing. I can sense
it.

As I ride off, Saul watches me with his dark,
impenetrable look. I will tell Nathan what I know and leave all
criminal proceedings to him. I’m not about to take the law into my
own hands, and I’m definitely not putting it in Saul’s.

His rough, gravelly voice telling me he could
kill Finn for me won’t leave my mind, not even when I’ve reached my
own city.
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17 – Leia

 


It’s late when we finally get back to the
hotel. William is waiting for us in the dining room, his face
worried and pale. “Where have you been?” he asks, leaping up from
his chair to shoot Walt a scolding look before pulling him into a
relieved embrace. “I couldn’t find you anywhere! No one knew where
you two were.”

“We took the bus,” he replies. “To
Dunsford.”

William’s eyes grow wide. “Have you – that’s
near Exeter, right? Did you see anything of the city?”

We sit down at the table. Nobody else is in
the restaurant, not even any waiting staff. That’s too bad, because
I can hear my stomach growl. “We were in Exeter,” I say, so
softly that William has to lean in to hear me. “And we visited the
cathedral.”

“And you’re still alive?” William shakes his
head in confusion. “I thought everybody who leaves the county gets
sick?”

“Maybe they’re just saying that to keep
people inside,” I mumble defiantly. “Nothing’s wrong with us.”

“What about all those dead pilgrims?” Walt
argues.

“Well, they were already close to dying
before the guards even allowed them to go to Exeter.”

“But Tony wouldn’t lie to us,” William pipes
up. “If he says that the city is dangerous, I believe him. Without
question.”

He does have a point. Our new friend from
Bodmin wouldn’t knowingly deceive us. An overconfident thought
flashes through me – could it be I actually tapped into the Force
to stop myself and Walt from getting sick? But how could I have?
Our ancestors weren’t real, and so the Force can’t be real. I don’t
get it. My head is spinning with all the day’s impressions.

“I’m going upstairs,” I announce, yawning
loudly. “We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

“Aren’t you hungry?” Walt asks. “Because I
am.”

“The kitchen is closed, but we still have
some cakes in our room,” William reminds him.

“Good, then I’m going upstairs too.” Walt
turns to me. “And then I’ll drop by yours.”

“Thanks.” I quickly swivel around before
William can see me blush. In my old world, we wouldn’t have bumbled
around like this – in all likelihood, I would have been engaged to
Walt, and my parents wouldn’t have had anything to say about it.
And yet, it makes me feel warm inside that someone seems to care
about what the two of us are up to.

“You coming?” I ask quietly when we’re in the
corridor, each pushing open the doors to our rooms.

“Let me grab the food,” Walt mumbles. Within
a few seconds he’s back, holding a paper bag in one hand.

“You staying?” I ask, even more quietly, as
he follows me and slowly closes the door behind him.

“You want me to?”

I nod.

His face crinkles up in a happy but nervous
grin. “I’m happy Padma decided to stay in Dartmoor,” he says with a
wink.

A shiver runs down my spine. “If only she’ll
want to come back with us.”

“Of course she will.” Walt pulls me into a
comforting embrace. “I can’t imagine she’ll be so eager to stay
once we tell her it means she can never leave. It would mean she
has to say goodbye to Tresco forever, and I don’t think she’s ready
for that just yet.”

“Yes.” I sit down on the bed and hungrily dig
into the cakes Walt has brought along. “That’s true. It will all
work out, I guess.”

When I take off my cardigan and lie down,
Walt takes out my precious find from the cathedral. He puts the
cross on the table next to my bed and stares at it thoughtfully.
“Beautiful artifact,” he says. “I can see why they send all those
pilgrims over there to get treasures from Exeter.”

I rub my hand over his back. “I don’t know –
possessions were never that important to me. We didn’t have much in
the manor house, but we were never lacking.”

Walt stretches out next to me and looks at me
from up close. “You didn’t lack anything at all?”

“Well.” I close my eyes. “We lacked love, I
guess. Parental love. And of course I didn’t have a boyfriend
before I met you.”

“So you have some catching-up to do?” he
whispers playfully.

I open my eyes and gasp in mock-offense.
“Don’t make me sound like a pathetic, lonely girl! Are you saying
you were the town’s hotshot, girls drooling all over you?”

“Maybe.” He shrugs. “I must have missed all
the drooling because I was so busy building my secret ship.”

“Good,” I laugh. “Or I wouldn’t have been
here, together with you.”

And then, we stop talking, because I kiss him
on the mouth and he hungrily kisses me back. All the dark thoughts
I’ve had about Exeter, Dartmoor, and the strict laws in this new
land fade into the background. I’m here, together with a boy who
means the world to me, and that’s all I want to focus on right
now.

 


The next morning, I wake up with the sound of
a bird singing outside on the window sill, twittering
enthusiastically to greet the rising sun. That is how the men
working for our wake-up service in Newexter always woke up – the
crowing rooster made sure they did. I’ve never understood how those
animals manage to wake up at sunrise. Maybe the books from the old
world contain that information.

I do regret not spending more time at the
library, but I’m sure the president won’t mind giving us a few
books as a present so the people on Tresco can read them too.

With a sigh, I turn around and look at Walt,
who is still asleep. His blond hair is tousled and his mouth hangs
slightly open. He is so sweet. I can’t stop a silly smile from
spreading across my face as I watch him. This adventure would never
have been the same without him.

A modest knock on the door interrupts my
reverie. “Who’s there?” I ask, my voice still groggy from
sleep.

“William,” comes the answer. “Tony used that
strange device on my nightstand to tell me that breakfast is at
nine. We’re leaving at ten.”

“All right.” I yawn, my gaze drifting to the
black thing on my table that Tony called a ‘phone’. Ours didn’t
make a sound, so it’s a good thing Walt’s dad woke us up.

“Is Walt with you?” I hear him ask.

“Yeah, Dad, I’m here,” Walt mutters
unexpectedly. “Are you guys going to keep up that shouting match
through the door much longer?” He opens his eyes and smiles at me.
I blush when he plants a kiss on my cheek.

“Good. See you in a bit, then,” William
replies a bit awkwardly.

After his footsteps recede down the corridor,
we both can’t help chuckling.

“Is Padma bunking up with you again tonight?”
Walt inquires.

“No idea.” I smile. “Hopefully we’ll be in
Bodmin by tonight. Or who knows, maybe we’ll be on board the
Explorer. I can imagine people want to go home. And besides,
I bet Tony has other things to do with his life than showing us
around all the time.”

“Yeah.” Walt’s face turns serious. “It’s high
time he and the mayor of Bodmin come up with some new rules and
regulations and inspire the people in Dartmoor. I still wonder what
they’ve done to Victor.”

Thoughts about the red-haired guy and the
farm with the secret doorway are still going through my mind when
we board the bus just after ten o’clock.

“How was Moretonhampstead?” Tony inquires as
he walks down the aisle to count his passengers, so we won’t forget
anyone.

Most people look elated and enthusiastic. As
long as you don’t look too closely, Dartmoor County is a friendly
place extending a warm welcome to strangers. As long as you do what
is expected of you, that is. But isn’t that true for every place in
the world? My own village sticks to certain rules we expect others
to follow. If clear rules are in place, people feel safe. Make the
rules too strict and they’ll feel trapped, though. That goes for
me, at least.

Once the bus is moving, Walt pulls out a
large book with blank pages from his bag. “Look, my dad gave me
this,” he says. “It’s a sketchbook. Here, it comes with some
pencils. They’re like charcoal crayons, only harder.”

“What are you going to draw?” I want to
know.

“I thought we could both make some drawings
of Exeter. So we can show the people back home what it looks
like.”

“Good idea.” I pull a face. “Only problem is,
I can’t really draw that well.”

Walt laughs. “Why don’t I draw while you give
me directions? Does that sound better?”

“Yes, I like the idea of being the brains of
our organization,” I tease him.

He draws me in and gently caresses my cheek.
“Aye aye, captain.”

From the corner of my eye, I see William
watching us. Fortunately, he doesn’t seem to disapprove. In fact,
he looks kind of endeared.

By the time we reach the capital city of
Dartmoor, we’ve made a beautiful drawing of Exeter Cathedral
together, standing there in all its glory amidst the remains of a
destroyed city. We left the area around the building a bit smudgy
and abstract on purpose. We’d rather show our friends on Tresco the
beauty of the place – we can always tell them about the devastation
later on.

Tony parks the bus on the main square in
front of the palace. “This is where I said I’d meet President
Jacob,” he announces. “The seven people who stayed behind will come
here to join us for a goodbye meal. There will also be a small
memorial service in honor of Henry.” His voice slightly cracks on
the name of his dead friend.

We all get off quietly. I notice how our
people automatically lower their voices once we’re outside, just
like Tony did when we first stopped at the eastern gates of
Dartmoor County. Everybody knows that we shouldn’t stand out by
talking too loud.

When I spot Padma, Winda, and Jinn in front
of the palace, a wave of relief hits me. They’re still alive –
nothing has happened. They even look glowing and very content.

“Leia!” Padma calls out when she sees me,
running toward me and pulling me into a hug. “How was Dartmoor
East?”

“Fine,” I say. “We learned a lot. How are you
and Jack doing?”

Padma smiles. “Fine as well. But I’m coming
with you, don’t worry. He told me that Dartmoorers generally stay
within the fence, and I’m not ready to say goodbye to Tresco. I
might be back later.”

“What about the twins?”

“Jinn and Winda also want to go home. As do
the other four from Newexter. President Jacob told us we are
welcome to join the community later if we want. You know, so we’ll
belong to Dartmoor officially.”

I let out a sigh of relief. It’s a good thing
Padma is taking more time to think this through. What would I have
told her parents if she’d chosen to stay here? Padma’s mother in
particular was over the moon when her daughter returned to
Newexter. It would have broken her heart.

“Shall we go inside?” Tony proposes just
then. “It’s half past eleven. Everything’s ready.”

With an anxiously-beating heart, I follow
Tony. The first time, it was tripping because of sheer excitement,
but now it’s due to stress. No matter how beautiful this palace is,
I can’t forget what happened to Sam not ten steps away from the
main entrance.

My feet falter when I step into the dinner
hall and my gaze lands on a sort of altar. There’s a life-like,
giant portrait of Henry put up on an easel, surrounded by candles
and flowers. Henry’s wife is next to the altar, her face pale and
tear-streaked. With her are more people from Dartmoor, comforting
her.

“Welcome back,” President Jacob says,
emerging from the crowd. “We would like to thank you for your visit
and offer you the opportunity to honor Henry, without whom your
island may have never been discovered.”

Oh, no. I don’t know if I can deal with
this.

Walt sidles up to me and puts his hand on my
shoulder. “Come on,” he says gently. “Let’s grab something to eat
first before we go up there to shake Henry’s wife’s hand. It’ll
give you time to prepare.”

I nod quietly. We walk over to the luscious
buffet that the president had his cooks prepare for us. Naturally,
it’s also for the people who have come to commemorate Henry, the
man who was murdered by my corrupt, cowardly leader. And his wife
doesn’t even know it. Nobody told her the truth, for fear of the
consequences.

My stomach twists when I take a bite of fruit
pie. I’m too nervous to eat. Walt takes my plate from me and puts
it back on the table. “You look like you’re about to hurl. You want
to go now?”

“Yes.” I swallow down the lump in my throat.
“Let’s get this over with.”

We join the line and move up slowly,
shuffling forward step by step to offer our condolences to Henry’s
wife. She looks so sad, and so gentle. I can sense she has never
had to pretend she’s nonviolent. She’s the real deal. I don’t know
if they had any kids together – if they did, they aren’t here.

When I face her at last, I can’t hold back
tears. “I’m Leia,” I say softly. “Henry has made our world so much
bigger, and we are thankful for that.”

“Thank you,” she whispers. “I’m Michelle, and
I am proud of what my husband did for you. May Jesus welcome him to
the hereafter with open arms.”

She seizes my hand and gently squeezes it. I
don’t know where I get the idea, but suddenly my other hand slips
into the pocket of my cardigan and I pull out the golden cross from
Exeter. “I would like to give you this,” I say. No one deserves
this treasure more than she does, after all we have taken away from
her, and this is all I can give to her. “Think of us and of Henry
whenever you look at it.”

Her eyes start to shine. “That – that’s
beautiful,” she stutters. “Where did you get that?”

A stern voice pipes up from behind me.
“That’s what I would like to know.”

When I turn around, I see Sonia, the
president’s sister, standing behind me with a light scowl on her
face.

Only then do I realize I have made a huge
mistake.
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“You took this from our church?” Sonia asks,
completely taken aback. “Where else would you get a thing like
that?”

I blink anxiously and draw a deep breath to
answer her, but no words come out. I have no idea what to tell
her.

“Stealing will not go unpunished, I assure
you,” says President Jacob, who has joined his sister to see what
all the commotion is about. He looks pointedly at the crucifix.

“I didn’t steal anything from the church,” I
protest. “I found this.”

“Where?” Sonia sounds calm, but it’s obvious
she wants to know all the details.

My gaze volleys between Michelle and Sonia
before drifting to the floor. Then, I exhale loudly and look
President Jacob straight in the eye. “In Exeter,” I admit.

Everybody around us grows silent. I feel Walt
stiffen next to me.

“That’s impossible,” Jacob says decidedly.
“No one is allowed to go there.”

“We snuck past the guards in Dunsford.” Walt
backs me up. “We just wanted to see the place of our ancestors. And
the only building still standing is the cathedral, so that’s where
we went.”

The people around us edge away almost
imperceptibly.

“Exeter is a very dangerous city,” Michelle
says in a trembling voice. “Hardly anyone gets out of there
alive.”

“We really went there,” I maintain. “Walt,
show them our drawing.” By now, I don’t know what’s worse – being
accused of stealing or admitting to secretly visiting their shrine,
but I’d rather stick to the truth when it comes to these
unpredictable people.

With shaky hands, Walt opens his bag to take
out his sketchbook. When he holds up the drawing we did, Jacob’s
eyes grow wide. “Yes, that is the cathedral,” he acknowledges
slowly. “As seen from the side. And the only public picture of the
building we have is one showing the front.” He looks at us as
though we are ghosts. “You’re not feeling sick? No headaches,
vomiting, hair loss?”

“Nothing of the kind,” I say. “Maybe we were
protected by the Force. That’s what we believe in on Tresco.” I
smile at him beatifically. He shouldn’t think he’s dealing with a
bunch of primitives. We’ve been pegged as Unbelievers by people who
didn’t understand us before, and I’m not going to let that happen
again.

Michelle is the first one to break the long
silence. “You’re sure you want to give this to me?” she asks
gingerly.

I nod. “Of course. Your husband sacrificed
himself to save us.”

She bites her lip and smiles through her
tears. “Thank you.”

“A glorious gift,” Sonia agrees. Her menacing
attitude has disappeared now that she knows we didn’t steal
anything. “Henry would have been honored.”

I shake Michelle’s hand once more, watch as
Walt offers her his condolences too, and then walk to a bench in
the corner, my knees wobbly. I only brave a look around the room
after sitting there with Walt, hand in hand, for a few silent
minutes. My gaze catches on the president, who’s quietly talking to
Sonia, his eyes pensive as he watches me and Walt. What are they
discussing? Are they about to arrest us because we’ve broken the
rules? Or are they just very thankful for the beautiful gift we’ve
brought for Henry’s wife?

“I can’t wait to go to Bodmin,” Walt says at
that moment.

“Can’t be soon enough.” I sigh, letting my
head drop onto his shoulder. When William shows up with a plate
full of food some moments later, I decide to have a few bites of
bread anyway. The trip to Bodmin will take a couple of hours.

When the group of people gathered around
Henry’s portrait leaves, a bell rings and summons servants
scurrying about to clear the table and clean the room.

Padma walks over to us and gives me a weak
smile. “I’m so sad about Henry. But I’m also kind of happy that
Tony didn’t tell anyone it was our fault.”

“Me too,” I mumble.

“We’re leaving, by the way. First we visit
Bodmin and tomorrow it’s back to the Penzance harbor.”

I look around one more time, taking in the
room where we have had the opportunity to enjoy the Dartmoor
hospitality twice. It’s still beautiful, but I would never feel
completely at ease if I stayed here. Nonviolent ideals are fine, as
long as they’re just principles – expecting people to never get
angry or aggressive anymore will take away the humanness from a
community.

It is as if a burden is lifted off my
shoulders when we get into the bus again to be on our way to the
other large city in the new world. Bodmin is more open-minded, less
strict, and only a two-hour drive.

“I’m sorry I lost your book,” I apologize to
William. It was his copy of the New Testament that I used to bribe
my way out of Dartmoor with Victor.

He shrugs. “No problem. I’m sure I can get
another one in Bodmin. I’d like to put a copy in the Bookkeeper’s
library when we get home.”

“Dad,” Walt groans. “Not another book I have
to learn by heart.”

I laugh. “Isn’t it about time that everyone
gained access to those books?”

He turns around to face me. “You think?
Why?”

“Because it’s good to share knowledge.” I
remember our own Book, kept under lock and key, because no one was
allowed to read in it except Saul. Only now do I wonder whether the
manor leaders were always like that. Did the youngsters used to
know more about its contents? “So people can decide for themselves
what to do with that wisdom, and use their common sense. They won’t
need to slavishly follow priests who think they know how it should
be interpreted, or dictators like Saul, or other leaders such as
Gideon and Jacob.”

Walt smiles. “I think I’ll give it a
try.”

“Try what?”

“Build a public library. Like the library we
visited yesterday. And build a mighty fleet of ships so people can
sail to the Other Side as often as they want.”

This is why I like Walt so much. He may be
overconfident and arrogant sometimes, but he doesn’t shy away from
new things. He’s not afraid to broaden his horizon.

“That means you’ll be the first Bookkeeper
who won’t keep the books away from the people,” I say
seriously.

“Amen,” William supplies, using a word we
learned in Dartmoor to validate previously-uttered words. The three
of us laugh, and it feels good to make new plans for our own world
instead of being afraid to break the rules of the strange society
we’ve encountered.

Some twenty odd miles before we get to
Bodmin, Tony pulls over and parks the bus along the roadside for a
short break. It’s no coincidence he has picked a spot looking out
over a beautiful, lush forest, which doesn’t seem to have been
affected by sickness or radiation.

“This place used to be called Upton Wood,” he
tells us. “It also happens to be the border of Bodmin County. You
see we’re getting close to another region where life is still
possible.”

“Where’s the fence?” Padma wants to know.

“There is no fence.” Tony smiles. “We do have
some low stone walls to keep the cattle in, but we don’t have
barriers for humans.” He nervously glances aside when two men
approach us. “I’ll tell you more about it later.”

I’m surprised to find out that I don’t know
the two men at all. Were they hiding in the back of the bus?

“Excuse me – who are you?” I inquire.

They smile broadly. “We are delegates of the
Dartmoor government. Technicians. We are going to work on the radio
in the harbor, so we can stay in touch with ships of visitors who
may decide to visit us,” the oldest of the two explains.

“Thank you very much,” Walt says. “The people
of Tresco will be indebted.”

While Tony and William strike up a
conversation with the two repair men, I tug at Walt’s arm. “You
want to take a little stroll with me?” I ask. “It’s so beautiful
here. This forest reminds me of the woods around the manor.”

“Sure, why not?” He looks around with a
beaming face as we follow the dirt track leading into the forest.
“It’s wonderful to see there is still so much nature here. And
isn’t it amazing that Bodmin doesn’t have a fence? A strict barrier
like in Dartmoor will only keep people from getting to know each
other better.”

“Well, no Wall has been able to stop us,” I
say, blushing when Walt cocks a playful eyebrow.

“I thought last night was amazing,” he says.
“Are you – happy that I spent the night?”

“Yes.” I squeeze his hand.

We silently continue down the path until we
stumble onto a small forest pond, ringed by pine trees. At the
water’s edge, Walt stops walking and lifts my hand to his lips to
kiss my fingers.

“Look, I don’t know how your people do
everything,” he starts, “but – I’d like you to belong to me. Like
Yorrick belonged to Alisa. Like my parents belonged to each other a
long time ago.”

My heart skips a beat as my eyes find his.
“And how does that work with you in Hope Harbor?” I whisper.

“You know.” He draws me in. “We do stuff
together. Swim in the sea. Watch plays in the square. Dance during
holidays and festivities. We talk. And if we can do that without
being at each other’s throats all the time, we stick together.”

I smile. “You do realize that according to
Newexter customs, we’d already be married after last night,” I
tease him. I can’t help myself.

Walt visibly pales. “Oh! Uhm – well, you
could have told me,” he grumbles, slightly panicked.

I burst out laughing. “I know you didn’t mean
it like that,” I reassure him. “You like me. I like you. And I hope
we’ll always like each other this much.”

He caresses my hair and softly kisses my
lips. “Yeah, me too.”

Before he can deepen the kiss, I’m distracted
by a rustling sound in the undergrowth. Walt doesn’t seem to
notice, but he’s not trained to look out for wild animals and
forest sounds. It’s not an animal that’s coming toward us making
its way through the bushes, though – it’s a person. Two people, I
determine after listening for a few more seconds.

“We have visitors,” I warn him with a cheeky
grin. “I’m just saying, before you start doing really naughty
stuff.”

Walt chuckles.

When we turn around, the two technicians from
Dartmoor are behind us, both quiet. Although their smiles are
friendly enough, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. These
men are not here on a casual stroll through the woods. Their eyes
tell me they were looking for us, and now they have found us.

“Good afternoon,” Walt says, sounding
uncomfortable. He can feel it too – a sort of quiet threat.

“We have got orders to take you back to
Dartmoor,” the youngest one says, a skinny man with a face that
reminds me of a rat. He pats a black device dangling from his belt.
A radio?

“What – why?” I stutter. Is this about the
golden crucifix I took from Exeter? I wish I’d never given the
stupid thing away in a surge of guilt.

“We’ll tell you on our way back,” his friend
says in a calm tone.

“And what if we don’t want to come?” Walt
replies, raising his voice. He blocks the two men from coming any
closer to me. “We’re on our way home. If the president wants to
speak to us, he’ll have to wait until we pay him a visit
again.”

I edge away when they both get the familiar
needles from their pockets. “We’d rather not sedate you,” the rat
face says. “But we’ll do whatever’s necessary. If you follow us
without resisting, we’ll put these away. There’s a van waiting for
us at the end of this path.”

He hasn’t even finished speaking the last
word before Walt plants a fist into the man’s stomach, making him
double over. “Run!” he yells at me. “Leia, go back to the bus!”

“No! I’m not leaving you,” I sputter, trying
to fend off the older man with trembling hands. Walt turns around
and reaches out to grab the man’s upper arm when the other
Dartmoorer who is face down in the mud suddenly seizes his ankle.
He pulls and Walt tumbles down.

And then, the entire world fades to black. I
can just make out the needle slipping into my upper arm before the
light goes out.
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“Yes. It’s him.”

The three of us are standing around a wooden
chest containing a body. Bram has just confirmed what the Eldest
already suspected.

The body that washed up on the beach next to
the tiny harbor is Finn’s. We’ll never know what exactly happened,
but judging from the state his body is in, he’s been in the water
for a few days at least. When Bram told Saul his brother was
missing, he might have been dead already. Drowned.

Was it possible he walked into the sea
himself?

Nathan lets out a deep sigh. He opens his
mouth to speak, then closes it again. What is he supposed to say
about his only son’s killer? Finn has carried out his own death
sentence.

“Do you want us to give him a final resting
place in the graveyard?” the Eldest asks Bram.

Bram shakes his head. With empty eyes, he
stares at his younger brother. How old had Finn been – about forty?
The same age as my parents, I suspect.

“I will build my own barge,” he says, his
voice cracked and crumbling. “He always wanted a simple ceremony.
Beneath the cold ground he’ll never be free.”

The Bookkeeper nods curtly. “I want you to
leave Tresco. As soon as possible. As soon as the Explorer
comes back and we have the chance to sail out again, you’ll be on
that ship,” he says.

“Okay,” Bram simply replies. The Bookkeeper
won’t get an argument from this man – he can hardly look the leader
of Hope Harbor in the eye.

The Eldest takes a step back. “We will leave
you for now.” He ushers us out of the room in the village hall
where his assistants have laid out Finn’s body. With a solemn face,
he looks at us both. “When do you think the Explorer will be
back?”

“I have no idea.” Nathan looks around the
square absently. “It was just supposed to be a scouting mission, so
hopefully in a few days. I could use some good news by now.”

“You’ll be happy to hear that an extra team
of youth workers has started work on building a second ship.
They’re following your shipbuilders’ instructions to the letter, so
we’ll be able to finish two ships instead of one at the same
time.”

Nathan’s face lights up. “That is good news
indeed. How big are they? What’s their passenger capacity?”

“About two hundred people per vessel, I
estimate. They’re enormous.” The Eldest smiles. “Why don’t you come
and have a look? You’re here now anyway, and you won’t be taking
Finn back for trial, so you might as well see the work instead of
reading about it in those newsletters. I bet Terry’s eager to show
you what they’ve been up to.”

The Bookkeeper nods. “Will you join me?” he
asks me.

I shake my head. “No, I’m going to see Saul.
He needs to know what happened to. Finn and Bram were his
neighbors.”

“Of course. You go and see your friend.”

With a start, I realize that’s what Saul is –
a friend. A person I can be myself with, although I don’t always
feel at ease with him when he’s in one of his black moods. He’s so
different from Walt. So different from Yorrick. But despite all
that, he is a person I have learned to trust.

During my ride to the clearing, dark clouds
drift in over the island. The air is hot and muggy. I’ve been
expecting a thunderstorm to erupt for hours now, but right now I’m
hoping it’ll stay dry for a little while longer. I want to be
outside, maybe venture out into the woods to try and shoot a
pheasant. Yesterday Saul taught me how to handle a bow and arrows,
and I turned out to be so talented that I’m itching to give it
another try.

No one is there at the clearing. Maybe Saul
has already left on a hunt. In that case, I’d better wait here and
leave him alone. Last time I followed Saul into the woods, he kept
telling me I was too noisy when I walked. “You’re scaring away our
dinner,” he’d told me with a smirk, when I’d managed to scare away
an entire colony of rabbits for the third time.

When he finally returns home, I have put my
time to good use by putting on a kettle to make tea. Saul has
evidently been on a hunt, because he’s clutching two dead rabbits
in his hands. Or maybe they ran into one of his traps. He’s not
carrying a weapon.

His eyes scan me inquisitively. “What’s
wrong?” he says. Apparently he can tell that I’m upset.

“Finn is dead.”

Saul puts the rabbits down on the table where
two steaming mugs of tea are waiting. “How?”

“He drowned,” I whisper.

I know Saul is afraid of water. It took both
of his parents. Yet, he dove into the sea past the surf to get my
shawl without hesitation.

“He walked into the sea just like that?” He
stands beside me and picks up one of the mugs. “Good. That means he
solved his own problem.”

“I guess.” His cold, harsh words make me
flinch. Finn and he have been neighbors for quite some time, after
all. “And Bram won’t be back either, I think. The Bookkeeper told
him to get off the island.”

“What, like right now?”

“No, that’s impossible. But he’s expected to
sail out with the next available ship going to the Other Side.”

Saul nods briefly. “Well. You want to help me
skin those rabbits?” His mouth curls up in a teasing grin when I
bite my lip. Though I love hunting, I’m not a big fan of the
inevitable work afterwards. Saul knows exactly which chores I
hate.

“I can get some fresh carrots from the
garden,” I hastily suggest.

“You go and do that,” he says amusedly.

Saul’s garden is overflowing with ripe
vegetables, so I decide to pick some spinach too. As I dump some
leaves into the basket I brought along, I’m softly humming a
wistful tune. It makes me realize I feel at home here way too much.
It’s as if Saul is a part of my family. He’s like the brother I
never had. No, not like a brother. I know I don’t really believe
that, but I push the truth I can’t accept far away.

“You got another knife?” I ask when I’m back
at the table. “I need to scrape off the carrots.”

Saul glances up. “In the cabin,” he replies.
“In that chest under my bed. They’re a bit blunter than this
one.”

We prepare our meal in silence. Saul gets a
bigger cauldron from Bram’s hut – the priest won’t be needing it
anymore, he says – so we can make a lot of stew at once. He hands
me a basket of potatoes and pours the two of us another round of
tea.

I watch him as he rinses the rabbit blood off
his hands in the bucket on the table. A strange feeling of
confusion nestles in my stomach. Why does this guy fascinate me so
much? Is it because he has managed to heal me despite his own
wounds? Is it because he terrifies me but shows me his soft side
every now and then? I honestly don’t know. He calls to me like the
light in the watchtowers used to try to draw in the Fleet that
never showed – the glow is alluring, but I won’t come closer than
this.

When Saul suddenly turns his head and locks
eyes with me, I stare at him as if frozen. The ghost of a smile
dances around his lips.

“Sorry,” I mumble, flustered. My knees feel
weak.

“For what?” he asks.

“I didn’t mean to gawk at you.”

“So why did you?” he comments shrewdly.

I glare at him. “Because you… I don’t know,
actually.”

Saul doesn’t respond, but I can’t help
noticing he’s slowly inching closer. “You stare at me a lot,” he
continues calmly, as though the observation isn’t embarrassing at
all. “You do it when you think I can’t see.”

“No, I don’t.” I’m lying, and I can’t lie
without blushing, so I stare doggedly at my feet.

He slowly breathes in and out. “Look at
me.”

Gingerly, I raise my head.

“Do I remind you of him?” he says, so quietly
that I almost can’t make out the words.

“Who?” My voice is too hoarse. He knows that
I know fully well who he’s talking about.

Saul takes another step forward and stands
there, his face just a few inches away from me. “Yorrick,” he
mumbles.

My cheeks burn. “No. Absolutely not. You
don’t even look like him.”

He nods, a tired smile tugging at his mouth.
“Maybe that’s a blessing.”

I blink dazedly. “W-why?” I stutter.

Saul leans into me. “You would have felt
guilty otherwise,” he whispers. His warm hand softly caresses my
cheek before he captures my mouth with his.

My heart skips a beat. Even though I saw it
coming, it still takes my breath away with surprise. And fear. And
happiness. I don’t push him away when he loops his arms around my
waist and deepens the kiss. Instead, I respond to his kiss with
fire on my lips, and my body shivers with desire when I hear him
moan softly, his breathing speeding up. Holy Annabelle, this is a
bad idea. A very bad idea.

The carrot knife clatters down on the table
as my fingers trail down his spine. His lips open mine and I can’t
help myself – I melt away in his arms.

When I finally break away from the kiss, Saul
looks at me from up close, his hand tenderly stroking my arm.

“You make me feel like I could be good,” he
whispers.

His words move me deeply. “But you can,” I
say hotly.

He emits a bitter laugh. “No, not
really.”

“That’s what you said about Ben. And he
started a new life, too.”

Saul pulls me into a warm embrace, his mouth
against my forehead. “You give me hope. Beautiful girl from Hope
Harbor,” he says at last.

I feel myself blush. “I’m not that beautiful.
I bet you had prettier girls in that manor of yours. Different girl
every night.” A hint of jealousy stabs at my heart.

He sighs deeply. “Yes, but that was
different.”

“Why?”

“That wasn’t friendship. It was just
sex.”

His vulgar words make me self-conscious. “I
don’t do that sort of thing if I’m not in love,” I mutter.

“I know.” Saul strokes my hair. “You’re a
good person, Alisa. I get it if you just want to stay friends. Or
maybe not even friends.”

I gaze up, straight into his dark,
self-doubting eyes. “I think we’re more than just friends.”

“Yeah.” He looks serious. “Me too.”

I want to tell him what else I think – that
this is not a good idea. That it will only lead to heartache. But
the words blow away in the wind coming in from the sea to whisper
over the clearing. If I’d been serious about keeping my distance, I
would have had to step away from Saul a long time ago. “I’m
scared,” I say instead.

“Me too,” he admits without blinking.

“Of what?” I stare at him in surprise. Saul
doesn’t strike me as the type to scare easily.

“Of losing this. Like I partly lost Ben. He
was the only person I ever cared about.”

I slowly snake my arms around his waist and
press a kiss to his cheek. “Maybe we should just take it day by
day. You won’t lose me that quickly. I’m Ben’s messenger, remember?
I come here every day.”

Saul suddenly chuckles. “Yeah, Ben made sure
of that.”

“Huh?” I blink my eyes.

He dips his head and mumbles against my
mouth: “I asked him to write me back every day, Alisa. Because I
knew you’d bring me his letters. Ben isn’t such a chatterbox by
nature, you know.”

“What the…” I stare at him indignantly.
“You mean you weren’t looking forward to hearing from Ben at
all?”

He cocks an eyebrow. “Of course I was. I know
Ben wanted to keep his distance, but he’s always so willing to be
helpful to me. This way, I got mail from him every day and I got to
see you as a bonus. Two birds with one stone, is what we call it
over here.”

My jaw drops. “You are way too good at
manipulating people, you know that?”

“I do know that.” He shrugs. “How do you
think I managed to become leader of the manor house? Max and Cal
are both stronger than I am. I’m just a lot smarter.”

I don’t know what to say, so I decide to say
nothing. Instead, I lean my head against his chest and close my
eyes when the scent of cooked rabbit and herbs drifts into my
nostrils. In my mind’s eye, I can almost imagine how
picture-perfect homey we look, standing together like this – if
only the whole thing wasn’t so wrong.

Saul lowers his head to give me a gentle kiss
on the mouth. “Shall we…” he starts out, but he never gets to
finish his sentence. The words lodge in his throat when we hear
agitated shouting in the distance. The clamor sounds like it’s
caused by scores of people. And they don’t seem to be very
happy.

“What the deep is that?” I hiss.

“Another revolt?” Saul wonders aloud. He
takes my hand and pulls me along. “Let’s go to the square. I think
that’s where those people are.”

After we’ve crossed the clearing, made our
way through the forest and left the graveyard behind us, we stop on
top of the hill bordering on the village hall, our eyes wide as we
take in what’s happening below.

The angry mob in the square consists of about
a hundred Hope Harborers with sticks, burning torches, axes, and
rocks. And heading the troupe is Phileas, a wild look burning in
his eyes.
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“Who in Dark Father’s name is that?” Saul
whispers. He has pulled me behind a tall tombstone to stay out of
sight and is craning his neck to look around the gravemarker,
observing the small army that has gathered in front of the village
hall. Phileas is clearly in charge.

“T-that’s the man who sabotaged our
shipbuilding efforts,” I stammer.

“Well, it looks like someone blabbed about
the secret shipyard.” Saul’s mouth is set in a hard line. “But this
time they won’t lay a finger on those ships. They’ll have to get
through me first.”

“You want to try and stop all these people by
yourself?” I ask nonplussed.

“No.” Saul takes my hand and we retreat into
the woods. “We’ll circle the village and go to the youngster
school. We can get help there. Those few assistants working for the
Eldest won’t be able to stop those attackers.”

“He’s not even there himself,” I falter. “He
went to the harbor with the Bookkeeper to show him the new
ships.”

We run as fast as our feet can carry us.
Tears burn in my eyes as I run down the forest path. According to
Saul, this road leads us past the village and connects with a
smaller track leading up to the manor house. How has Phileas found
out about us building ships here? Someone must have betrayed us.
But this time, he has really gone too far. If Phileas attacks this
side of the island, he’ll be thrown into jail. Nathan won’t
tolerate this.

I know my way around the manor house thanks
to the grand tour the Eldest gave me. Saul goes straight for the
main doors and bursts into a classroom on the left. I follow him
and stare into the faces of about thirty flabbergasted students and
four teachers.

“What do you think you’re doing?” a
dark-blonde teacher with a moustache finally protests. “You’re
disturbing our class.”

“The village is under attack,” Saul pants,
completely out of breath. “By Fools. They want to destroy the
ships.”

“They’re in the central square now,” I add.
“Please help us.”

The teacher gets up immediately. “Leave
everything on your desks,” he tells the youngsters. “We need to get
to Newexter right now.”

“But not before we grab some weapons,” Saul
says, turning toward the students. “Pete, Han – you’re the best
archers. Take Rio, Mia, and Luke to grab some stuff, they aren’t
bad either. Obi, you grab some spears and clubs and distribute them
among the rest. This is a group hunt, got it?”

I’m surprised at how efficiently Saul manages
the children, but even more amazed at how well they all listen.
They might still see him as their leader. It helps that he knows
his former subjects’ strengths – he knows exactly what to leave in
whose capable hands. They get up in one movement and rush toward
several rooms in the house to do what Saul ordered them to do. In
no time we are all outside on the lawn – thirty heavily-armed
soldiers ready for battle. We might be few compared to Phileas’s
army, but they weren’t carrying any hunting weapons, as far as I
could tell.

“The first thing we do is lure them away from
their goal,” Saul addresses the group, his eyes scanning the crowd.
“This is not just a Hope Harbor project, it belongs to all of you.
All of us. You have worked hard on these ships, and so the last
thing we need is for some Fools to torch them out of spite.”

“How do you intend to distract them?” the
girl he called by the name of Mia asks.

“We circle the village and attach from the
north,” Saul replies. “They’ll probably think the shipyard is up on
the northern beach. “

“But that’s where Newmanor is,” one of the
teachers protests.

“Cal and Max are strong enough to defend
their new settlement,” Saul argues. “Besides, it’s even better if
they join the fight.”

“Should we just ward off the attack?” another
boy inquires.

“No.” Saul clenches his fists. “These people
will only stop this madness if we show them we mean business. Shoot
to kill, and make sure every shot counts.”

My breath hitches. I know Saul is right, but
I know the attackers personally. Admittedly, I wouldn’t weep if
Phileas ended up with a spear lodged in his back, but there are
less militant people among his followers huddled together in the
village center. One of the younger Phileans used to be my
classmate. The grocer always sells us dried mint leaves at a
discount.

“Please,” I beg him softly as we take off
again, the entire group on our heels. “Let’s just scare them off.
Those people don’t all deserve to die. They’ve just been revved up
by Phileas and his stupid ideals.”

“They should have thought about that before
coming here,” Saul replies unrelentingly. His jaw is tense, and his
hands around the bow and arrow he’s grabbed are so tight that his
knuckles have turned white.

“Oh yeah?” I seize him by the arm and force
him to slow down. “Are you saying you’ve never incited your
boys to do things they didn’t want? Did Ben do all those terrible
things under your command because he wanted it himself? Would you
blame him for doing them?”

He glances aside, the fire in his eyes slowly
cooling off. “Fine,” he says softly. “But we take out the leader.
No matter what.”

“Okay.” I let out a sigh of relief when Saul
turns around to supply his makeshift army with new instructions.
This whole thing is bad enough as it is – I don’t want any more
people to die.

Avoiding the main road, we storm into the
village from the north. Shouting and wielding their weapons, the
youngsters pour into the square. A shiver runs down my spine when I
see a small boy waving a club tear past me. He can’t be a day older
than eleven. What a strange world this is, and yet it is so close
to my home town.

Suddenly, the cries die in the children’s’
throats. The entire army stops dead. Phileas is standing in the
middle of the square, holding the Eldest in a death grip. Our
religious fanatic is pressing a sharp dagger against the Newexter
leader’s throat, his face a taut mask of rage. Behind him is
Nathan, rooted at the spot. They probably just returned from the
harbor.

“One more step and he dies!” he screams, an
anxious look in his eyes.

Oh, no. This is not going according to plan
at all.

“Why have you come here?” Saul calls out. The
slight tremor in his voice betrays his insecurity. He doesn’t come
any closer, but his whole stance radiates power, and Phileas seems
to sense that. He pales.

“Your village is in cahoots with blasphemers
from Hope Harbor,” he says angrily. “We demand you destroy the
ships and stop insulting our Goddess. She protects our world, and
we will wait. That’s how it’s supposed to be. That is the world as
we know it.”

Saul blinks. The corner of his mouth trembles
faintly, and I know what that means. He’s trying to suppress his
emotions. I wonder why Phileas’s words seem to have such an impact
on him.

“Fear won’t help you to preserve the world,”
he says roughly. “And you’re scared. Scared of the unknown. Afraid
to find out you’ve put your faith in the wrong things all your
life. Terrified of losing control.”

All the people gathered seem to hold their
breaths. A peculiar smile tugs at the Eldest’s mouth. It almost
looks as though he’s – proud of Saul.

“How would you know?” Phileas yells. “You’ve
never even heard of our Goddess.”

“I think your Goddess goes by many names,”
Saul replies. “I think we are all looking for her, in a way. But
your way won’t work.” His voice cracks.

“Shut up, you Unbeliever!” Phileas edges the
blade of his dagger so close to the Eldest’s exposed throat now
that the leader of Newexter closes his eyes and starts to tremble.
“You are all errant Fools. You should never have crossed the
Wall.”

And then, an arrow zips through the air out
of nowhere. It confidently plunges into Phileas’s chest, straight
through the heart. Without making another sound, the cult leader
tumbles to the ground, his glassy eyes unseeingly staring up at the
skies. The knife he was holding scrapes the Eldest’s neck, but it
doesn’t cause any lethal damage. Just a scratch.

My mouth agape, I stare at the dead man lying
on the square. The Bookkeeper lets out a near-inaudible cry.

Mia, the girl with the bow and arrow, turns
around and triumphantly looks up at Saul. “In the meantime, I’ve
gotten better than Pete and Han,” she says breezily, a blush on her
cheeks.

 


Some ten minutes later, we are gathered in
the village hall. A group of men from Newexter has offered to
assist the Bookkeeper in marching the rebels back to Hope Harbor.
The dissenters didn’t need much convincing. The death of their
leader rendered them speechless and seemingly completely harmless.
Their anxious eyes were riveted on the clubs and spears the
Newexter guard were carrying as they took off along the Scilly
Way.

I am still speechless, too. I don’t know what
rattled me most – the reality that Phileas is dead, or the fact
that Saul actually seemed to be willing to talk to him, despite his
previous murderous talk. And in the end, Phileas was shot by a girl
not yet sixteen years old.

Saul is sitting next to me and talking to the
Eldest, who still looks terribly upset. On the other side of the
table is Mia, proudly looking around her. She seems to be happy
about stopping the assault on the village.

And then I see her looking at Saul. She
catches his gaze and her eyes look at him triumphantly and a bit
challengingly. Seductively, even. I swallow down the bitter taste
in my mouth. Could it be Mia was one of his former ‘girlfriends’?
Did she kill Phileas to impress Saul? If so, I think it’s sick. If
she really thinks she can get Saul to admire her like this, she’s
wrong.

Or is she? After all, Saul told me during our
very first meeting that I should toughen up a bit more. I furtively
look aside to gauge what he thinks of the stunt Mia pulled.

He is no longer looking at her. He’s staring
straight into my eyes, smiling faintly as he reaches for my hand.
“Come outside for a bit,” he says.

I nod my head in silent consent and follow
him out into the square. Once there, he fumbles with his leaves to
roll a cigarette and take a few drags before holding it out to me.
I decline.

“Why did Mia do that?” I ask, more sharply
than I was aiming for.

Saul cocks an eyebrow. “I told everybody that
stopping the leader was our priority. And besides, he was holding
the Eldest hostage.”

“But you were talking to him!” I object. “You
– you were trying to make him step down.”

He looks away. “I doubt I would have gotten
through to him,” he mumbles. “And Mia would literally kill for a
bit of attention.”

“From you,” I conclude in a monotone.

The corner of his mouth trembles. “Yes, from
me.” His eyes bore into me, challenging me to pick a fight over
this.

“Was she one of your girlfriends?” I blurt
out.

Saul lets out an irritated huff. “I didn’t
have girlfriends,” he says gruffly. “I told you that. Those girls
knew what I was inviting them for. But Mia chose to ignore that.
She wanted to turn it into something it wasn’t.”

My eyes blur with tears. “You think that’s
normal, to treat people like that?”

“No, of course it’s not normal,” he replies
softly. “I didn’t exactly have a normal life. Listen…” He takes a
step toward me and rests his hand on my shoulder before gently
kissing my forehead. “You have no reason to be jealous of Mia. She
and I were never friends. She was part of a life I have left behind
now. Or I’m trying to leave behind. And believe me, I’m well aware
of the fact that I’ll never turn into a good and gentle man. But
when I’m with you, I could almost believe I can.”

When Saul wipes away my tears it only makes
me cry harder. All the day’s events crash down on me, beating me
senseless. Finn’s death, Saul kissing me, Phileas’s attack and his
tragic end. “Why is life so difficult?” I sob.

Saul pulls me into his arms. “I don’t know.
But I do know it’s more bearable if you’re not alone.”

It feels like we remain there for the longest
time, in the middle of the square, holding on to each other. I open
my eyes only when I hear the sound of hooves leaping up from the
cobblestones of the Scilly Way. To my surprise it turns out to be
Daryl. He slides out of the saddle and runs toward me.

“Alisa,” he pants. “They’re back.”

“Who are you talking about?” I ask
wonderingly as I slip out of Saul’s embrace.

“Our adventurers.” He wipes the sweat off his
brow. “Walt, William, Leia. We’ve seen the Explorer at the
horizon. And there’s another ship with them.”
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21 – Leia

 


As soon as I open my eyes, I know I’m not
doing well. I have a horrible, throbbing headache and a bad taste
in my mouth. Could it be the Exeter disease has struck at last?

I turn my head to look around the room where
my bed is. And then, I remember – I was sedated by those men with
needles. They took me prisoner.

Coughing, I sit up, my eyes flitting across
the room. Am I all alone?

My heart skips a beat when I spot Walt on the
bed on the other side of the room. They got him too. I should have
run when I had the chance. I could have gotten help from Tony and
the others. And now we’re both back in Dartmoor, and that’s my
fault. I should have listened to Walt. I shouldn’t have gone to
Exeter in the first place, and I definitely shouldn’t have dragged
Walt into this with my stupid sense of adventure. We have broken
the rules of this society, and now we’re paying for it.

Will the president apply the same law to us,
ignorant outsiders? I don’t get it.

“Walt,” I croak out, stumbling toward him on
unsteady feet. “Wake up.”

I gently shake his shoulder. He moans
plaintively, trying to twist out of my grip. I run my hand over his
forehead. “Please wake up,” I repeat. “We’re locked in here.”

Actually, I haven’t checked, but I can’t
imagine the door would just open if I tried the handle.

“Leia.” He sits up with a start, banging his
head against mine. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper desperately. “They
took us both. I bet it’s because we visited their forbidden city.
I’m so sorry.”

“Hey.” He flings an arm around me. “That’s
nonsense. If we want to see our ancestors’ birthplace, we should be
allowed to. Let’s just wait until someone shows up to explain it to
us.”

“I wish we had something to drink.” I look
around, but I don’t see any water or fruits for us. One quick
glance through the window is enough to show me that we are being
held on the top floor of the palace. Far below, I can see the
square where Sam was Purged. Escaping from here is impossible.

Fortunately, we don’t have to wait for very
long before somebody pays us a visit. We both stare at the door
expectantly when someone pushes down the handle. When the door
swings open, William and Tony turn out to be on the threshold.

“Dad!” Walt is on his feet in one second and
bridges the distance between him and his father. William hugs him
tightly. Tony puts an arm around my shoulders and gives me an
impenetrable gaze before putting down a bottle of fruit juice on
the table.

“Tony,” I say, my voice uneven. “What’s going
on?”

“You went to Exeter,” he begins. “You could
have told me, you know.”

“Sorry.” I cast my gaze to the floor,
embarrassed by his disappointment in me. I would have loved to
share our trip with Tony, but he’d been so insistent it wasn’t
possible to visit the place. And after what happened to Victor, I
wasn’t sure I should tell anyone at all.

“President Jacob wants to keep you both
here,” William continues, sounding tortured.

“But why?” I burst out. “I didn’t do
anything, and neither did Walt.”

Tony clears his throat. “Well, you didn’t get
sick.”

I gape at him, my mouth open. “Yeah, so?”

He shakes his head. “That’s a miracle, Leia.
It’s just not possible. Everyone who goes there, gets sick
sooner or later. That’s why we only send terminal patients to the
cathedral, or people who are supposed to be Purged anyway. People
come down with symptoms within the hour. There is no escape from
the disease that destroyed our old world.”

“But we weren’t affected,” Walt says
flatly.

“Exactly.”

I slump down onto the chair in the corner of
the room. “So what does that mean?”

“It means you are immune to the war disease.
And President Jacob happens to have a daughter who is dying of the
sickness. He will do anything to find a miracle cure that will heal
her. That’s why he wants to keep you here. For research.”

“But…” Walt clenches his hands into fists.
“Why has he taken us prisoner? We can help him with his medical
study once we return, can’t we?”

“He doesn’t want to run the risk you won’t
come back,” Tony explains, his gaze trailing down to the floor.
“And it’s possible the tests he’ll subject you to will be painful.
Or fatal, even.”

Right at that moment, the president himself
steps through the door. Immediately, I notice his eyes are
different. They no longer look warm and gentle, but determined.
“Visiting hours are over,” he nevertheless says in a friendly, calm
tone. “You will be allowed another visit in two days’ time.”

“But…” I dazedly look on as William and Tony
are steered out of the room by three guards who have come in after
Jacob. “Wait!”

“We’ll wait here in Dartmoor,” William calls
out before the door closes behind them. “The others have gone to
Penzance.”

And then, the president positions himself in
front of us, his posture rigid. The generous host suddenly turned
into our jailor, and he’s holding all the keys.

“You can’t do this to us!” I explode. “You
can’t take our freedom.”

“A noble task awaits you,” Jacob says
soothingly. His mealy-mouthed words send a shiver down my back. If
you ask me, this man has completely lost it. Fell of the Wall and
hit his head too hard. “The two of you hold an important key
position in the endeavor to better our world and our lives.”

Walt takes a step forward. “Then please just
keep me here,” he begs. “But let Leia go. You only need one
of us.”

I want to debate his stupid proposal, but the
president beats me to it. He shakes his head. “I need a boy and a
girl for my medical tests. You two are perfect. You were destined
to go to Exeter together.” He folds his hands into a steeple and
smiles. “Don’t you understand how special your people are? How
extraordinary you are? The children who fled to Tresco a
long time ago were all healthy when they left the mainland. None of
them suffered from the disease that had affected the adults and
some other children. And the children who died of the poisonous
rains some time later never had children of their own. The others,
whose immune systems were strong enough to make them survive the
radiation-polluted rains, survived – and they became your
ancestors. You have survivor genes. And now that you’ve been in
Exeter, our doctors can study the antibodies in your blood. Finally
find a cure for the disease that still casts its shadow over our
lives.” He draws a deep breath and his eyes start to sparkle
feverishly. “And my daughter will live. No one will die of the war
disease anymore.”

I don’t really understand all the words he’s
said, but I do understand what they mean for us. We’re never
getting out of here.

“Now what’s left of your ideals of neighborly
love?” I snap bitterly. “True, you haven’t used violence, but you
are willing to keep us here against our will, make us suffer, just
to save others? What would Gideon have thought if he knew? What
would Jesus do?”

The Dartmoor leader looks at me with a deep
sadness in his eyes. “My child, if you had grown up here, you would
have understood. You would have volunteered for these tests. Jesus
has given us the most glorious example of all by suffering for our
sake. The greatest good,” his voice swells with a climactic
crescendo, “is self-sacrifice.”

 


After the president has left our room, Walt
and I sit on the bed, completely stunned into silence. Someone
comes in to bring us food, but after that man leaves, despair
envelops us. Silence and hopelessness.

“We’re in deep trouble,” Walt finally voices
my exact thoughts. “That man has gone off the deep end.”

“It sounded like Tony partly agreed with
him,” I say timidly. I don’t want to cry, but I hear my voice
crack.

“Well, the part that didn’t agree with Jacob
is waiting for us here in Dartmoor, together with my dad.” He holds
me close and buries his face against my shoulder. “We’re not all
alone,” he says, muffled. “You heard the president, they’ll come
back to see us in two days.”

“Will I still have all my fingers and toes in
two days?” A note of hysteria is creeping into my voice. “Will I
still have blood running through my veins? What are they going to
do to us?”

“Please, calm down.” Walt’s body quivers as
he says those words to me.

I rub his back with a clammy hand. “You’re
one to talk,” I grumble.

He draws a deep breath and starts to cry and
laugh at the same time. Biting my lip doesn’t help me anymore – I
dissolve into tears as well.

“I thought Jesse had a different face here,”
he whispers at last. “But he is still the bogeyman from my
nightmares.”

I dry his cheeks. “No, he isn’t,” I say
decidedly. “His words were full of love, but these leaders have
twisted them to use his life and his teachings the way they see
fit. Just like all other people who slavishly follow a book.”

“You think we should get rid of all the
books?” Walt muses.

“No, I don’t. But we should always keep in
mind that all of them – Luke’s book from Newexter, or the Annals of
Annabel from Hope Harbor, or the New Testament from Gideon –
they’re just paper,” I say fiercely. “They should be guidelines for
people who use their common sense and feel what’s right deep
inside. Without heart, soul, and passion, a holy book will just be
a dead husk.”

Walt lies down on the bed and loops his arms
around me when I cuddle up next to him. “You would have made a
wonderful Bookkeeper’s wife,” he says, a melancholy smile around
his lips. “Passionate and wise.”

“Please don’t talk about us in the past
tense,” I beg. “Your dad and Tony will find a solution.”

“Maybe.”

Despite the worries plaguing us, we manage to
fall asleep by the time the city that has taken us captive turns
dark and slumbers in stillness.

 


The next morning, Walt is picked up by two
guards. I stand there, frozen with fear, waiting for them to come
back and collect me too, but they don’t. Instead, the door slams
shut in my face and it doesn’t open until lunchtime, when they
bring me back my boyfriend together with our noon meal. Walt trails
between two guards following a servant carrying a tray of food. I
start crying when I see his pale cheeks, the blankness in his
eyes.

“What have you done to him?” I yell
rebelliously at the guards. “You criminals!”

The men look at me unperturbedly. “After
lunch, the president wants to see you,” one of them says.

A violent shiver runs through me.

When the door falls shut behind the guards,
Walt sags down on the bed, his breathing shallow. I sit down next
to him and softly caress his hair. “”What have they done to you?” I
want to know.

“They drained my blood.” His voice is
sluggish. “Loads of it. They just wouldn’t stop. I feel so
weak.”

“Eat something,” I say, but Walt turns onto
his side, pulls up his knees and closes his eyes.

“Later,” he mumbles.

Despite the guard’s words, no one shows up to
take me all afternoon. The continuous wait may be even worse than
me actually being hauled off to their test room. Every time I think
I hear a sound in the corridor, I flinch, but nobody opens the door
to our prison. I only dare to relax after the sun has almost set
and the streetlamps down below in the square are lit. Apparently,
Jacob changed his mind about needing me. He was probably busy
subjecting Walt’s blood to all kinds of tests.

Walt has slept all afternoon. Now that he
wakes up again, he is famished and nauseous at the same time. “Do
we have something to drink?” he asks listlessly.

I give him the entire bottle of fruit juice
and apathetically munch on a piece of dried meat myself. I don’t
want to show him how upset I am, but I can’t help it. Salty tears
run down my cheeks and mingle with the salt on my lips left there
by the cured meat. Walt notices my sadness and gently wipes away my
tears.

“Tomorrow my dad and Tony will be here
again,” he tries to cheer me up.

“I hope they don’t visit when I’m in the
doctor’s office,” I reply bitterly.

In a hushed voice, Walt tells me how they
proceeded once he was in the medical center. He was strapped to a
chair. Nobody told him what they were planning on doing to him. He
was forced to drink two glasses of water, possibly contained with
the war disease. And tomorrow, they’ll do the same thing to me – or
even worse.

“I can’t take this.” Resolutely, I get up and
walk over to the window. “We have to get out of this place, Walt. I
don’t care how.”

He follows me and grimly stares at the square
far below. “The only way to get out of this room is through the
window.” His voice wavers. “And I’m not ready to jump into the deep
just yet. There is still hope.”

“That’s not what I meant.” I stare at him in
alarm.

His words may shock me now, but how many more
nights and days of torture will it take for me to consider those
hard paving stones below us a viable option to escape?

“Tony won’t leave us hanging,” Walt
continues. “He will help us. I know he will.”

“Okay,” I say, resting my head on his
shoulder. I don’t know anything anymore, except one thing – I’m
happy I’m not in here by myself.

 


In the middle of the night, we both jolt
awake because a loud noise crashes through our room. In the
darkness, I can’t see a thing, so I hold on to Walt and try to
suppress my panic.

“What in Goddess’ name was that?” he shouts,
bolting upright.

A cold blast of wind hits me in the face. Did
someone open the window?

And then I realize the sound we heard was the
noise caused by breaking glass, and that someone holding a
flashlight is busy knocking out the remaining glass from the
rabbets.

“We don’t have much time,” the man tells us.
“Tony sent me. I’m here to help you escape.”

A wave of indescribable relief sweeps over
me. When Walt and I rush over to the window, we see the man is
dangling in front of it from a thick rope. His lower body is
secured in a sort of safety harness attached to the rope.

“We need to escape over the roof,” our savior
hisses. “Here, put these on.” He tosses us two similar safety
harnesses. I don’t have time to think about the fall I’d make if
things went wrong – we just follow the man’s instructions. Once
we’re done and our ropes are pulled tight, I realize there have to
be at least three more people on the rooftop to haul us up. Maybe
even more.

“Apparently, Tony has friends in high
places,” I tell Walt, who chuckles nervously in response. He takes
my hand and helps me to climb onto the window sill.

The wind lifts my hair and blows it into my
face. One nerve-wracking second, I don’t see anything and I feel
myself teetering, my balance slipping away. But then I am slowly
and carefully pulled up by the rope tied around my waste. After I
scramble onto the roof, two unfamiliar men grab me by the arms and
pull me up.

“Leia.” A voice I know. It’s Walt’s father.
“Stay calm. All will be well.”

I look aside and see him standing near the
roof’s edge, helping Tony and another man to yank Walt up onto the
roof. Their plan worked – we were sprung from our prison.
Unfortunately we are still on the palace roof, not to mention the
impossibility to sneak out of Dartmoor undetected. How will we ever
pull that off?

“Walt, Leia, this is Bishop Aldin of the
Protester Church,” Tony introduces us to one of the men. He is
heavyset and has a bald head and a red-blond beard. “I told him
what the president was doing and he decided to step in.”

“Thank you,” we mumble in unison.

Aldin nods at us. “You are nephew to Tresco’s
president?” he asks Walt.

“Something like that, yes. And Leia was the
leader of the rebellion on her side of the island. She’s my
girlfriend.”

“I suggest we save getting better-acquainted
for a later time,” Aldin continues. “Let’s get off this roof
without breaking any limbs.”

The part of the roof we’re standing on is
flat, but when we follow the bishop he escorts us to a sloping
section. Aldin points at a rope ladder dangling down. It seems to
lead to a different part of the palace we just fled from. “Our
chapel,” he explains. “For now.”

After some heart-tripping moments on the
flimsy rope ladder, which sways from left to right in the strong
winds, I tumble through an open window and drop down to the floor,
my knees wobbly. Then I close my eyes and don’t open them again
before everyone else is inside and someone shuts the window. That’s
when I get up and walk over to Tony to hug him briefly. “Thank you
so much for saving us,” I say in a muffled voice. Walt was right –
he and William have figured out how to make things right again. By
recruiting a sort of priest who is brave enough to oppose his
president.

“We have to get out of here,” Aldin
announces. “One of my assistants will make sure those tell-tale
ropes are taken down from the roof, or they’ll find out we were
involved in no time. There aren’t that many possible escape routes,
though. They’ll find out soon enough. So you’re not safe here.”

“Where are you taking us?” Walt asks.

“To Plymouth, on the coast.”

“Why not to Penzance?”

“The presidential guard is keeping watch
along the road leading there. We have a freight ship hidden in
Plymouth. One of our followers has been busy restoring it for a
while now. We were planning on sailing along the coastline to
discover new land.”

Aldin doesn’t sound like he adheres to the
religion we have come to know. On the contrary, he strikes me as a
man with a plan of his own. Yet another influential figure who
wants to debate whether the strict rules of Dartmoor make sense.
It’s music to my ears.

“How will we get out of Dartmoor unseen?” I
ask, my forehead creased with worry.

Aldin’s face falls. “Well, we can’t drive off
immediately,” he replies. “That would be suspicious. Fishing crews
usually don’t set out in the middle of the night. My assistants
will hide you inside a van, and that van will take you across the
border in a few more hours. Until that time, you need to keep
absolutely quiet in the loading compartment, whatever you hear or
feel. Jacob will turn this city upside down stone by stone in order
to find you. Everybody will be looking for you.”

“But will that van even be allowed to leave
Dartmoor County?” Tony frowns.

Aldin grins deviously. “I have an
acquaintance who mans the south gate twice a week. Without him, I
wouldn’t have been able to supervise the restoration of our vessel
in Plymouth. If the president had found out what I was doing there,
he’d have thwarted that plan at once.”

“Why do you keep secrets from the president?”
Walt poses the exact same question that has been burning on my
lips.

“Jacob wants to rig the church in his own
favor,” Aldin says with a dark look. “Tell us how things should be
done. So I started a Protester Church with a few like-minded
people. That’s what they called it in the old world, if church
leaders went against the established order. And when I heard Tony
desperately needed help, to liberate the future leader of Tresco of
all things, I offered my assistance.”

“Aldin was going to use his ship to explore
the coast of the land previously known as England,” William
enthuses. “Broaden his horizon. And now we will use that ship to
sail back to Penzance and meet up with the others at the
harbor.”

Walt solemnly shakes Aldin’s hand. “I won’t
forget this,” he says.

In the dark of night, we leave the chapel,
which has a back door leading to a quadrangle invisible to prying
eyes on the main street. When we step outside, it’s already obvious
that something stirs in the city – disconcerted voices rise up,
bouncing off the stone surface of the paved square. They don’t
sound aggressive or hostile, but they do seem rather anxious.

“Over here,” Aldin hisses, pointing at a van
that looks similar to the vehicle Walt and I hid in when we were
trying to get back into Dunsford. The only difference is that this
van contains a hidden compartment. A hatch is skillfully integrated
into the wood paneling in the back, opening up to a hollow space
underneath the front seats.

“The next couple of hours won’t be
comfortable,” Aldin warns us. “Normally speaking we hide supplies
in here to take to Plymouth, so it’s not really made for people.
Certainly not four.”

I turn around to Tony. “You’re coming with
us?”

He nods. “I’m afraid I have to. Now that
you’ve escaped, I’ll be the prime suspect. I know the city and I’m
your friend. It’s time for me to leave Dartmoor.”

One by one, we fold ourselves into the
cramped, concealed space. No matter how tight and stuffy this
compartment is, to us it means freedom. We’re inside a van that
will take us to a ship sailing out with us on board, far away from
an existence as test subjects in some medical center.



 



22 – Leia

 


Pounding, hurried footsteps populate my
dreams when I finally fall asleep in Walt’s arms. After Aldin and
his assistants disappeared and locked the van behind them, we heard
scores of people running past us outside, shouting orders and
searching high and low. Someone even opened the van at some point,
but they didn’t find us in our hiding place.

I remember that night I came back to our camp
after stealing The Book. What Saul did then to find back his
treasure is eerily similar to what Jacob is doing now. The
president sees us as his property – as lab rats in a cage. And
frankly, it’s not even personal. He doesn’t hate us – he just
doesn’t understand why we wouldn’t willingly sacrifice ourselves to
save many others. He said his God would have done the same.

I wonder why Aldin wants to help us if he
believes in the very same God.

After what seems like an eternity, the doors
of the van’s cab are opened and someone starts the engine. A
feeling of relief floods me as the van starts to move. Now all
Aldin needs to do is get out of the city and make it to the south
gate, and then we’ll be safe.

I freeze when a radio suddenly crackles to
life right next to me. Tony suppresses a curse and fumbles around
in the darkness to dig up the device he is apparently carrying.
“What’s up?” he mumbles very quietly after pressing the connection
button.

“Some ten odd cars have just showed up on the
quay,” I hear Captain Tom’s voice, high with panic. “They’re taking
up position in the harbor. What should we do?”

“Get the hell out of there,” Tony replies.
“Right now. Switch on the radio every three hours and stay in touch
so I can let you know where we are. We’ll take another ship and
sail your way. You don’t have to wait for us in Penzance.”

He clicks off.

“Was the Explorer still docked in the
harbor?” Walt whispers.

“Yes, I asked the captain to wait for us
until we had some news. I was hoping we’d be able to take the two
of you with us to Penzance. Besides, I had no idea how to get you
back to Tresco if the Explorer left without us. But now that
we have a second ship, that’s no longer an issue. And the president
is obviously not open to letting you go.” He heaves a deep sigh of
frustration. “I cannot believe what he’s capable of. His rules are
strict, we all know that, but neighborly love should be number one
with him.”

“Don’t forget self-sacrifice,” I say
bitterly. “I’m sure that’s in his personal top three
somewhere.”

At that moment, someone above our heads
knocks on the wooden panel separating the cab from the loading
area, signaling for us to be quiet. We’ve arrived at the first
gate.

The drive that seemed to fly by on our way
here is now sheer torture. All my limbs hurt and I have the feeling
I will never properly breathe again. Shouldn’t we be at the border
by now?

In the dark, Walt reaches for my hand and
squeezes it reassuringly. “We’re almost there,” he comforts me.
“Just a little while longer.”

When the van finally slows down, I manage to
relax a bit. It doesn’t take long for us to come to a complete
stop. Within a few second, someone opens the back doors to crawl
into the loading compartment and open our hatch.

“Welcome to Woolwell,” Aldin says.

I blink against the morning light flooding
our hideout. With stiff arms and legs I edge out of the hollow
space under the seats and then breathe in the fresh morning air. We
are parked beside a road looking out over a ruined city. Behind me,
the others emerge from the van as well. We made it – Woolwell is
clearly not a part of Dartmoor County. Everything here is
contaminated and cankered. Dead.

“If any of you need to heed nature’s call,
there’s a little patch of trees over there,” Aldin says, indicating
a measly piece of woodland. “Let’s not linger here.”

I avert my eyes when my three male companions
make their way to the unappealing trees alongside Aldin’s
assistant. Plymouth isn’t that far away anymore, so I’ll hold it
up. My eyes scan the landscape – the same kind of view we had while
driving from Penzance to Dartmoor. Scorched earth, sickly brown,
barren, and deserted. In a way, I can almost imagine why people
would be willing to lock us up and use us as test subjects. If they
could really find a cure for the disease, all this land could
potentially be rebuilt. Everything would come back to life,
blossom, and prosper under a new sun. A new earth and a new heaven,
where God would live among us.

New Dartmoor can’t be the place that Gideon’s
book spoke of. I know that now. They must have adapted the ancient
scripture to put their own spin on things. A city filled with fear
can’t harbor love and mercy. A city where God resides doesn’t need
holes in the fence to secretly let people out.

I can’t wait to return to Tresco. Walt and I
are part of a new generation, and equipped with our newly-acquired
knowledge we’ll be able to build a society built on respect and
willingness to learn from each other, east and west.

 


The sun is already quite high in the sky by
the time we board the large, metallic vessel that’s waiting for us
in Plymouth Harbor. About twenty people are on board, busy getting
the machines below deck ready for the journey. Their faces are
caked with grime, but I’m sure it has to do with the engines, not
with their washing habits. Tony tells me this engine doesn’t run on
solar power – it needs coal, a very scarce type of fuel. It makes
it even more special that Aldin and his helpers were willing to
make their ship available to us.

“The Crusader is ready to leave,
Bishop Aldin,” the captain informs him. “Where should we set sail
to?”

All heads turn toward Tony, who takes a
hesitant step forward. “I think the best thing to do is sail along
the coast westward first,” he says. “From Penzance I’ll have an
easier time finding my way. The sea map Henry and I were using was
lost in the shipwreck, and it’s a lot more complicated to navigate
from Plymouth.”

“So Penzance it is,” Aldin agrees. “Tony, can
you contact the Explorer?”

“Will do.” He switches on the radio and joins
the captain on his way to the prow.

“How come you are at odds with President
Jacob, Bishop?” I inquire curiously, finally wanting to hear why
this man is so different when it comes to religion. Was he also
part of a resistance movement like Victor had been?

Aldin smiles. “I have something Jacob doesn’t
have,” he says. “An Old Testament. A union of old and new. A book
with far more chapters than Gideon’s, it contains important stories
which should be a part of our religion too.”

I gape at him. “Where did you get that?”

“From the cathedral the two of you have
visited as well. A pilgrim gave it to me five years ago, and I
immediately recognized the significance of it. It was too important
to keep it safe and hidden in the palace, like Jacob’s predecessors
have done to Gideon’s original book. But my book and my church will
give people something different. More freedom and justice. More
humanness.”

So his plan is really to start anew. And one
of his first steps toward that goal is to do away with Jacob’s
delusion of self-sacrifice and give us back our freedom.

“We’ve arranged quarters for you on the aft
side,” the bishop continues animatedly. “On the highest deck. The
lower decks are off-limits, because that’s where the sailors work
and make sure the machinery runs smoothly. We have some sensitive
equipment on board. It’s the first time we’re taking her out, you
know. This is the Crusader’s maiden voyage.”

Aldin shows us to our cabins – two large
rooms with adjacent bathrooms. “Don’t shower for too long,” he
warns us. “We don’t have a lot of sweet water reserves, and we
might not get any rain soon.”

Only now do I feel how filthy I am. Too bad I
can’t properly freshen up. My bag of clothes was still in Tony’s
bus when I was abducted by those creeps, so it’s probably on its
way to Tresco on board the Explorer by now – if anybody
thought of bringing it, that is.

“Who takes which cabin?” I ask, inspecting
the double beds in both rooms.

Walt clears his throat and gives his father a
meaningful look.

“Okay, fine, I’ll bunk up with Tony,” William
grants Walt’s silent request. “You two have my blessing.” He
briefly puts his hand on my shoulder. “Welcome to our family.”

“T-thank you,” I stutter, touched by his
words. Nobody in Newexter is ever welcomed into a family by
parents. They have nothing to do with the whole matter. Knowing
Walt’s father accepts me as his son’s partner makes me feel a bit
warmer inside, though.

We enter the cabin we will share on our trip.
A round porthole looks out over the harbor, slowly but surely
disappearing out of view. Then, the ship turns and we suddenly look
out on a calm sea, as well as a part of the Devon coastline we
haven’t seen before. My heart leaps up at the thought of going
home. Not a moment too soon.

“Hey,” Walt says gently, circling me with his
arms. “How are you holding up?”

“I can’t believe we managed to escape,” I
whisper. “And we’re going back to Tresco. You think Jacob will
leave us alone now?”

“What choice does he have? He doesn’t have
any ships and he doesn’t know where exactly our island is. That one
accurate sea map Tony found in the port building was destroyed. I
don’t know what else they have, though.”

“Well, I hope he stays on his side of the
water.” I turn around in the circle of his arms and look up at him.
“I’m going to wash up. I feel as dirty as the blackened hills
around Dartmoor.”

“Have fun,” he smirks. “I’m going on deck to
see what Tony and the captain are doing. And I’ll ask around for
some clean clothes for you, okay?”

“Can you read people’s minds?” I laugh
incredulously.

“Just yours.” He winks. “It’s my way of
making sure you keep finding me irresistible.”

 


On the third day of our journey, we finally
catch up with the Explorer. The captain spotted an object on
the radar – a kind of radio emitting signals that bounce off other
ships so they are visible on screen – about one hour ago.

“It’s good to see you all again!” Captain
Tom’s cheerful voice crackles through Tony’s portable radio. We can
see him in the distance, a black dot standing at the ship’s wheel.
“What a colossus of a thing you’re sailing on, by the way. How does
she stay afloat?”

“Long story,” Tony replies. “I’m not even
sure I understand it myself. Technology from the old world.
Fortunately these men knew how to get things working properly.”

I stand at the railing, smiling widely as my
eyes take in the beautiful sight of our Tresco ship. Walt and his
father have joined me. A lot of people have come on deck on the
Explorer, and we shout and wave at each other
enthusiastically. They must have been worried about us, even more
so because they had to rush headlong out of Penzance Harbor after
the president’s cars had shown up there.

“Can we get close enough to change ships?” I
ask Aldin.

He shakes his head. “That’s too dangerous.
Besides, the two lifeboats we have on board haven’t been tested
yet. You’ll be reunited with your friends once we get to your
island.”

“But…” I moan with disappointment. “I think
Padma may have my clothes. I’d really like to get my hands on
them.” I’ve been parading around in an old T-shirt, which was
generously donated to me by one of the sailors, but this shirt is
starting to look kind of ratty as well. Everything on board the
Crusader seems to emit dirt and grime.

“If they lower a sloop they might be able to
row over to us,” Walt suggests. “The Explorer has three
smaller boats.”

“But how will they get on board here?” the
captain objects, sidling up to us. “We do have a ladder, but it
doesn’t extend all the way to the water line. We should probably
wait.”

I stalk away in frustration. Of course I know
I’m throwing a tantrum over nothing. In all likelihood, we will get
to Tresco tomorrow, so by that time I can chat with Padma all I
want and put on new clothes every other hour, but I’ve had it with
this ship. The only places we’re allowed to go are on deck and one
level below deck where our cabins are. Everywhere else is too
risky, according to Aldin.

Walt comes after me. “Hey, I just heard Tony
say that we might be able to lower a rope,” he says. “If we tie
that to the railing, I can carefully lower myself into one of the
sloops.”

I smile. “And leave me behind? You disloyal
man.”

“No, of course not.” He rolls his eyes. “If
you ask Padma to send over some stuff, I can pick it up from the
sloop. What do you say?”

“Sounds good!” I look around searchingly.
“But where can we find a rope?”

Walt frowns. “Maybe in one of the other
cabins on our level? Or one level lower?”

“We’re not supposed to go there, remember?” I
observe.

“Well, Aldin said to stay away from sensitive
equipment. If all we do is pick up a length of rope, what could
possibly go wrong? Come on, let’s go below deck.”

We take the stairs down to the corridor
leading to our cabin and open the other doors, which lead to
storage rooms containing blankets, sheets, and cleaning
materials.

“Let’s try one lower,” Walt suggest, pulling
me back to the staircase and leading the way to the lower decks.
When we enter a dark, stuffy corridor on the left, a strange smell
penetrates my nose immediately. It must be what coals smell like –
reminiscent of the scent of burning wood, aromatic and smoky.
There’s no one in sight, but the main door at the end of the
corridor is ajar, and it seems to lead to the engine room.

“Over here,” I say, gesturing at a long row
of doors that look just like the entrance to our private cabin.
“Maybe we should try these?”

I push open the first door, only to find
piles of bits and pieces inside. There’s canned food – something I
got to know during our stay in Dartmoor – that looks to be enough
to last us for months if need be, as well as things I don’t
recognize at all. But again, no rope. Walt is trying the next door
in the meantime.

“Leia,” he hisses softly.

Something in his voice alarms me, stopping my
heart for a moment. “What?” I whisper.

“There’s … weapons in here. Guns.”

I shove my door closed and dart over to Walt.
“What do you mean?” My voice trails off when my gaze lands on the
shelves, filled to the brim with weapons. The kind of guns the
guards in Dartmoor were wearing, as well as a big pile of needles.
Dozens of them. What the blazes are they doing on a ship belonging
to a bishop?

Just then, Aldin’s voice echoes down the
corridor, making us both freeze.

“You weren’t exactly meant to see that,” he
slowly says.

 




 



23 – Leia

 


I am sitting in our quarters together with
Walt, my face tear-stained. Aldin has locked us up here. It doesn’t
take long for Tony and William to be forcefully marched down the
corridor as well. They’ll probably be locked up in their own
cabin.

“What is Aldin trying to pull?” I mumble,
still in shock.

Walt closes his eyes. “What, with a ship full
of weapons and lackeys? Looks like he wants to attack Tresco.”

“But why?” I fly into a rage. “We didn’t do
anything to him. Okay, so we secretly went to Exeter, but why
wouldn’t he want us to go inside that cathedral if terminal
patients are allowed in too?”

“I don’t know.” He hugs me gently. “I wish we
had never gone to Cornwall.”

Deep misery washes over me. “No, I wish we
had never run into certain people,” I whisper.

Our ship steadily plows through the waves
toward the island. Outside it’s getting dark. The full moon
illuminates the scene visible from our porthole – the
Explorer is still faithfully sailing along. Poor Captain Tom
doesn’t have any idea that he’s accompanying a warship to Tresco,
and nobody is about to clue him in. I’m pretty sure Aldin took
Tony’s radio away.

After a fretful night, we end up in a heavy
downpour in the morning. Walt anxiously looks outside to keep an
eye on the Explorer. The ship he and his dad built doesn’t
have an engine like ours, and it’s doing everything it can not to
capsize in the strong winds taunting the hull. They’ve had to douse
the sails and turn directly into the wind to avoid any damage. It’s
rolling and heaving in the towering waves, the Crusader
mimicking its movements.

When the storm subsides and somebody finally
shows up to bring us some food, Walt addresses the deckhand
carrying our breakfast tray. “What’s going on? Why has Aldin locked
us up in here?”

The sailor smirks condescendingly. “For a
future leader, you’re shockingly dim-witted.”

His remark makes my skin crawl. Why would
this simple deckhand know something like that about Walt? We
haven’t really brought it up during our time here.

After the sailor has left, I hear Tony and
William knocking on the wood paneling between our two rooms. They
probably want to let us know they’re still alive. I flop
despondently down on the bed and munch on a crust of stale bread,
but Walt suddenly sits up a bit straighter and pricks up his ears.
“Tony’s telling me something,” he says.

“What do you…” I start out, but Walt raises
his hand to shush me and I fall silent, puzzled by his sudden focus
on the rhythmic ticking and knocking coming through the wall. To my
amazement, he leans over to the wall and starts to tick back. It’s
almost like a secret language.

“Tony is asking whether we’re all right,” he
says. “I’m asking him now if he knows what’s going on. I learned
this from a book in my uncle’s library. They call it Morse
code.”

Mouth agape, I observe how Walt and Tony
exchange information through this strange form of communication.
The longer Tony’s knocking persists, the paler Walt gets.

“What’s up?” I hiss at last, not able to keep
quiet any longer.

He turns around to face me. “Aldin has taken
us hostage. Once we get to Tresco, he intends to trade us for fifty
young, healthy men the Bookkeeper should select. They will work for
the Protester Church across the Waters.”

I am utterly blown. “But why doesn’t he just
ask his own people to work for him?” I want to know.

Walt laughs bitterly. “Because he needs
workers who can ransack old churches and cathedrals along the
coastline in order to gather treasure for his new church, and he
needs them to be able to carry out more than one mission. There’s
no point assembling a work team if they drop dead right after the
first church they enter. And he’s convinced the men and women of
Tresco are all immune to the disease.”

“He – he wants to turn them into slaves?”

“Yes. And he needed the Explorer to
find our island. He needed people who know the way. Tony says we’re
almost there.”

“That – that fucking bastard!” I explode. My
hands clench into fists and I storm toward the door, pummeling it
with my hands. “Release us! Let us go!” Walt tries to calm me down,
but I don’t listen. I keep banging on the door until my skin is raw
and my voice is hoarse, but no one bothers to come and listen to
me.

This is one giant death-trap with no way
out.

 


When the storm is over, we sail onward. On
our way to the end of Tresco as we know it. Now that Aldin and his
crew know the route, nothing will stop him from coming here more
often to forcibly take people and make them work for him. All in
service of his misguided plan. I thought he said his Book would
give the people more freedom, justice and humanness. If this is the
result, I’m not impressed.

I stand at the porthole and stare outside. My
breath hitches when I see land looming up ahead. “We’re here,” I
whisper, barely audible. “Walt. We’re home.”

He joins me at the window. “Yes,” he says
forlornly.

Our island is coming nearer and nearer. I can
imagine hundreds of people gathering on the quays of Hope Harbor,
craning their necks, eagerly looking forward to the moment the
Explorer will lower her anchor and bring our seafarers home.
Finally, the watchtowers will have fulfilled their destiny. What
will come next – is Aldin going to dock his menacing, metal ship
and disembark to start shooting people?

I start when I hear footsteps in the
corridor. When the door opens, Aldin is there, flanked by three of
his assistants. “We need you on deck,” he just says. “So the people
at the harbor can see you’re still alive.”

William and Tony turn out to be waiting in
the narrow corridor as well. Tony’s brown skin looks pallid. He
puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” he mumbles. “I should
have tried to release you myself. Aldin seemed reliable.”

“You couldn’t have known this,” I reply.

William doesn’t say anything. He just puts an
arm around Walt’s shoulders.

On deck, the sun is shining. The bright light
twinkling off the blue-gray waves of the sea is in such sharp
contrast with our bleak situation that it cuts through my soul. So
this is where Aldin will execute his terrible plan – on a warm,
sunny summer day.

The bearded bishop positions us all near the
railing. Far away, on the docks, I see tiny figures of people.

“Why?” I spit out. A single word that is
picked up by the wind and flung into Aldin’s face rigid with
determination. I surprise myself with it, because I’d already
concluded that keeping my mouth shut was probably best.

He stands up straighter. “My Book details
fights between God’s people and the infidels who didn’t recognize
Him as the Lord. Jericho fell under the sound of horns and battle
cries, the walls crumbling so the people could walk right in and
claim their rightful place. With the help of the islanders, I will
build my empire and my church and free the poisoned land from the
shadow of a distorted religion.”

“You call that justice?” I snap.
“That’s human? What about my people’s freedom?”

Aldin gives me a genuinely surprised look.
“It’s not human to smother every sign of aggression by lethal
injection. And it’s not just to keep an entire population fenced in
because of fear of violence. The God of the Old Testament fought
for his people. He vanquished their enemies. An eye for an eye, a
tooth for a tooth. I will reclaim the fertile land for the true
religion, like the crusaders in the old world did. I will adorn my
church and beautify it in honor of God. I didn’t choose the name of
this ship randomly.”

Tony scoffs, his eyes flashing fire. “You’re
even crazier than I thought,” he chokes out. “If you really believe
this is the solution to make Dartmoor a better place.”

Aldin turns pale, his jaw tightening. Before
Tony can utter more criticism, he lunges at our friend’s throat.
His hands clamp down on Tony’s neck, trying to strangle away the
words that declared his plan a fraud and a mistake. Tony’s eyes
start to bulge. He slings both arms around the railing and lifts
his legs to kick Aldin in the skins, the stomach, and between his
legs. The bishop won’t let go, though.

With a savage cry, William comes to Tony’s
defense. He lashes out at Aldin with a clenched fist and hits the
man full in the face. Blood starts to trickle from the church
leader’s nose. Meanwhile, the sailors are watching the brawl with
frozen, uncomprehending faces. Looks like they’re not used to
seeing a lot of violence either. Strange that these men are so
eager to help their leader in setting up a bloodthirsty institute
like the Protester Church, then.

“Do something!” Aldin barks at his
helpers.

That seems to shake them out of their stupor.
One of the men behind us reaches for the weapon on his belt.
Without warning, he shoots Walt’s father mercilessly in the
leg.

A harrowing cry rips out of William’s throat.
He staggers backward, slips – and tumbles over the railing.

“Dad!” Walt howls in despair.

Horrified, I try to swallow away the sudden
sand in my throat. I stand rooted to the spot, but Aldin is quick
to run over to the handrail and peer down to see where William has
ended up. When a smug smile spreads across his face, my stomach
lurches. William must have disappeared beneath the waves. Maybe he
can’t swim anymore.

Aldin stalks over to us. “I don’t want to
hear another peep out of you,” he hisses. “Just stay put and play
nice so the villagers can see you.”

Walt, Tony, and I don’t argue. We’re all
terrified, though I can feel the anger radiating off Walt. He must
be trying his utmost best not to lash out at Aldin too and possibly
endanger the rest of us.

As if things aren’t bad enough already, Aldin
goes on to bark an order I don’t even understand, but the deadly
effects are clear enough.

“Fire the cannons!” he roars.

Walt almost squeezes my hand to a pulp when
far away in the distance, one of the watchtowers crumbles to dust,
just like the illustrious walls of Jericho. They’re firing at the
city. Everything will burn.

After turning on the sound system, Aldin
delivers a public address to the people on shore. He tells the Hope
Harborers he will bring us back alive if they do as he says, but
that’s cold comfort.

I see no way out. Even if Walt, Tony, and I
somehow manage to escape, we won’t have solved the situation. As
long as they have this battleship, these people can take whatever
they want. And I have no doubt they will.
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24 – Alisa

 


 


“There’s another ship?” I ask nonplussed.
“Why?

“We don’t know,” Daryl replies. “It’s
definitely a ship from the Other Side. Not made of wood, but of a
different material.” He rubs his face tiredly. “I heard what
happened to Phileas, by the way. The Bookkeeper ran into me on the
Scilly Way. The Phileans are crestfallen. I did hear a few upstarts
demanding I send in soldiers to have his murderer arrested,
though.”

“Mia is just a child,” I protest. “What do
they want with her?”

“Let’s just sort this out later.” Daryl casts
a look around the square. “Where’s your horse? We can ride back
together.”

“She’s at Saul’s.” I turn around to him. “You
coming?”

Saul hesitates for a beat, and that’s when I
understand he’s taken my question in the broad sense. I just wanted
to ask him to come back to the cabin with me. I hold my breath.

“Yes, I’m coming,” he says softly. “To Hope
Harbor. I want to see your ship. And those visitors from the Other
Side.”

I smile faintly. “Good for you.”

“And I want to know how Ben is doing.”

We are back at Saul’s house in no time. My
mare is waiting patiently, not disturbed by any of the events
related to the small-scale war that has broken out on our
island.

Before I can even ask Saul if he knows how to
ride a horse, he’s in the saddle. He didn’t even use the stirrups.
I gape at him.

“Our horses are wild,” he just says,
extending his hand to me with a cock-sure little smile on his face.
“You want me to help you?”

“Well, if you’re that good at taming wild
horses, maybe you should let me sit in the saddle,” I grumble.

He dutifully moves backward as I slip into
the saddle. A tiny, pleasant thrill runs through me when he slips
his arms around my waist. It feels so – intimate. Maybe even more
personal than the kiss he gave me earlier. I gently kick my horse
in the sides and we follow the path back down to the village
center. Once there, we join Daryl and gallop at full speed along
the Scilly Way toward Hope Harbor.

 


When we arrive at the docks, the quays and
piers are bustling with people. Swarms of spectators are watching
the ships, waving at the Explorer as she gracefully sails
toward the harbor. Everyone laughs and points excitedly at the
vessel. Children are singing old hymns.

I can’t help but shed a few tears. This is
what it would have been like if Annabelle’s Fleet had ever entered
Hope Harbor. Many people have waited for something like this all of
their lives.

The Phileans are nowhere to be seen. They
probably went home, tail between their legs, angry at the
Explorer for coming back safe without being swallowed by a
maelstrom out to suck Unbelieving apostates into the deep.

“Luke Almighty,” I hear Saul gasps behind me.
He slips from the mare’s back and looks around him wide-eyed,
taking in the city, the watchtowers, and the giant ship in the
harbor. “It’s so – big. Everything’s so different.”

I dismount and walk over to Daryl. “Will you
keep an eye on Saul for me?” I mumble. “If one of the Phileans sees
him here, a fight might erupt. Their leader is dead and our ship is
back, so they’re not happy.”

My boss nods. “There’s no end to this mess,
is there?” he laments, a tad piqued. “Why can’t people just be
happy with the way things are?”

“No idea.” I shrug. “What’s with the other
ship?”

“No idea,” Daryl echoes.

The gray, hulking monster is trailing behind
the Explorer, coming into port but not heading for the main
quay. Maybe they can’t dock because their draft is too deep. The
vessel does look gigantic, so that’s no surprise.

In the meantime, the Explorer has
dropped anchor. The gangplank is extended and our travelers pour
onto the quay. They are welcomed by friends and family who want to
know everything about their visit to the Other Side.

I resist the urge to run forward like a
little child and look for Walt. My task should be, first and
foremost, to supervise this joyous return together with Daryl and
my colleagues. And besides, I don’t want to leave Saul standing
here all by himself. I haven’t seen Ben yet. He was released from
the hospital yesterday, but he’s not the fastest stallion of the
herd yet.

My stomach twists nervously as more and more
people spill out onto the docks and I still haven’t caught sight of
Walt. Nor or William and Leia. Have they stayed behind? Surely they
haven’t? My eyes land on Nathan, standing a little ways away from
me and also anxiously scanning the crowd.

“Isn’t Leia with them?” I hear Saul wonder
about the same thing. He takes a step forward and warily observes
the multitude of travelers in the harbor.

And then, something horrifying happens.
Something beyond my understanding. An ear-shattering, booming noise
blasts from the gray ship sailing behind the Explorer. Not a
second later, our left watchtower collapses into dust and bricks,
the stones tumbling into the water. The light in the tower goes
out. For the first time in one hundred and fifty years, the fire
has died.

Did that ship just destroy our tower from a
distance?

My jaw drops. I can’t utter a single word,
don’t know how to break the deafening silence that follows this
mindless destruction. I don’t need to, because at that moment, a
booming voice blares across the water, also seemingly coming from
the strange ship.

“Citizens of Hope Harbor,” a sharp, nasal
voice drones. “We have taken Walt, your future leader, hostage. And
we have Leia, leader of the eastern rebellion, as a second captive.
If you want to get them back alive, we expect a ship full of
healthy men between the ages of twenty and thirty in return. Let
them board the Explorer and make sure they won’t resist when
we ask them to board our ship tomorrow morning and sail with us to
Cornwall. These conditions are non-negotiable. If you don’t comply,
we’ll destroy your city and still take what we want. You have seen
what we are capable of.”

A deep silence follows this announcement. No
one speaks. No one moves. The children’s revelry has abruptly died
down. People gape at the tower blown to pieces, tears in their eyes
and streaming down their pale cheeks. They stare uncomprehendingly
at the ship in the distance, lying there like a terrifying,
invading smudge of gray defiling the blue surface of our old,
familiar sea. A predator waiting to strike our city.

When the Bookkeeper finally clambers onto a
low wall and raises his hands. The crowd waits for his words with
baited breath. “Hope Harborers,” he starts out, before his voice
wavers and cracks. He doesn’t know what to say. Doesn’t know how to
act. Whatever Nathan was expecting from the Explorer’s
return, it certainly wasn’t this. And I am equally at a loss. Tony
and Henry were good people who enthusiastically told us about their
world. What has gone wrong?

Before I know what I’m doing, I hoist myself
up onto the parapet to stand next to our leader and look at the
throng of people. Slowly, my eyes scan the crowd. I see Carl and
Daryl. I see my parents, holding on to each other. Ben is here and
has found Saul, standing next to his older brother with a
tear-stained face.

I lift a trembling hand and point at the gray
ship. “Is this what we have waited for?” I begin, my voice loud and
clear.

My audience stares up at me nonplussed,
unsure of what I’m getting at.

“Is this what we have waited for all
these years?” I repeat, more fiercely now. “After all the dreams
we’ve had about Annabelle? The quiet hope we cherished that we’d be
saved? Will we allow an unknown enemy from the Other Side to
demolish our city because they think they can rule us?!”

The crowd starts to mutter resentfully,
shaking their heads.

“Phileans, do you still think it’s better to
wait for salvation from across the seas?” I say sternly. “Because
if you do, then these are your allies. If you are really that eager
to sail with Annabelle’s Fleet, maybe you should volunteer
to board that ship and send fifty of your strongest men away to
Cornwall.”

The disciples of the now deceased Phileas
glance at each other nervously, clearly uncomfortable with my
words. They stare at me helplessly.

“No, we don’t want that,” someone finally
admits. Timothy, an elderly man who was by Phileas’s side on the
Newexter square not three hours ago.

“Splendid.” I glare daggers at him. “Do you
think it might be an idea to come together, east and west, and come
up with a plan to rid ourselves of those bastards on their gray
ship before they shoot all of Tresco to a pulp?”

“Yes,” Timothy says timidly.

“Who wants to help us?” I shout in a booming
voice, addressing the multitude. “Who is brave enough to save our
island?”

Ben and Saul both silently raise their hands.
More people follow – young, old, men, women, Phileans and
progressives. Old differences are cast aside under this pressure.
We can only face a strong enemy like this if we work together.

“Who wants to ride out to Newexter?” Nathan
calls out. “To warn our friends over there of the danger?”

Carl steps forward. “Consider it done.”

With a shaky sigh, I notice my outburst has
drained me of all energy. My knees tremble as I lower myself onto
my butt, sitting on the parapet like a small child suddenly tired
after all the excitement. I’ve done my part – Nathan and Daryl are
taking control and start dividing people into groups with different
tasks, bringing order to chaos. Everything passes me by. It’s as if
all the noise fades into the background and I hide away in a safe
cocoon.

When I finally look up, it’s because someone
puts a hand on my shoulder. It’s Saul. “That was quite a speech,”
he says with a faint smile. “You know how to rev up a crowd,
girl.”

“I wasn’t manipulating them, if that’s what
you’re saying,” I splutter. “It came straight from the heart.”

“I know.” His dark eyes are warm on my face.
“I could sense that. That’s why it worked so well.”

“What – what is the Bookkeeper doing?” I look
around searchingly.

Saul’s face turns serious. “He’s getting
fifty tough guys to board that warship and attack as soon as they
get to the goons running it.”

“How?”

“I don’t know yet. But I do know one thing –
that hostage situation isn’t going to end well.” Saul squats in
front of me. “These people from Cornwall won’t let Walt and Leia go
once they have our people. Why would they?”

“Then why send fifty men at all?” I say with
a sob. “If my friends are dead anyway.”

“Of course we’re sending in those fifty men,”
Saul grunts. “I’m going too. It’s the only way to get on board the
Crusader.”

I frown. “How do you know the ship’s
name?”

Saul takes my hands in his. “Because William
just washed up on the beach. With a nasty wound in his leg and an
explanation for what’s going on.”
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They gave William his own room at the
hospital. He’s just been in surgery, but the doctor said he
couldn’t do much besides taking out the metal object lodged in his
leg. The weapon that shot William has torn through the muscles of
his thigh. He’ll never be able to properly walk again.

We sit silently by his bedside – Nathan,
Daryl, Saul, Ben, and I. Saul was the one who got Walt’s father out
of the water, together with Ben. They saw him swimming for his
life, a little ways away from the main docks.

William looks broken. I don’t know whether
the salt on his cheeks is from the sea or from dried-up tears.

“We shouldn’t have gone to Cornwall,” he
whispers, once he’s gotten us up to date about what had gone down
in Dartmoor. “The people on that ship are dangerous, and we led
them straight to Tresco.”

“Don’t say that,” Nathan objects. “It’s a
good thing we know more about the world than we did before. Without
Tony, we would still have lived in ignorance. We never would have
been reunited with the people on the other side of the Wall.”

Saul slips his hand into mine. Despite the
grim situation, his gesture still brings a small smile to my
face.

“We can’t change past events,” I say
determinedly. “We have to look ahead. Protect Tresco, like I said,
in a unified effort.”

“And to do that, we need to stop the crew on
board the Crusader,” Saul pipes up. “Bishop Aldin can’t be
allowed to ever make it back to Cornwall alive. Or any of his men.
If they do, it will only bring more looters and plunderers to our
shores. Or delegates of that president you mentioned.”

With a desperate shiver, I realize he’s
right. We are no longer safe here.

“How do you suggest we do that?” Nathan asks.
“William says there are only twenty men on board, but they all have
lethal weapons that we don’t have.”

“I could ask the best hunters of my old manor
group to join us,” Saul says. “If we are fifty, surely we can
overpower a group of only twenty?”

I frown. “You want to try and sneak our own
weapons on board?”

“That’s the idea, yes.”

“How can we carry them on board the
Crusader without being found out?” Ben protests. “That’ll
never work. It will turn into a blood bath.”

“So what do you suggest?” Saul snaps
irritably.

“I don’t know.” Ben stares at the floor.
“Maybe we can try rowing to the Crusader in a small sloop
and board the ship secretly after dark. Kill them in their sleep.
We only need a few people for that.”

The silence following Ben’s words signify
that we’re actually taking his risky plan into consideration.
Dangerous as it might be, it would mean putting far fewer lives on
the line than if we sent a boatload of armed people their way.

“I’d like to give it a try,” I say
softly.

Saul’s head jerks up. “No, it’s too
risky.”

“That’s for me to decide, not you. I have
every right to try and save my best friend,” I challenge him with
an angry glower on my face.

His eyes soften. “Okay. You, Ben, and me.
Tonight, after the sun has set.”

William needs to rest – doctor’s orders – but
he can’t relax. I brought him charcoal and paper so he can make a
sketch of what Aldin looks like, the bishop who has decided to wage
war on Tresco. He needs to be taken out at any cost. He tells us
where we have the best chance of sneaking aboard undetected – on
the aft side, where a ladder reaches halfway down to the waterline.
We take our own rope ladder, sharp knives, a small spear, and a few
clubs.

“Why are you so adamant about going on this
mission?” I inquire softly, watching as Saul sharpens the tip of
his spear with a knife.

He smiles sourly. “Maybe I want to protect
you?”

“No.” I shake my head. “You wanted to come
even before I said I’d go.”

“You’re right.” Saul stares at the knife in
his hand. “It may have been Ben who came up with this idea, but I
was already prepared to get out there and lead fifty soldiers to
that battleship before this. I want to save our island. It’s the
only world I know. And I want to free Tony, because he once helped
me see things more clearly when I was in a dark place.”

I nod wordlessly. Although I don’t know
exactly what Tony told Saul at the time to convince him to
surrender, I do know that the man from Bodmin always managed to
find the right tone for the right occasion.

“We’ll give it our best shot,” I reply.
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After the bishop’s men bring us back to the
lower deck and lock us up in our cabin, it seems like an eternity
passes in silence. By the time the sun is dipping below the
horizon, we still haven’t seen any sign of life from William. The
only silver lining in this situation is that at least they all
locked us inside one cabin, so we can talk without continuously
having to knock on the wall.

“Walt,” I say in a small voice.

My boyfriend is sitting on the bed, his gaze
empty.

“I’m sure he’s still alive,” Tony tries to
cheer him up. “Your dad is a good swimmer. The bullet only hit him
in the leg.”

Walt remains silent. He doesn’t look at us.
His hands ball up into fists. When he gets up at last and walks
over to the window, his eyes fixed on the sea, he says between
clenched teeth: “This ship must be destroyed.” He turns around and
the hatred in his eyes makes me cold inside. “By any means
necessary. What they are trying to do to our people – what they’ve
done to my father – that is unforgivable.”

All energy seems to drain away from Tony’s
body. “Yes,” he agrees hoarsely. “I’m so sorry. For all of
this.”

“But what can we do?” I wonder
desperately.

We stand there, in complete silence, until
Tony finally breaks it. “I have a plan.” He lowers his voice. “That
cannon that Aldin used to shoot at the tower? They use explosives
to fire it. The same kind of explosives we use in the coalmines in
Bodmin. If we can get out of this cabin, we need to get to the
arsenal on the starboard side. I worked in the mines for a few
years. I think I might be able to rewire the detonators to a timer
and use the explosives to blow up the entire ship.”

“You mean like the bombs they used in the old
world?” Walt asks breathlessly.

“Yes.” Tony’s mouth is set in a grim line.
“Exactly like that. If Aldin is so hell-bent on death and
destruction, we’ll give him some.”

“Good.” Walt doesn’t even bat an eyelid at
the prospect of blowing up twenty people. “And once we’ve destroyed
this ship, will we be safe?”

Tony hesitates for just a beat too long.

“You think we won’t be,” I conclude.

“President Jacob will do everything in his
power to find this island,” Tony admits. “There aren’t that many
maps with details of this coastline as well as the currents, but I
bet there are some. The safest thing for you to do is leave Tresco,
sail away in your own ships, and start anew somewhere else.”

The thought stabs at my heart. Leaving the
island where my father is buried. Where I met Walt. Where east and
west have reconciled. Where would we go? Back to the frightening
mainland?

Tony seems to guess my worries, since he
gives us both a serious look before continuing: “In North Devon,
there’s a free-thinking region by the name of Exmoor. They’re
different there. Wilder. More like – you. And off the coast of
Exmoor is an uninhabited island called Lundy. The Exmoorers venture
out there sometimes, to hunt puffins. Other than that, they don’t
go there, even though the island does have preserved buildings from
the old world. There are libraries. Temples. I think there’s even a
lighthouse. It’s like Tresco, only smaller. And there is no
Wall.”

I close my eyes and try to imagine what that
could be like. A new home close to a coastal town we could be
friends with. An island without boundaries.

“Leia,” Walt says softly, moving up close and
wiping a tear away from my cheek. “Everything will be all right.
We’ll be fine.”

Just then, someone turns the doorknob. I stop
breathing, my eyes darting from Walt to Tony. This might be our
only chance to get away. They’re coming to bring us food.

When the door opens, everything happens so
fast that it’s almost as if we had time to discuss this and
coordinate our attack. Walt plunges headfirst into the door,
slamming it shut so quickly that the person on the other side cries
out in pain when the door hits him in the face. I yank it open
again, allowing Tony to jump out, drag the guard back in, and knock
him unconscious with a couple of blows to the temple.

Walt dashes into the hallway to pick up the
tray and the dry bread rolls spilled all over the floor. After he
comes back inside and closes the door, we all stand there painting
for breath, looking at each other.

“We tie him up,” Tony says decidedly. “Leia,
you tear one of the sheets into strips. Walt, you search him for
his keys. I’m going back out to get a few guns and syringes.”

Before we can protest, Tony is gone.

“Oh my Goddess,” Walt whispers as we tie up
the guard and gag him with the remaining piece of sheet. “I can’t
believe we just did that.”

“You told me everything was going to be all
right, didn’t you?” I tease him in an excited voice. “Are you
telling me those were just big words? Acting tough again, are
you?”

Walt shakes his head wearily. “You never
change, huh?” he mutters.

By the time we’re done, Tony enters the cabin
again, handing us each a gun. He smiles when Walt shows him the
guard’s keyring. “Here’s what we do,” he says. “We leave this man
here and we lock him up. If we’re lucky, no one will come to check
here, and even if they do, they’ll think we’re inside,
sleeping. In the meantime, we hide in one of the storage rooms on
the lower deck and wait until Aldin’s men are asleep. And then,
we’ll find the room where they keep those cannons.”

A strange tremor shakes my body at the
thought of this ship being blown to smithereens in one giant
explosion. I am thrilled to know Aldin and his accomplices will die
in the flames, and shocked that this is really how I feel about
causing so many deaths.

I have never hated anyone this intensely, not
even Saul.
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Once the Crusader is in deep sleep, we
steal out of the storage room we were hiding in. Nobody noticed we
were missing. We haven’t heard any shouts of people looking for us
or checking where that sailor with the food tray went. Tony’s ruse
was successful.

My heart beats in my throat as we tiptoe down
the corridor, Tony at the head. He doesn’t know where those cannons
are any more than we do – we’ll have to make do with trying to
pinpoint the origin of the one shot that was fired and guess where
the sound came from.

After trying more than ten doors on both
sides, we descend to the decks below. I wish we’d brought that
handy flashlight, because I can’t see a thing. My hand is on Walt’s
shoulder, who in his turn is carefully following Tony.

Suddenly, I hear Tony’s voice whispering in
the darkness. “I think it’s behind this door. I can smell the
explosives.”

He opens the door on squeaky hinges. By the
light of the full moon falling through the five portholes in the
room, I see a row of weapons – large, long tubes, their mouths
hungrily aimed at the island. So this is the heart of Aldin’s power
over us. And this throbbing, beating heart will also be his
demise.

Tony immediately walks over to one of the
cannons and opens the back of a tube. He inspects the interior,
then moves over to the next weapon. He remains notably quiet. Walt
and I are just standing there a bit helplessly. When our friend
finally rejoins us in the corner of the room, I ask: “So, can we do
something?”

Tony looks at me. A nervous muscle in his
cheek pulls at one corner of his mouth. “I think you should get on
deck now. Find a place where you can jump overboard without harming
yourself, and drop into the sea. It’s not a very long swim.”

“What about you?” Walt wants to know.

“I have to reconnect the explosives to the
detonator so everything will go off as planned.”

“We can wait for you.”

He slowly shakes his head. “No, you – you
should go now.”

My heart stops. I search Tony’s eyes in the
semi-darkness. He meets my gaze and doesn’t look away, not even
when my eyes fill with tears. “We’ll jump off at the aft end,” I
say unevenly.

“Then that’s where I’ll go, too.” He smiles
sadly and takes a step back. “Now leave. Don’t dawdle. I’ll be
right behind you.”

“You want the keys?” Walt offers. “So you can
lock the door behind you until you’re done. Suppose someone
enters?”

He holds out the key ring and Tony takes it
from him with slightly trembling fingers. “Good idea,” he says.
“Now beat it, you two.”

Blinded by tears, I turn around and stumble
out of the arsenal. Walt follows suit. He grabs my arm and supports
me when I almost trip on the stairs.

“You okay?” he whispers. “No worries, we’ll
make it.”

I just nod dumbly. He doesn’t understand.

We climb up via the stairs and end up at the
spot where Walt’s father disappeared over the railing. From here,
it’s only a short walk to the stern of the ship, but I anxiously
finger the weapon in my pocket when I hear voices.

“Ssh,” Walt whispers. He pulls me behind a
stack of boxes. Not a moment too soon, because the next second, two
sailors pass us by. They don’t see us in the pale moonlight. I
don’t have to use my gun. No one expects to find us here.

After the two men have disappeared from
sight, we stealthily move on. Fortunately, we don’t bump into
anyone else on our way to the rear end of the ship. In the deep
silence of night, we move to the railing and look down, at the
waves crashing into the side of the ship.

“We should go,” I quietly say.

Walt takes my hand. “I want to wait for Tony.
He said he’d be right behind us.”

I swallow hard. “Walt, he’s not coming.”

“Of course he’s coming,” Walt says
stubbornly.

I look him in the eye and slowly shake my
head.

His blue eyes fill with a dull pain.

“He has to set off those cannons,” I whisper.
“I don’t think he knows how to rewire a detonator or connect it to
a timer. He’s no Henry. I could see it in his eyes. If this ship is
going to blow, he has to do it manually.”

The blood drains from Walt’s face. “I told
him we should destroy this ship at any cost,” he says, his voice
cracking on the last word.

“And we will,” I reply gently, but clearly.
“He will. He’ll save us. We really need to go, Walt. Or we’ll be
killed together with Aldin and his men.”

He shakes his head one more time, staring
unseeingly into the distance. Now he understands why Tony sent us
away. Why he told us that story about Lundy Island before we left
to find the cannons. He wants to give us a chance, now that he’s
irrevocably changed our world, incapable of turning back time.

“You’re right,” he says with difficulty.
“Let’s go.”

Without saying another word, we climb over
the barrier, hold hands, and drop down into the deep, dark
waters.

The force with which I hit the water knocks
the air out of my lungs. My head goes under and I wildly start to
tread water to get back to the surface. Walt’s hand slips out of
mine, but I can feel him swimming next to me. When I resurface, I
look around in the cold moonlight to get my bearings.

There. Far away, I see the winking light of
the lighthouse that is still intact. We must be at least a mile
out, and for a split second I feel disheartened at the distance
between us and the safe shores of Tresco. But that won’t help us. I
kick off my shoes and swim over to Walt with a few long strokes.
“Are you ready?” I pant.

“Yeah, let’s go,” he mumbles, wiping the
seawater from his eyes. Or maybe they’re tears.

Although I make every effort to swim as fast
as I can, it’s as if the coast stays out of reach. It doesn’t seem
to get any closer. When I look over my shoulder, I see we’ve left
the Crusader far behind, though.

Walt slows down and swims next to me. “How
are you holding up?”

“I’m all right.” I take a deep breath. “I
wish we could rest for a while.”

“I thought I just saw a boat in the water,”
he says, a frown creasing his forehead. “It might be a sloop that
was cast adrift by the storm. Can you see it too?”

I narrow my eyes to slits and peer out,
holding my breath in anticipation. Walt is right – I do see a boat
in the distance. And it’s not empty – there are people on board.
“Someone’s coming!” I say excitedly.

With renewed vigor, I start to swim in the
direction of the vessel. Walt is right beside me. When we come
closer, I can make out a young, blonde woman at the helm.

“Alisa!” Walt cries out at that moment.
“We’re here!” He frantically waves his arms.

“Walt?” Alisa’s voice echoes off the water.
“Is that you?”

“Leia’s with me,” he hollers back.

Only a few more yards to get to the boat. My
heart freezes when I spot Ben and Saul sitting behind Alisa,
pulling at the oars. What the blazes are they doing
here?

“Did you escape by yourselves?” Alisa
inquires, relief evident in her voice. She helps us both into the
boat and embraces Walt and me in turns. “Oh, thank Goddess. I have
no idea how to get on board. William told us there’s an aft ladder,
but…”

“William?” Walt grabs Alisa’s hand. “My dad
is still alive?”

“Yeah, he washed up earlier today,” Saul
replies in his dark, gravelly voice. “He’s in the hospital, but
he’s doing reasonably well.” His eyes dart to me. “Hey,” he greets
me, suddenly sounding awkward.

“Hey back,” I reply a bit sourly. “You team
up with Fools these days?”

He looks away. “Yeah. Something like that.
Where’s Tony, by the way?” His gaze scans the water.

I choke up. “On the Crusader.”

“We have to go get him,” Ben says.

“Nee.” Walt shakes his head. “He stayed
behind on purpose. Tony is going to destroy the ship.”

“What?” Saul’s voice shoots up. “But…”

He doesn’t get the chance to argue with us.
At that moment, a deafening, roaring bang stirs the air, chasing
the sound of thunder across the waves, scorching the hair on our
arms with searing heat. Behind us, the Crusader is swallowed
up by a giant, all-consuming ball of fire. To my left and right, I
hear metal debris from the explosion zipping through the air and
splashing into the water. Instinctively, I duck for cover, though I
know that won’t help one bit if I am really hit by one of those
things. My heart hammers wildly in my chest.

And then, our sloop is hit by a tidal wave,
which capsizes the boat. The darkness of the water gobbles me up,
threatens to pull me under. I wrestle, wrestle, and manage to
emerge only when it feels like I will never breathe fresh air
again. In a panic, I look around me. Where is everybody?

To my left is the boat, upside down in the
water. I hold on to the edge and raise my voice. “Walt! Where are
you? Alisa!”

I see two heads appear above the waves. One
blonde, one dark.

In the distance, the Crusader is eaten
alive by a relentless ring of fire, making the ship disappear into
the deep, dark sea.
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Gasping for breath, I break the surface of
the sea. My hands blindly feel around to find the boat. They hit
something. When I open my eyes, I see Walt, Leia, and Saul hanging
on the edge of the capsized sloop.

“Where’s Ben?” I croak, holding on to the
boat for dear life.

Saul shakes his head. He doesn’t say
anything, his face a pale, drawn mask.

“Where is he?” I yell. “Have you guys looked?
Where’s Ben?” I frantically turn my head to all sides.

Walt grabs my shoulder. “We looked for you
both, but we can’t see anything in the dark.”

“He’ll come up,” I whisper. “We just need to
wait.”

I feel the coldness of the water seep into my
bones. My hand touches Saul’s. Consolingly or looking for support,
maybe both. I don’t want to think about the fact that Ben’s
shoulder was still bothering him. Why did he have to be the one to
come up with this idea? He should have stayed at home. But of
course, he never would have done that – he wanted to help his older
brother, and me. He wanted to do something good for the island,
after living a previous life of violence and fear.

When everybody starts shivering from the cold
and we still haven’t seen any sign of life, Saul takes my hand. “We
have to go back,” he says. Very quietly, very softly. “The currents
have taken Ben. If the Force is strong in him, he’ll be able to
swim to the beach.”

I know he doesn’t really believe that.
“Okay,” I mumble.

We tried turning the sloop around a few
minutes ago, and that didn’t work. So now we are leaving it behind.
Swimming in single file like a row of terns, we head for the
coast.

The swim back lasts forever. It gives me too
much time to think about everything. The tension and arguments on
Tresco. The destruction. Tony’s death. Ben, who is missing. Ben,
who tried so hard to start a new life. And now his new beginning
might be his end. It’s not fair.

Saul would probably tell me that life isn’t
fair, but more bearable when you’re not alone.

I submerge my head under water and wash away
the tears on my cheeks with salty water from the deep.

 


When we finally make it to the harbor, we are
more dead than alive. Nathan is waiting for us with a full-fledged
delegation of Peacekeepers. Behind him, I see Carl with a group of
people from Newexter. The Eldest has come too.

Nathan’s eyes grow wide when he sees Walt
hauling himself up onto the jetty. “Annabelle be praised,” he cries
out, pulling his nephew in an embrace so tight it makes Walt gasp
for breath.

I see a woman with dark hair rush to the
front to hug Leia, who drags herself out of the water next. Her
mother. It only takes a few seconds for a dark-haired guy to join
them. I recognize him as Colin, Leia’s sister. More boys and girls
join in the reunion happiness. All of them friends of Leia’s.

And then my parents storm to the front,
crying and laughing at the same time.

I don’t let go of Saul’s hand when my family
pulls me into a group hug and my mother almost smothers me with her
kisses. For he is alone. All alone. Nobody asks him where Ben is,
or how he’s doing. My heart breaks when I look at him and I see the
pain in his eyes, and the fear of accepting for real what has
happened.

“You belong with me,” I whisper. “Don’t be
scared.”

He shows me the ghost of a smile. “And if I
do get scared, will you hold me?”

“Of course.” I put my arms around him and
feel him shiver, from the cold, from all the emotions raging
through his body, from grief. Then I kiss him on the mouth, under
my parents’ surprised eyes. “Because I belong with you, too.”

 


The day after the destruction of the
Crusader, Ben’s lifeless body drifts ashore. In death, he
looks peaceful. So different from Finn. He found peace in the arms
of the sea goddess. We bury him in the little park close to his
cottage in Hope Harbor, as is the custom in his place of birth.

Saul is heartbroken. He denies himself time
to grieve by slaving away day and night, working on a third and
fourth ship in the St Martin shipyard, and comes home late every
night. I moved into Ben’s former cottage, and Saul moved in with
me. We didn’t discuss it – it just happened, and it feels
right.

When I come home with a bag of groceries one
warm summer night, Saul is already home. He’s sitting at the table,
looking at two sheets of paper in front of him.

“Look,” he says. “I asked Walt to draw Ben.
And Tony. He does really good portraits.” He holds up the papers
for me. My breath catches in my throat as I look into Ben’s brown
eyes. They look back at me defiantly. Full of life. I bite down on
my lip to stop myself from bawling.

Tony’s portrait is different. His dark skin
shines and his eyes are gentle. Walt told me what happened in
Dartmoor, how Tony had wanted to help us and ended up making
everything worse. By sacrificing his own life he saved our people.
Just like the god he believed in.

The tide didn’t bring in his body. In all
probability, the blast from the explosion killed and maimed
everyone on board beyond recognition. Tonight, there’s a memorial
service for him, where Walt and Leia will speak a few words. And
tomorrow, we are sailing away to our new home.

All the ships are finished. The two in
Newexter and the other two in St Martin. Combined with the
Explorer, they have enough capacity to take everybody from
Tresco to Lundy in one go, but not everyone is going. I know Bram
is staying here, just like a number of youngsters in the new
village of Newmanor. In Hope Harbor, some old people have decided
to stay and wait – how fitting – to see what happens. I know some
temple servants are staying too in order to support and guide the
ones who stay behind. They simply want to die here, and not leave
their island. I can relate to them. If I had the choice, I’d stay
here too. This island is my world, but that world is now no longer
safe. We have to leave.

It’s time for the biggest adventure in my
life. And I don’t have to go it alone.

“Shall we put that up on the wall in our new
home on Lundy?” I gingerly suggest, pointing at Ben’s portrait with
a faint smile around my lips.

Saul takes my hands and gently squeezes
it.

“Yes,” he simply says.

One day, he will be able to smile again. And
I will still be there for him.

 


 


 




Epilogue – Leia

 


Walt and I have been invited to close the
ceremony after the Bookkeeper has done a short speech. For the
occasion, Walt has drawn a giant portrait of Tony which we have put
up, just like in the memorial service for his friend Henry. It
makes me think of Michelle. She’ll never know what happened to her
husband, and likewise, Tony’s family can’t be contacted to inform
them of his fate. He didn’t have a wife or children, but there have
to be people on the Other Side wondering where he is. We’ll never
be able to make it up to his friends, but we do have the power to
give him a grand send-off and thank him for all he has done for
us.

 


After we have stepped forward, I start out by
saying the words we have agreed on together. “There will be no more
death, or mourning, or crying, or pain,” I say. “For our ignorance
of old has passed away, thanks to our friend Tony.” A tear rolls
down my cheek.

“And we hope that Tony will see a new heaven
and a new earth, now that his home is with Jesus,” Walt supplies.
We don’t know how the people of Bodmin bury their dead, so we tried
our very best to use words from their holy scripture in our
goodbyes. It’s the least we can do.

We made him a marker – a beautiful, white
slab of stone next to the temple, looking out over the sea. Slowly,
people walk by the grave and put flowers and plants by his
tombstone. The circle of brightly-colored petals and green leaves
keeps growing. Eight hundred of us will venture out to Lundy
tomorrow, so in a way, this is also a ceremony to say goodbye to
our island.

Walt and I will board the Explorer
once more, which was renamed Conqueror. Captain Tom will
command the fleet from the Conqueror, because he still knows
how to get to Penzance. But we’ll carefully avoid that harbor this
time – we’re supposed to sail west as soon as we get a clear view
of the Cornwall coastline. We’ll follow it westward and then north.
The replica of the map I bought in Dartmoor shows us that we should
eventually end up at Lundy if we keep north long enough. And on the
north coast of Devon is Exmoor, a place more liberated and wilder
than President Jacob’s realm, according to Tony. Who knows, we
might make new friends there. And if not, we’ll be fine with just
eight hundred of us. All this time, we’ve been able to rely on the
Force within us, and we still can now.

 


When I stand by the docks with Walt early
next morning, watching the sunrise pouring over the buildings of
Hope Harbor, I can’t stop my tears from flowing, despite being
curious about the new island we’ll sail to. Not too long ago, Walt
and I were watching the sunrise on my side of the island. Full of
hope we were headed for a fantastic adventure. Only this time, I
know it’s the last sunrise we will ever see on Tresco.

“Will you miss it here?” I ask quietly.

Walt nods. “Yes. I have so many memories
here. But I know the memories remain even if we leave this place.
I’ll keep them forever.” He turns to face me. “What about you?”

I close my eyes and think of all the things
in my life that have given me meaning and focus. And I realize
those moments all have to do with certain people, dead or alive.
It’s not this place – it’s the people in it who have given me
everything I needed to get here, and be myself.

“I will,” I reply. “But that’s okay. The
world is still waiting for us, and now we can shape it any way we
want. Without lies or misconceptions.”

After that, I lay my head on Walt’s shoulder
and we quietly watch the world waking up around us, preparing
itself for a long, new journey.
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