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    The Flawed Ring

    
    The hammer struck the hot iron. Ping. Elias’s hand froze on the upswing. The sound was wrong. It wasn’t the dull, satisfying thud of metal yielding to muscle.

It was a high, thin shriek. The note cut through the humid air of the Great Dismal Swamp. It burrowed into the soft meat of his brain. He knew that note.

It was the same flawed ring he’d heard in a hot, open-air shed in Virginia. Back then, the hammer wasn’t his own. Back then, the air tasted of tobacco dust and misery. His breath hitched.

The air felt too thick to swallow. The glow of the iron link in his tongs pulsed like an open wound. On the mud-and-wattle wall of the forge, his own shape seemed to stretch. It morphed into the silhouette of an overseer leaning against a doorframe.

The ghost watched him. It waited for a mistake. The smell of the forge changed. The clean scent of burning peat vanished.

In its place came the sour, sharp metal scent of fear-sweat. His arm began to tremble. The hammer was a five-pound beast he’d forged himself. Now it felt like a lead stone dragging him back to the red clay of his youth.

He didn’t think. He shoved the glowing iron into the water barrel. Steam exploded with a violent hiss. A white cloud swallowed the forge and the ghosts hiding in the corners.

The noise stopped. The angry bubble of cooling metal took its place. Elias gripped the edge of the anvil. His knuckles turned white against the soot-blackened iron.

He waited for the 1820s to return. He waited for the swamp to settle. It was just a flaw in the link. A pocket of air or a bit of slag he’d missed during the first heat.

But the sound was a trapdoor. It had dropped him straight back into the cage he’d spent five years running from. He let out a long, shaky breath, feeling the grit of the forge floor beneath his boots. This was the Island.

He was free. Yet, sometimes, the iron remembered things he tried to forget. He pulled the link from the water. It was a simple repair for a perimeter snare.

These snares were the only thing keeping the hunters at bay. The mend looked clean enough. The iron was strong. But the ring had tainted it.

He set the link aside on a shelf of cured cypress, the wood dark and resistant to the rot that claimed everything else here. He wouldn’t finish the repair today. His hands were no longer steady enough for the precision the Island demanded.

“They’re a person short on the west line.” Sarah’s voice drifted in from the edge of the clearing. She was always there when the silence lasted too long. She watched him from the shadows of the tupelo trees, her presence a quiet constant in his turbulent world.

She stood where the packed earth of the forge yard met the soft, black muck of the Island. The scent of wild mint and damp earth clung to her. It was a sharp contrast to the sulfur and ash of his work. Elias didn’t look up.

He picked up a coarse file. He began working the burrs off a door hinge. The rasp of metal on metal was a grounding rhythm. It kept the memories of Virginia pushed back into the dark.

“I can take a turn,” she said, stepping into the filtered light. The sun caught the copper tones in her skin.

“I know the trails as well as Ben does. Better than some of the fresh arrivals who still trip over cypress knees.”
“No. Elias,” She took another step. Her bare feet were silent on the earth. She had learned to walk like the swamp itself.

“I’m sixteen. I’m not a child you need to hide in the cupboard every time the wind blows hard from the east.” He set the file down with a heavy clatter. He finally looked at her.

She was all sharp angles and defiant eyes. Her hair was tied back with a strip of rough burlap. She wore a dress patched from flour sacks, the fabric stained with the green juices of the medicinal garden she tended behind the huts. She looked like a survivor.

She looked like a woman who could hold her own. But when he looked at her, he still saw the toddler he’d carried through the brambles while dogs howled in the distance. He still felt the frantic beat of her heart against his ribs as they waded through waist-deep sludge to escape the men with the torches.

“The rules are the walls,” Elias said. His voice was flat as a whetstone.

“You stay inside them.”
“The walls are falling down, brother. We’re short-handed. The Council is worried about the low water levels making the eastern bogs passable. If the water drops another inch, the horses can get through. We need eyes on the perimeter.”
“Then the Council can find someone else. You aren’t a scout.” He pointed a thick, soot-stained finger toward the wall of cypress and moss that hemmed them in. The swamp was a labyrinth of black water and grey wood.

“Out there, the water is deep enough to swallow a horse. The men who hunt us are deeper than that. You stay within the boundary markers. That’s final, Sarah.”

Sarah’s face hardened. The softness she reserved for her herbs vanished behind a mask of flint. She didn’t argue further. She knew the wall he built around her was as thick as the one he’d built around himself.

She simply turned and retreated into the green. The ferns swallowed her whole, leaving Elias alone with his tools. A heavy feeling settled in Elias’s gut. It was cold as a pig of iron.

He’d pulled her from the fire. He had carried her through miles of sucking blackwater. He’d built this sanctuary log by log, fighting off the fever and the snakes and the loneliness. He’d promised her freedom.

But lately, he realized he was just a different kind of jailer. His job was to keep the danger out. Her job was to stay alive inside. He didn't know how to bridge the gap between them anymore.

Every time he reached out, he felt the iron between them. His eyes fell on the small hand trowel resting on his tool bench. He’d forged it the week before. The iron was light and well-balanced.

He had wrapped the handle in braided cord to fit her hand perfectly. He’d meant it as a peace offering. He’d wanted to see her smile, to see that spark of joy that had been so frequent before they reached the Island.

“Sarah!” She stopped at the edge of the garden path. She didn’t turn around. Her shoulders were tense. Elias picked up the trowel and walked across the yard. The heat of the forge still radiated from his skin. He held the tool out. The polished metal caught the dying sunlight.

“For the new herb bed. The edge is sharp enough to cut through the root mat without straining your wrist. I tempered it specifically for the clay near the creek.” She looked at the tool. Then she looked up at his face. Her gaze was steady. It was devoid of the gratitude he’d hoped for. She didn't take it.

“I don’t need a new shovel, Elias,” she said. Her voice was quiet, but it carried across the clearing.

“I need to help dig the ditch. I need to be more than a mouth to feed while everyone else bleeds to keep us safe.” She walked away. She left him standing in the middle of the yard with the trowel in his hand.

The taste of ash filled his mouth. He looked at the tool, then at the wall of trees. The swamp felt like it was closing in, the green canopy pressing down on them both. *** Dusk bled the color from the swamp. The world turned into a study of charcoal and indigo.

Elias banked the forge fire. He buried the glowing coals under a thick layer of wet peat. This kept the smoke from rising too high and giving away their position to any scouts on the distant river. The great silence of the Dismal settled in.

It was never truly silent, though. It was a cacophony of frogs and the rhythmic sawing of insects. There was the constant, rhythmic drip of water from the canopy into the black pools below. These were the sounds of the Island at rest.

These were the sounds he used to gauge their safety. He knew the pitch of every cricket and the splash of every turtle. He reached for the Kentucky flintlock rifle hanging above his bench. It was a heavy, long-barreled piece.

He had rebuilt the mechanism himself. The lock and frizzen were kept polished to a mirror shine. He checked the pan. He verified the powder horn at his hip was full.

He slung his leather bag over his shoulder. Routine was his armor. The walls were up. The sentries were out.

He felt the familiar pull of the swamp, the need to verify the perimeter himself. He was turning toward his hut when a sound cut through the twilight chorus. SNAP. It came from the west. It was deep in the cypress stands where the ground turned to a quaking bog.

It wasn't the wet pop of a branch under a boot. It wasn't the crack of a settling tree. It was the distinct, wire-tight sound of a perimeter snare breaking. It was a trip-line of braided vine and iron links he’d personally tensioned.

Something had hit it with the force of a falling timber. The frogs fell silent. The swamp held its breath. Elias moved.

There was no shout of alarm. Sound was a traitor in the swamp. He stepped off the packed earth of the yard and into the inky water at the Island’s edge. The cold shock climbed his legs.

It soaked his trousers to the waist. Cypress knees rose around him like the jagged teeth of a buried beast. He felt the familiar resistance of the muck, the way it tried to hold onto his boots. He pushed forward.

Each step was a calculated plunge through the murk. He used his toes to feel for submerged roots and solid clay before committing his weight. The last of the light was gone. The canopy above was thick enough to choke out the stars.

He moved through a world of gray and black. He was guided only by the memory of the terrain. He knew every turn of the underwater trails, every submerged log that could serve as a bridge. He stopped ten yards from the western hummock.

He listened. The night chorus hadn't resumed. Whatever had broken that line was still there. It was waiting in the shadows.

Then, a low groan carried through the trees. It was human. It was thick with the kind of wet, rattling pain that didn't belong to a hunter. A hunter would be silent.

A hunter would be biting his tongue. Elias froze. Water dripped from the muzzle of his rifle. Plink. Plink.

Friend, foe, or trap? In the 1820s, the line between them was often drawn in blood. He thought of the men who came with dogs. He thought of the bounty hunters who knew the value of a Black life in silver.

He also thought of the desperate souls who wandered into the swamp with nothing but hope and a prayer. The groan came again. It was weaker this time. Elias shifted his grip on the rifle.

His thumb hovered over the hammer. He waded toward the sound. The water deepened until it pressed against his chest. His boots sank into muck that gripped his ankles like hands.

He could feel the cold seepage through his shirt, the damp weight of the swamp trying to pull him down. He reached a massive cypress trunk. Its bark was thick and fibrous. He paused behind it.

His own breathing sounded like a bellows in the stillness. He forced his lungs to slow. He forced his heart to steady. He peered around the edge of the trunk, his eyes searching the darkness for movement.

Thirty feet ahead, a shape lay crumpled on a hummock of semi-solid ground. It was a man. He was curled on his side in the damp leaf litter. One leg was twisted at an angle that made Elias’s own joints ache.

The snare’s braided vine was wrapped three times around the man's ankle. The other end was still anchored to a sapling that was bent nearly double. The tension on the vine was still high, pulling at the mangled limb. Elias didn’t rush.

He scanned the surrounding black water. He looked for the telltale ripple of a second man. He looked for the gleam of a rifle barrel in the dark. A trap would have a backup.

A trap would have a marksman in the trees. He waited a full minute, counting his own heartbeats. Nothing moved. The insects began to click again.

It was a cautious, hesitant sound. The man on the ground shuddered. A ragged inhale caught in his throat. Elias stepped out from behind the tree.

His rifle was leveled. He moved in a low crouch. He closed the distance until he could see the man’s face. He was Black.

His skin was several shades darker than the mud covering him. His clothes were rough homespun. They were torn to ribbons by briers and cypress knees. He wasn't wearing the oilskins of a bounty hunter.

He didn't have the sturdy boots of a soldier. He was barefoot. His soles were a map of deep cuts and blisters. The man’s eyes flickered open.

They were wide, rolling whites in a mask of exhaustion. He saw the rifle and flinched. It was a pathetic, animal-like scramble. It ended in a sharp cry of agony as his broken leg shifted.

“Don’t,” Elias whispered. The word was sharp as a command.

“Lie still or you'll snap the bone right through the skin.” The man froze. His chest heaved.

“Please,” he wheezed. The word was a thread of sound. It barely reached Elias's ears over the rising chorus of the night. Elias knelt.

He kept the rifle pointed at the surrounding trees. His free hand reached for the snare. The vine had bitten deep into the man’s flesh. The skin beneath it was already swollen and purple.

The bone was definitely gone. This man had been running blind. He had hit the line at a full tilt. He was a man who didn't care about the noise he made, only about the distance he put between himself and whatever was behind him.

“Who are you?” Elias asked.

“Isaiah,” the man gasped.

“Isaiah. From... the Boudreaux place. West of the river.” A runaway. Fresh. The Boudreaux plantation was fifteen miles through the most treacherous stretch of the Dismal. Reaching the Island was a feat of sheer, desperate will. It meant crossing the deep channels and the snake-infested bogs without a guide.

“Who told you about the forge?” Isaiah’s eyes began to glaze over. Shock was setting in.

“Old man. In the quarters. Said follow the North Star ‘til the water drinks the light... then listen for the hammer. Heard it today.

Heard the ring. It sounded like... like a bell across the water.” Elias felt a cold prickle at the base of his neck. The flawed ring.

The very sound that had undone him had been the beacon that saved this man. His own trauma had become a map for the lost. The irony felt like a physical blow. The ring he hated had brought a stranger to his door.

“You came alone?” Isaiah nodded. It was a slow, painful jerk of his head.

“Alone. Swore I was. Dogs... dogs were on me yesterday. Lost ‘em in the deep channel.

I think... I think I’m clear.” Elias didn’t believe in being clear. In the swamp, the only thing that was clear was the water, and even that was full of things that wanted to kill you.

He lowered the rifle and pulled his knife. It was a heavy blade he’d forged from a broken scythe. He sawed through the tough vine near Isaiah’s ankle. The man let out a long, shuddering breath as the tension released.

“Can you stand on the other leg?”
“I have to,” Isaiah said. His voice was cracking with effort.

“I didn't ask if you had to. I asked if you could. If you faint, I can’t carry you and the rifle both.” The harshness worked. Isaiah gritted his teeth. He pushed himself up on his elbows. Elias moved in. He ducked under the man’s arm and took the brunt of his weight. Isaiah was tall but gaunt. His ribs were stark against his skin. He smelled of stagnant water and sour sweat. He carried the sharp, metallic scent of an infected cut.

“Move,” Elias said. They hobbled into the water. Isaiah hissed as the cold muck hit his mangled leg. Every step was a struggle.

Every splash felt like a signal fire in the dark. Elias kept his eyes on the tree line. His ears strained for anything that wasn't the natural rhythm of the swamp. He felt the pressure of the man pressing into his shoulder, a physical reminder of the burden of freedom.

They were halfway to the Island’s bank when it happened. A low, baying call drifted across the water from the west. It wasn't the cry of a wolf. It was the deep, rolling chop of a hound.

A second later, another joined in. It was sharper and more frantic. They had the scent. The sound was distant, but in the stillness of the swamp, it carried like a thunderclap.

Isaiah went rigid in Elias’s grip.

“They found the channel. They found where I crossed the log.”
“Quiet,” Elias breathed. He hauled the man forward.

He no longer cared about the noise they made. Speed was the only currency they had left. He felt the water churning around his legs, the resistance of the swamp fighting his every move. They crashed through the shallows.

They emerged onto the bank below the forge. A shadow materialized from the darkness. It was Ben, one of the 'Originals' born in the swamp. He was a tall, silent man who could move through the brush without displacing a single leaf.

He looked at Isaiah. Then he looked at Elias. He didn't need to ask.

“Dogs,” Elias said. Ben nodded. His jaw tightened. He melted back into the shadows.

A moment later, a low, warbling bird call sounded. It was the alarm. It repeated from point to point through the camp, a signal that everyone on the Island understood. Faint lights appeared in the huts.

They were shielded rush-lamps that cast long, flickering patterns on the mud. The tribe emerged. It was a silent gathering of thirty souls. They were armed with whatever they had: axes, pikes, a few old muskets.

They formed a rough circle in the central yard. Their faces were etched with the weariness of the hunted.

    

  
    Blood on the Cypress

    
    Elias didn’t wait for the Council to vote. He shoved a heavy skinning knife into his belt and snatched a musket from the rack beside the forge. The scout’s words—inside the tree line—beat against his skull like a hammer on a cold anvil. He needed to see the breach with his own eyes before the panic turned the Island into a slaughterhouse.

The Council Elder, a man named Moses whose skin looked like weathered oak, stepped into his path. The flickering rush-lamps cast long, distorted shapes across his face. Moses was a man of words and deliberation, but the swamp did not respect the pace of a committee.

“You’re running toward the trouble, blacksmith,” Moses said. It wasn’t a question; it was a challenge to Elias’s authority.

“The Council hasn't decided on a scouts' party yet. We need a plan, not a headless rush into the dark.”
“Then the Council can talk while the hunters tighten the noose,” Elias said. He didn’t stop moving.

He shouldered past Moses, his eyes scanning the crowd of thirty souls gathered in the yard. His gaze locked onto Sarah. She stood near the edge of the firelight, her hands gripped tight around the handle of a garden hoe. She looked small against the towering tupelo trees, but her eyes were wide and steady.

He couldn’t leave her here without a shield, but if he didn’t find the breach, there would be no shield left to give. He pointed at two men standing near the central fire. Jeremiah, an Original who had been born in the muck and knew every hidden root, and Ben, a tracker who rarely spoke but never lost a trail.

“With me,” Elias ordered. The two men exchanged a glance. They didn’t look at Moses for permission. They looked at the musket in Elias’s hand and the set of his jaw.

They fell in behind him as he plunged into the dark tunnel of the western trail, leaving the murmuring Council in the dust. The swamp at night was a predator’s kingdom. The damp, bone-deep chill made the linen of Elias’s shirt cling to his skin. The air tasted of rotting vegetation and peat.

Every splash of their boots in the blackwater felt like a shout. Every snap of a dry reed sounded like a bone breaking. Elias led them through a maze of cypress knees. He followed the scout’s trail by instinct more than sight, feeling for the places where the mud had been churned.

Behind him, Jeremiah and Ben moved with the practiced silence of men who lived in the shadows. They didn't speak, but their breath was heavy with the tension of the hunt. The coppery smell of fresh blood hit Elias before they reached the trapline. It cut through the swamp’s rot, sharp and metallic.

He slowed, raising a hand. The two men behind him went still, their muskets held at the ready. They reached the western perimeter, a narrow choke point between two massive tupelos where the ground rose just enough to form a natural path. Here, Elias had rigged a series of snares—braided vines and sharpened stakes meant to trip and impale anything moving too fast in the dark.

He didn't find a dead animal. He found a nightmare. Three figures were tangled in the vines. A man and a woman, their clothes reduced to mud-caked rags, and a small child clutched against the woman’s chest.

The man had fallen directly into a stake-pit; a sharpened branch of seasoned oak had opened a jagged, weeping gash from his hip to his knee. The vines had cinched around their limbs as they thrashed, turning a simple trap into a web of iron-strong fiber. The woman’s head snapped toward them, her eyes rolling with a terror that made Elias’s own chest tighten.

She tried to scramble backward, but the vines held her fast. A choked, guttural sound started in her throat—the beginning of a scream that would bring every hunter for five miles down on their heads.

“Quiet,” Elias hissed. He lunged forward, his boots sinking deep into the peat. The wounded man moaned, a long, low sound of agony that seemed to vibrate through the fog. It was a beacon. Elias slapped a hand over the man’s mouth. His palm met sweat-slick skin and the rough, prickly heat of a feverish beard. The man’s eyes were bloodshot, tracking Elias with the frantic gaze of a trapped buck.

“Make another sound and I will gag you,” Elias breathed. His voice was a rasp, barely audible over the whine of mosquitoes. He held the man’s gaze until the frantic huffing of his breath slowed. Jeremiah crouched at the edge of the pit, his knife out, but he wasn't looking at the vines. He was looking back at the trail they’d just traveled.

“Bait,” he muttered.

“Cut them loose,” Elias said.

“Look at the cut on him, Elias,” Jeremiah said, gesturing with his chin.

“He’s trailing enough blood to draw every dog in the county. If we bring them back, we’re marking the path straight to the huts. Your mercy will get us all killed.”
“My mercy is the only thing that makes us human,” Elias said.

He pulled his own knife. He knelt by the man’s leg. To stop the bleeding, he reached for his own shirt. The wet, tearing sound of the linen as he ripped it for a bandage was the loudest thing in the swamp.

He bound the wound tight, the man flinching but remaining silent under Elias’s warning stare. The woman watched him, unblinking. The child in her arms didn't cry. It was a small, skeletal thing that looked more like a ghost than a person.

It just stared at Elias with eyes that had seen too much for four years of life.

“The Island is for us,” Ben said, his voice flat and hard. He stood guard ten feet away, his musket leveled at the gray curtain of the mist.

“Not for them who bring the world’s trouble to our door. Jeremiah is right. The dogs are coming. We leave them here, the hunters find them, and they go home satisfied.” Elias stood up, the mud sucking at his boots. He didn’t look at the Runaways. He looked at Ben. He held his musket loose in his left hand, but his right stayed on the hilt of the knife in his belt.

“You help me carry him,” Elias said, “or I leave you here with the dogs. Choose now.” The silence that followed was thick. Jeremiah’s jaw worked, his teeth grinding.

Ben looked at the wounded man, then back at Elias’s face. He saw the same iron-hard resolve that kept the forge fires burning through the winter rains. Resentment solidified in the set of Ben’s shoulders, but he stepped into the pit. He hooked the man’s arm over his neck and hauled him upward.

The man let out a sharp, bitten-off yelp of pain that Elias muffled with a shoulder.

“Move,” Elias told the woman. He pointed back toward the camp.

“Stay behind me. Step exactly where I step. If you trip, don’t scream.” The return trip was a slow, agonizing crawl.

They were a clumsy caravan of fear, moving against the current of the swamp. The wounded man was a dead weight between Ben and Jeremiah, his heels dragging through the muck. The woman stumbled constantly, her strength flagging as she gripped the child. Elias stayed ten paces ahead, his eyes never resting.

He tracked the shapes of the cypress trees and the slight shifts in the fog. They were halfway to the Heron Creek crossing when he saw a glint of metal. He raised a clenched fist. Behind him, the group froze.

A cypress knee rose from the blackwater like a gnarled hand. Embedded in its side, precisely at eye level, was a sliver of iron. Elias waded closer, the water reaching his waist. It wasn't a bullet hole.

A thin, foot-long dart was sunk four inches deep into the bark. It had a barbed iron tip and a tuft of cord tied just below the fletching. The cord was dyed a specific, faded pattern of blue and green chevrons. Elias felt the air leave his lungs.

He reached out, his fingers trembling as he touched the iron. The cold, precise weight of it was unmistakable. The barb wasn't designed for a quick kill; it was designed to anchor into flesh. To mark a location.

To claim a prize. Barbed tip. Dyed cord. Miller. The name was a splinter in his mind.

A dog’s bay cut through the mist. It wasn't the distant yapping of a farm mutt. It was the deep, rolling chop of a professional tracking hound on a hot scent. It
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