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Dedication


For Sally
My Wife, My Friend, My Muse
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Prologue
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From the Diary of Jane Beaufort

During the Fall

––––––––
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GONNA TRY AND KEEP a record of this. Maybe somebody will see it someday. If anybody survives. 

Grabbed some notebooks and a pen from the floor of the library before we came down here. With the way everything was scattered it’s amazing I found them. And lucky.

Rebecca and I have been down here a week so far I think. I think. Kind of a blur. We’re in a fallout shelter from the 1950’s, underneath the Hedonsky library in the old courthouse building. We made it down here thank God, with no help from anybody else. Just a fluke that I knew this place was even here because of my summer job in college. Local secret. Moved the bookcase back over the entrance again when we came down. Don’t want any of them to find this place, that’s for sure. That would be the end.

Got candles and matches and lanterns with oil still left, although oil is starting to get low already. Candles burning down. No windows down here so we have to keep something lit all the time or Rebecca will freak. She’s only five years old for God’s sake and look what she’s had to see so far. Heaven knows what else before this is over. Maybe it will never be over. Eventually need to go upstairs and see what’s happening. Can still hear explosions sometimes.

I’m running out of ideas for made-up stories to tell her. I’ve told her enough Hobbit stories to last her a lifetime, and Pokey Little Puppy stories, and whatever else I can think of. I make sure there are no scary parts.

Aren’t going to be able to live forever on the stuff they stashed away down here. I heard they restocked the place after 9/11 and who knows why. Government trucks just pulled up one night and unloaded stuff. At least that was the rumor. Must’ve been true because there was lots of food down here. But the rats chewed through most of it. Ugh. Rats. Have only seen a couple but I know they’re out there at the edge of the light, baring their teeth. Some of the food looks like a biology experiment. Water tastes like the metal barrels it was stored in. But it’s drinkable at least. Candy bars were a good find. All still okay. But we’re already sick of them.

AT LEAST WE HAVE TOILET PAPER! Enough for the whole town. Wrong thing to say. Townspeople probably not interested in using toilet paper anymore. Probably using litter boxes by now. Or nothing at all most likely.

Gonna have to empty out the waste barrel soon but I can’t leave Rebecca down here by herself. What if something happened to me up there? Terrified to bring her up with me. She already saw enough when we dodged through town to get here. I’d sacrifice my life for her, but if I did that, she’d be on her own up there and then what? I don’t even want to think about that.

Poor Rebecca. Last night she said she wanted a snack for bedtime and how about a tuna fish sandwich? Broke my heart. But thank God she’s safe. Last night I had a nightmare that when I found her in her kindergarten class she was like all the rest, blank-eyed, drooling...

STOP IT JANE!! Rebecca’s okay. Kids are resilient. Hate having dreams like that. Wasn’t what REALLY happened nightmare enough?

Can’t help wonder about Stanley. We were married twelve years. But I cringe when I think about how he hit me. Stanley NEVER would have done something like that, not in a million years. At least the Stanley I knew. That’s what scares me. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. All my neighbors, friends, Stanley, KILLING each other. My neighbor Ron climbed through the window of a guy’s car and broke his neck, shoved him out the car door and drove away whistling like it was a day in the park. 

Everyone kept saying, “I WANT THAT!” They wanted what they wanted when they wanted it and everyone else be DAMNED. Like ghastly two year olds or something. But even two year olds wouldn’t act like that. Must have been the Nanonet. All those little mechanical things coursing through their brains. Everyone said, “Don’t worry, it’s completely safe!” Yeah right. It just didn’t seem natural to me. And it sounded scary. So I never went for it. They made fun of me for being old fashioned and now I’m down here and rational and look what they’ve become. All I can say is, THANK GOD THEY DIDN’T GIVE IT TO KIDS!!!!

I wonder how it actually happened. Maybe something infected the whole system, like the viruses that used to pop up on the Internet in the old days. They said that there were a gazillion safeguards to make sure something like that couldn’t happen. Sure. Just like the safeguards at nuclear power plants. But this was people’s BRAINS. No one can shut down their brains. At least I don’t think so. So now people have zero inhibitions like they’re drunk on cheap whiskey or something. But they’re not drunk, that’s for sure. 

Can’t help but wonder: 

If they did all those horrible things because of no inhibitions, did that mean they had always secretly WANTED to do them? Did Stanley really WANT to hit me all those years? Was that my REAL husband?

I’ve been drunk before with no inhibitions. Like at that 4th of July picnic when I took off all my clothes. Yikes! But I didn’t want to kill anybody. SO WHY DID STANLEY HIT ME?? WHY ARE PEOPLE KILLING EACH OTHER???

Thoughts like these are keeping me awake at night. Along with everything else. Is Stanley dead? Am I a widow? I was always afraid of becoming a widow like my aunt Lucy. Now I probably am.

Candle sputtering. Time to sign off.
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Chapter One
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“The island is the body and the people are the heart. Just as the heart cannot survive outside the body, the people cannot survive away from the island.”

––––––––
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Book Of Salvation 1:1

––––––––
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CALEK, SON OF JOSIAM, had left the island behind. He stood in the prow of his boat and made ready to step onto the Mainland. He paused for a moment and cocked his head. He heard only the soft patter of snowflakes on the water of the harbor and the howling storm from out beyond the seawall. The little boat rocked gently beneath his feet as he stood balancing. He paused for a long moment, looking around in the darkness. Finally, he took a deep breath and glanced towards the swirling heavens. He whispered a last, desperate prayer. “God, I know I’ve made you angry. But please...please...”

He wanted to feel God’s presence, but the storm seemed to be obscuring God as well as the sky and all he felt was his own fear. 

He stepped clumsily out of the boat and onto the dark shore. His boots splashed once in the icy water before touching down onto cold and rocky sand. At last he had made it. He had escaped his little hometown of Refuge and the island where had lived his entire life. This was the place he had always dreamed he would go someday. He had even confessed that dream to Elther, the girl he was beginning to have grown up feelings for. She had wanted to go with him, even though she was the daughter of Hezekiah the Interceder, the man who spoke on behalf of God. But Elther hadn’t come. No one had. 

Less than an hour ago, he had been forced to flee the island in a whirlwind of confused running through the woods, a stop at Elther’s cottage, and a last minute reprieve from Ashel the Hunter on the beach. Because of what his father had told him on top of Summit Hill, Calek knew he was running for his very life. Hezekiah wanted to kill him, that’s what his father had said. And he still didn’t understand it. He just knew it had something to do with the boat from the Old World that he and Elther had found in the Stone Hill Caverns, and the machine he had brought back to life, the marvelous invention that made the boat skip over the waves like a stone.

A passage from the Book Of Salvation ran through his head. This was not surprising, for he had grown up with those Sayings, many of them repeated in unison at public gatherings. Hezekiah had created those Sayings for the people of Refuge to follow, to keep them from being turned into Forsaken like the people of the Mainland.

“The island is the body and the people are the heart. Just as the heart cannot survive outside the body, the people cannot survive away from the island.”

Calek grimaced. He was away from the island now. So how could he survive? He was completely alone. Not even his father was here. The last Calek had seen of Josiam, he was sitting on Summit Rock, telling Calek to run away as fast as he could, to use the machine he’d restored to go to the Mainland in his boat. He had gotten away just barely, making it here to the shelter of the Mainland in spite of the whiteout that had come up so quickly out on the Lake, but there wasn’t much shelter here on the beach. 

And it was getting darker and colder by the minute.

Calek gritted his teeth and took a step forward, heading for a series of bluffs. The sand and rocks beneath his feet were icy with snow and sleet, so he almost slipped and fell. After several more cautious steps, he stopped to glance back at his boat. It looked so forlorn at the edge of the water that Calek felt like he was abandoning an old friend, one which had brought him great joy. But it had also brought him great pain. He turned away.
That’s when the light came back.
As Calek had been landing the boat, a fierce, white light had pierced the darkness. It was unlike any light Calek had ever seen – not flickering like a lantern or candle, but steady like the sun and unbelievably bright, cutting through the storm like a razor. The beam had moved left and right, left and right, seeking him out. Then it had disappeared. 

Now it was back.

Calek flopped down onto the sand in terror, trying to curl up into a ball before the light caught him. He knew it must be Forsaken up on the bluff, seeking him out. 

He had a deep-seated fear of the Forsaken for he’d grown up imagining them, drooling, mindless beasts, killing people to get what they wanted with no more remorse than if they had stepped on a bug. He’d once doubted the Forsaken stories, thinking they were just tales to scare children and make them behave. He no longer doubted, because not long ago, he and Elther saw one with their own eyes, Hezekiah’s secret twin brother, holed up in a cabin in the woods. It was one of the most terrifying things he had ever seen, a babbling, rasping creature, crawling around on the floor of the cabin on a leash. The Mainland would be absolutely full of those creatures for this was where they lived. 

And they were coming for him with a light. 

The light began to sweep in his direction. Calek hoped he might be mistaken for a boulder, curled up as he was, but he felt as big as a mountain. The light would certainly find him this time, lying alone in the middle of the wide beach like a bug under glass. What hope did he have against something so powerful? 

Calek dared to turn his head and look out of the corner of his eye. He held his breath and waited. Surprisingly, the light passed right over him and didn’t stop. No, that wasn’t right. It hadn’t passed over him at all. It had stayed out over the water. 

Then the light blinked off.

Calek hugged himself tighter and tried to think. Were the Forsaken still looking for him out on the Lake? Had they missed him altogether? 

He lifted his head. It seemed even darker now that the light was gone. Moments later the light returned. It blinked on from somewhere up on the bluffs, exactly as before. Calek dropped his head back down and watched it again out of the corner of his eye, cheek pressed up against the snow.

After making another sweep over the water, the light blinked off again. Calek risked sitting up this time, his mind racing in the darkness. Had there been something in the light’s movements? A pattern maybe? He began counting in his head.

“One thousand one, one thousand two...” 

When he got to 60, the light returned.

Calek flopped back down. It had taken 60 seconds for the light to come on again. One minute. Then the light had swept back and forth for 60 seconds and blinked off. 

“One minute on and one minute off,” whispered Calek. “Regular as a clock.”

He had solved some pretty difficult problems in his twelve years. He had figured out how to pave Heaven's Way and he had brought a machine from the Old World back to life. The Mainland was bound to be full of problems like that. This was merely his first test. When he started to look at it that way, he didn’t feel quite as scared.

When the light blinked off again, he got quickly to his feet and brushed the wet snow off his pants. If the light followed the pattern, it would come on again in about 45 seconds. He had time to make it off the beach. 

He took off running, careful not to slip and fall on the snowy rocks.

Thirty seconds later, Calek was standing in the shelter of the bluffs when the light returned. He could see it much better from here and he watched it sweep out over the water. Evidently, it wasn’t going to come anywhere near him.

Calek blew on his hands. What was that light? Was there a Forsaken on the bluff with a clock, turning the light on and off and moving it around every other minute? That seemed unlikely, especially for a crazed Forsaken. Besides, even if a Forsaken could be disciplined enough to do something like that, it would be an amazingly boring job, worse than the watch duty he used to endure on the island, scanning the shore for Forsaken who never came. Well, almost never. 

Melting snow trickled down into Calek’s eyes. He ran his hand across his face and wiped it away. Maybe the light was another type of machine like the one that had powered his boat. If so, maybe it was set to keep turning on and off automatically and moving back and forth. 

Maybe there was nobody up on the bluff at all.

When the light disappeared again, Calek began climbing, carefully finding footholds in the dark. He was almost to the top when the light returned. He hung on and looked back. The light was definitely focused on the water. It wasn’t going in a full circle but was rotating through 180 degrees, back and forth, back and forth, gamely trying to pierce the snowstorm that was raging out on the Lake. 

Calek thought about the stone wall he had almost run into with his boat, and the ruined boat docks he had avoided while landing. If you were in a boat, you would want to know where those things were so you didn’t crash into them. Even more important, if there was fog, you would want to know where the shore was so you didn’t run aground...

“It’s a signal for boats,” whispered Calek. “To let them know where the shore is.”

When the light blinked off, Calek clambered over the top of the bluff. Immediately, the wind and slashing snowflakes bit into him. He stood up as straight as he could and peered into the gloom. He could just make out dark, jumbled shapes far ahead in the distance, maybe some buildings. Maybe a town. A town of Forsaken? But here on top of the bluffs, in the teeth of the storm, it was hard to see anything for sure. From off to his left, the light returned. 

In the reflected beam, Calek saw a black, forbidding tower perched on the edge of the bluff. The light was coming from the top of that building. Then the light switched off again.

Calek felt his fear return like a wave. Did the Forsaken live inside that tower? Would they fall upon him like hornets if he disturbed their nest? Or was the tower empty, with the light being worked by some sort of machine, as he had begun to suspect? 

He shivered as he stood there and tried to decide what to do. That tower could be his shelter for the night. Or it could be a death trap.

Well, there was only one way to find out. 

He bent down low and crept forward into the teeth of the wind. Snowflakes stung his cheeks and pricked his eyes like needles, but he kept going. The light returned when he was almost to the tower. Now that he was close, Calek saw that it wasn’t a black tower at all, but was made of faded gray wood with patches of red paint, like a barn that hadn’t been painted in a very long time. It was not circular, but hexagonal, with three panels angling up to the top on this side and presumably three more on the back. Set into one of the front panels was a faded red door about three feet off the ground. Broken, wooden steps lay in front of it, looking like ruined teeth. Halfway up the tower was a rectangular window. Near the top was a second window, identical to the first. 

Calek gaped at the structure. You didn’t put windows in a tower unless somebody lived there, but both windows were dark. If anybody was living there, they were asleep. Or maybe they had gone out. 

He watched the light at the top of the tower as it moved back and forth. Now that he was close, it looked huge and impossibly bright. As it finished its cycle, he heard a creaking, metallic sound from inside the tower, loud enough to be audible over the whistling storm. 

He felt his heart race. So the light was some sort of machine. It had to be. As big as it was, there was no way even Forsaken could work it with just their hands.

Snow and sleet swirled in front of his face. He knew he would freeze to death if he stayed out here much longer. The tower could be his shelter for the night. Even if there was no heat in there, it would get him out of the weather. Maybe there was even some food. Forsaken had to eat, didn’t they? At least he thought so.

Forsaken. 

Whenever Calek thought of that word, he felt sick to his stomach. He shivered as he imagined what would happen if there really were Forsaken lurking inside, but he had to take the risk.

Steeling his courage, Calek crept forward and approached the front door of the tower like a thief.
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Chapter Two
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“Is anger always a bad thing? No, of course not. 

God himself has often gotten angry – The Most Sacred Of All Books tells us so. 

If anger is righteous, it is coming from God. If it is not righteous, anger is evil.

And it is up to the Interceder to decide if anger is righteous or not.”

––––––––
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Book Of Salvation  1:10.

––––––––
[image: ]


HEZEKIAH WAS NOT A happy man. Everything he had built was crashing down around him. He had been on the island for twenty years now, crafting a society that worked. It was a benevolent society, a successful society, a loving society. What else could you expect when following the Will of God? But God was a God of Justice. Now that Justice had descended upon them all. Like a snake in the Garden, something had been allowed to hang around on the island. It had grown and grown until it had blocked out his Holy Vision, just like in the dream he had experienced recently, the one about that...that...boy. 

Calek.

Hezekiah knew he should have nipped that problem in the bud a long time ago. Years ago, when Calek had come up with his plan to pave Heaven’s Way using tar from the pits on the north end of the island, Hezekiah had known it was a bad idea. Was this not one step down the long road that had sent the rest of the world to Hell? Look at Hezekiah’s own brother, trapped in a living agony of his own making! Was that not evidence enough? But the people of Refuge had been so excited about Calek’s road, thinking that at last they could avoid having to re-do the gravel of Heaven’s Way whenever there was a storm. They had voted for the road over his objections. He had not mustered the will to override their vote, which was in his power to do. He had shown weakness. 

Hezekiah knew how evil weakness could be. The Book Of Salvation spoke out against it many times. It preached against forgiveness and compassion. He himself had written those words. In spite of that, he had given in to the people just that one time. Look at the thanks he had gotten.  

Calek had not stopped his meddling. His infernal curiosity ultimately led to the Abomination they had all witnessed today, when the boy steered that old boat to shore, using the motor he evidently found in the caves. It was a roaring, sputtering example of everything Hezekiah had tried to stamp out forever. The snake in the garden had sharp teeth, and it had bitten them all. 

Hezekiah had gotten a Revelation that should have solved the problem. He had gotten down on his knees and prayed like never before. He got out his Bible, The Most Sacred Of All Books, the Book that only he could read and interpret. He used the technique that worked so many times before. He opened the ancient book to a random page and put his finger down on a verse, looking for a Word From God. As usual, there were many false leads and verses that did not apply. Like always, he persisted. When he found the right verse, it was like a thunderclap, as if God himself had shouted it from the Heavens. Because of course He had. 

Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest...
and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains.
Yes, it was a hard Revelation. Hezekiah had been thinking of merely banishing the boy from the island, but God had made other plans. And no one had ever turned against a Revelation from God, not even Hezekiah himself. 

However, Josiam, the boy’s father, had turned against it. He defied the Interceder as surely as if he was defying God Himself. Because of course he was. 

Hezekiah wrung his big hands as he sat in his easy chair, locked in his study in the dark of night, with only the orange glow of the woodstove to light up his puffy face. Everything had started out so well today. First there was the Revelation and the usual awe he felt at hearing the Voice Of God. Then there had been the town meeting to share it with the men of Refuge. Then his own brave confession about his Forsaken brother, the one he had rescued from the Mainland and taken to a cabin on the island. 

Solomon and Ashel had led Hezekiah’s Forsaken brother Cain into the Hall Of Meeting on a leash. It caused pandemonium as Hezekiah had known it would. There were shouts of dismay from the men and some of them had actually begun to bolt for the doors. Hezekiah knew that the shock of the moment would make the men pliable. When he got them under control, he used his infallible powers of persuasion to convince them that bringing his brother to the island had been the right thing to do, the compassionate thing. He often spoke against compassion, of course, but none of the men were thinking about that today. Instead, they were imagining what they would have done if given a chance to save one of their own family members from the chaos on the Mainland. Of course, they would all have done the same thing. So finally, like sheep, they had willingly gone along.

So far so good. Calek would be removed from the world. The snake’s head would be crushed, never to cause trouble again. The boy was a Cain, just like Hezekiah’s own brother.

They had left the Hall Of Meeting in a group, walking to the boy’s house to gather him up. He had been cowering inside like the criminal that he was. They started the long procession to the top of Summit Hill in the dusky twilight. Sure, it was gut-wrenching, even for Hezekiah, to see Josiam wrestling with what he was going to have to do to his only son, but you could not let your feelings get in the way at a time like that.   Things had gone along just the way they were supposed to. Until they got to the Summit...

Now, in middle of the night, Hezekiah stared out the window. The snowstorm had moved off to the east and it was simply dark, with the remaining clouds blocking out the frosty moon. He replayed the scene on the Summit over and over in his head. His eyelids fluttered as if he were watching it in the window glass. It practically tore his insides out to again see Calek’s father sitting on Summit Rock, grinning at Hezekiah like a defiant schoolboy. As Hezekiah and Solomon had come into the clearing, Calek was not splayed out on the Rock as he should have been, stabbed by his father with the ceremonial knife. The boy was not there at all. Then Josiam mustered up the unmitigated gall to make light of it. “Huh. I wonder where he could have gone...” That’s what the man had said, while grinning like an evil cat.

Then Josiam looked him straight in the eye – him, the Interceder, the man who speaks for God, and he said, “I didn’t defy God, I simply defied you.” 

Hezekiah had never witnessed such an act of rebellion, from his own Painter no less, a man whom Hezekiah had saved from committing suicide on the Mainland, the man he commissioned to do the mural in the Hall Of Meeting. Now that man, that puny, faithless snake, had defied him in favor of his son, his...Cain.

Well, Josiam would pay for that defiance, that much was certain. He was being held prisoner in the Hall Of Meeting and Hezekiah could deal with him later. There would certainly be another Revelation about that. But there were even worse things to think about, more snakes in the den, and serpents in his own family.

Hezekiah had a wife and two children. Solomon was his first born. He had made it through his Ceremony with flying colors. His mind was right. He would carry on Hezekiah’s work after he was gone, after they had all gone to the Mainland to start the world anew. 

But there were two females in his household. His own wife, Bathsheba, had turned on him today as well. She had evidently influenced their daughter Elther to do the same. She was only eleven years old and there was still time to change her. Given proper discipline, which Hezekiah had admittedly been lax on, she could be molded into a compliant wife for somebody someday. 

His wife was a different story. She had been proved unworthy of the sacred name he had given her. She had openly questioned his authority today, something she had never done before. Just like Josiam, she had implied, no not implied but plainly said, that Hezekiah was not really speaking for God, that he wielded Bible verses like a club to get what he wanted, that he had just gotten lucky by bringing the people to the island before the Fall. 

Hezekiah sputtered to himself as he thought of that word. Lucky? Who did the woman think she was? He had rescued her too, just like he had rescued Josiam and so many others. She had been desperately unhappy on the Mainland, trying to live up to her parents’ dreams of medical school. He had saved her from all of that and made her the island's Healer. 

And now, what thanks did he get? His wife had turned on him just when he needed her the most. Well, he would deal with Bathsheba. Like Josiam, she too would become his prisoner. Literally. He would take Elther away from her. Then he would find another wife to help raise Elther. Maybe several wives. There was precedent for that after all. In the Bible.

Yes, the more he thought of that idea, the more he liked it. There were several women he had had his eye on for some time now, very attractive women who didn’t have husbands, and even the ones that did...

Hezekiah stood and stretched, groaning as his back made popping noises. He fumbled with a spark maker and lit the lantern on the end table next to his chair. He glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was an hour and a half until dawn. He had been sitting there for a very long time, hashing things over. Well, it was time to stop hashing and start doing.

He put on his bulky fur coat. He would go and wake up Ashel the Hunter a little earlier than he had planned. Ashel was his most loyal follower and wouldn’t mind. Then he and Ashel would come back here before dawn. They would go into the bedroom and wake up Bathsheba. Then they would arrest her. 

What then? 

Calek. 

God's Revelation about the boy had not yet been fulfilled. His father refused to do his Godly duty, as hard as that was to fathom. Now, during this long dark night, Hezekiah came up with a solution. 

He smiled as the answer seemed to come from out of the blue. He knew where it really came from. 

Often the Bible mentioned surrogate fathers. It was like grafting a young vine onto an old tree. The new graft would take, as long as the old tree was still healthy and vital. Hezekiah was all of that, and Calek was a young vine. All Hezekiah had to do was declare himself Calek’s surrogate father. Then Hezekiah could fulfill the Revelation himself. Calek, the newly grafted vine, would remain on the tree for a very short time before he was severed from the garden forever. It was quite an elegant solution, considering the circumstances.

Once they arrested Bathsheba, Hezekiah and Ashel would take the boat to the Mainland and find Calek. The boy wouldn’t have gotten far. They would surely find him cowering in one of the ruined buildings of Hedonsky and they would capture him easily. He was only twelve years old after all. Then they would haul him back to Refuge.

Hezekiah’s eyes sparkled as he thought of Summit Rock, stained black from the blood of animal sacrifices. That had been a Revelation too, bringing back those ancient, Old Testament traditions. God had smiled on them because of it. 

This time, it would not be animal blood on the Rock. 

And God would smile on them again. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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“And what of compassion? What of mercy?
Compassion and mercy sound like good things and sometimes they can be. 
But mostly, they cause you to allow a person to continue doing evil things.  
Therefore, compassion and mercy themselves are usually evil.”

––––––––
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Book Of Salvation:  2:1

––––––––
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BATHSHEBA WAS UNABLE to sleep. It wasn’t because of the howling wind outside her window; November gales often battered the island. Tonight, she found the sound peaceful as she snuggled in her warm bed with the woodstove crackling in the corner of the room. It wasn’t because she was alone in the king size bed. She was used to that too. Hezekiah often sat up nights in his study, especially lately. She wasn’t sure what he did in there, and as a dutiful wife, she had never asked. 

No, it wasn’t any of that. 

The reason Bathsheba couldn’t sleep is because everything she had believed in for so long had turned out to be a lie.

What were you supposed to do when your entire belief system collapsed like a house of cards? What in the world was she supposed to think now? Had she wasted her entire adult life? Long ago she’d sacrificed everything to come to this island. Had it all been for nothing? 

Oh sure, Hezekiah had seemed like the answer to so many things back then. She had been at a crisis point in her life and that had made her vulnerable. It wasn’t surprising that she had been under a lot of pressure. Every pre-med student went through that. But there had been much more to it than that. 

She kicked off the covers and unbuttoned the top button of her flannel nightgown. The room suddenly seemed much too warm, as if her agonizing thoughts were generating heat all by themselves. 

She thought about her old life. She’d had a different name back then. Kate McDermott. She whispered it to herself in the dark. 

“Kate McDermott.” 

The name sounded strange on her lips after all these years, but that had been who she was. 

Who had Kate McDermott been really? She'd been smart, popular, all of those things, because you didn’t get into medical school in the first place without that. But she had been desperately unhappy, and not just from the pressures, for she had seen her future. The doctors at the hospital where she interned had achieved everything she was working towards, and none of them were happy. Not one. They were all still chasing around like she was, not after a diploma but after bigger cars, bigger houses, more prestige. Most of them had been chasing after the nurses as well. What was the point if none of it was making them happy?

Then she had found herself walking alone on Hedonsky Beach during summer break. She had literally bumped into Hezekiah. He was unlike anyone she had ever met before. When he invited her to visit Refuge, she agreed to go on a whim. At least it had seemed like a whim. Later, Hezekiah said it was God’s leading, and she had believed him. But not any more.

How could she have been so stupid?

But had it really been stupid? It had probably saved her life. 

Bathsheba stared at the ceiling. Had Hezekiah really saved her life? There had been a cataclysm in the world. Everyone went crazy and started killing each other. If she hadn’t come here, she would have been in the thick of it like her sister Jane. But Jane hadn’t died, nor had she gone crazy. She was still alive on the Mainland, or at least Bathsheba thought so; she hadn’t heard from her in a long time so maybe she was dead, which was a terrible thought. But Jane had survived the first wave. She had never gotten herself hooked up to the Nanonet, which was what had undoubtedly saved her.

Bathsheba hadn’t been hooked up to the Nanonet either. Medical students were forbidden to establish a link until they got their diplomas. Evidently LARA, the state medical board, came up with that rule to make medical school even harder. Did that mean LARA had saved her instead of Hezekiah?

It was Hezekiah who had taken her here to Refuge, not LARA. Refuge turned out to be just what its name said. 

It was all so confusing.

Long ago, Bathsheba had read an article about religious cults, and how every one of them had one charismatic leader who gained power from the special knowledge he or she claimed to have. Usually this knowledge had something to do with a doomsday prophecy. Back when she’d read that article, she remembered thinking that if doomsday ever really happened, those cult leaders would gain tremendous power because they would be able to claim they had known it was coming all along. Hadn’t they predicted it and saved their followers from the world’s fate? How could anyone ever question their authority after that?

Well, Bathsheba was questioning Hezekiah’s authority now. Her uneasiness had begun a long time ago, back when Calek was born on that awful November night, when his mother died in childbirth. She had just given birth to twins. Hezekiah had had a Revelation about twins. One twin was always evil and the other always good, with the Interceder to divinely determine which was which. The good twin would be given a special place among the people and the evil twin would be killed as an infant. Bathsheba had never dreamed she would be called upon to comply with a Revelation like that. For God’s sake, what were the odds against twins being born in a small community like this? But it had happened. So she had gone against one of her husband’s Revelations for the first time. She had recruited Ashel to secretly whisk Calek’s twin brother off to the Mainland in the dead of night, to be raised by Jane. And Hezekiah had never found out. 

Ever since that night, she had begun to question Hezekiah’s authority more and more. Today had been the last straw. Hezekiah wanted to have Calek murdered. Like with the twins, Bathsheba knew that it was just plain wrong. She could no longer be a part of this religion, no matter what Hezekiah had saved her from.

So now what? She had already decided to leave the island and take Elther with her. But where would they go? And how would they get there?

Suddenly the bedroom door burst open. Startled, she bolted upright as Hezekiah and Ashel came charging into the room. Hezekiah was holding a lantern high and glaring down at her. When he saw that she was already awake, he shouted at her in the booming voice he usually reserved for the pulpit:

“Bathsheba! You have engaged in treason against the Interceder, treason against the people of Refuge, and treason against the Holy God!”

Ashel grabbed her arms and pulled her roughly out of bed.

Bathsheba gasped and tried to pull away. “Ashel? What are you doing?” she sputtered. 

Ashel refused to meet her eyes but continued to hold her tightly. There was a long pause. 

Finally, Hezekiah spoke again, this time much softer. “You are being arrested, Bathsheba. I am sorry, but it has to be this way.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“You have conspired against a
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