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  To all the women before me, their voices unheard, this book is for you.
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Prologue

Day Zero - The Collapse


“You just ended the entire damn world, asshole!” 
“Don’t call me that,” Cadogan grumbled, his friends’ laughter booming through his headset. Their immature antics, loud cursing, and cringe-worthy jokes usually annoyed him. However, he knew that once they started college in the fall, he would be stuck in his hometown, working at the local auto body shop with his uncle. 
The future his parents had dreamed of for him would not happen. He had to forge his own path, even if it meant observing from the sidelines as his oldest friends built new relationships.
“Don’t be like that! Could be the actual end of the world as we know it, and you wanna go out all fussy like a baby?” another one of his friends laughed.
With a shake of his head, he positioned his fingers on the keyboard, feeling the familiar grooves that had formed from countless hours of gaming with his friends. In high school, he had spent many afternoons bonding with these guys over a game set in a dystopian future. But with college life looming, their gaming sessions were drawing to a close. Setting aside his typical grumpiness, he reminded himself to savor every second of this time with them. 
His gaze moved to the photo of them next to his computer, taped to the metal shelf of his desk. They were at their high school graduation. He was the shortest, possessed average intelligence, and lacked the exceptional talent in sports or music that would have earned him a scholarship. He was just . . . Cadogan, with his unruly curly blond hair and lack of ambition. 
“End of the world, huh? This game is melting your brain.” Another one spoke up before Cadogan could retort. 
Cadogan rolled his eyes, choosing not to engage in the conversation. 
His friends had been obsessed with the eruption in Hawaii, speculating about other volcanoes worldwide waking up. 
Since the government employed his father, his friends demanded to know what he knew about the strange volcanic events. 
He was tempted to fabricate a story on multiple occasions just to mess with them. 
Cadogan knew next to nothing about his father’s work, only that his father was an IT guy who went in and fixed computers. 
Turning the machines on and off again to fix an insignificant problem so he could come home and complain about the “neanderthals” he worked with.
Anyone not in information technology was likely a cave-dwelling idiot in his dad’s eyes.
Which was most likely why it irritated his old man so much that he was choosing to work with his dad’s “smart but lazy” brother.
“That volcano wrecked Hawaii, and now others are showing activity? If Yellowstone blows, we are all fucked!” one of his friends yelled into the headset, startling Cadogan. 
Leaning back in his chair, Cadogan took a deep breath. Once they started on this topic, the game petered out pretty fast. 
“I’m off. Goodnight.” Cadogan pulled his headset off before he could hear any protests. 
As he ran his hands along the arms of his computer chair, he shook his long blond hair out, the chaotic tresses falling into his face. He stood, stretching out his arms and hearing his back crack after sitting for so long.
As he reached out and turned off his computer, a profound darkness engulfed the room, with only the alarm clock casting its feeble glow. 
Rain hammered the windows, and the sky was black as midnight, yet his clock showed the time to be four in the afternoon. He had spent about two hours online.
A flash of lightning lit up his room. The anime posters, gaming rig setup, and his threadbare blue plaid comforter he refused to part with only made the melancholy worse. The room belonged to a boy, not a high school graduate. Perhaps he should take his uncle up on renting the space above the shop. 
Lightning struck closer, the rumble vibrating the house. 
The rapid onset of such a terrible storm bewildered Cadogan. 
A loud bang against his window cut his musings short, but the darkness outside was too vast for him to see anything. Cadogan felt like a small child, terrified of imaginary monsters in the dark, as he left his room a little faster than he normally would. 
“Just a creepy storm, nothing to get worked up about,” he told himself as he ran down the carpeted stairs and yelled out for his mother. “Mom! Something hit my window. I think it was a tree—”
He halted at the last step, his mother not turning to look at him from where she stood in the center of the living room. 
She wore her graying reddish-blonde hair in a bun and had an apron on, as if she had been in the middle of making dinner.
Passing photos of him as a child, growing through the years, he moved to stand beside her, yet she still had not noticed him. 
She stood frozen, her focus fixed on the TV, with her hand to her mouth. Then he noticed how rapid her breathing was, her eyes wide and unfocused. He knew the look, since he had panic attacks himself. 
“Mom!” Cadogan took hold of his mother’s shoulders, helping her to the green couch. She looked far too pale, a ghost against the lush fabric, and the freckles on her nose and cheeks were in stark contrast to the rest of her skin.
“—At this time, the weather service is unsure how such an event could move undetected across the ocean. It is important to take cover if you are in the cities of—”
The door to the garage flew open, his dad drenched and chest heaving as he stood on the threshold. 
“Get in the car! Now!” his father yelled, not allowing them to ask questions before he was back in the driver’s seat. 
His mother blinked, a sob threatening to escape as Cadogan helped her up. Startled by his father’s impatient honking, both jumped in surprise. Cadogan’s gaze remained fixed on his mother as she took a deep breath, gathering her strength before pushing herself off the couch. In that instant, her gaze regained its sharpness and focus. Despite her trembling hands and quivering voice, he admired her unwavering determination.
“What’s happening?” he asked his mother. Cadogan caught her when she fumbled from the loud and lengthy siren caused by his father holding down the horn. Cadogan gripped her elbow as they hurried toward the car, his father’s frantic hand motions urging them to move faster.
His mother patted his hand, her cue to let go, and got into the passenger’s seat. 
As the garage door lifted, panic washed over Cadogan as the wind and rain invaded the space, and he yanked open the door to the backseat, flinching and waiting for his dad to yell at him. 
His father’s usual sensitivity toward his ancient sedan, which had been around longer than Cadogan, was missing. 
Cadogan fell into the backseat and slammed the door before his father whipped the car out of the garage, narrowly avoiding the neighbor’s mailbox.
“Ya damn near killed us! What is wrong with ya?” his mother screamed, holding onto the car’s grab bar. 
The wind picked up, and his father’s response was lost to the noise. 
His father turned on the FM radio, moving through the stations. Warnings blared through the speakers in the rear of the car, and Cadogan heard each set of instructions clear as day: evacuate or bunker down.
“—are asking the people of New York City to get to the highest level you can of your building.”
“—stay away from lava flows—”
“—get to the innermost room of your home, away from windows—”
“What is going on?” Cadogan tried to yell over the howling wind. The street he’d grown up on was a blur outside his window as his father far surpassed the posted speed limit. 
As the rain intensified, it grew more and more difficult to see out of the window. Cadogan felt his mother’s fingers brush against his knee as she reached behind her seat. Holding her hand, her grip grew tight on his, and her knuckles turned white.
“You’ve got to slow down! Ya can’t see a damn thing right now!” His mother was right, but his father did not bother letting off the accelerator.
Two bright red lights materialized through the rain ahead of them. 
“Dad!” Cadogan yelled out as his father slammed the brakes, swerving on the slick road to avoid hitting the car in front of them. His mother pulled her hand away, her hands going flat against the dashboard. 
The terrain beneath the tires transformed as the car spun, becoming rough and uneven. Grass, dirt, and rain hit the windows as his mother screamed and his father worked to pull the car out of the tailspin. In a state of panicked paralysis, Cadogan could only bear witness to the chaos unfolding before him, his thoughts jumbled and unable to make sense of the situation. 
When the car came to a halt, the only sounds Cadogan heard were the howling wind, the rhythmic patter of raindrops, and his pounding heart. His mother jerked her hands back, leaving him startled as he realized the airbags had failed to deploy.
Cadogan glimpsed his father’s reflection in the rearview mirror, his face etched with worry. The sight of his father removing his glasses and wiping away tears from his eyes was foreign to him. 
“We are going to be okay, right, Dad?” He sounded small, like the little boy he used to be. As he spoke, Cadogan’s voice quivered, and his body trembled. 
His father turned in his seat to face him, a smile forming on his lips. However, his father’s green eyes widened, and his mouth hung open in shock, speechless. His face froze in terror, and with trepidation, Cadogan turned around, uncertain if he wanted to see whatever had paralyzed his father with fear. They had made it to the highway, the hurricane evacuation route that was snug in the middle of the nearby national forest. Now that they were not moving, with the rain thinning, he could see the large black cloud moving over the horizon and swallowing up all the cars.
“Is that smoke—” His mother’s scream cut him off, and Cadogan ducked down onto the floorboard. 
“Out! Now!” As his mother flung open his car door, the rain intensified, drenching her while she desperately shouted for them to move. “Now!” 
Just as he was about to obey her command, she took hold of him with a forceful grip and started dragging him away from the car, leaving him stunned by her unexpected strength. His father met them around the side as Cadogan righted himself. His mother kept her tight hold of his shirt sleeve as she grabbed the front of his father’s shirt and pulled them into the woods that ran along the highway. 
“Heads down!” With a strong shove, she sent him tumbling to the ground as she yanked his father into the tangle of thick underbrush with them.
“What is happening?” Cadogan asked, his father’s eyes fixed on the source of his stern Irish mother’s terror. Her hand covered Cadogan’s mouth, holding him tight. 
“Don’t say a word,” she whispered. 
Choosing to listen, he watched as the cloud moved closer. Inside it, something swirled, and an eerie sensation tugged at him, but it was the overpowering stench of decay that froze his entire body with terror.
When the cloud passed, it left behind a bloody mess and the echoes of dying screams.
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Chapter 1

Ifreann, 214 PC (Post Collapse)


As the sun broke over the horizon, a deafening howl echoed through the secluded desert town of Ifreann, overpowering the serene sound of the usual morning church bells. 
Startled awake by the blaring horns, Bryn Kenneally fumbled out of bed, her foot entangled in the twisted bed sheets, and caught herself on the side table. She let out a curse of frustration, which would have resulted in a mouth full of soap if someone from the church had heard her. 
The warning horn released another long, ominous wail. With the church bells having gone silent, she forgot everything but her panic as she pushed aside her beige curtains, squinting to see through the glass covered in a gritty coating of sand.
Despite the blistering heat of the desert outside, an icy shiver of foreboding ran down her spine. Her eyes tracked the tower guards as they rushed toward the ancient wooden gate framed by rusting metal— a relic from life before the Collapse.” 
As her gaze moved over the sleepy town, Bryn’s eyes landed on the church. Her blood ran cold as her cousin, Jace, stepped out from the large wooden doors of the Church of Baleros. Like her father had fourteen years ago, Jace wore the same leather bull mask fixed to his face, boasting shining brass horns and a glass eye that appeared opaque. 
Her heart pounded against her ribs as Jace lifted the hood of his brown cloak over his strawberry blond hair, eliminating all evidence of the distinction between her cousin and her father. 
A chilling reminder that history always repeated its darkest moments.
The town scrios, the leader of the Church of Baleros, stepped up next to her cousin and affixed his own mask before covering his salt-and-pepper hair. 
Upon donning the religious regalia, the two men with distinctly different appearances became indistinguishable. 
Uniformity: the town’s unofficial motto. 
The town’s religion forbade anyone or anything from standing out. Every aspect of their world appeared tan, like the desert sand surrounding them, or gray, like the walls that enclosed them. 
To stand apart may very well endanger someone’s life. A fact she knew well as someone who secretly prayed not to the god that the town indoctrinated their youth to worship, but to some unknown higher power— a divine being who embraced everyone, not only a specific group. If anyone found out, they would do more than call her a witch. 
The church saw any deviation from the town's routine as evidence of witchcraft or demonic possession. 
Pressing her fingers lightly against the glass, the two men turned as one and began the damning walk down Saints’ Road, the main road of the town. 
The scrios and the doctor, two men to represent and govern the wellness of the town, spiritually and physically. 
I should be the one walking to my potential end, she thought since the town had intended the healer role for Bryn, not Jace.
As she traced their trek through the dust with a trembling finger, her breath caught in her throat when Jace reached the gate.
Due to a sickness brought by outsiders that had killed many Ifreann locals, the gate had permanently closed. That same gate was now normally only allowed to be opened for their traders to exit and buy provisions for the town.
Today, its opening would be due to something other than a small group of men leaving. Something that hadn’t happened since the day her father died.
The horns warned of strangers at the gates.
Her hands tangled in the musty curtains as Bryn bit her lip, a tear trickling down her cheek while the last remaining family member who cared about her departed from the security of the town and entered the sandy, uncertain desert.
The tower guards took up formation behind Jace, their faces covered only by a bandanna and goggles, with a uniform of gray jeans, beige flannel, and a tan wide-brimmed hat. They held their rifles at the ready while the gate slowly creaked open. The constant assault of wind and sand, battering their walls day and night, instantly moved along Saints’ Road, carrying in the wrath of nature.
Bryn clenched her teeth as the scrios covered the eye of his mask and bowed low to the ground, making the horned sign of Balor in the sand.
The guards widened their stances, their heads bowed low, not in prayer but to shield their faces as the wind raged around them.
Why do they need to be sandblasted to do the prayer for a safe return after they opened the gate? 
As the men adjusted their weapons, the wind let out an angry howl that drowned out the sound of the horns, amplifying the tension in the air.
After his prayer, the scrios stood, nodding to the men as the sand violently danced around them.
Moving in unison, with identical posture, the men traversed the gate’s threshold, vanishing into a whirlwind of sand.
As the gate closed slowly behind them, Bryn let out a sob as she placed her hand to the glass, whispering a promise to herself that her cousin would return even if her father hadn’t. 
The alternative was too painful to consider. 
A small zap of electricity moved between the window and her finger, pulling her out of her dark thoughts. The hum of the current moved over her skin, raising the hair along her arms and neck. 
She shook out her hand just as a dark shape darted across the room at the edge of her vision. Unease washed over Bryn as she slowly turned, the cramped room so small it offered only a single, concealed spot to hide. A spot she knew well.
Bryn dropped to her knees, checking under her bed, but there was nothing more than some dust bunnies to greet her. 
Whatever it was, it had disappeared back into the shadows. With a curse, she pushed herself off the floor, her hand on the bed when she froze.
A black feather lay on her pillow. 
In Ifreann, where birds had not been seen in decades, the sight of a single feather was a relic of a long ago past.
Not only was it strange to have such a relic appear, but something in her stomach knotted at the sight of it. 
With a tentative touch, Bryn's trembling fingers traced the feather, and a jolt of electricity made her recoil, as a powerful force gripped her mind. 
Her hands dug into her scalp as she pulled her hair. She gasped, her panic rising as she felt another presence, another person almost, at the edge of her mind speaking in a language she couldn't understand. 
After the presence departed, a buried memory lingered, just out of reach, like a half-remembered dream, but still familiar. It was almost as if it were an aspect of her mind that seemed separate from the rest of her consciousness. 
From that part of her psyche, Bryn sensed an unmistakable warning, as clearly as if someone had spoken it aloud. 
Jace would come back unscathed, but something dark and dangerous would follow him home.
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Chapter 2


Bryn secured a bandanna over her mouth as she attempted not to gag at the smell of decaying and decomposing flesh cooking in the desert heat. 
Once she was no longer on the verge of losing her breakfast, she kneeled next to one of the strangers' bodies from the gates and said a soft prayer for them to find solace in death. Something she always secretly did before she placed them on the pyres.
The desert had taken its due once again. 
One of the guards pushed a wheelbarrow with another body, dumping it carelessly next to the other nine in Bryn’s care. 
“Another one for ya, witch bitch.” As he walked past her with the wheelbarrow, the guard shoved her with his shoulder and left her to move the bodies herself without any assistance. 
“Not worth the fight,” she muttered under her breath. She was at the bottom of the totem pole in town, and fighting with a guard would only bring the judgement of the church down on her faster. 
One wrong move, and she’d be lighting her own pyre.
Bryn ground her teeth together as she pulled on her leather gloves for work instead of the cotton ones she wore day to day. 
“Need help?” Jace's voice startled her, making her jump. 
“You should be resting,” Bryn chided as she turned to her cousin, the bags under his light blue eyes obvious against his pale skin. 
"Death waits for no one," Jace said, the wind ruffling his impeccably styled strawberry blond hair as he pulled on his gloves. Her cousin was only an inch taller than her, one of the smaller men of the town, with a lean build, but he was surprisingly strong, which meant she could cut the time at the pyres in half with his help.
At that thought, there was another push against her mind, that same memory from her room begging to be let out, and Bryn did not have the key to the lock.
Bryn shut her eyes, clenching her jaw, and pushed the dark sensation to the back of her mind.  
Stick to concrete things. Not imaginary birds. I'm not losing my mind. I'm fine. 
After a long exhale, she concentrated on the task at hand as her eyes moved over each body with clinical detachment.
Judging from their linen clothes and lack of jewels, they were most likely traders. Some clean cuts on the bodies showed a fight—with knives, not bullets—which usually meant Rovers, people who raided trading parties in the desert, had dealt the final blows. Everyone knew the life of a trader was perilous, something her uncle's fate confirmed before their escape to Ifreann.
It wasn’t his death that had them running south, but her first “episode” had been because she’d seen her uncle’s demise before it happened. Her first time seeing someone’s death, not the last, which was why she wore gloves, since skin to skin contact brought on her episodes.
Bryn grabbed one of the trader’s legs, helping Jace to hoist the body onto one of the wooden boards he’d brought over. The pyre was a simple stone structure with a deep pit for the fire and a rack for sliding the board onto. 
Her mind wandered as she did the routine tasks, preparing the body in linen cloth much like they already wore but soaked in an accelerant and stoking the fires. 
Working with the dead was safer than working with the living. The dead never sent her into an episode since their death had already transpired. 
Jace stumbled a bit when they moved the body onto the pyre before turning to grab another board.
“Why are you here? This is my part of the job,” Bryn demanded as she moved to remain downwind of the smell when the wind changed directions. Despite the walls offering some protection from the winds and sand, occasionally powerful gusts would still break through, sand particles laying claim to the buildings was proof of that. “You did your job of making sure they weren’t diseased. Now go get some rest.”
“No one needs a doctor right now, so why not help?” Jace asked, his voice strained with effort. He grunted, muscles straining, as he helped Bryn lift one of the heavier male bodies onto a separate board. 
Bryn looked at her cousin after securing the rope around the board and the man. Jace’s pink cheeks were more likely from his lie than the elements and exertion.
He was a horrible liar. Almost as terrible as Bryn.
“Your mother is on a tear throughout the clinic, isn’t she?”
With a heavy sigh, he stood, placing his hands on his hips as his head drooped.
“It’s horrible. As if sin is some airborne disease, and she needs to rid the town of it. I was just stopping in to put away my bag; the moment she saw me, she lit sage and started praying . . . loudly. Obviously, the sin is all over me.” With an eye roll, he reached for the cloth on the cart, using it to wipe his hands and leaving it stained with blood and dirt. 
She swallowed thick bile while ensuring her gloves were secure. 
The sight of blood always turned her stomach. Another strike against her as a potential healer. 
I am not actually touching it. I can wash it off my gloves. Bryn repeated the words as she tapped her forefinger against her thumb, a repetitive motion that helped pull her from her panicked spiral.
The rhythmic thud of hooves in the sand grounded her, pulling her away from the looming anxiety. The town sheriff approached them on horseback, his loyal hound bounding dangerously close to the horse’s hooves. 
Finian, a massive dog that came up to the horse’s shoulders, was a bullet of black and gray brindle fur aiming her direction.
While everyone in Ifreann kept their distance from Bryn, Finian made a beeline toward her, his imposing presence bearing down on her. 
“Brace yourself,” Jace warned before the hound knocked her onto the sandy ground, pushing all the air from her lungs. Full of canine energy, Finian happily covered her face with wet, slobbery kisses, only her bandanna keeping him from licking her mouth. 
“He used to strike fear in the hearts of most men until you, Bryn,” the sheriff grumbled, his voice filled with both admiration and annoyance. 
“Your beast has been tamed, Justin,” Jace joked. 
“It’s Sheriff when I am on duty, Jace. You know this.” Justin looked down at Bryn with deep blue eyes, his lips tilting slightly at the sight of her sad attempt to escape Finian’s adoration. 
Backlit by the sun, Justin’s windswept golden hair seemed to radiate an angelic light, and a familiar sensation of peace moved over Bryn that she couldn’t understand.
Justin’s horse stomped restlessly, the sand flying around them as Finian's rough tongue licked her forehead, making her wince at how close he had gotten to her eye.
Skillfully evading Finian’s exuberant dance, Bryn narrowly escaped his powerful paw, which could have easily shattered her nose with its one hundred and sixty pounds of dog behind it.  
“Founder’s Day dance is tonight, and I am making it an official mandate that you both attend,” Justin warned, cutting into her thoughts as he steadied his horse again. 
Bryn narrowed her eyes at the sheriff as he gave her a smile that was all mock innocence. 
“Pretty sure you cannot mandate that, Sheriff,” Jace replied, grabbing a weathered wooden board and moving it parallel to one of the last bodies. 
She had been so focused on Justin that she hadn’t noticed Jace wrap the next body in cloth and secure it to the wooden board with the ropes before moving it to the edge of the stucco pyre. Only three more left. 
Finian sniffed the hand of one of the deceased men and sneezed, his head shaking violently to rid his nose of the foul stench. The hound whimpered as he rubbed his paws over his long muzzle and gave Bryn a pitiful look.
“Good thing he is pretty, because he’s not too smart,” Justin joked, his muscular arms crossing as he leaned forward on his horse.
“Not pretty either,” Jace grunted, spearing Justin with a look, as he lifted a body from under the elbows and dragged it to the board.
Bryn gasped, falling to her knees before Finian as she took his giant head in her gloved hands.
“Don't listen to them, Finny. They are just jealous because you get all the ladies.” She kissed the rough fur on top of his head through her bandanna, earning plenty of slobbery kisses in return. 
“Come to the celebration, and you can make out with Finny all night,” Justin teased as he settled back and grabbed the horse’s worn straps. With a whistle that had Finian going from playful puppy to attentive soldier, Justin pulled the reins to turn the horse back toward the center of town. “But if I don’t see you, remember, I can enter your home and drag you out. Got permission from the governor himself.”
With a smirk, Justin snapped the reins and took off toward Saints’ Road with Finian close behind.
“I guess that’s decided, then,” Jace muttered while Bryn grabbed the ankles of another man they were trying to lift. 
“If I go, no one will have a good time. There is a reason I keep to my apartment during the day and stay out at night as much as possible.” She intended for the town to forget about her, for the sake of her friends. They allowed her father in only because they were promised healers. 
They got that in Jace, but not her.
“Bryn”—Jace turned—“these people are nothing but scared little sheep. They think only what Scrios Arioch tells them to think. Just stay with me and enjoy yourself for once.”
With a snort, she shoved past her cousin to complete the task of pushing in the wooden board, before wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her arm. She could feel the midday sun’s heat, and the warmth of the pyres, against her skin, through her layers of clothing. Layers that protected her from the sun and from people touching her bare skin. 
Only one more body.
It sickened her that the Scrios, head of the church, wouldn’t help with funeral rites for strangers, always claiming he owed nothing to the desert Rovers and traders. Blessings were for believers. Bryn guessed his god was pretty choosy about who he allowed to die with dignity. 
“Thank you for the help, Jace. I’ve got it from here,” she said, standing over the last body Jace had helped her place onto the board.
“Ya sure?” he asked from next to her, wiping away sweat with the same rag he’d wiped his hands off on earlier making her stomach turn.
“Yeah, and maybe don’t use the pyre rag?” Bryn nodded to the stained rag in his hands before Jace laughed.
“I’ve touched worse.”
“Gross.” Bryn wrinkled her nose as she spun Jace by the shoulders toward Saint’s Road and pushed him. “You can go now.”
Laughing, Jace tossed the rag at her, Bryn barely dodging out of the way in time as he bowed to her and took off toward his office. 
She shook her head before looking back down at the deceased man, whispering an apology that there was no one there to honor his passing. 
As she always did, she made up her own prayer, one carried away by the wind, as Bryn readjusted the cloth to cover his face. 
Careful as she could, she straightened him up before closing his eyes. Once her fingertips left his eyelids, the world tilted and her lungs starved of air, she looked through another’s eyes while shadowed creatures ran toward her. The other merchants she had just pushed into the pyres were screaming, scrambling to find weapons. But it was too late. They were in the middle of the desert, and there was nowhere to hide from an army of shadowed creatures.
Bryn landed hard on her back, and shivers racked her body as she gasped for breath. Rolling onto her side, she spat and coughed, the metallic tang of blood in her mouth as she attempted to calm her frayed nerves, looking back through her own eyes again. 
Never in her life had she seen someone’s death after they had died.
She had no idea how long she had been curled up on the sand, trying to gain a semblance of calm, before she stood and shakily pushed the body into the flames, letting go quickly before something else could trigger an episode. 
Bryn watched the flames, removing her gloves and dropping them before reaching into her back pocket and pulling out the black feather.
It shimmered with hues of purple and blue as she rotated it in her fingers, illuminated by the firelight.
A sudden sense of doom washed over her, and the sweat on her skin turned to ice.
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Chapter 3


“You look nice for someone who normally looks like a herd of panicked cattle ran them over,” Bryn greeted Jace as he stepped out of his room in the large three-bedroom apartment they shared with his mother above the town clinic. The one bathroom and kitchen served as a common area for the three of them, reminiscent of the dorms she had read about in the Pre-Collapse books. 
With a playful eye roll, Jace tucked in his shirt and ran his hands through his wet hair. 
“You look decent enough to show your face in town, but only Finny will be brave enough to give you a smooch.” Jace smirked at Bryn, his verbal retaliation earning him a punch to the shoulder beneath his starched shirt. 
Jace was reputed for his impeccable style, clean lines, and clothes pressed to perfection, but Bryn never matched the same polished look. 
She had chosen a white linen dress, wrinkled yet charming, paired with decorative brown boots adorned with ivory stitching in the shape of angel wings. She neatly arranged her wild, curly, and frizzy dark auburn hair—a notable achievement. This starkly contrasted with the town’s unofficial uniform: drab-brown skirts and tan shirts that blended with the monotonous browns of the surrounding world.
Every resident wore somber shades of beige, as if striving to assimilate with the dreary desert landscape, rather than draw attention to themselves. It reminded her of the lizards that changed their color to escape predators, and while she knew nothing of the predators outside of the walled prison that was Ifreann, many people within the walls gave her the sense of being prey. 
Every day, she couldn’t help but remember that she was different, as whispered comments hung in the air around her. A constant reminder that she was different in a place where that was dangerous. 
Thankfully, the eerie pattern of stumbling upon dead animal bones and a note declaring her a witch had mercifully ceased. She knew when the bones showed up on her doorstep that the dominant emotion should have been fear, but guilt overshadowed it. The guilt swelled whenever Jace called Justin out for an investigation, forcing him to shift his focus from other more important tasks to patrolling around her area. 
Moving in with Declan, her ex, for a few months before he had broken her heart had brought that behavior to a halt. It was as if the town had forgotten her for a little while, but by attending the celebration, she worried about them refocusing on her. 
Bryn’s frayed nerves were like a live wire as she prepared herself for the inevitable encounter with those who despised her, and potentially the return of their frightening behavior toward her.
Her gaze shifted to Jace, who was shaking out his arms—a clear sign she wasn’t the only one grappling with nervous energy.
As he tugged at his sleeves, Bryn anticipated his next words, and a smile tugged at her trembling lips. 
“Tonight,” Jace said with a nod, releasing a breath he seemed to have held for ages as he bounced on his feet. “Tonight is the night I ask her to dance.” 
His voice, a mixture of resolve and trepidation, cut through the silence—a stark contrast to the festive clamor of Founder’s Day that awaited them. Bryn remained silent, her lips sealed shut, unwilling to vocalize the countless times he had backed out at the last moment.
She would be nice this evening and not give her cousin anything but a nod of confidence. If she made some squawking sounds, well, that was by accident, of course.
With a narrowed gaze, Jace extended his elbow toward Bryn, and she looped her arm through his with a mock smile of innocence. A small snort left him as they made their way to the stairwell behind the building to evade his mother’s notice.  
While Jace did not want a lecture on propriety and expectations befitting a young man of the Church of Baleros, Bryn avoided her for a different reason altogether. Should Bryn not meet the expectations of her aunt, the consequences were far worse for her.  
Her aunt had to embody the ideal of domestic perfection, serving her husband and the church first. Not even her witchy niece got a pass. 
After all, to her Aunt Mallory, the rules of the church were to save Bryn’s damned soul. 
No drinking. No smoking. No dancing with anyone you do not have intentions toward. Anything fun was for the grown and married adults. Be seen and not heard. Children were to be a point of pride for their families, like a living, breathing trophy of their accomplishments as parents. 
Look at what my genetics made and how well-behaved it is! 
Bryn rolled her eyes at the thought and stepped onto Saints’ Road, where the once orderly pavement and brick now created a fractured mosaic, with sand filling the cracks. 
She forced her gaze up, and the sight of the townspeople converging toward the town square sent a jolt of panic through her, her vision narrowing as she struggled to breathe. With a firm grip on the railing, she worked to focus on the sturdy wood beneath her cotton gloves as her knees buckled, unable to support her weight.
The sounds around Bryn seemed to dance and distort, creating an eerie and unsettling atmosphere.
Jace’s face materialized in front of her, shielding her from the sight of the intimidating crowd, his voice a soothing command as he urged her to take deep breaths. 
Why can’t I breathe?
“It’s all right, Bryn. I promise.” As if the culprit for his anger stood beside him, Jace whispered, “Damn it, Justin. Why did you have to push her into coming?” 
She would walk among the very people who hated her, those who would see her dead. The mere thought was enough to evoke a sense of dread, realizing that the townsfolk could join together and her small circle of friends would be defenseless against them. This realization electrified her entire being as if lightning had struck, fueling a desperate urge to flee and vanish, overwhelmed by an intense wave of fear.
Jace’s hand moved in a comforting stroke along her back, and Bryn fought the instinct to recoil from his touch. Her tension didn’t go unnoticed; he withdrew his hand with a sigh, leaving her to wrestle with the familiar wish that her mind wasn’t so fraught with shadows. 
He had once broached the subject of her aversion to touch and the need to always keep herself covered, head to toe, but she deflected. Instead, she attributed her reactions to the lingering grief over her father’s death rather than confessing the true source of her turmoil. That touch was the cause of her episodes. The last thing she wanted was for Jace to see her as the town did—something cursed and broken.
With her gloves fastened snugly on her hands like armor, her voice trembled as she uttered, “I can’t.” 
Tears of embarrassment flooded her eyes, making it impossible for the rest of the words to escape her lips.  
“Let’s just go back upstairs. It’s not a big deal if we don’t show up. We can play a new board game that—”
Mid-sentence, Finian’s arrival interrupted Jace. The dog wasted no time trying to get to Bryn’s face with his wet, slobbery tongue, followed by a gentle nuzzle that radiated warmth and affection.
The latter she allowed.
She hugged the furry giant, and his gentle weight filled her with a sense of safety and comfort. 
“Finny.” Bryn hugged the hound, finding the strength to take the deep breaths she desperately needed with his steady presence. He smelled terrible, as if he had been playing around in horse troughs all day.  
Clutching Finian’s fur, she looked up at Jace and steeled her spine, an unspoken promise from her that she wouldn’t ruin her cousin’s night. 
“I am good, Jace, but thank you.” 
Bryn let go of Finian and stood, folding her arms to hide her trembling hands, while suppressing the urge to bite at the inside of her cheek. The piercing pain of biting into the inflamed flesh had always served as a helpful tool for her focus, but she was unwavering in her determination to quit relying on it. 
With caution, she stepped back onto the sandy road, her eyes darting around, searching for the familiar faces of her few allies in the crowd. 
Despite her brain urging her to leave, Jace’s reassuring touch on her elbow encouraged her to push on. 
“Go find Sage. Get the dance you’ve been waiting years for,” she said to him, her gaze following his crush—her very good friend—as she walked along the road. Sage greeted a cluster of women with whom she had shared the intimate bond of childbirth, having assisted them while in labor. A camaraderie Bryn had only witnessed from afar.
“Not until I have you settled somewhere.” Jace’s tone was firm, leaving no room for argument. Without touching her, he began walking toward the Sanctuary, motioning for Bryn to follow. Niamh, who had taken on the role of a mother figure to Bryn, worked and resided there.
Bryn often found solace within Niamh’s domain, especially when venturing outside her apartment. Niamh was a woman scorned for turning an old inn into a house of ill repute. In a town that cast judgment so freely, aligning herself with Niamh was an act of defiance.
Justin appeared, his face beaming with a wide, infectious smile. “You made it.” 
He shook Jace’s hand and gave a nod of greeting to Bryn. Much like Jace, he was aware of her aversion to touch, just not the why of it. 
Next to Justin was the head tower guard, Travis, his pistol on his hip, as he watched people with narrowed gray eyes. 
Bryn knew little about Travis, except that he was vigilant and solemn. Despite his serious nature, the women of Ifreann considered him a catch. He possessed undeniable attractiveness and was renowned as the fastest shooter in Ifreann’s history, but he consistently turned away any attempts at flirting from the women around him. It was unfortunate for the women that his pistols and rifles were likely his only companions. 
There were moments when she pondered the haunted look in his eyes, questioning if he carried secrets of his own, much like she did. 
“Travis and I will be doing the rounds tonight.” Justin tapped the sheriff’s badge pinned to his brown button-down shirt. “If you need anything, you come get one of us.” He raised his eyebrows at her as if to emphasize his point. “That includes if anyone or anything messes with you…”
Justin let the words trail off, but she nodded, her right hand finding Finian’s fur again as the hound stood beside her. 
Her nod was insincere, and she was confident they recognized it. In the past, she never approached him with problems; Jace always discovered them and ran to Justin. 
With a raised eyebrow that screamed skepticism, Justin nodded to Travis, and the two men left, leaving her and Jace on the outskirts. 
Jace worried his lip as he watched Sage on the move again, his body tense with nervous energy. He was working up his nerves to talk to her, and Bryn would not be the reason why he missed the opportunity should he finally find his courage. 
“Go, Jace. I will stick to the shadows.”
Annoyance at her own behavior washed over her as he hesitated, conflicted between his loyalty to her and his desire to speak to Sage before another man could ask her to dance. Bryn was a grown woman and needed to act like one. 
“Go.” She carefully pushed his shoulder with her gloved hand.
Jace’s eyes scanned her face, searching for something. Bryn responded by offering a quick, reassuring smile.
At last, Jace found what he was searching for and ambled across the road, weaving through a jubilant crowd. His hands were firmly tucked into his pockets until he finally reached Sage.
Not wanting to add to his nerves, Bryn turned away, her eyes moving over the people gathered near the center of Saints’ Road. 
Children from different church families ran up to Finian, unaware of Bryn’s identity or their parents’ opinions about her. The giant hound rolled onto his back, almost taking a small toddler girl to the ground with his huge body. 
Bryn froze, fearing the girl had gotten hurt, but the child just giggled and jumped onto the dog three times her size.
With a sigh of relief, Bryn turned away from the girl to where Saints’ Road buzzed with excitement as the townspeople transformed it into a bustling event hall for the night. Despite the absence of cattle, the air still carried the lingering stench of the animals. Colorful banners decorated the buildings along the road. Narrow alleyways were lined with a combination of weathered brown brick and sturdy stone buildings that hummed with activity as people sought solace from the noisy main road. A lively sonata of chatter and laughter was created as their voices mingled together. 
The brick buildings absorbed the sun’s heat, radiating warmth to those in close proximity, while the night offered a cooling breeze that brought a welcome respite.
Nestled between the sheriff’s department and the town hall, the firepit stood out as a bustling hub of activity in the town square. There, several instruments were being tuned, the sounds out of sync, but that didn’t bother the people dancing without music, already well into the ambiance of the evening. The distant laughter of children playing, the clink of glasses from nearby alleyways, and the musicians’ instruments falling into a rhythm in the background created the symphony of Founder’s Day.
Once they poured their drinks and lit the lanterns, the people of the town revealed their human side for a brief moment each year. These people were not so different from their counterparts who roamed the night. They just thought they were.
She hoped that her presence would go unnoticed because everyone was in high spirits, and the weather was tolerable.  
Bryn’s imagination ran wild as she envisioned the town free from its confinement, no longer isolated from the outside world. That she was just a normal twenty-four-year-old woman, not stuck in a town where her uniqueness was seen as evil, cursed, or demonic. 
The children lost interest in the hound when people began to encircle the platform where the governor would address the town. Bryn took the chance to find a place away from the crowds, but first, she had to get through the large cluster of people congregating in the middle of Saints’ Road. 
Careful in maneuvering her way through the gathering, touching no one, Bryn hoped to find her usual hideout abandoned, a haven of shadows amidst the revelry. 
Unfortunately, her path to solitude meant navigating past a group of men loitering outside the Sanctuary. Their indistinct murmurs and occasional coarse laughter punctuated the festive air, a discordant note in the day’s melody. With a sharp pinch to her arm through her shirt as she squeezed by, a hiss escaped her lips. She couldn’t discern which of the men had dared such insolence, and truthfully, it wasn’t worth the hassle to confront it.
Several people near the men looked her up and down before speaking to their friends behind their hands, eyes on Bryn. 
When the word “witch” reached her ears on the gentle breeze, she took a deep breath to steady herself and blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. Despite everything, she still cried when she heard that word. Bryn’s initial response to the hurtful label thrown her way used to be fiery anger, her heart pounding, ready to strike back. However, living in the destructive aftermath of her aunt’s violent reactions taught her the invaluable lesson of choosing compliance over retaliation. Defeat washed over her, and she swallowed her pride.
Shouldn’t it lose its meaning after hearing it for so very long?
She could only hope she made it through the night without burning at the stake for her perceived sins.
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Chapter 4


Weak. 
Bryn was so damn weak and wished she could escape not just the party, but the town itself. As her mind wandered, she thought about the small satchel of extra coin hidden within her mattress that she had been saving. Her treasured belongings were stored in the worn medicine bag that had belonged to her father, ready to go when she got Jace on board with leaving. 
However, whenever she considered escaping, she couldn’t help but wonder: where could she go, and would she really abandon her friends? 
Ifreann had been Bryn’s home since she was a young child, and apart from Tanwen, another secluded town nearby, no one spoke of what lay beyond the walls, aside from sand and disease. Traders rarely ventured far, meeting either the king’s merchants or Tanwen’s, ensuring they returned by the day’s end. 
The traders always had heavily armed individuals with them, adding an air of danger and excitement that fueled the imagination with wild scenarios and lurking monsters, enough to make most people in town too afraid to venture out. Those who favored logic believed the weapons were for the Rovers (desert pirates) and plague victims. All reasons for the town to wall itself off after the Collapse. 
Yet, even without knowing what was out there, she’d tried to leave before, and the blacksmith’s son had stopped her. 
Some nights when everything in her life seemed too much, the realization that she would have met her end with the meager provisions she carried brought Bryn an odd sense of peace, knowing that her fate would be determined by her own choices rather than the actions of others. 
As she made her way to the front of the Sanctuary, she could feel the hateful stares and condemning words filling the air around her. The repetition of “witch” consumed her thoughts, entangling her emotions in a relentless spiral. 
The weight of her emotions became almost unbearable as she approached the verge of a breakdown. Bryn clawed at her arms, seeking the discomfort of her nails pressing into her skin, which helped ease the anxiety in her head. 
Finian bumped into her, his warm fur brushing against her, grounding her in the present moment. 
“Honestly, if you were human, I’d marry you.” Bryn's hand moved back into his fur as the hound leaned against her, offering her his strength. Bryn took a deep breath before standing up and mentally braced herself for the challenge. 
Stepping back onto the main road, she took in the sight of the town’s buildings, standing tall like vigilant soldiers guarding the gate. Because of the scarcity of building supplies, people resorted to using miscellaneous items, scraps of wood, and haphazardly collected bricks to mend the countless buildings ravaged by the destructive forces of the Collapse: high winds, earthquakes, and the relentless passage of time. 
The atmosphere was reminiscent of a bygone era, evoking images of the old western towns that had once graced the same ground in the distant past. Time had rendered the modern buildings indistinguishable from their centuries-old counterparts.
Rolling her shoulders back, Bryn tried to find the confidence to push through the celebration, even if she had to fake it. 
Suddenly, a man’s elbow jutted out, striking her with deliberate force and jostling her off balance. The harsh sound of his laughter and the jeers of his companions sliced through the air as she teetered, grabbing the edge of the horse trough. She righted herself at the last moment, the metallic tang of fear sharp in her mouth. But Finian was less fortunate as he crashed into the trough with a resounding splash, the stench of stagnant water rising as it drenched his fur.
Bryn froze as she realized the spotlight was on her. But Finian was already moving, shaking off the smelly water before showing a full mouth of sharp canine teeth. 
“Damn dog,” he cursed, aiming a kick at Finian. But the hound was quicker, teeth clamping onto the top of his boot, growling fiercely as he tugged. The assailant’s leg wobbled under the unexpected resistance, and he stumbled backward, only to be caught by his quick-reacting friends. Finian let go with a snarl and returned to Bryn’s side.
The realization clawed at her insides — attending the celebration had been a catastrophic mistake. Each breath became a battle, sharp and uneven, as dread coiled tight in her chest. Her eyes darted desperately across the throng, seeking a sliver of sanctuary. Finian, a loyal barrier, positioned himself between her and the leering men whose predatory stares bore into her, their intentions as clear as they were sinister. The air seemed to thicken with menace, and a silent alarm screamed within her, urging her to flee before their malicious plans unfolded.
“Dalton!” In an instant, Justin positioned himself between her and her attackers, gripping Finian’s collar and yanking him away.
No. Please don’t make it worse, Justin!
“Yeah, Sheriff?” In a show of dominance, Dalton squared his chest while addressing Justin. He crossed his arms and thrust his chin forward, encroaching on the town sheriff’s personal space. Dalton’s nostrils flared at Justin’s lack of reaction, a telltale sign of his frustration. 
“Watch your step. You knocked a lady over.”
Damn it, Justin.
Caden, the bartender from the Sanctuary, paused in the street with his serving tray secured under his arm. His gaze fixed on the scene, furrowing his eyebrows and tilting his head, taking in the stand-off. 
Bryn’s voice trembled as she pleaded. “Don’t,” she said, her stomach churning and a clammy sweat forming on her forehead. Not hearing or ignoring her plea, Justin focused solely on the men before him.
“Ain’t no lady, Sheriff, and you know it. A damn witch, casting spells and killing people. If she weren’t spreading her legs for the governor’s son, we’d be rid of her by now.” The man spat on the ground near her feet, punctuating his insult with it. 
Bryn moved back, hugging her middle and curling in on herself, wishing she could disappear. 
Finian’s growl ripped through the tension as Justin’s hand shot out, seizing Dalton by the collar of his crisp white shirt. The fabric tensed, creasing under the grip, as he yanked Dalton forward. Inches apart, their eyes locked in a silent battle of wills, breaths mingling in the charged air between them.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass what you believe or the thoughts you have while sharing that one barely functioning brain cell between the three of you.” Justin’s voice was a low, menacing whisper. “That’s none of my business, but I won’t have you physically harming her again. Do you hear me?” Through gritted teeth, Justin made it abundantly clear to Dalton that ignoring the threat would be foolish. 
Great. There would be hell to pay later. 
“Gentlemen!” Walking up with unwavering determination, Caden thrust his tray into the chest of one of Dalton’s crew, eliciting a surprised grunt. Their only option was to put their hands out to hold it or let it fall. “Let’s have a drink and be on our way.” He wrapped his arms around the shoulders of the two of Dalton’s little gang, pulling them away from Justin’s vicinity. 
Such loyal friends, Bryn thought, regarding the men who left Dalton alone to face
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