

    
        
          Calek's Tale 3 - "The War"

        

        
        
          Calek's Tale - A Boy's Journey Begins When the World Ends, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Wayne Faust

        

        
          Published by Paintbrush Press, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CALEK'S TALE 3 - "THE WAR"

    

    
      First edition. January 29, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Wayne Faust.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230958277

    

    
    
      Written by Wayne Faust.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Acknowledgments

Author's Note

Credits

Sign up for Wayne Faust's Mailing List

Also By Wayne Faust

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Miss Cleary, 
my English teacher freshman year at
Taft High School in Chicago.
You convinced me that I had talent.
Wherever you are in the world,
I thank you.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“Those who turn their back on the Word Of God as revealed by The Interceder are destined to live in a Hell of their own making.”

Book Of Salvation  3:15

***
[image: ]


"Beloved, now we are children of God; 
and it has not yet been revealed what we shall be..."

John 3:2

***
[image: ]


Calek, son of Josiam, was going home to die. 

He'd been living on the Mainland at Sacred Heart Monastery for the past three months after bringing an old boat motor back to life in the Stone Hill Caverns on the island. That achievement had been the proudest moment of his twelve years, but it had turned the Interceder against him. In the town of Refuge, the Interceder's word was gospel, literally and figuratively. Yesterday, Hezekiah brought his army across the frozen Lake to ambush the Brothers and Sisters during a hockey game. His men had battered them with axe heads and shovels, leaving them bleeding on the ice of the harbor. Then they had grabbed Calek, along with John, the twin brother he had just met, and whisked them away.

And now, after an all-night march, they were almost home. 

"Do you really think he'll try to kill you as soon as we get there?" asked John.

"I think so," muttered Calek. "Otherwise, why would he have gone to all this trouble just to take me back?"

"That sure sounds crazy," said John, shaking his head for the umpteenth time. He'd been picking Calek's brain about life in Refuge ever since they'd been allowed to walk together during the night. He seemed to be most interested in what Hezekiah preached.

“Do not think about the rightness of the decisions of the Interceder," recited Calek in a flat voice. "By the time a decision has been made, the thinking has already been done."

"Book Of Salvation?" asked John. Calek had told him a lot of those Sayings during the night.

"Yep," answered Calek. "You're never supposed to question the Interceder. Not ever."

For Calek's whole life, Hezekiah's word had been the Law, especially his Revelations, which came directly from God. Then Calek had escaped to Sacred Heart three months ago. They preached something completely different over there. And now it was all turning to mush inside his head. He liked a lot of what the Brothers and Sisters said, but if their ideas were true, then Hezekiah was a liar or worse. And that would mean Calek had to turn his back on everything he had ever known.

It was amazing that Calek and John had been allowed to walk together. Evidently, Hezekiah's men were so exhausted after marching all the way to the Mainland and then heading right back again, no one wanted to take the trouble to watch them very closely. Besides, where could they have gone? The men were marching two abreast, a column in front and a column behind, with Calek and John in the middle. Hezekiah was up front with Elo the Woodsman and Simeor the Gatherer, making sure to steer the columns around danger spots. No one dared leave the narrow path of trampled snow to risk falling into cracks or crevices with icy water below. It had been spooky during the darkest part of the night, with clanging lanterns throwing off circles of amber light while men peered down and watched for openings that could swallow them whole. 

Now, in the gray light of dawn, the island loomed dead ahead like a gigantic, dark green dragon.

Calek knew it might be his last chance to gaze back at the Mainland, so he spun around and walked backwards. John did the same. To the southeast, the sun crested the horizon like a bright orange ball, silhouetting tendrils of steam that curled up from the spots of open water they'd avoided during the night. There were quite a few out there, and that meant spring wasn't too far off. Eventually, the ice on the Lake would be gone for another year.

"It reminds me of sunrise over Saginaw Bay," said John longingly.

"You'll have to tell me more about where you lived," said Calek. "That's if you ever get the..." 

Someone grabbed Calek's elbow. 

"Come on boys, we're almost home," said a man's voice. Startled, Calek spun around to see Jacor the Schoolmaster, a tall, skinny, gentle man, who taught all the children of the island. Calek had known Jacor all his life and mostly liked him. He looked into Calek's eyes for a brief moment, and Calek saw something on his exhausted, lined face. Was it compassion? Regret? It was hard to tell. 

Soon men with clanking axes and shovels surrounded them as the columns tightened. There was no more time to talk with John, no more time to dally, because they had made it back to the island. Breath frosted orange in the light of sunrise from the mouths of seventy men. A hundred yards away was the black ice of a protected cove, the same cove that Calek had sailed his boat away from three months ago. Behind that was the shore. Behind that, through a copse of bare winter trees, was the town of Refuge. And behind the town...

Well, behind the town was the steep, pine-forested hill that led up to Summit Rock. Calek knew what Hezekiah wanted to do up there. He wanted to make a sacrifice to God by plunging a knife into Calek's back.

Someone must have been manning the watchtower on the island, because a crowd had gathered on the shore. Calek saw women standing around impatiently, bundled up against the early morning cold. Children gathered at their feet and the smallest ones were held in their arms. Solomon, Hezekiah's only son, stood at the head of the cove like a sentry on duty.

As they trudged the last fifty yards, the waiting women crowded forward onto the ice, slipping and sliding, craning their necks. Some called out in worried voices.

"Is Gideor there? Is my husband still alive?" asked one.

"Mordecan? Where are you?" asked another.

Hezekiah held up his hand and the columns pressed in close, shuffling their frozen feet like an impatient herd of cattle. "Ladies! Ladies!" he shouted in a raspy voice. "None of your husbands were killed. We have had a complete victory! As to why all the men are not among us, I will explain later. But first, let us get off this cursed ice. All of Refuge, women and children included, will immediately gather in the Hall Of Meeting. I will answer your questions there."

There were a few more mutterings from among the women, but eventually everyone dispersed and headed along the beach towards town. Butterflies danced in Calek's stomach as he stepped onto the rocky shore. He was home again, but it felt like he was seeing all of this in a dream. A few of the women glared as he and John pushed their way through. 

"This is all your fault," hissed one of the women. 

"You brought this evil upon us," spat another. 

Calek felt like something diseased, something unclean. He felt like a Forsaken.

John touched Calek's arm and leaned over to whisper in his ear. "Don't worry, brother. I got your back."

Calek could only hope that was true. 
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Chapter Two
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“Our God is not a god of forgiveness, but of laws.”
Book Of Salvation 5:7

***
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"Whenever you stand up to pray, you must forgive what others have done to you."

Mark 11:25

***
[image: ]


Jane Beaufort had always loved the pleasant aroma of churches. And now, the smoke from at least twenty five candles curled into the air, filling the rustic, wood-paneled chapel with their fragrance. As she sat in the pew surrounded by so many others, she sensed that this was a peaceful place, a loving place. Last night she had felt that love, when the Sisters from Sacred Heart and the Brothers from Holy Transfiguration had surrounded them out in the snow in front of the old lighthouse, joining hands and singing 'Amazing Grace' at the top of their lungs, even though they were wracked with grief over the death of Sister Marie, shot by that maniac from out on the island. And now they were all staring at Sister Marie's body in a hastily-built pine box on the altar, waiting for the service to begin. But Jane sensed something else here that made no sense at all, an underlying hope and a hint of...what? Joy? How could that be? 

Death was a given, and the lives people endured were hard. Maybe it had always been that way, but since people's Nanonet connection fried their brains, it had gotten much worse. Twelve years and two months ago, a drooling, mindless creature had killed her own, beautiful little daughter Rebecca. Here they called them nanos. Back where Jane and John came from, they were boogeys. That maniac Hezekiah called them forsaken. 

No matter what you called them, they were monsters.

During that terrible time, Jane, Rebecca, and Little John made it to Port Austin, on Saginaw Bay, along with seven Brothers and three Sisters from the monasteries, and fifty-two kids from the Peninsula. Brother Leo was former military, so he set up a perimeter with their backs to the Bay and the river to the side. He used barbed wire to seal off the block and set up patrols. The Brothers had found some guns.

Jane told Rebecca to stay away from the fence! But she was only five years old. She was playing with Pokey, her stuffed puppy, and wearing the purple, Little Mermaid winter coat that Jane had pilfered from the Wal-Mart in Saginaw. She was on her knees, bouncing Pokey along the frozen mud. Not far away, Jane was strolling Little John when she heard the snap from someone cutting the barbed wire. 

"I want that!" That's what the boogey had said. That's what they always said, over and over and over.

It reached down and tried to grab the puppy, but Rebecca held on with both hands, looking up into the creature's wild, bloodshot eyes. The boogey's fist came down hard and Rebecca collapsed into the mud like a rag doll. Then the boogey held the puppy high in the air like a trophy. It tried to escape back through the fence but Brother Leo shot it, maybe six times. But it was too late for little Rebecca. 

The next day they put her in the cold ground with Pokey clutched in her small, dead hands. And since that time, Jane had shut off her heart to any type of God that would allow something like that to happen.

Now Jane had lost her son John as well. He hadn't been killed, or at least she hoped he hadn't. But yesterday, Hezekiah's army had stolen him away, taking him back to the island with his brother Calek, leaving Jane battered and bleeding like so many others on the ice of the harbor.

There was a rustling in the pews as the service was ready to begin. Sister Dolores made her way up the aisle, guitar slung around her neck. She reached the front and began to sing in a soft, tremulous voice.

As the deer panteth for the water 
so my soul longeth after Thee
You alone are my heart's desire and I long to worship Thee

Jane had never heard that song before, but its melody was simple and sweet. No one got to their feet, as would be expected in church during a hymn. She was glad for that, because she still got a little dizzy whenever she stood up. And though her sister Kate had put a cast on her broken left hand, it still throbbed whenever she moved it.

The Brothers and Sisters began to sing along, subdued at first and then louder. A few of them stopped singing to weep, but soon they all rallied. Her sister Kate sat next to Jane in the pew. Long ago Kate had married that monster Hezekiah, but she'd finally seen the error of her ways.  She reached over and gently clasped Jane's good hand. Kate's daughter Elther sat next to her mother, watching the proceedings with a hard look in her young eyes. Next to her sat Josiam, Calek's father, looking shell-shocked. 

When the song finished, Brother Thomas stood up from the front pew and limped forward. His right eye was still swollen shut from the battle on the ice yesterday, and his left eye was bloodshot. He hugged Sister Dolores and then turned to face the congregation. He spoke in a hoarse and ragged voice, but, in spite of everything, there was a lightness to his tone.

"Yesterday, we lost a giant from among us. Sister Marie would jump all over me for saying that. She never let anyone praise her. Except about hockey. She loved praise about that. Especially for her slap shot. I never praised her for that, of course. I just tried to get out of the way."

There were a few good-natured chuckles from the pews.

"Sister Marie had room in her heart for all of God's people. Before the catastrophe, she often left the comfort of Sacred Heart to go into Hedonsky. Yes, yes, I know some of you will say she only did that so she could take her sled dogs for a run."

More chuckles.

"Not a visit went by when she didn't bring food to the homeless shelter, or stop by for a Pepsi at Hobie's Bar. She stopped drinking many years ago, but there were a lot of lost and lonely souls in that place. She could talk to anyone, and, best of all, she could listen. Oh, and they had an eighty inch TV screen for NHL games."

This time there was outright laughter.

Jane felt confused. She'd gotten to know the Brothers and Sisters in Port Austin, and found that they weren't always the somber, conservative types outsiders thought they were, but to laugh out loud at a time like this? It didn't make sense. 

Brother Thomas held up his hand. "Okay, okay. I know Sister Marie would like us all to be cheerful. She has gone home to the Lord. And laughter is good for the soul. But..." 

He limped over and gently put a hand on the shoulder of Sister Marie's corpse at it lay in the rough-hewn casket. "The Lord knows we will miss her terribly."

He turned back to face the congregation and tears leaked from his eyes. "How can we go on without Sister Marie? We have to. And why? Because her life was about being a servant. Like all of us, she had made many bad choices in her life, especially when she was young. But God showed her grace. In turn, she showed that grace to others, no matter how grievous their sins."

There were nods all around, and again, Jane got the bewildering feeling that these people were sharing something she didn't have. She had heard plenty of this theology in Port Austin, but after everything that had happened with the boogeys, it had always seemed hopelessly naive. 

"Twelve years ago, when everything came apart at the seams, Sister Marie saw something the rest of us didn't. Where we saw darkness, she saw flickers of light. That's why she brought so many nanos here, to try and heal them. To love them the way our Lord loved lepers."

Brother Thomas pointed up at the ceiling. "The nanos in those rooms upstairs are a testament to Sister Marie, for they owe their very lives to her."

Jane bolted upright in the pew. It felt like someone had just stabbed her in the chest. What was he talking about? Were they actually sheltering some of those monsters here? And somebody was supposed to show them grace?

Brother Thomas continued. "Three months ago, Sister Marie saved yet another life. We all know the story of the day Calek came to us. She showed up with her sled dogs at just the right time. That was miraculous and undoubtedly from the Lord. But yesterday, that deceiver, Hezekiah, came here and took the boy back. So I guess that means we're at war. But this isn't a war that will be won with knives and clubs and axes. We may have to use some of those things, but our real battle is spiritual. As hard as it is to think about, our war is for the hearts and minds of the people over there. It is a war between one man's counterfeit laws and our Lord's love and grace.

"Sister Marie has gone home, and we rejoice in that. Those of us who are left are battered and broken. But, because we know the Lord, we still have hope. We will always have hope. As soon as we gather our wits and nurse our wounds, we will march to the island. But the weather is changing and the ice on the Lake is already getting soft. We saw that during our hockey game yesterday. So now it is time to pray."

Brother Thomas lowered his head and closed his eyes. Most of the congregation did the same. He resumed speaking in a soft but firm voice. 

"Lord, we come to you today in great sorrow. We are broken and bleeding and hurting, both inside and out. But we still have work to do. We pray that the ice remains solid enough for us to go to the island as soon as we can. We pray that you will keep Calek and his twin brother John safe until we get there. And when we do get there, only you can help us find a way to bring grace to the people of the island. Grace and forgiveness. Even to Hezekiah, as hard as that is to contemplate."

Jane did not pray. She kept her eyes wide open. She would never forgive what had happened to Rebecca and John. Yes, she was now an ally of these people. But she wasn't planning to show grace to anybody. She just wanted to find her son. And to kill anyone who got in her way.

Brother Thomas' prayer droned on and on. "Where there's anger, let us forgive. Where there is..." 

Suddenly he stopped and opened his eyes. There had been a noise from the back of the chapel. Everyone whirled around to see what it was. A man made his way slowly up the aisle. Or maybe he wasn't a man at all. He was hunched over, shambling like a thing brought back from the dead. His face was scrunched up into a grimace, showing off blackened teeth. Conversely, he wore a clean and pressed suit with a badly-knotted tie. It looked like he had just shaved clumsily, and specks of blood were scattered all across his chin and cheeks.

"William!" shouted Brother Thomas in a firm, commanding voice. "Willie! Willie Verlaufen! Go back upstairs to your room!"

But the creature, the nano, continued to advance.
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Chapter Three
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“The destiny of God’s people is not to remain in this world forever. A New World is being prepared for them, a New World across the water.”

Book Of Salvation  2:6

***
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"I will explain a mystery to you. Not every one of us will die, but we will all be changed."

1 Corinthians 15:51

***
[image: ]


After Elo stoked the woodstove and everyone had squeezed into the Hall Of Meeting, women snuggled closely against their men in the pews, grateful for their safe return. But a group of eight muttering women gathered together in the back pews, clutching children and gazing apprehensively towards the front of the room. 

This was not a Sabbath Saturday night worship service. It was very early in the morning, the men just returned from the Mainland, so there was no need for candles or lanterns. Bright sun slanted down through the high windows. Calek sat in the front pew next to John. On either side, keeping a close eye on them, sat Elo the Woodsman and Simeor the Gatherer. Solomon, Hezekiah's only son, sat in his usual chair on the altar, next to the podium. 

Hezekiah made his ponderous way up to the front. He turned and gazed out upon the gathered faces. His own face was drawn and his eyes were weary within his puffy face, but he still managed a smile.

"Praise God for his provision," he boomed. He had gotten his pulpit voice back in the time it had taken to come over here from the shore.

"Praise God indeed," chanted the congregation in familiar response.

"Yes, God has provided. We have made it back safely. And since all the children are here, let us sing one of the songs they love to sing. The adults should join in as well, for we have much to be thankful for. Besides, when it comes to God, we should all be like children."

Hezekiah beamed and began to sing in a deep, baritone voice. 

Another day

Another sun

Shining on us here below

Another song

Another smile

God is here and helps us grow

The children, well trained, immediately joined in with off-key enthusiasm. Eventually the adults mumbled along as well. The women whose husbands hadn't returned didn't sing at all. 

"Kind of a dumb song, isn't it?" whispered John into Calek's ear.

"What?" asked Calek.

"Never mind."

When the song finished, Hezekiah stood up to his full height, the way Calek had seen him do so many times in this Hall. He looked around the room but never met Calek's eyes.

"How many times have we gathered here in this Holy place? Some of you have been with us for over twenty years. We have accomplished so much during that time by following God through the words of the Interceder. And now, we are close to fulfilling our most beloved, triumphant Revelation. The Mainland will soon be clear of Forsaken, maybe by this coming summer. 

"But first, we have had to go to war once again. This time, the Forsaken did not come to us. We traveled across the ice and took the battle to them. And, thanks to God's leading, we have been victorious. Calek is now back among us. I have adopted him as my son. I shall divine the right moment to do what his own, real father failed to do three months ago. We shall fulfill one of my most important Revelations at last. God's will shall be done!"

Hezekiah locked eyes with Calek for a long moment, making him feel like a bug on a pin. When Hezekiah looked away, Calek glanced over at John. He was gazing intently up at Hezekiah, his short, red hair glowing in a beam of sunlight.

Hezekiah continued. "While achieving this victory, we learned some important things. Battle has a way of separating the wheat from the chaff. Regrettably, some of our men turned out to be chaff. They have fallen away. As much as it pains me to say this, these men have now joined forces with evil. Although they are men, and were once our men, for all the sense they have shown, they might as well be Forsaken. I will now recite their names. And then, I shall never say these names again."

There was a rustling in the back pews and whispered sounds of dismay as the women there figured out what was coming next. Hezekiah held up a piece of yellow paper as if it contained a disease. Calek could see hastily scribbled names. Hezekiah read eight names off slowly, one by one, as if they were the names of soldiers fallen in battle. He had given each man a new name when they had first come to the island, the way he had done for every member of his flock, to help them turn away from their old, sinful lives.

"Joar...Gideor...Mordecan...Amon...Cyrun...Jordal...
Sett...Iri."
With each recited name, there was a gasp from one of the women in back, along with muffled sobs. Calek wanted to turn his head around to look, but, like everyone else in the Hall, he couldn't take his eyes off the Interceder.

Hezekiah paused for nearly a full minute, shaking his head slowly. Then he let out a heavy sigh. "Reading those names was one of the hardest things I have done, for these were men we have all known and loved. But there is one more name on the list. I must confess that reading this one pains me more than all the others."

In a soft, almost apologetic voice, he read, "Ashel the Hunter."

Hezekiah held the paper for one more long moment. Then he pursed his lips and tore it up into small pieces on the podium. He gathered the pieces in his cupped hand and walked over to the woodstove. He opened it and threw the pieces into the flames as if disposing of something unclean.

He came slowly back to the podium shaking his head. "That last name, well, he was my most trusted disciple. But when things on the Mainland were at their most desperate point yesterday, he simply turned away from me and ran, up the stairs and into the dark heart of a sinful world. I do not understand how he could have fallen away. There is only one way that I can make sense of it."

He took a deep breath. "Sometimes God lets evil win. And I believe he let our Hunter fall away to punish us for failing to carry out my Revelation when it was supposed to be carried out. Calek's father failed to do what the Interceder ordered him to do!"

Hezekiah thumped his hand down on the podium. The entire congregation flinched and several small children began to cry.

He held up both hands. "Okay, okay. I know we do not usually talk of such things when the women and children are present. But we are in the midst of a war."

He waited for the mothers to quiet their children. When it was still, he said, "Hear me on this. In spite of everything, there is good news. Very good news. When this war is over, we will have the happiest of endings."

He stepped down from the podium and strolled over to the mural on the western wall, the one that contained his vision of their future. The freak earthquake last November had caused a crack down its center. He ran his hand along it. "This was a warning from God. Just after the earthquake that caused this fracture, Calek landed his abomination on our shores. Look at all that happened after that. But the mural is still in place. Our Holy vision remains. I believe it will be fulfilled this very summer. We will build our boats and..."

"Hey!" shouted John. He stood up from the pew. Elo tried to grab his arm and sit him back down but he pulled away. "I recognize that!" 

Calek stared at his twin. No one ever interrupted Hezekiah during his sermons. But of course, John wouldn't know that.

John raced over to the mural. "I dreamed about this!" 

The mural had been done many years ago by Calek's father, Josiam the Painter. It depicted Hezekiah standing in the prow of a boat just after it landed on the Mainland. The sun was rising over a bluff straight ahead. Trailing behind him were all the people of Refuge, coming to shore in a long line of boats, ready to take possession of the land after it had been cleared of Forsaken. 

John pointed to a figure in one of the boats. "I'm in this picture! That's me!"

Calek had seen the mural hundreds of times before. But now he stared at it with new eyes. Although the figures in the boats were not very detailed, and you could only see the backs of their heads, the one John was pointing to was slightly smaller than many of the others. The colors had faded over the years, but possibly, when that figure had been painted, it had had red hair.

"What are you talking about?" asked Hezekiah, clearly annoyed.

"I grew up a long way from here," said John excitedly. "Two hundred miles. I lived among evil. Maybe I was even evil myself. But I always knew something was wrong. I felt like I belonged in a different place. And I dreamed of this. I was in one of those boats heading to shore. I had to squint my eyes because of the rising sun. But I could see a man standing up in a boat that had just landed. And then he turned around and looked at me."

John pointed his finger directly at Hezekiah. "That man was you!"

Hezekiah's eyes opened wide. He tried to say something but could only sputter. He looked back and forth from the mural to John. His eyes narrowed and he seemed to be pondering what he had just heard. 

"But there's more," continued John. An expectant hush fell over the room. John looked down at the floor and shuffled his feet.

"Well?" asked Hezekiah.

"I don't know if I should say it."

"Speak up, boy!"

"Well, Sir, it's about my brother."

"Calek."

"Yeah. Calek. Before yesterday, I didn't even know I had a brother. Not for sure. But then I saw him out on the harbor watching the hockey game. And that's how I knew my dreams were true, the ones about being a twin. And about coming to the shore in boats."

Again, John looked down at the floor.

"Go on," urged Hezekiah. His eyes shone as if he was receiving another of his Revelations. Because maybe he was.

John looked up and met Hezekiah's gaze. "Well, Sir, in the dream, just after we landed on the Mainland in the boats, I saw my brother. He was no longer in a boat. He was on the shore. And...well, I don't know if I should say it."

"Go on," urged Hezekiah again.

John again looked down at the floor. "He...he had a knife in his back. Because you just killed him. To purify the land before we took possession of it." Once more he looked directly into Hezekiah's eyes. "Purify it with blood."

There were gasps all around. Hezekiah held up his hand to silence the room. He continued to stare into John's eyes, seeking, inquiring. Finally, he spoke. "In this dream you are describing, what season is it? What is the weather like?"

John nodded as if the answer was obvious. "It's summer, just like in that picture. A really hot day."

The boy didn't flinch during any of this. Finally, Hezekiah pursed his lips into a thin line and nodded slowly. "Okay, then. Come with me."

The two of them made their way back to the altar. "Stand here next to me," said Hezekiah. He put his hands on the podium and let out a deep, weary sigh before continuing.

"A long time ago I had a Revelation. Whenever twins are born, one of them is evil and the other is Holy, just as was the case with my twin brother Cain and I. But no twins had ever been born in Refuge. Or so I thought. Yesterday, I learned that twins had been born. I was deceived. As you can see, Calek has an identical twin. Calek should have been destroyed as an infant and all this trouble never would have happened. This shows that we must never turn our backs on the Interceder and his Revelations." 

Hezekiah put a hand on John's shoulder. "But God works in mysterious ways. Maybe he brought this boy to us so we could finally make things right. We are heading for a final war between good and evil, to be fought in this most important corner of the world. I think you all know which side we are on."

Calek swallowed hard. What was going on here? He looked over at Hezekiah's son, Solomon, who was glaring at John with jealousy written all over his face. That was understandable. But what was most confusing was the look on John's face. He was nodding at every word Hezekiah said. And he was smiling from ear to ear, seemingly in the throes of pure joy.
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Chapter Four
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“We are, all of us, slaves to our past. It is only with the Interceder's help that we can break our bonds and breathe the sweet air of freedom.”

Book Of Salvation  2:12

***
[image: ]


“Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”

Galatians  5:1

***
[image: ]


Ashel the Hunter was in Hell. Not in fiery hell, but a cold, dark ruin. Long ago, before the whole world went crazy, this had been Hobie's Bar, a neighborhood tavern in Hedonsky on the northern end of the Peninsula. In summer, tourists flocked here and locals mostly stayed home. But after Labor Day, Ashel had practically lived at Hobie's, along with a small group of fellow rummies, guys like Paulie Champlain and Willie Verlaufen. Now it was just one more abandoned business on Main Street, with a front door that someone had torn off its hinges, a broken mirror behind the bar, a forest of overturned tables and chairs, a pinball machine with a shattered top, a demolished jukebox, rusty brackets on walls where flat screen TV's used to be, and multi-colored glass fragments on the floor from shattered beer and whiskey bottles. 

Last night, Ashel had spent the night here, teeth chattering, huddling on the floor behind the bar while wrapped up in a filthy old tablecloth. Yesterday, he had finally and irrevocably turned against Hezekiah, the man who had plucked him from this place fourteen years ago. 

Ashel had a different name back then. He was Tony Sadler, a one-time local football hero who had failed in his dreams of making it to the NFL, a man who had killed Grace, his fiancée, in a car crash one night while driving way beyond the legal blood alcohol limit. After that, he had turned into a sad, self-destructive drunk. And then had come that sunny, October afternoon when he had staggered into the back alley of Hobie's, falling onto his back and passing out. He started choking on his own vomit and would have died but for Hezekiah, who came along just in time to save him.

Hezekiah had shown up seemingly out of nowhere. The prophet claimed it was God who led him to Tony that day. At first, Ashel had doubts about that, along with all the other crazy things Hezekiah preached. But then Armageddon had come, just like Hezekiah predicted. They had all been kept safe in Refuge while the Nanonet fried brains and most of the population turned into Forsaken. Hezekiah had been their savior.

The assurance of that, and the knowledge that Hezekiah had been right, carried Ashel for a long time. But his faith began to break down, especially after Hezekiah pronounced his Revelation about twins, where one would be declared evil and the other good, with the evil one killed on Summit Rock. Ashel had gone against him then, secretly whisking Calek's twin off the island in the middle of a dark, November night, before Hezekiah ever found out.

And then Calek had brought the boat motor back to life from the caverns and piloted it onto the shore near Refuge. That had gone against everything Hezekiah preached. But to order Calek's father to murder his own son? It was simply too much.  

Hezekiah had filled the people's heads with his preaching, giving them rules for every facet of their lives. He had shared his dream of repopulating the world with God's holy people. That had been a shining jewel in all of their hearts, to think that out of everyone who ever lived, they were the most special people, the ones who would create Heaven On Earth. It was the glue that bound them together. 

But beneath all of that, way down deep inside, there was something else, something all of Hezekiah's formidable preaching couldn't completely block out. Call it a conscience. Call it human instinct. Call it God. Whatever it was, it contained the knowledge that some things were just plain wrong. There were lines that shouldn't be crossed. And lately, Hezekiah had left those lines in the dust, or, more accurately, he had obliterated those lines on the ice of the harbor when he murdered his own Forsaken brother with a pistol, and then shot Sister Marie with the same gun. How was that any different than dropping a bomb from an airplane? In many ways, it was worse because it was close up. When you shoot somebody, you can look them in the eye while you're doing it.

Ashel pulled his last piece of dried fruit from a pocket and felt his stomach rumble. He did a few jumping jacks to try and get his blood running on this cold, winter morning, with weak sunlight slanting in through the gaping door frame. But he stopped after a few reps because of groans from his weary muscles. For the first time in fourteen years, he thought he could use a stiff drink. But after all these years, there certainly wouldn't be any booze left here at Hobie's.

He let out a deep sigh and plopped down with his back against the wall. He felt like wrapping himself up in the tablecloth again, rolling into a ball and staying that way until he died. What was he supposed to do now? He had turned his back on the faith that had sustained him all these years. Everyone he cared about was back in Refuge by now, among the Blessed People he'd left behind. Everyone except...

Bathsheba. She'd been standing right in front of him when he'd taken off up the stairs of the harbor. The image of her face was branded on his brain. She had turned her back on Hezekiah as well. She had even started using her old name again. Kate. Maybe he should do the same. Tony. Tony and Kate. He'd been in love with her since the first time he saw her in their living room on the island. It was a love that couldn't be for she was married to the Interceder. 

But now...

Where would she have gone? There was a monastery out in the woods. That was undoubtedly where Sister Marie was from, the woman Hezekiah had shot after he'd murdered his own brother. Calek had pleaded for Bathsheba...Kate...to go and help her. Surely Kate would have done that. She was the Healer after all. He hoped she'd been able to save the woman. But what then? She was with her daughter Elther. She would have needed to take her someplace safe and warm. That wouldn't include any of the ruined buildings of Hedonsky.

That left the monastery. She had to have gone there. And now, he would go there too. They would take him in. Wasn't that what monasteries did, take in lost souls?

But right now he was weak with hunger. If he was going make it all those miles through the woods, he needed something else to eat. But what? There was the old fallout shelter. Long ago, its entrance was hidden behind a bookcase in the Hedonsky library. Kate's sister Jane had been hiding down there when Ashel dropped off Calek's twin brother as an infant, after everything had gone to hell on the Mainland. Was there any chance of food still being down there? And would it be edible? By nature, bomb shelters were stocked with food that had a long shelf life. It was worth a try.

And after that? Well, after that, he'd go to the monastery. He'd find Kate. And then he'd figure out what he was going to do with the rest of his life. And who he was going to spend it with.
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