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This story unfolds in a parallel universe, on a world much like our own. But not quite. Some things are familiar, but others are different.
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The year 444 on the Starka calendar.

The first thing Sarah noticed when she returned to consciousness was the smell of damp earth. It was thick, pungent, and close, as if the ground itself was trying to swallow her. Then came the sharp, metallic taste of blood coating her tongue. She grimaced and turned her head, spitting out a fragment of her back tooth. The gritty crunch of dirt mixed with the blood made her stomach twist.

Her throat burned, so dry it felt like sandpaper. She swallowed, but it only made the pain worse. For a moment, she lay still, blinking up at the vague gray of the sky through a canopy of tangled branches. Her ears rang. Something skittered across her hand. Sarah jerked, slapping instinctively, and brushed away a long-legged bug that had been crawling up her wrist.

Sarah tried to sit up but winced as a bolt of pain shot through her ribs. Her left side throbbed with a deep, dull ache. Her pretty yellow dress, which had been bright yesterday morning, was now caked with mud and streaked with what looked like blood. Hopefully, not all of it is hers.

Where the hell am I? Did I fall off my horse? Have I been shot?

Every muscle in her body ached like a horse had run over her. Her body felt tender and sore beneath the torn dress. Sarah had never felt this awful. Sarah was so diminished and shaky that even the smallest movement sent waves of nausea crashing through her. Her vision blurred, and the world spun, as if caught in a storm at sea with no solid ground under her.

A cold sweat clung to her skin, and the fierce dizziness made her clutch at the side of the ditch, desperate for something to hold on to. Sarah wondered if she was dying. How could she feel this awful and not be?

Then, with a violent heave, she vomited once and then again. Sarah’s dry throat was burning with each wrenching spasm. The bitter taste of bile mingled with the coppery sting of blood in her mouth. Weakness washed over her in heavy, crushing waves, dragging her down. She wanted to cry out for help, but her voice was gone, swallowed by the ache in her chest. Instead, she curled inward, trying to steady her trembling hands and will herself to breathe.

Sarah was a beautiful woman, and it sometimes brought danger. Some brutes had the inclination to take everything by force if they believed they could get away with it, including one’s life. And the life of a Black woman was not worth much in these parts.

I think I might pass out again.

Sarah had always carried a concealed gun, but someone had taken it from her. Someone had knocked her out cold with the butt of a pistol. As she was walking along the path close to her house, she was unexpectedly attacked. She was usually so careful about her surroundings. She prided herself on always being cautious and alert. They’d expected her to walk there. Someone must have been watching her comings and goings, likely waiting for an opportunity.

Sarah blinked several times as she tried to remember how she came to be in her predicament. Remembering what happened, however, proved difficult. Her head throbbed. She removed soil from her brown face and then spit blood and a second piece of tooth. Bruises covered Sarah’s body. Her left eye was black and swollen, and her dress was torn.

“I will throw up again.” She heaved several times, but nothing came out.

The sound of a nearby woodpecker pounding on a tree echoed through the forest, startling her. A flicker of dread passed through her. She was certain they had come back. More than one man responsible for her condition? Her heart pounded.

Just a bird.

Sarah felt as if she had struck her head against the bark of an oak tree, similar to how the bird struck its hierarchical multiscale beak. Her head continued to throb. Did her skull sustain a crack? It certainly felt like it. The woman once heard of a man dying from a swollen brain. It could be her fate.

Sarah listened for movement, now remembering some of the attack. She had fought them and caused some damage. She became terrified. Might her assailants still be in the area? Sarah listened intently but heard nothing.

A skunk was on the edge of the ditch, paying her no attention, and disappeared behind a tree. The sun broke through the clouds; golden rays of it filtered through the dense canopy above, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow across the forest floor. Each beam danced over moss-covered roots, fallen leaves, and the occasional glint of dew, giving the forest an almost enchanted glow. Sarah was in no position to appreciate its beauty.

How long have I been here? Is it sunrise or sunset?

The sun, just over the horizon, promised a beautiful day for some people. She had been a slave early in life, but her brother had bought her way out of it several years ago. Simple existence was tough for some, much harder for women, Sarah believed. And for Black women, worse still.

Sarah slumped back into the ditch just off the trail, which went through the forest toward High Hill, its packed dirt barely visible beneath the layer of rocks and twisted roots. She tried to climb out, pressing her hands against the muddy slope and bracing her knees, but her strength gave out. Sarah slipped back down with a frustrated gasp.

The trail led to her home, the town on the cliff, on top of a flattened mountain. Reaching the town is not an effortless stroll. A healthy person would struggle. They chose the location for the town because an army would struggle to ascend. Although High Hill was technically within walking distance, a fit traveler would need no less than seven grueling hours to make the journey without the aid of a horse.

Sweat poured down her face. What am I gonna do?

Sarah was far from fit. Her limbs ached, her ankle throbbed, and every breath seemed to catch in her ribs. Her home, which perched near the edge of a cliff that overlooked the ocean, waited far above her. The incline was slow and relentless. From here on out, the road only climbed. The prospect of the long distance ahead of her was daunting. Additionally, she was almost certain she could not make it. Sarah knew she needed to be positive, but it was easier said than done.

Doubt gnawed at Sarah. The weight of impending doom pressed down on her, and she wondered if she would see tomorrow. Considering everything she had endured, was it truly going to end this way? She only had two family members left, including an 11-year-old son, but he remained a slave, and she had no access to him. Although she had the money to buy him, they denied her request.

Sarah tried to climb out of the trench again but had little life left in her. Her body shook with frailty, a visible manifestation of her weakness. The knife wound on her side was shallow, yet they had meant to kill her, and she had bled a fair amount. Sarah had partially blocked the blade with her elbow, and it had been deliberate on her part.

The Black woman considered herself fortunate, although “luck” didn’t seem to be the right word. They knocked her in the head with the butt of a gun, and with the stabbing, they believed she had given up the ghost.

It could be hours before someone rode by, or even a day or two, and she was ready to pass out again. Sarah had to sit before she could make another attempt.

If I hope to survive this, I need to get where someone can see me.

The beautiful Black woman had lost consciousness yet again. Her body lay limp, her breathing shallow, her skin clammy with sweat. Whether it was the steady loss of blood or the swelling in her skull, no one could say for sure. It seemed her body was shutting down, slipping in and out of awareness like a tide retreating from the shore.

When she finally stirred, her eyelids fluttered, and a faint groan escaped her cracked lips. The world around her was a blur of light and shadow, muffled sounds, and dull, throbbing pain.

What the hell is happening?

And though she couldn’t explain why, Sarah felt even worse than before. Every inch of her ached with a deep, grinding exhaustion, as if her bones themselves were weary of carrying her weight. Her mind, still fogged and scattered, tried to grasp something real, something solid, but even the effort of thought brought a fresh wave of nausea and dizziness.

For a brief, bitter moment, she wondered if waking up was a blessing at all. Sarah stood, her legs shaky beneath her, and leaned against the edge of the ditch to catch her breath. Dirt crumbled beneath her fingers as she pulled herself upright, only to freeze, her breath caught mid-inhale.

She was staring into the dark, intelligent eyes of a black bear, only five feet away. The bear snorted and gave a sharp huff, its body tensing as it reared slightly on its haunches. The sound was rough and guttural, startling in the quiet of the woods. For a moment, neither moved. Sarah’s heart thundered in her chest as adrenaline surged through her veins. The bear looked just as surprised as she was. Its ears twitched, its nostrils flared, uncertain whether to charge or flee.

Sarah didn’t dare move. She held her breath, eyes locked on the animal’s, feeling the weight of the wild pressing in all around her. If this situation could get worse, she did not know how.

Sarah could not fight off such a wild beast; she could barely move. She returned to a prone position, closed her eyes, and waited. Hopefully, the bear would just go away, unless it was hungry. If that were the case, she would become lunch, hoping that if her end came, it would be quick.

The woman finally got a break as the animal had eaten a deer a hunter had shot but couldn’t locate. The animal entered the ditch with her, licked her face, and then wandered away.
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The sun was two hours above the horizon now, making the atmosphere brighter. It took prominence away from the two crescent moons hanging in the sky, one twice as large as the other. Captain John’s wagon, pulled by eight black horses, was having a rough ride on the trail, now with branches scraping its side. The swaying sometimes felt like a boat in a storm to those inside.

John shouted at the driver to pull over. The captain stumbled out and fell into a puddle of dirty water. He got up and held on to the wagon, trying to make water. “Fucking hell!”

The captain, in agonizing pain from passing a kidney stone, couldn’t wait for it to descend further and ease his suffering. He had tears in his eyes. John had experienced such discomfort before, and the doctor told him to drink more water, but whiskey was his drink of choice even though he usually did not over imbibe. John was now going to rethink that position. The sensation felt as painful as taking a bullet. If drinking water kept him from this suffering, he would need to find a spring and attach his mouth to it.

Captain John, who turned forty last month, had a weathered appearance, which made him look a decade older. He had a deep scar across his forehead from fighting a soldier who had come at him with two blades in 427. John had other scars on his face, which had diminished over the years. His facial injuries didn’t detract too much from his handsome features.

The Captain was bound for a distant town, far removed from the chaos and consequences he’d left behind. The road ahead promised a fresh start. At least, a temporary escape from the shadows that still clung to his name. He had a destination in mind, a place where no one knew his face or his past, and he intended to make the most of it. There were tasks to complete and alliances to forge. Whatever awaited him there, he would face it on his terms. And this time, he believed himself prepared.

The heavy chests of gold with him weighed on him like a promise. It transcended money. It was about freedom, leverage, and the key to shaping his future exactly as he saw fit.

He had researched the place by talking to several people who had lived there. The captain knew most men did not live beyond fifty or so, and so for him, time was pressing. He hoped to leave some sort of mark on the world. Again, John almost fell over. He walked back and forth to ease his pain.

John wanted to do something significant for the rest of his life but wasn’t sure exactly what. I would appreciate it if folks remembered him after he was gone. However, some would curse him and dance when he passed. Of that, he was sure.

The Captain had been a wanderer for quite a while now. Exploring fresh places, which usually started out well and were a new beginning, was always reinvigorating, at least at the onset. But things usually went south quickly. Many people found him difficult to get along with, and he believed that the feeling was mutual.

Wars consumed people’s lives, leaving no space for normalcy. The chief export of war was misery. John subtly shook his head. Why do so many people want to fight? It's difficult to bump into a couple of decent men these days. I guess I might be exaggerating.

Was it time to put himself out to pasture? John had the means and had considered it. What would he do? Sit on a chair on a porch somewhere and rock? Although he was no longer young, he still possessed a fiery spirit. However, his temper flared occasionally, making him unpredictable. He wanted to correct that. Different folks had described his personality as good, bad, and ugly.

John had assigned four men solely to guard the long, scorched black box lashed tightly to the roof of the carriage. It was a battered container crafted from dense hardwood, its surface charred and cracked from heat. It proved not merely valuable but vital. He had risked everything to retrieve it, plunging into a burning building as the flames roared around him, the air thick with smoke and splintering timber. Whatever lay inside, it was important enough for him to stake his life on. The situation was dangerous enough to require armed protection at every step of the journey.

John remembered it as one of his toughest battles, and he had been lucky to survive. A bullet had gone through the hair on the left side of his head. That siege endured for over a week. Fools accidentally shooting their own people.

The town on the cliff intrigued him with its fascinating yet somewhat grim history and stories. John needed some place far away from his old life to settle, and he was tired of traveling, so he hoped this was a good choice. It appeared to be a long way away from everything.

“Thank God the pain is easing.”

A remarkably long wooden wagon, adorned with a lion’s crest, was exceptionally well-crafted. The captain had confiscated it from a general after a month-long battle. John had called him the evil one, no longer wanting to remember the atrocities he and his men had done.

The wagon’s interior was better put together than most houses, with leather seats and carved windowsills, and included a fancy table against the wall made of mahogany. Five of his men were sleeping inside. Many more men were on the way if they survived the badlands.

With the pain now subsiding, he was ready to step back into the wagon. The Captain thought he heard something. “What is that? Is someone there?” Did someone moan? Was it a woman in distress? Might he be hearing things? Could he still be feeling the effects of too much whiskey?

Captain John listened over the rush of a nearby river, which was called Big Wash. This was the last level ground before the ascension up into the town of High Hill. The town was still miles up the road, but he liked the look of the land here. Across the road, a small patch of wild corn grew, showing its suitability for a food garden. And they could use the massive trees to make an enormous wall to keep out prying eyes.

“I’m down here. Can you help me?” Sarah had tumbled back into the ditch. The voice was faint even though she was just in front of him in a naturally formed trench. John looked down at Sarah while she gazed up at him.

Realizing her injury, John leaped into the trench, picked her up in his arms, and lifted her out. He got out and carried her into the wagon, staggering as he went. He instructed one of his men to get up so that he could place the injured woman in the man's spot.

The captain got a piece of cloth, poured water on it, and cleaned the wound, and as he did, she lost consciousness. John watched over her for several hours, with them remaining in the same place on the trail, because the moving vehicle would have jostled her too much. John did not know how much blood the dark beauty had lost. Sarah’s skin was cold and clammy.

She opened her eyes, first one and then the other. “Where am I?” asked Sarah.

“Welcome back. I found you outside. Who did this to you?” asked Captain John.

Her vision came into focus. “I’m Sarah. They put a bag over my head, raped me, and left me for dead. I don’t know their names, but I know they live in High Hill.

John and his men heard the faint sound of horses approaching, their hooves echoing through the stillness. When he slid the redwood window open, he heard their voices, and the woman panicked.

“That’s them! I know those voices. They’ve come back to make sure I’m dead. Hide me! Please!”

Charlie was a rotund fellow with black hair and brown eyes. “Don’t you worry, we’ll take care of them. Right, Captain?” They were battle-hardened and would not shy from a fight.

The moment was one of those times in life when he needed to make the right decision. John did not want to make enemies so fast, as he had had enough of that. However, there was no way he was going to turn her over to two heathens either. His blood boiled.

An almost imperceptible nod from John. He put on his gun belt, and Charlie chambered a bullet into his rifle before going out. Another of his men sat in the window with a repeating rifle in his lap, the weapon beyond view of the men on horses.

Captain John stepped down and made his way around to where the men were, realizing at once they were nervous. Cowardly scumbags. “How can I help you boys?”

The man wearing a brown serape had his hand underneath it, leading the captain to believe that he was already gripping his weapon. Perhaps pointed at him? John would move to his right if he had to draw. “I’m Avel. Lost a gold pocket watch. Given to me by my father. I rode by here fast yesterday, so I might have dropped it around here. Has a diamond in it. If someone finds it, I would be inclined to offer a reward.

Captain John nodded. “A pocket watch could be anywhere. What we found was a woman in the ditch, savagely beaten and raped, left for dead. She is going to make it, and she gave us a description of the men responsible. Says they come from Highhill. Might they be you, fellas?”

It was a bold statement, almost inciting them to violence.

Charlie saw it in their faces before anyone moved. The shift was subtle. A flicker in the eyes, a tightening of jaws, a stillness that screamed of violence just beneath the surface. Who knew a few seconds could stretch so long and weigh so much?

Avel’s forehead furrowed, a deep line cutting between his brows as his ice-blue eyes sharpened, fixed on Charlie with something between defiance and desperation. The tension coiled like a snake, thick enough to taste. Copper and sweat and something primal. No one spoke. No one needed to.

Then Avel twitched.

It wasn’t much. A subtle shift of the shoulder, the barest flick of a hand toward his side. But it was enough. Charlie didn’t hesitate. He couldn’t. By the time Avel’s fingers grazed the worn leather of his holster, a crack split the silence like thunder. Avel jerked once. He then collapsed backward, a clean hole bored through the center of his forehead. His pistol never left the holster.

John was fast while still full of whiskey. Charlie and the fellow in the window simultaneously fired two bullets at the other fellow. They toppled off their steeds and hit the ground almost at the same time.

Captain John sighed. “We’ll spend the next few days right here,” he said, as he looked out across the vast expanse of land he needed to survey. “Let’s get to digging some holes away from this area.”  
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Upon arrival in High Hill, they put Sarah in her bed on the edge of town while she awaited Doctor Bowston, who was out hunting rabbits. Bowston was a short fellow who carried three revolvers, one on each side and one on his waist. He was born in High Hill and left for school when he was twenty. Bowston had been away for almost ten years, having returned a year ago. Doctors in this area were few, mostly concentrated in distant cities.

However, because she was Black, might he not be forthcoming? He could refuse her treatment. They needed to keep the façade that white people were superior.

The last mile had been the steepest, and the captain’s horses were exhausted. Before their return trek, they’d receive food, water, and rest.

The buildings and cabins appeared sturdy, their timber frames weathered but solid, with one stone chimney puffing faint trails of smoke into the air. They were baking bread in seventeen ovens.

Each structure looked deliberately placed, as if shaped by both necessity and care. From the edge of the cliff, the view was nothing short of breathtaking. There was a vast expanse of ocean stretched to the horizon, its surface glinting under the afternoon sun. Waves crashed far below in a steady rhythm.

Seabirds wheeled on the wind, their cries sharp and distant. Straight below were train tracks that delivered supplies and slaves to sell. It was a place that felt both wild and grounded, a balance of human effort and nature’s untamed beauty.

There was an island in the distance, which John thought would have been fun to explore if he were a boy again. However, those days were long past, having experienced too many sunrises and sunsets. His playful days as a boy were just faint memories now.

Straight down were train tracks at the edge of the beach.

Ingenious pulley systems hauled most of the town’s supplies up the sheer cliffside, sparing residents the long, winding trek around the base and up the steep hill. Thick ropes creaked under the weight of crates and barrels, guided by rust-stained wheels and iron arms bolted into the rock face. It was a marvel of practical ingenuity.

John looked over the cliff. That is quite amazing.

It was a little like veins ferrying lifeblood into the heart of a cliff-dwelling village. Travelers often paused just to watch. Bundles of firewood, sacks of grain, and even the occasional goat hoisted skyward, swaying slightly in the sea breeze. They also brought frightened slaves up that way.

The train itself was not official. They extended the tracks from an area where regular trains used to take on water. Those tracks had not been in use for almost twenty years. Smugglers operated the train that ran on those tracks.

Captain John and his men took in the sights and atmosphere of the place. Several Black slaves were repairing a roof, and one looked as though someone had whipped his back long ago. A new dwelling, a storage barn, was under construction near the town center, and two others were carrying a heavy post. Their muscles bulged from all the physical activity they had accomplished in their lives.

High Hill left a powerful impression on Captain John as his gaze swept across the settlement. The place spanned for miles and could eventually grow into a city. It was far larger than he’d expected. Carefully tended gardens stretched in neat rows between homes and outbuildings, bursting with greens and roots and herbs he couldn’t name. From his vantage point, he counted at least five separate homesteads keeping chickens, and not just a few. There were dozens, maybe hundreds, clucking and pecking contentedly in the dirt.

“Nice,” said John.

The coops were massive, some large enough to rival a stable, built with care and craftsmanship. There was ample space for the birds to roam, scratching freely across open patches of land, basking in the sun like pampered livestock. John recognized the irony. These chickens were living better than the slaves he’d seen chained and broken.

John understood that everyone shared the food, and those who were healthy helped fill the barns and tend the crops, with at least half of them being slaves. Most had the aid of a slave. And, of course, hunting for fresh meat was an important way to stay healthy.

High Hill, observed from a distance with his spyglass, seemed insignificant, yet its size was misleading. The Captain had heard many things about High Hill, and now he would learn the truth for himself.

In the field, he observed carrots, corn, and a herd of cattle, primarily cows. His view obscured a significant portion of the town. He wondered why everything flourished here. This land was fertile.

One large dwelling housed a big family. The dwelling housed at least five boys and three girls of various ages. They were running around the house in pursuit of one another. It was a place the Captain judged would be easier to defend than most. Yet, as John knew from experience, sufficient numbers could overrun any place. Enemy spies could pose a significant threat. Spies and assassins could wreak havoc. Kill a few of the leaders, and chaos would ensue.

“What do you think, Captain?” asked Charlie.

John nodded. “Nice setup. We heard about this place years ago, but seeing it is something else. I’m not living up here. We will build the plantation on the flat part of the road below. And it’s gonna be the biggest thing you have ever seen. We’re gonna need some slaves. A lot of slaves.”

His men nodded. “We’ll begin building temporary quarters as soon as we get back down there. I’ll see if the land is for sale or just up for grabs.”

Unfamiliar flowers in numerous boxes adorned many windowsills. However, he had never paid much attention to flowers. John saw a woman pick and eat a petal. Some may have had medical purposes besides just lifting one’s spirits with their beauty. Nature was an enormous help with living longer, healthier lives, if one knew what one was doing. Too much stress will eventually harm a healthy mind.

Sheriff Kingston stepped out of the squat, rectangular, red, and rusted jailhouse. Its slanted metal roof clanged softly in the wind. The place was little more than a box of rusted bars and dry rot, holding ten cells inside. Black men filled two of the cells, sitting solemnly in the shadows with sharp, tired eyes. Kingston didn’t spare them a glance.

He was a tall bastard, built like a post and twice as stiff. His face carried a scowl that never left, like the world had done him wrong, and he was still waiting for an apology. It looked like someone pissed in his boot every damn morning.

A rough wood painted sign nailed to the wall beside the door looked ready to fall, with white paint flaking off in the sun. On it, someone had slapped a crude drawing of Kingston’s sour mug with SHERIFF scrawled underneath. John figured it was for folks who couldn’t tell by looking that this was a man used to giving awful orders and getting away with it.

Doctor Bowston appeared with his black horse, who looked exhausted from climbing the hill. He had four rabbits for supper over his shoulder. “I am not treating that Blackie unless I get paid in advance.” He looked at John, who nodded and gestured at Charlie to barter with the doctor.

Being a new face in town came with judgment. But the Captain was not going anywhere. The quiet stares, half-whispers, and silence conveyed all the information one needed to understand the situation. Folks in High Hill didn’t trust easily, and they sure as hell didn’t welcome strangers without reason. John felt it in every sideways glance, every window where the occupant disappeared.

So far, the only one who didn’t treat him like a loaded gun was Sarah. She spoke to him like he was just a man, not a threat or a burden. Maybe that’s why he liked her. Or maybe it was just because she didn’t look at him like she was already counting the sins on his soul.

He knew they shared a mutual attraction. However, he disliked their mutual attraction and was disappointed in himself. Life had its share of unexpected twists and turns, and he had enough of them.
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A year later, Captain John had established himself in the region. He was a figure both familiar and enigmatic. Some people liked John, others feared him, and more than a few silently despised him. The Captain kept to himself when it suited him, but when he spoke, people listened. There was a weight behind his words, a gravity that didn’t demand respect so much as assume it. The sheriff did not appreciate it in the least.

Everyone who knew him called him Captain. No one was sure whether he earned the title or if it was simply invented, as he never clarified. And no one dared press him on it. There were rumors, of course, that he’d commanded soldiers in the gold war. He had allegedly led a mutiny, hunted pirates, or even been a pirate himself. But John would walk away from questions he did not appreciate. It, of course, increased the speculation.

He didn’t like to talk about his past. Painful stuff. Truth be told, he didn’t like to talk about himself at all. His silences held more truth than most men’s confessions, and perhaps that’s why some trusted him, while others watched him warily from behind their curtains.

The wars Captain John had fought left behind more than scars. They carved memories into his mind like a chisel writing messages into stone. Some nights, the past clawed its way back up from the dark, dragging him into things no man should’ve lived through. Trying to forget it all was like trying to forget being tortured. The worst part wasn’t what he remembered. It was the things he could not stop, especially the innocents being killed.

Many could be classified as walking wounded from the terrible battles. Captain John was reflecting on those who had been mentally affected by the battles, considering himself among them.

John’s massive plantation was a bit of a work of art. The estate, which combined elements of a fortress, stood with work still to be completed. Twelve-foot walls now surrounded the compound, thick with reinforced gates. From the outside, it looked like a place built for war.

Although few people in town were aware of the complete truth, John now owned more Black slaves than any other landowner in the region. He kept it quiet, kept the wagons moving at night, and kept the people hidden behind thick timber.

Armed guard towers loomed at each corner of the compound, dark silhouettes against the sky, manned day and night by men with rifles and keen eyes. Their presence was constant. They watched, unblinking, and cast long creeping shadows across the grounds as if even the sunlight were afraid to linger. It wasn’t just security. It was a warning.

Outsiders whispered about his power, but they never did so when they believed he might be nearby. Some said he had command over men with nothing more than a glance. Others believed he trafficked in darker
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