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This book is dedicated to my parents for so
many things.

Maybe the most trying of these was surviving
my dating stage.

 



Prologue

 


Running faster wouldn’t help her. Attempting
to fight it off wouldn’t either. Her best bet was to find a place
to hide. Amidst the dirt-stained dumpsters and filthy sewage
grates, she’d find shelter. But the demon had returned. It was at
the back of her neck, and it wasn’t wasting time on subtleties. It
was ready to devour her. But perhaps that was what she deserved.
Perhaps that was her fate. For the things she’d done, the demon had
found her; and because of her inability to remain rooted to the
ground below, she had no choice but to let it.

“I’m sorry, Ryon. I’m sorry that I held too
tightly to her. I’m sorry that I wouldn’t let you rest.”

Those words escaped the young-lipped girl as
the shadowed creature finally took hold of the soft groove of
flesh.


Chapter 1: The Mech Princess

 


Stifling. Or something.

That was the way the young girl felt. From
the very first day, she’d felt that way.

They called her Tide.

 


The Sunday after the king’s daughter turned
eighteen, a heavy fog invaded her kingdom.

“Stifling.”

It wasn’t the first time a wave of whiteness
had come to the city. Actually, it was the complete opposite. The
king’s daughter had woken to the frost-like illusions of fog-masked
windows many times before. It was something she was used to. It was
something she welcomed, for each encounter brought the same
sensation: wistfulness at seeing a world buried in haze.

“Or something.”

That was the way it was for the young girl.
More often than not, the mornings spent in her skyscraping palace
were accompanied by the rolling steam-clouds of progress, and that
was just fine by her. For the girl named Tide, it was all just as
well –

Until the third Sunday of her turning
month.

That morning there was something different
about the fog. Something unfamiliar. Something dark. A
certain foreignness crowded the sky.

The king’s daughter closed her eyes.

It was important that she find a name for
it. A word to describe the foreign thing’s nature. If she could
just think of something simple and clear to call the change, it
would help make the fog seem less ominous.

But it wasn’t that easy. No matter how hard
she tried, ‘simple and clear’ wouldn’t come to her. Ambiguities
were all she could reach.

An anonymous aura seasoned with despair?
Maybe. Maybe that was close.

It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to
do.

What the young girl didn’t know – what she
couldn’t have known – was that the ‘aura’ wasn’t an aura at all. It
was a presence, a slithering presence that had already slipped into
her veins. There it would stay, undetected, until the end.

“Stifling,” muttered the mouth that was
Tide’s. “Or something.”

Either way, she finished wringing out her
hair with olive eyes transfixed on the window.

When the longest strands were at least
partially dry, the girl named Tide threw on a pink stocking cap and
trotted to the kitchen. Upon the counter sat a note. Tucking the
last of her escaping bangs into the bottom of her cap, she read the
note and sighed.

“Of course you have an early morning, Dad.
Is it even necessary to leave these notes anymore?”

But Tide had long come to realize that those
notes weren’t for her sake. They were for his. Her father’s. Nero
Yondo, so-called ‘King’ of the mechanized Midwest.

“Back by dusk?” Tide crumpled the note.
“That’s vague enough. Thanks, Dad.”

The king was a good father, but a present
father he was not. Morning meetings aside, much of Nero’s time had
been occupied since the federal government’s buyout of his latest
invention. It was an inevitable takeover that had ensued as soon as
the drill-like contraption’s true usefulness had come to light,
turning Nero from inventor to businessman in a matter of weeks.
Absence was his call sign. Nero knew this, and the notes were his
penance.

Tide left her apartment with a piece of
toast in her mouth and a yellow envelope under her arm. The city
was sleepy. The people were dreary. All of them were weighed upon,
at least in part, by the fog.

“Or something?” the young mouth said
again.

Tide fanned at the air around her face. It
didn’t help. The fog hurried to fill the space left behind.

Through the whiteness it was impossible to
tell that the city beyond the girl’s high-towered window was a
world of cogs and cranks and turn-gears. A world of rust-coated
metal walls and dirty blackrock pavement. A patchwork of old metals
no longer otherwise necessary since the dawning of the age of
inventors and the discovery of Bororore – the miracle fuelstone –
some hundred years earlier.

That ore was responsible for the shimmering
effect of the street’s tallest buildings.

Had the fog surrendered for but a moment, a
person visiting the city might have been welcomed by the sign
etched in copper: St. Laran: Mechanical Capital of the Midwest; and
although the sign and self-named capital were hidden on that
Sunday, the grinding, clanking, steaming sounds that accompanied
the city’s many contraptions continued to clamor, unstifled and
uncontained.

Tide’s mouth moved again: “Something.”

“Something?” responded a voice that wasn’t
hers.

It wasn’t hers, but she knew it well. She’d
heard it a thousand times or more.

“Y?” said Tide. “Is that you?”

The king’s daughter was answered by a
shrouded snigger.

Wynona, Tide’s neighbor, had – at a young
age – discarded the rest of her name, settling instead on a
simplified ‘Y’. That was something the boyish girl’s mother had
long disapproved of, stating that no respectable person went by a
one-lettered name, to which Y often responded that many a
respectable gang leader had. Comments like those turned Y’s mother
pale, even if becoming a gang leader was far from Y’s nature.

“Well, it could be me,” said the person who
was indeed Y. “Or it could be some creep.”

“Hmmm.” Tide’s eyes focused on the squat
orange-haired girl through the fog. “That sounds about right. You
are the stalker type, after all.”

“Rude!” said Y. “Why? Just because I
followed that professor around? That was only for like a week, you
know. Very charming of you to bring up the mortifying moments of my
past, Tide Yondo. What better way to start the day than to be
reminded of my greatest hits? Thanks for that.”

Y smiled, but it was through gritted teeth,
for she was an imperfect, prideful being who often felt the sting
of offense at even the most playful of comments. Mornings were the
worst. They meant that lunch, the force capable of calming Y’s
touchy nature, was still a long ways off. Y would be cranky until
then.

Tide knew that. She knew it better than
most. Still, for no reason at all, she continued to press the
cantankerous girl:

“You’ve always been like that,” said Tide.
“I wonder why.”

“Excuse me? Like what? What are you
getting at?”

“Uh . . .” But Tide didn’t know what to say;
the comment had escaped her lips absentmindedly, and in the absence
of a better answer, she offered a shrug that was hollow and
uncommitted. It concerned Y enough to look past her rudeness.

“Dude,” said Y, poking the spacy girl’s arm.
“What’s wrong with you today? You’re acting funny.”

Tide took a moment and then, “It’s the
weather . . . or something.”

“Again with the ‘somethings’? You mean the
fogginess?”

Tide nodded. “The fogginess, or . . .?”

“Or something, right?”

“Right,” said Tide.

“Weirdo.”

Feeling very much like a weirdo, the king’s
daughter shook away the lingering feelings of haze and realized
that she and Y had been walking through the market district near
her home. They were on course for nothing, as far as Tide knew, but
Y’s footsteps were determined. Much more determined, at least, than
Tide’s lagging own.

“Where are we going, again?” asked Tide.

“Huh?” said Y. “Seriously?” She eyed
her friend with concern. “You really ARE off today, aren’t you?
Thus, I’ll have to answer your question with a question of my own!
Why, dearest Tide, are you drifting along beside me with that
envelope?”

“Envel-?”

But as soon as Tide’s eyes found the yellow
envelope stowed beneath her arm, she remembered just what she and Y
had agreed to the night before. The reason Y had been waiting
outside of her palace. The reason Tide’s breakfast had consisted of
a single piece of hurriedly prepared toast.

Tide smacked herself on the forehead.
“Omigod!”

“Idiot.” But Y shrugged it off. She wasn’t
the sort of person to question awkward behavior – or anything for
that matter – more than necessary. Essentially, she didn’t
pry. Maybe she was that good of a companion; maybe she just
didn’t care. Either way, she said only,

“Are you prepared?”

Tide was prepared. She was very prepared,
but she didn’t feel like it.

“N-”

“Ah, ah, ah!” Y cut her off. “Before you
answer that way, I want you to think about it VERY carefully. Think
about the hours and hours of precious could-have-been-lounging time
spent climbing at the outskirts. Think about the weeks of allowance
spent on strategy books. Think about the sheer awesomeness of the
contents of that envelope. Now, I ask you again. Are you prepared,
Tide Yondo?”

With that, Tide couldn’t keep from grinning.
The fog wanted to turn her eyes downcast, but all of Y’s words had
been truth. She understood; she let them in; and when she answered,
– “Hell yes!” – she was sincere.

“Aha! See? That’s more like it!” Y said.
Under her breath she added, “You’d better be.”

Tide frowned. “What was that?”

But instead of elaborating, Y stopped
abruptly next to a bedraggled recyclables merchant who happened to
be peddling in an unauthorized patch between two much more
legitimate-looking carts.

“Uh, okaaaay?” Tide studied the shoddy
salesman warily. “Fun pit stop. Need to buy a cog, or-?”

“Look!” blurted Y. She pointed with her
pinky to the space beyond the cart.

Tide followed the gesture. She didn’t see
any cause for alarm, though. “What? Why are you so excited all of a
sudden?”

“That guy!” sang Y. “That guy right
there!”

Tide found him. She found the guy, but still
no cause for alarm. “What about him?”

“He’s-! He’s-!” continued Y
breathlessly.

“What? He’s what?” Tide was getting anxious.
She hurried to look for any infirmities the boy might have. “What’s
wrong with him!?”

“He’s, you know!” said Y. “He’s really
cute!”

Tide dropped her jaw. And then she groaned.
The boy was cute, but that was beside the point. “Seriously,
Y? You had me thinking it was some escaped convict or something!
You’re so high strung tod-”

“Oh! Wait! Look away!” said Y.

“Eh?!” Tide squinted. “What now?”

“False alarm.” Y lowered her voice. “It’s
one of those. It’s a ‘Second’.”

The envelope was still snuggly upon Tide’s
person; the fog was thinning; and in the aftermath of Y’s
proclamation, there was unsettled silence.

While the disappointed girl’s eyes darted
away from the ‘false alarm’, Tide’s stayed, disobediently
transfixed on the cute boy who was a Second. Now that she looked
closer, she realized that Y was right. He was one of them.
There was no mistaking it. His neck, just below his ear, was
branded by a scarlet tattoo. A swirled, nonsense design carried by
all of them. All of those who weren’t real. All of those who’d
never been born. Never been created. Never been named.

“They creep me out,” said Y. She busied
herself with the unauthorized merchant’s wares.

But the boy didn’t creep Tide out. He made
her curious. Protected in her apartment tower, she hadn’t had as
much interaction with those beings as the rest of her peers
had. The sight of the boy didn’t make her uneasy. It sucked her in.
Pulled her eyes away from the fog. Kept her feet from moving
forward. Without that tattoo, he would have seemed normal. He would
have been like any other resident of St. Laran. He would have been
. . .

“He’s just a boy,” Tide said without really
meaning to.

Y was silent for a moment before letting out
a grunt that was wholly unflattering. “Just a boy!?” she cried.
“Are you crazy!? IT isn’t a boy! IT isn’t anything like a boy!”

“Calm down. What I meant is he LOOKS like a
real-”

“NO, Tide. IT isn’t a ‘he’. IT is an
unnatural thing spawned from some sorry sucker’s depression. IT
shouldn’t be outside on its own. IT shouldn’t even exist. And IT
definitely shouldn’t be thought of as a person. So don’t. It’s
weird.”

In too little time, Y was worked up – more
worked up than she needed to be – but even so, Tide wasn’t
listening. She was still looking at the Second, who was sitting
alone against a poster-clad wall, chin in his hand and knees to his
chest. The corners of his mouth were down, as though he were making
no attempt at feigning happiness or covering up his despondent
state of being.

Depressing maybe, but not creepy.

Tide was sheltered. She was sheltered to an
extreme, but like her father, she’d been born with a hidden
conviction. She didn’t mind appearing naïve. Not around Y, at
least. Confidence and inquiry were the keys to success, or so Nero
often said.

“What I don’t get,” said Tide, ignoring Y’s
outburst and continuing to size up the boy, “is where their skin
and everything comes from. I mean, Seconds are known as ‘ones who
aren’t born’, but obviously they’re born, right? They’ve got
to be. At least in some sense. Right, Y?”

“Born?” Y was already calm again. She turned
over a bracelet made from an old skeleton key. “Mmm, not quite.
They just use the chemicals in the air to materialize
themselves.”

“The chemicals?”

“Particles. Pollutants. What have you. Each
of them is a materialization of a real person’s negative emotions.
Despair and regret bottled in a suit of flesh. Gross, right? But
here’s the thing I find MOST creepy. They look completely different
from the people to whom their emotions belong. It’s like they
design their physical images themselves. Don’t you think it’s at
least a little disturbing?”

Tide thought about it. “No, but it is
crazy. Like an extreme case of split personality disorder.”

“More than crazy,” agreed Y. She shuddered.
“I’d better not ever spawn one of those things. I’d better not ever
become a ‘Main’. If I do, kill us both.”

Tide ignored the morbid comment. She wasn’t
in the mood. “So, let me get this straight,” she said dully. “You
hate Seconds, yet you know all about them? That seems a little
suspicious.”

The gears merchant, who’d been picking at
something on his arm, let out a crusty laugh.

“That’s because,” said Y, baring her
teeth. “I had to take a class on them last quarter for my social
credit. Not like it was my choice.” She glared at the
eavesdropping merchant. Then she turned to Tide. “Besides, I don’t
really know that much more than your average commoner. It’s just
that YOU know much less.” It was payback time. Y turned sly. “You
know, being a ‘princess’ and all.”

There it was.

Tide stiffened.

Y sniggered.

The gears merchant picked.

Tide let out a groan. She’d expected it to
come up at some point, but in lieu of that Sunday’s other
preoccupations, she’d been hoping it would somehow slip Y’s mind.
“Do me a favor and NEVER call me that again, would you?” she
said

Tide knew exactly what Y was referring to.
Last week’s paper. The Laran’s Post. They’d had the nerve to
mention her. And they’d done it with such swag, too. Nero Yondo’s
Daughter: Mechanical Princess Tide. Tide cringed. It was
mortifying. It was so, so mortifying! And to think her father’s
lawyer had actually congratulated her on the atrocity.

“It’s just so dumb!” growled Tide. “Dad
makes one stupid invention, and suddenly I’m viewed as an heiress
by everyone in St. Laran. Like: Surprise, I got you this company.”
She made an ugly frown. “And now there’s no escaping it.”

Y’s slyness was at full force. “Well, you
are an heiress. It only makes sense that you’d be viewed
that way.”

“Not that I’ve agreed to anything like that!
I don’t WANT to take over his company. And why he’d even want me to
is beyond me. I don’t know anything about Mekanix or Bororore or
business or-”

“Hmph.” Y set the bracelet down with a
clank, and sighed. “Want to know what I think? I think that
YOU should be grateful for having something like that just handed
to you, spoiled princess. The rest of us have to grovel and scratch
our ways to the top.”

The fog had dissipated, and the yellow
envelope was starting to slip out from under Tide’s arm, but Tide
didn’t notice. She’d been fuming. Embarrassed. Frustrated. And in
the midst of those emotions, her eyes had returned to the sad boy.
The boy marked by red.

She allowed herself to be distracted by the
oddity that was his presence.

“Scratch your way to the top of what, Y?”
she said half-heartedly. “You’re going into landscape artistry.
It’s not exactly a cutthroat field.”

“Landscape sculpture! It’s totally
different!”

“Right,” murmured Tide. “I always forget how
much you hate painting. How is playing with clay better,
again?”

Y’s expression turned dry. “How can you not
know this? Working with your hands to mold something is a lot more
creative than simply picking up a brush and wibbling it around on a
piece of paper. I mean, even my four-year-old cousin can-”

But Tide still wasn’t paying attention. Y
noticed, and she let out a groan.

“Tide! Honestly, pull your eyeballs away.
What the hell is wrong with you?”

Tide didn’t know the answer to that. There
was no fog to muddle her up. It was all her. She was letting
herself be muddled.

“He looks content,” mumbled Tide. “Even
though he’s sad, somehow it’s like he enjoys being sad. Does that
make sense?”

“Ish! I told you, IT’S CREEPY.
Something made from the unsteady emotions of a person?
Something that makes flesh from smog in the air? They’re probably
just accumulations of the dead skin cells that fall off our scalps
in the middle of the night.”

The yellow envelope fell to the ground, and
it broke Tide’s Second-induced spell. She wrinkled her nose. “Eew.
Bad image, Y.”

“What? It’s true . . . probably.”

“My, my. With so much knowledge stored
inside your skull, it’s a wonder your grades aren’t better. Not
that I can really blame your professors for giving you low marks
once they realize you you’ve been following them around in your
free time.”

It was still before lunchtime. Tide’s
playful backlash was a little too sarcastic for Y’s fragile
pride.

“Geh! C-come on, already,” said Y, scowling.
“Forget about your gawking. We’re going to be late.”

It was at that moment that the young
princess realized that they were, indeed, in danger of being late.
She dropped to her knees and scrambled to retrieve the envelope
that had floated just out of reach. Its contents remained
intact.

Y shot the key bracelet another thoughtful
look of appraisal, the recyclables merchant shot Y a disapproving
frown at her ultimate dismissal of his wares, and Tide shot one
last inquisitive glance at the boy who was a Second.

The Second took no notice of any of these
things. He closed his eyes and let himself be dead to the
world.

Not creepy. Tide was certain of that, even
if she wasn’t certain of much else.

The two friends hurried to make up for lost
time. They left the Second and merchant the way they’d been. They
left them both and continued on their journey. Tide walked with a
determination equal to Y’s as together they carried on through the
market district.

But there was something wrong with Tide now.
Wrong, Y might’ve said, though Tide herself would have viewed it
the anomaly as ‘different’ had she even been aware of the
sensation. Different. Changed. Awakened. The fog had left its mark
on her.

Now as they traversed the dingy, metaled
city, Tide’s eyes were locked on one color: RED. Blood red. That
color continually found the eyes that were Tide’s – each time upon
a neck that had never been born. The stained red of Seconds caught
her eye. Whereas she’d found them unnoticeable on all days
preceding that Sunday, she now spotted them with vigor. Her eyes
snapped from Second to Second, and she realized for the first time
that there were many among them.

Seconds were everywhere.

“Yeah, there are lots of them now, aren’t
there?” Y read her thoughts.

“Wha-? Er- yeah. There are. When did that
happen?”

“Dude, you are so sheltered.”

Y left it at that. Caring not, or perhaps
being a good friend, Y said nothing more on the subject.

Without speaking, they carried on. They knew
the path well. They’d traveled it repeatedly on their training
trips out of the city. Tide held the yellow envelope tightly –
fearing another hapless drop – until, in the space somewhere
between a secondhand clothing store and an imported organics shop,
they reached their destination.

“Well,” said Y. “We’re here.”

They were. Before them stood the Weighted
Dome. A colossal architectural beast out of place in St. Laran. A
sphere constructed solely from metals of old. The only one of its
kind. It was where dirt-nosed scrap climbers turned in their marks,
where reckless adolescents found their partners, and where people
of any social standing could stand to make a few bucks. In short,
it was a place Nero’s lawyer had forbidden the young princess from
ever entering.

But it didn’t matter because Tide wasn’t
just an heiress. On that Sunday, she was a climber; and as a
climber, she’d cast aside her father’s order in order to gain her
rights as huntress.

Scrap huntress Tide would soon be born.

Somewhere, in a different part of the city,
a boy with blue-ish hair was chewing the end of his glasses. For
some reason, he felt strange. Stranger than normal, anyway. The fog
surrounding the princess hadn’t reached him, yet he could sense a
shift in things. The scales, which had remained quiet for the last
two years, were starting to tip.

The boy frowned.

In his lap sat a box made from the remnants
of old license plates. With a lifeless hand, he patted it. The tiny
lock that held the box shut was securely in place; the key hidden
somewhere the box wouldn’t be able to find on its own.

For now, it was safe.

Soon, though, the time would come when the
box would need to be opened. The boy’s soul was wearing thin. The
boy knew it. And so did a dark, lurking thing that was watching
him. The boy felt its breath on his neck.

He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

The dark presence laughed.


Chapter 2: The Weighted Dome

 


To some, becoming a hunter was a pastime.
But to the princess, it was her only escape. Little did she know,
the demon was already watching her.

 


“Did you see that, folks!? That one’s got
promise, eh!?”

Tide would’ve been happy had the judge’s
eyes been upon her during the commentated praise. However, it was
another girl the shrew-faced geezer had been watching the entire
first round – a skinny girl who’d been dominating since the
pistol’s fire.

“Tide!” yelled Y from the stands.
“Concentrate!”

Tide’s black hair was tied into two buns.
Her goggles were strapped. Her mitts were laced. She’d followed all
of the same steps she always had, but something was different about
this climb. She couldn’t seem to do the one thing Y urged her to
do: concentrate.

The rules of the Weighted Dome were simple.
The first three to make it to the top of the giant sharded scrap
heap at the center of the arena would be allowed to present their
yellow envelopes to the wrinkled judge seated near the dome’s top.
Making it to that stage was most important, but it wasn’t just
about speed. If at any time a climber bled, that climber would
immediately be disqualified. Thus, the goal was to scale the heap
cleanly and skillfully before the other contestants. Carelessness
was a climber’s worst enemy. From the top three, the judge would
choose a pair by studying the contents of their yellow envelopes.
In that way, one Sunday a month, a new partnership of climbers was
chosen to join the ranks of the Weighted Dome’s professional
hunters.

Bystanders placed bets on which new climbers
would make it. Their shouts filled the muggy air and surrounded the
young princess, who was struggling to make her way up. As it stood,
she was fifth out of a group of ten. She really was better than
that. She really was a shoo-in.

But she couldn’t get her mind off that
color.

“Red.”

Preoccupied, she wondered if there were any
Seconds inside the Weighted Dome. Of course, those beings
wouldn’t be allowed to join in the sport, but were they allowed to
watch?

Why did it matter?

The fog. That was why.

“TIDE?! He’s going to pass you! Pull your
head out of your ass and CLIMB!”

Tide was naturally scrawny, but extensive
climbing routines had given her upper arm and back muscles she
wouldn’t have otherwise possessed. Even so, she would’ve slipped to
sixth if it hadn’t been for Y:

“TIDE! COME ON!”

Because of the on-looking girl’s frantic
cries, the muscles in Tide’s shoulders began to react on their
own.

While the king’s daughter zoned out with
thoughts of RED, her body did the work. With a well-timed heave she
managed to cut off ‘Number Six’ before he could make it past her.
Number Six let out a cry of disgruntlement that distracted careless
Number Four. Looking back for a split-second, Four didn’t notice a
sharp metallic edge of scrap until it had already pierced her arm.
A trickle of blood ran down her elbow. It was small, but the blood
scouters spotted it.

“OUT!”

“Gaaah!” screamed a now ex-Four.

“That’s right, Tide! Just like that!”
cheered Y.

With Four’s disqualification, Tide was the
new four. Three other climbers were before her. Skinny Number One,
a longhaired boy in second, and a noticeably-muscular girl in
third. Wearing only a sports top and shorts, Number Three had
several fans hooting for her for no good reason . . . or so Y had
concluded.

Tide wasn’t completely aware of what was
happening, but her trained muscles continued to do what her brain
couldn’t. Her hands gripped a safe, smooth piece of debris and used
it to pull the rest of her body higher. Meanwhile, her right foot
wedged itself beneath a rusted bar that looked to be a piece of an
old flagpole – though it was too rusted to tell for sure. It gave
Tide the proper footing needed to advance, and with it, her other
leg found a higher up piece that looked big enough to support her
weight.

It was a miscalculation, though. The piece
was loose, and with the pressure of Tide’s foot, became
dislodged.

“Ah!” Tide let out a small cry.

Y held her throat. She was certain her
friend had been scraped. Tide’s body, too, paused in anticipation.
It’d felt a small pang. A small pang just along the shin . . .

But there was no wetness to follow the pang,
and in the end, no blood calls were made. Tide remained
unscathed.

“Phew!” Y coughed and released her
throat.

The dislodged piece fell beneath Tide’s
body, which had already set course for a safer route, and tumbled
down a ways, bouncing along the side of the heap. Number Seven was
unlucky enough to get struck.

“OUT!” came the blood call.

“Whoo-hoo! That was all you, Tide! . . .
TIDE?! LOOK OUT, YOU IDIOT!”

In the nick of time, Tide’s body swung out
of the way of a large piece of scrap that’d been dropped from
above.

“Red,” muttered the princess that still
wasn’t paying attention.

“NICE!” commentated the geezer judge, and
this time he really was referring to her.

But it didn’t matter, scrawny Number One was
almost at the top, and longhaired Number Two wasn’t far behind.
Tide’s body was making up for lost time, but Number Three wasn’t in
any sort of passing range. She’d sized Tide – or at least Tide’s
body – to be a variable threat, and as a strategic maneuver, had
snuck around the side of the heap. Out of reach. Out of touch. Tide
was going to be number four, and there wasn’t anything she could do
about it.

“Hightail it, Tide! Pass up that floozy!”
shrieked Y, drawing glares from a large portion of Number Three’s
supporters.

“F . . . flooz . . . HUH?!” When Tide
finally snapped out of it, it was too late.

Number four wasn’t going to get their
envelope opened by the judge. Number four would have to try again
after a three-month’s probational period. Number four was a
loser.

But then something happened – something
unexpected and miraculous – that shielded Tide from loserhood.

Just as Number One was pulling herself onto
the heap’s crown – a flat shining platform at the top of the dome –
Number Two, who was right behind the skinny climber, grabbed a
serrated piece of pipe that was jutting out of the heap off to his
right, and for no apparent reason, lodged it straight into Number
One’s calf.

“KYAAAAH!”

Number One let out a scream and kicked at
Number Two’s face, but the rest of the dome quieted and waited for
the first signs of red.

“OUT!”

“NO!” sobbed ex-Number One.

With that, the new number one pulled himself
onto the platform in her place. The crowd erupted in cheers.

“What the hell?!” said Y. “He was already in
the top three, so why’d he-?” But it didn’t matter; all that
mattered was that Tide was now in the top three, and that number
four was too far away from her to pose any real threat. “GO, TIDE!
CLIMB!”

The crowed cheered even more when muscled,
sports-topped Number Two reached the platform.

“ONE SPOT LEFT,” said the judge.

That spot was for Tide.

Determined, she climbed the last leg of the
heap faster than she’d climbed any other part of it. The fog was
gone from her head, and the only red she could see was the red left
by ex-Number One’s calf. It dripped over the edge of the platform,
staining the topside of the heap crimson. Tide didn’t care and
plowed right through it and onto the shimmering top.

“OVER!” the judge’s voice boomed.

And that was it. Before Tide could even
really wrap her head around the fact that it had begun, round one
was over. The top three stood together, panting. They’d done it.
But while each of the winners should’ve been concentrating on their
victory and recovery, the longhaired boy who was the new number one
was doing something strange. For some reason he was . . . staring
at Tide with a corrupt sort of smile on his mouth.

Or maybe that was just her imagination, for
when she looked at him again, the smile was gone, and he was
doubled over, panting with the rest.

The disgruntled cries of the lesser
contestants rang from the bottom of the heap, but none of theirs
were as loud as Y’s happy cheers.

“YOU DID IT, YOU ZONED OUT IDIOT! YOU
ACTUALLY DID IT!”

But it wasn’t over yet.

“The top three shall now enter the judge’s
chamber,” said one of the blood scouters.

The second and final round had yet to
begin.

There was a loud buzzing sound from above,
and the interior of the Weighted Dome began to shift. From one of
the walls above the spectators, a series of mechanized planks moved
into place away from the wall and to the edge of the heap’s top
platform, forming a bridge-like catwalk that connected the heap to
the far side of the dome where a long window shielded the rest of
the dome from the office that was the judge’s. Even through the
glass, his geezerly eyes pierced the three finalists.

The three recovered. Sports-topped Two was
first to make a move for the catwalk. Tide’s fog was already
slipping back in. It kept her there, bent over, even though the
breath had already returned to her tired lungs. She stayed that way
until –

“Oy!”

– Number One grabbed her elbow and yanked
her to her feet.

“Huh?” Tide blinked at him.

“Come on,” the boy said, voice hushed. “I
didn’t stab that chick for nothing, did I?”

“What’re you-?”

“MOVE IT! MOVE IT!” chanted the crowd.

Number One released her arm and stepped onto
the planks after Sports Top. Tide watched him go. Something was
off. Number One was acting like he knew her? But she didn’t know
him. She was sure she didn’t. But she was also dizzy, and that
dizziness made her question her surroundings . . . and herself.

“MOVE IT! MOVE IT!”

Tide was last to move onto the catwalk.

Y narrowed her eyes at the lagging princess.
“Good grief! What is WRONG with that girl? Oh well. GO, TIDE!”

Tide’s feet carried her across the bridge.
Number One’s back was to her. He released his long mane from its
ponytail and allowed the strands to fall freely around his
shoulders. Like dust, thought Tide. Shiny, flowy, dusty hair.
Trying to keep from losing balance along the narrow walk, Tide
watched it shift from side to side. Shiny. Flowy. Dusty. Shiny.
Flowy- The boy felt her stare on his back. He looked behind him and
gave another of his corrupt smiles.

“Whaaa?” Y let her mouth fall open. This
time she’d seen it too. Or maybe she hadn’t. She couldn’t be
sure.

Not wanting to warrant another creepy
glance, Tide kept her eyes to herself the rest of the way as she
followed Sports Top and Number One across the dome and into the
judge’s office.

The geezer was even more geezerly in person.
“Ahhh, yes!” he said to the noisy crowd. He eyed the three
finalists up and down. “Two girls and one boy! Excellent, eh? For
those of you who’ve forgotten your binoculars, we’ve got quite a
group today!”

Tide didn’t like the way the geezer’s eyes
lingered.

“Really,” continued the judge. “A
good-looking group of young people! We have a strong, solid boy
with a mop the color of ash as our firstplaceman!”

Tide raised a brow. She wouldn’t be fooled.
Number One’s hair was definitely more dusty than ashy. But then
again, maybe that was due to the fragments of fog that yet remained
behind her eyes.

The crowd didn’t care about the judge’s
choice of words. They let out another cheer.

“Our second placer?” continued the judge.
“Well, I’m sure even those of you without binoculars could see that
she’s . . . Well, congrats!”

Down below, Y gritted her teeth at the
judge’s near-usage of the word ‘busty’.

“And our third place girl-” His lingering
peepers were back.

Tide was sure that no one would recognize
her as Nero’s daughter. She was beyond-a-doubt sure, because even
though she’d been written of in the paper, her photograph had
never, ever been printed; Nero had made certain of that. In
addition: aside from Y, her father’s lawyer, and a handful of other
people, Tide didn’t exactly interact with the population. She was .
. . secluded. That was why there was no way the stranger – or
anyone else for that matter – would recognize her. To them, she was
just another street-dweller.

But none of that mattered. Those geezerly
eyes made her uneasy, regardless of how unfeasible it was that
they’d distinguish something.

“Yes, our third one – our newcomer,
at that – is a lovely little thing with black hair. She’s got quite
a bit of fight in her, from what I’ve gathered; although her
expression is lacking. Are you in there? Knock knock, girly!”

He waved a wrinkled hand in front of Tide’s
face. Tide looked at him groggily. She was ‘in there’, and
she wanted to tell him so – to let him know that she existed – but
she couldn’t get herself to respond. Lucky for Tide, there was
someone that could.

The young girl didn’t know Number One. She
was quite sure of that. But even though she didn’t know him, that
didn’t stop the stranger from leaning over, cupping her ear, and
whispering,

“You’re alive, aren’t you?”

And the words were magic. Or something. Just
like that, they pushed the fog away from her mind. They pushed the
RED away from her thoughts. Tide looked at Number One. He was older
than her . . . maybe. Or at least he looked that way. His eyes were
large. His hair was silky.

Tide’s cheeks blushed. “A-alive?” she said.
“Of course.”

The judge was watching with amusement. He
let out a loud laugh that echoed, amplified, throughout the
dome.

“Yeah,” said Tide again. “Er- sorry . . . I
don’t know what came ove-”

“Shock. Adrenaline. This is your first time,
huh?” said Sports Top. Her accent was thick. So were her curls.

“First time?” said Tide, blinking. “Yeah.
Yeah, it is.”

“Me?” said Sports Top. “It’s my fourth try.
I was all numb like you my first go, too. Never made it into the
top three before, though.”

Tide looked to Number One.

“My third,” he said. “And it’s also my third
time into the top three.”

“Huh?” Tide shook her head. She didn’t get
it. “You mean you’ve made it before? Then why are you-”

“Yes,” said the judge. Then he covered his
microphone so as to speak discreetly. “And this had better not be
the third time he turns us down! Dimwit kid. Gets a rush just from
the test, I think. Nevertheless, the crowd loves him, so I suppose
it’s not all that bad.”

Tide let herself stare at Number One rudely.
“You mean he-?”

“That’s right,” said Sports Top. “He always
gets chosen, but he never wants to earn his rights. Makes a mockery
outta the rest of us.”

“Seriously?! Why would you do something like
tha-”

“Now, now,” said Number One. “Let’s hurry
this right along. The fans are getting anxious.”

Tide wanted to press the issue, but the
boy’s shrug-off caught the judge’s attention, and before Tide could
get in another word –

“All righty, then!” The old-timer’s voice
was amplified once more. “It seems the contestants have had time to
recover! So . . . ON WITH IT!”

The crowd cheered.

“May I have the envelopes?”

Tide didn’t take her eyes off of Number One.
She tried, but she couldn’t keep them off. And he couldn’t
take his eyes off of her either. Tide didn’t like it. The Second
she’d seen earlier hadn’t creeped her out. But Number One did. He
definitely did.

“Aaaand that lacking expression is back,
ladies and gentlemen. Perhaps our third placer doesn’t want to hand
in her-”

“Right!” Tide threw the envelope at the
judge before he could tease her further.

The judge took the three envelopes and
turned his back to the finalists. “Ooo-hoo!” he said. “Surprising
results indeed! I think it’s completely clear who our victorious
pair is! Now then, shall I show off the photographs?”

The crowed cheered louder than ever
before.

“I said, SHALL I SHOW OFF THE
PHOTOGRAPHS?!”

The dome erupted with ravenous, fanatical
cries. Y shrank into her seat.

“You’ve got this, Tide,” she muttered. “I
mean, you’d better. We went waaaay out of city limits to get that
shot, so you’d better win, you hear? You’d better win!”

Tide, of course, could not hear her any of
her friend’s muttered encouragement. Nonetheless, she straightened
and waited for the results.

“You asked for it, ladies and gentlemen, so
heeeeeere it comes!” With his back turned to the contestants, the
geezer handed off the three photos to be loaded onto the dome’s
large projector screen.

Number One stepped beside Tide. “You know,”
he said under his breath. “I’m anxious to see your photograph.”

“Why?” said Tide. She wrinkled her forehead
at him. But then a thought crossed her mind. A terrible, terrible
thought. “Wait, you don’t know-!” Heaven forbid anyone should
recognize her as Nero’s daughter! But that was impossible. It had
to be.

Creepy Number One let out a chuckle. “I’m
curious to see, girl, because I know your secret,” he
whispered.

“Eh!?” Nero’s daughter feared the worst. She
fought to remain calm. “W-what secret?”

“Relax. You’re from a privileged family or
something, right? THAT I can tell from your fancy climbing mitts.
No, I don’t really care where you’re from. That’s not the secret
I’m talking about.”

Tide didn’t know how to respond. What other
secrets were there? But she wouldn’t get a chance to find out. Just
then, the crowd let out a series of wild hoots, signaling that the
photographs were being put up. Enlarged for all to see were three
coming-into-focus scenes:

Sports Top scaling the side of one of the
tallest buildings in the nearby Minpolis ruins; Number One hanging
by one hand over the edge of a vast cavernous drop in the St. Laran
Mines; and Tide. Tide’s photo was last to fully show, and it was
something that aroused not a hoot or holler, but a clamor of
hushed, disbelieving discussions.

The judge turned to Tide and raised his
furry brows. He stared at her a moment, loitering eyes at full
force, before starting into his commentated charade once more.
“Well, well! I’ve never seen anything like it, folks, but it seems
our newcomer’s the big winner this time! Can you believe this
little thing actually climbed the top of the Gustway Peak? Neither
can I, but here it is in one hundred percent genuine photographic
proof! I’m sure you all know, but the Gustway Peak makes our dome’s
heap look like a grassy knoll! It’s the largest scrap mountain in
our region, and it’s the first time a newbie’s successfully
presented it to the Weighted Dome as part of their rights trial!
Way to go, newcomer!”

The crowd didn’t know how to take it. They
didn’t whistle or cry or cheer. A few of them clapped, but most of
them remained silent. Most of them studied the projector screen
with scrutinizing eyes. Most of them couldn’t accept it. Neither
could Tide.

“I . . . did . . . it?” she said.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Y rooted to herself.

Sports Top’s jaw was loose. Her eyes were
wide. “Holy sh-”

“Interesting,” said Number One. “Now I’m
REALLY glad I stabbed that chick.”

“Huh?” Tide slowly drew her eyes to him.
“Why did you-”

“Now, now, would you get on with announcing
the second winner, Judgey?” interrupted Number One. “I haven’t got
all day.”

The geezer, who’d been looking at Tide
again, shook his head in an attempt to reach clarity. Even he was
starting to realize just how over-the-top his stare was. “All
right, folks!” he said. “Our second winner was a tough call! Both
photographs were equally great, I’m sure you agree! My decision,
however, is . . . Wait for it . . . Wait for it . . .”

“Crimeny!” said Sports Top. “Would you get
on with it?!”

“It’s ooooooour ash-haired stabby gent! Now,
after seeing his photograph, I’m sure several of you may recognize
him. It’s his third time in the top three, BUT will it be his third
time to turn us down? Or will it be third time’s the charm?”

The judge held his mic to Number One’s
down-turned mouth.

“I’ll do it.”

“WHAT?!” Sports Top let out a shriek.
“Seriously? THIS time you decide to do it?! Just when I finally had
a chance?! Of all of the dirty-”

“Shut up. I’m sure you’ll make it next
time.”

“There you have it folks! Miss Mountain and
Mr. Stabby are this Sunday’s winning pair! The two new hunters will
now return to ground level to complete their registration. Please
refrain from groping, hugging, stampeding, and basically touch of
any kind. I’m sure our winners are tuckered out! Join us next time
right here in the Weighted . . .”

The commentating geezer continued to ramble,
but Tide wasn’t listening. She’d done it. On that Sunday, she’d
overcome the fogginess within her and conquered the Weighted Dome.
She was an official huntress. She was a winner.

But she was in shock.

“Well congrats, partner.” Number One’s smile
of corruption was back in full force. He reached out a hand to
shake hers.

“To you too,” said Tide.

“Stupid! Stupid muttonhead boy! This is the
ultimate mockery!” Sports Top was in an angry frenzy, but Number
One wasn’t paying her any mind.

“Come on, partner,” he said to Tide. “I
don’t intend to waste time. I’d like to get orders for our first
mark today, if possible.”

“Today? Already?!”

“That’s how I roll, girl.”

And before Tide could protest, Number One
grabbed her elbow and tugged her back out onto the plank bridge,
which was slowly transforming into a stairway down to floor-level.
The crowd finally recognized its cheering role and welcomed the new
pair of hunters with a wild round of fevered applause.

“Whoo-hoo!” screamed Y. “Go, TIDE!”

But Tide still couldn’t hear her.

“What’s your deal?” Tide yanked her arm away
from her forceful partner.

“Why don’t you concentrate on the fact that
you’ve just earned your huntress license and stop worrying about
me?”

It was true. Tide had been in shock, but the
realization that she was a huntress was dawning on her, and no
matter how delayed it was, an elated feeling began to fill the
corners of her stomach, the rest of her body responded by
shivering, and suddenly she wanted to shout.

“That’s better,” said Number One.

Tide held in her delayed excitement and
followed Number One down the long metal stairway. The blood
scouters had given up former duties to take station at the edges of
the spectators’ viewing area in an attempt to keep the crazed fans
back. A few wild ones managed to get through, but were tackled
before they could reach the victorious pair. Sports Top sulked a
ways behind.

Tide and Number One were escorted by a free
blood scouter to the registration table. There, Tide filled out the
form. She couldn’t use her real full name, of course, but most
hunters went by aliases anyways. She and Y had already discussed
what her call sign would be.

Ink Tide. She scribbled the
words.

“Ink, huh?” said Number One. He was spying
over her shoulder. “Guess it fits.”

“What about you?” snapped Tide, feeling
violated.

“What do you want to call me? You are, after
all, the one who’ll be using my hunter’s name most. I’d prefer you
used my real name, though, should we happen to get intimate.”

“INTIMATE?!”

The pencil in Tide’s hand snapped in
two.

“Let’s just go with ‘Jobe’. How does that
sound to you, girl?”

With a hot face Tide dropped the snapped
pencil and glared at Number One. He wrote the new name anyway.

Jobe Chuck.

“Tide’s your real name, right?” he said.

“What?! How did you-”

“It’s okay. I just guessed and figured I’d
follow the same pattern. My real name’s here.” He pointed to the
‘Chuck’ part of his callsign.

“Chuck?”

“Charles, actually.”

“Oh. Charles.”

“Hate it, though. A real antique of a name.
Guess it was like my great-great-great-grandfather’s or
something.”

“I’ve never heard it before,” said Tide.

“Just call me Jobe, okay?”

The princess had negative vibes for him. She
didn’t like him for the crypticness he’d displayed. Nor did she
appreciate his assumptions of intimacy. Just because they were
partners all of sudden, that didn’t give him the right to . . .
Plus, all of that talk about a secret without elaborating further .
. . It was just frustrating!

Attempting to hold in those frustrations,
Tide swallowed before answering, “Sure.”

There was silence. Awful, awkward silence
while the clerk filed their forms. That silence followed the new
pair even after they’d been awarded their certificates of rights.
It followed through the back hall of the dome and almost through
the dome’s side door. It would have ended that way, had Jobe not
broken it at the last moment:

“Wait!”

“What?!” lashed Tide.

“Whoa! Easy, girl. What’s with that
reaction? We’ve got to get our first mark, remember?”

“Today? You were serious about that? Look,
I’ve got to meet my friend-”

“Hey! I didn’t say we had to go after it
today. I’d just like to get it, that’s all. Plus, we’ve got to set
up some sort of communication system, you know. You got a fax
machine, or . . .?”

“Arrrgh! Fine!”

Turning on heel, Tide stomped after Jobe,
hoping that Y would wait for her just a little longer. The plan had
been to meet up on the next block over, but with that whooped up
crowd . . . There was a chance she’d get sick of waiting. It was
all right. It was now past noon. Tide wouldn’t blame Y for wanting
to calm that raging sea of touchiness with a sandwich.

Tide and Jobe made their way to the small
garage-like attachment at the dome’s side. It was there that
hunting pairs were given marks, and it was there that completed
marks were exchanged for goods. Tide, of course, had no need for
the goods that the marks office offered. No, her reason for hunting
was something far different. It was for the thrill, for the escape,
and for the certain benefits that came along with the title.
Hunters were given access to sectioned-off portions of the old
city. They were given free roam over the ruins and mines no matter
what time of the night. That was what Tide needed. That was why . .
.

“Zone much?”

“Huh?” Tide shook her head.

She and Jobe were at the marks window. The
lady there was another geezer. In fact, the entirety of the
Weighted Dome seemed to be run by those types.

The lady geezer had way too much lipstick on
and smelled sort of like copper, but she was pleasant enough,
better than that obnoxious judge, at least. She gave them a simple
task. Something nice and easy for a newbie pair.

“Seriously?” said Jobe, scowling at the
brown slip of paper in his hand.

Tide studied it. “We’re to collect
eggs?”

“Yeah, guess so. Boring old eggs? So we
don’t even get to kill anything?”

“Well, it makes sense,” said Tide. “If the
Weighted Dome supplies the underground market, they’d have us bring
them things that the street-dwellers need.”

“People need meat. People need bone. Hell,
people need fur, don’t they?! Whatever. I’m out of here. Wait for
my fax. Just to warn you, it’ll be sooner than later. Let’s get
this bull crap task out of the way so that we can move on to
something good.”

Jobe began to march his way back to the side
door.

“Wait!” This time Tide was the one to call
out.

Surprised, Jobe spun to face her.
“Yeah?”

“Uh . . . about that ‘secret’. What were you
. . . You were just messing with me, right?”

For the final time that day, the corrupt
smile made its appearance. “If it makes you feel better, girl,
let’s just leave it at that.”

“Leave it at what?!”

“Secrets aren’t meant to be shared, are
they?”

“But-!”

But it was no use. Jobe trotted through the
door, leaving Tide alone with the last of the straggling crowd and
blood scouters.

“Moron,” she muttered to no one, for she
believed there to be no one within earshot. But what Tide didn’t
know was that there was one who was watching her from the shadows,
in the same way he’d been the entire trial.

“Congratulations, newcomer,” said a voice
that Tide didn’t recognize from a mouth Tide didn’t know.

Tide whirled around. “Huh? Who-?”

“Your new partner’s a loon. Sorry, couldn’t
help but state the obvious.”

The shadowed observer stepped into view, and
Tide’s eyes grew wide as they fixated themselves on a color. That
one color made its way back into the front of her mind. Her eyes
locked on to it and her mouth moved.

“Red.”


Chapter 3: The Red Tattoo

 


There was never a doubt in her mind that
he’d been created. There was never a doubt in her mind that he’d
been born. The only doubt came when trying to decipher the right
kind of feelings to have towards him . . . towards someone like
him.

 


The mouth and voice belonged to a tall
teenage boy. His hair was sandy and mussed. His demeanor was
confident and loose.

“A real loon,” he said again, taking a step
closer. “Don’t you think so? Boy do I feel bad for you, getting
paired up with someone like him.”

Nero’s daughter knew that the situation was
taboo; that her father’s lawyer would never approve; and that she
had to turn away, take her eyes from the space below the boy’s ear,
and escape the encounter somehow, but she couldn’t. All she could
do was stare and mumble a single hypnotized word:

“Red.”

The boy cocked his head to the side and
folded his arms. “Red?” he said. “Your name? Or . . . Oh! Right.
Heh. You mean this, huh?” He pointed to his neck where a red,
nonsense design marked him as someone who’d never been created.
Never been born.

“You’re a . . .” – Tide fought to get the
word out – “Sec . . . ond?”

“Well, I prefer to be called ‘Rye’,
actually, but sure, I am.”

This was the closest Tide had ever been to
one of them, not to mention the first time she’d even spoken to
one. Her throat knew this, and it let out a sick-sounding groan.
The Second didn’t notice.

“Nice to meet you, newcomer!” He
enthusiastically threw out a hand dressed in a fingerless glove. “I
have to say, that was preeeety impressive. Your photograph, I mean.
How on earth did you manage to climb all the way up there without
drawing a single drop of blood? That’s just . . .”

But when the Second shifted his gaze to the
outstretched hand that Tide had yet to take, he winced.

“Oh . . .” His voice fell. “My mistake. I
assumed that since you were a participant that meant you weren’t
racist, but . . . now that I look at you . . . you must not be a
true street-dweller, right? You’re from one of the complexes,
aren’t you? You aren’t used to people like me.”

It was true. Tide was just staring
impolitely, mouth agape, at the first Second she’d ever met.

“Stupid. I should’ve realized sooner. It’s
actually pretty obvious.” The Second retracted his hand. “I’ll
leave you alone, then.” He turned to leave.

“Wait!” Tide called the word for the second
time that day.

“Oh?” The Second glanced over his
shoulder.

“You’re really . . . a . . .”

The Second flashed her a full-toothed smile.
“Yup!”

He was a Second? A highly-accessorized
Second. And he was cute. Cuter than the one she’d encountered on
her way to the Weighted Dome. But he was a Second! But then, why
wasn’t he all depressed and mopey? Why didn’t he feel like a shell
of a person? Why was he . . .?

“Er- does that make you uncomfortable?”
asked the Second.

Tide had been staring again.

“S-sorry! No . . . I . . .” Tide didn’t know
what to say. “I’ve never met . . .”

“For real? So I was right! You really ARE
from one of those fancy, uber-tall apartments, aren’t you?”

Tide looked to make sure there were no other
shadowed observers watching before nodding.

“Totally called it!” said the Second. “So,
you wouldn’t want to go . . . talk? Maybe? Because I’d really like
to hear the story of how you made it to the top Gustway Peak. I
don’t mind if you pry and stuff, too!”

 


~

 


“Forgive me, Y,” muttered Tide.

She sat across the table from the Second who
looked completely delighted at having the opportunity to speak with
her.

“Thanks for coming,” he said. “I don’t want
to seem like a fanboy or anything, but I totally am. I love
watching the climb, you know? It just gets your veins writhing, you
know!? But I bet it’s even better when you’re actually the one
DOING it. I just hope that someday they allow people like me to
compete too. Uh- what is it?”

It wasn’t that Tide was staring again. It
was more so that she hadn’t yet stopped.

“You’re so happy,” she said dumbly.

“You’re weird,” said the Second.

“EH!? Why!?”

“Ha! Well, for starters, you’re just
brimming with misconceptions. Guess you’re pretty sheltered,
huh?”

“Er-” Tide fiddled with her ear. “Yeah, I’m
trying to be normal, but I guess it’s not really working.
Sorry.”

The Second wasn’t mad, though. He showed off
another silly grin. “It’s okay,” he said. “SO, I was thinking that
it would be fair if we traded.”

“Traded?”

“Sure, like, I answer one of your questions.
And then you answer one of mine. Until one of us runs out.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever run out,” muttered
Tide.

She’d meant it for herself, but the Second
heard it, thought it was for him, and found it hilarious. He burst
into boyish laughter. “This is great! Yo, waitress! Give us two
jugs, will you?”

This was all a first for the sheltered girl.
She’d never eaten with the general population – ‘commoners’, as Y
liked to tease – because she’d never actually entered a
street-level café or restaurant before. But it wasn’t because she
was a snob like Y. It was because her building was equipped with
its own eateries, shops, and grocers run by residents for residents
– places her father’s lawyer had insisted she stick to. Being in
the ground café, being in an establishment like this, was
something foreign to the princess’ lifestyle, so she hadn’t taken
her eyes off of the Second since entering, but as she now followed
his voice to the waitress, another flash of red caught her
vision.

“She’s one too!?”

The Second snorted and smacked a fist
against the Bororore table. “You’re awesome!” He fought to hold
back another rush of laughter. “But keep comments like those to a
minimum, Miss Huntress. People are going to think you’re a
loon next.”

“S-sorry.”

“And stop apologizing, okay? It’s fine, but
it’s getting kind of old.”

“Oh! Sor-”

The Second’s smirk forced her to stop
mid-apology. Trying to behave discreetly, Tide scanned the café and
saw at least five more flashes of red.

“So many,” she mumbled.

“Yeah,” agreed the Second. “But it’s not
really like that everywhere. This café’s one of the
exceptions.”

“How so?”

“Well, you know how most people are all
ashamed when they get a Second? Or maybe you don’t know. Depends on
your degree of shelteredness, I guess. Anyhow, most people are
embarrassed when they get one. I mean, only people with severe
emotional trauma spur second personalities, right? And lots of
times, a Second shows itself in the form of a very painful memory –
a person whose image sparks the memory for no apparent reason. It’s
sort of hard to deal with, so lots of people lock their Seconds
away. Treat them cruelly. Etcetera. The cool thing about this café
is that the owner actually LIKES his Second. So much, actually,
that he allows her to work here as a waitress. Mainstream culture
disagrees, of course, but places like these are starting to scatter
the map. Exciting . . . for people like me, that is.”

Tide brought her eyes to the spirited
Second’s face. She didn’t see anything painful about him, but if
what he was saying was true . . .

“So the person who’s your . . . um . . .
Main?”

“Off limits.” The Second’s answer came
quickly and harshly, and it surprised Tide. Up until that moment,
the Second’s attitude had been chipper. More than chipper, even.
Tide didn’t know how to respond, so she just said,

“Oh.”

“You can ask me about anything,” said the
Second. “Except for him. End of story.”

Awkwardness filled the space around them.
Luckily, it was broken when the red-marked waitress returned with
two jugs of cactus juice.

“Sorry. Touchy subject obviously,” muttered
the Second. He perked right back up, though, after taking a swig
from his jug. “SO, I think that counts as a pretty big answer I
just gave. So big, in fact, that I think it’s worth two questions.
My turn! What’s your name?”

“Tide. Or . . . Ink Tide, I suppose.”

“All right. Well, I’ll just call you Tide.
Sorry, but I’m not a huge fan of the ‘Ink’ thing.”

“Not a . . .? H-hey! Just a sec! Why not!? A
lot of thought went into that name! What’s wrong with it!?”

“Ha!” The Second locked his blue eyes with
hers and grinned. “You spaz. I don’t know. I’m just not a fan.
Tide’s prettier.”

Tide’s neck grew warm.

“That’s why it’s more fitting for you,”
continued the Second.

Tide’s cheek’s copied her neck. The Second
noticed.

“Ah! Sorry!” he said, rubbing the side of
his head sheepishly. “Guess my respect and awe for your climbing
skills turned into a bit of a crush. Whoops!”

With that, Tide’s mouth fell open in a most
unflattering way. She hadn’t had much interaction with Seconds,
true, but she also hadn’t had much interaction with guys in
general, and never had anyone told her that they had a ‘crush’ on
her.

“Whoops! Sorry again!” said the Second. “I
can tell you’re way embarrassed!” He was studying her slack-jaw. “I
couldn’t help myself and sort of blurted it out, but I really
shouldn’t say stupid stuff like that. People will start thinking
I’m a womanizer or something. Please forgive!”

He wrinkled his nose and he really did look
worried. So worried, in fact that it triggered something within the
princess’s psyche.

The young girl returned her jaw to an
acceptable position and smiled. “Forgive?” And the smile was bright
and smart, for Tide was very much the sort of individual whose
personality flourished when she felt confident. And she did.
In that moment, she felt good. His confession had made her . . .
bolder. She continued, “Now who’s apologizing too much?” And
it out came smoothly. Talking to him was getting easier by the
minute.

Relieved, the Second returned the smile.

“So, what’s your second question?” asked
Tide. “You’d better make it good because my next one’s a
doozy.”

“Oh! Right. Heh. A doozy, huh? Too bad
mine’s an easy one.” He paused to take another swig from his jug.
Or maybe he was just stalling. Either way, after a moment he looked
up and said in earnest, “Would you call me Rye? It’s more of a
request, I know, but having a name is something that helps me stay
. . . rooted, so it’s kind of important.”

Tide didn’t know what he meant by ‘rooted’,
but she thought it a reasonable request. She couldn’t very well go
on calling him ‘Second’, could she? Plus, now that she’d spoken to
him, she believed even more that he really was just a boy. Not
creepy. Just a . . .

“Of course, Rye.”

Rye looked across the table at the pretty
girl who’d just said his name and let out an uneasy laugh to cover
up the fact that the face now growing embarrassed was his. “Your
go,” he said, looking away.

“Okay. How long have you . . . existed, and
what was it like when you . . .?”

“Came into being? Now, now, one at a time,
you cheater!”

Even though he was kidding, Tide had to
fight to hold back the apology that longed to escape.

“I’ve been around for about two years,” said
Rye, tapping his chin. “Well, a little more than two years,
actually. Sometimes it’s hard to remember exactly when . . . Uh.
Right. I guess since that wasn’t a very exciting answer, that I’ll
answer your other question too! One day I was aware of myself as
something separate from Foster. But it felt natural. Like I’d
always been around.”

“Foster?”

“Oops! O-off limits!”

The name of Rye’s Main had slipped out too
easily. Rye silently reprimanded himself.

“Er- my turn,” he said. “How did you make it
to the top of Gustway without bleeding? I’ve been there. Well, I
haven’t, but . . . my Main has. There’re jagged things sticking out
just waiting to stab you, right? And it’s way steep, isn’t it? So
how? How’d you manage it?”

It was the same sort of question the
photographic developer had asked when she and Y had taken the film
to get developed. That had been weeks ago, but Tide still didn’t
know how to respond without sounding . . . airheaded. She stared
across the table at the cute Second who was staring so eagerly back
at her. Those wide, interested eyes marked him as a true fanboy. A
fan? Then, she was . . . an idol? Sort of. And he liked her. He was
one of those that had never been born, but he really liked her.
Looked up to her. Was fond of her. She didn’t want to seem
airy, but really, what did she have to lose? And besides, wasn’t
honesty the way to go with someone so genuine?

“I’m afraid I don’t have a great answer to
give you on that one, Rye, because when I climb, I kind of lose
control. My body takes over. Like, with the Gustway . . . I
remember staring at it, being afraid, and then . . . I was at the
top.”

His wide eyes grew wider. “For real?”

“Yeah, my friend Y was with me, though, and
she said it was pretty crazy. You’ll have to ask her the details
yoursel- . . . uh. Never mind.”

Tide was embarrassed, but now it was for a
different reason.

“Oh,” said Rye, picking up on the unspoken
thing. “She’s like you? She’s not used to people like me?”

“Well, I guess she’s had more experience,
but . . .”

“But she doesn’t like us. Got it.” Rye
wasn’t offended. Just disappointed. “Anyways,” he said, “how long
have you been climbing for? I mean, if your body’s crazy trained
like that, then you must’ve worked really, really hard to-”

Tide held up a hand to cut him off. “Aren’t
you forgetting something? Like maybe the fact that it’s MY
turn.”

“Grrr. Okay, okay. Ask away.”

Tide was pleased with herself. “So,” she
said, “you mentioned that your Main had been to the Gustway before.
Does that mean that you remember all of his experiences?”

Rye stared at his lap.

“Or . . . does that count as asking about
him? Sorry. I didn’t mean to-”

“I remember most things.” Rye’s eyes were
still downcast. “In fact, most of the memories I have from before
feel like they’re my own. Like I was actually there. Except, I know
that I wasn’t the primary one in control during those times because
the reactions I remember are opposite of how I would’ve reacted if
given the chance. It’s like even though I was there, I had no
control. I think that’s because even before a Second gains its own
physical form, we can’t compete with the dominant personality.”

Tide didn’t entirely get it, but she
remained quiet. She could tell that Rye was unloading not for her,
but for himself.

“Also, the memories that I remember are . .
. uh . . . sugar-coated, I guess you could call it, because I don’t
remember any of the dark times. I don’t remember any of the painful
things from my Main’s past. There’s a large black hole from the
time right before I materialized. I’m sure it must’ve been
something big. Big enough to make Fost- uh . . . my Main push me
out of his mind for good. Really, it’s pretty complicated, huh? And
. . . I don’t like thinking about it too much because it makes me
feel unreal.”

“That’s the biggest fear for a Second,” said
Tide’s mouth.

“Oh!” Surprised, Rye studied her. “You’re
right.”

But for some reason, the young girl couldn’t
remember the mumbled comment she’d just given. “What? Right? About
what?”

“That being unreal is the biggest fear for a
Second,” said Rye.

“Huh?” The princess was confused.

“Never mind . . . But it is interesting that
even though you’ve been sheltered, you ‘get it’, you know?”

Tide didn’t get it. Fearing airiness,
however, she nodded halfheartedly. It was enough to fool Rye. He
locked eyes with the waitress and pointed to the empty jug of
cactus juice. Then he said,

“All right, back to my climbing question.
How long’ve you been at it?”

“A little less than a year . . . I
think.”

“WHAT?! You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.”

“That’s impossible. I mean, I’ve heard of
being a natural, but there’s no way . . .”

“Yeah, Y says I’m like an
ultra-natural.”

The fanboy in Rye’s eyes glimmered.
“Amazing! When climbing becomes legal for Seconds, you’ve GOT to
teach me!”

It struck a nerve in the young princess.
“Legal for Seconds?” she murmured.

Seconds: People who’d never been born.
Despair in suits of flesh. Second personalities that’d gained their
own physical forms. It was impossible. It was ungraspable.

But it was staring across the table at her
with awe.

“Rye,” said Tide. The Second had had a
point. Saying his name really did help her view him as a
‘person’.

“What?” Rye impatiently tapped the empty jug
on the table to remind the waitress that he needed a refill.

“Rye,” said Tide again.

“Wha-”

But when he saw that Tide’s eyes were locked
on the red on his neck, the Second’s stomach dropped. He released
the jug’s handle and slowly brought his hand to the collar of his
hoodie.

“This?” he asked, tapping his neck. Tide
nodded. She couldn’t pull her eyes away. What was the significance
of that tattoo? All people like him had one. They were all the
same. They were all marked.

Rye tilted his head to the side and tugged
down on the collar with his pointer finger, revealing the entirety
of the red design.

“I have no idea,” he said quietly.

Tide’s body that loved to act on its own
brought a graceful hand from her lap and into the space between the
two new companions. It hung listlessly a moment, before starting to
move across the air in the direction of Rye’s tattoo.

Rye gulped and stared not at the hand, but
at Tide’s eyes. They were different now. They weren’t empty or
anything, though. They were focused. So focused that they could see
nothing but the red of his neck. He, on the other hand, could see
nothing but the green of her eyes, which held a lovely muted
quality.

Time was lagging, and for some lazy minutes,
the silent exchange carried on – Tide’s hand drifting, Rye’s eyes
stuck on hers – until a blurted apology from the princess put an
end to all of if.

“Sorry!”

“Huh?!” Rye snapped out of it in time to
realize that Tide’s fingers were just short of his neck. Her eyes
were large. Her cheeks were red. She looked mortified.

“I-it’s okay!” said Rye. His cheeks were
also red because he’d just noticed that the waitress was standing
at the side of the table with a fresh jug of cactus juice. Tide
pulled her hand back into her lap, attempting to erase the bizarre
behavior she’d just displayed.

“So . . . I’ll just leave this here, then,”
the waitress said and hurried away, but it couldn’t undo the
embarrassment that the princess and Second shared.

“I should be going!” said Tide too
loudly.

“Oh! Right! Yeah! Me too!”

“Bye, then!” Tide shot from her seat.

“Bye!” So did Rye.

Hot-faced, they threw down a few bills –
Tide’s flat and fresh, Rye’s crumpled and sweaty – and hurried to
the café’s exit.

In lieu of the awkward tension, the two
confused diners nearly forgot to exchange contact information.
Indeed, that would’ve been their final encounter, had Rye not
scribbled a messy fax number onto a napkin and thrown it at Tide as
she walked out the door.

That single hasty action would turn out to
be more important than either of them could have predicted.

 


~

 


“WHAT?!”

Tide and Y were in Tide’s bedroom. The
shades were open, but the only light from outside, was the moon,
which was low and large.

“I SO thought that you were with your new
partner all of that time! That’s why I left you guys alone! If I
would’ve known what you were really up to, I never would’ve
gone home!” It was just the sort of reaction Tide had expected.
“What if your dad finds out?!”

But Nero wouldn’t find out. Another one of
his notes had welcomed Tide upon her arrival, informing her that
he’d be staying at the office for the night. That was good. Tide
didn’t know what she’d have said if he’d been home.

“Y, what do you think would be worse? My dad
finding out that I met a Second? Or my dad finding out that I just
got my huntress’ license? If you think about it, on top of
everything else, meeting Rye would only have been a small-”

“Rye? You’re actually calling it that?
CREEPY.”

But Tide wasn’t in the mood for a debate.
She wasn’t in the mood to be a hero of reconciliation. She wasn’t
in the mood to make talks of racism and equality her priority. So
she changed the subject.

“Sushi?”

“What? Honestly?”

“Yup! My treat! Let’s order some in! You
know, from that place on the sixtieth floor.”

Y’s fondness for dinner was almost as great
as her fondness for lunch. That, mixed with her nature of
dismissing nosey topics, made Tide’s attempt at distraction a
shoo-in for success.

“All right. I get it. A bribe, right? Fine.
Sushi sounds great.”

While Y went to alert the bellhop, Tide
stared at the moon and tried to be calm, but her adrenaline from
the day’s activities had finally caught up with her. Images of
Sports Top, Jobe, the waitress, the judge, and Rye all swirled
around her mind’s eye. Beneath her skin, her blood was pumping; her
veins were jumping; and for a moment she wished that she could have
just a little bit of the fog’s numbing despair. But Tide would
never again experience the fog’s presence. Something about that
Sunday had changed her. She wasn’t a captive in her tower. She
wasn’t just an unwilling heiress. Jobe was right. She was alive.
She was a huntress. And with everything inside of her, she longed
to see that color again.

“Red.”

She would see it again. Very soon, she’d see
it again.


Chapter 4: The Easy Mark

 


There was something strange about the order.
Jobe knew a secret. But the judge knew a secret too.

 


The first fax came with the dawn.

The mouth that was Tide’s let out a groan.
From her bedroom, she could hear the paper pulling through the
screechy machine. It, too, appeared to be cranky at having been
woken up so early. Tide was groggy, but despite her sleepy limbs,
she rushed to the kitchen, realizing for the first time that the
fax machine’s central location would pose serious problems should
Nero happen to see an incriminating message from Jobe first.

But Tide’s fears were put to rest when she
reached the machine. Nero had yet to make it home, and Jobe’s
knowledge of Tide’s ‘privileged’ upbringing had kept him from
writing anything suspicious. Tide read the fax and laughed.

 


One day only! HUGE
sale on timepieces!

The corner of 50th and Lake! 13:00!

Although, if this piques your interest,
chances are you’re in need of a timepiece and have no way to tell
when 13:00 rolls around . . .

Therefore, you should probably just come
to the corner of 50th and Lake NOW
and wait for the sale to start! You don’t want to miss out!

Hurry! Before these deals tick-tock
away!

 


“Cheesy much?” said Tide.

Despite the cheesy nature of the message, a
quick shower later and Tide was on her way. Her backpack held the
climbing essentials. Mitts, goggles, belt. She ran through the
checklist in her mind all the way to the corner of 50th
and Lake, but when she got there, she considered turning back for
home regardless of how prepared she was.

“What the heck?! THERE’S REALLY A
SALE?!”

It was true. The corner of 50th
and Lake was buzzing with eager street-dwellers.

“Omigod.” Tide felt like a moron. In her
eagerness to be a huntress, she’d read into the fax and turned it
into a secret message. “I’m so dumb.”

But she wasn’t.

As she turned away with the intention of
returning to her part of the city, a voice called from the second
floor of the timepiece shop.

“Oy, Ink! What a minute! I’ll be right
down!”

Tide spun in time to see a lock of long,
shiny hair disappear into the window.

“Jobe?” muttered the surprised princess.

Jobe was at street-level in less than a
minute. He’d been eagerly awaiting her arrival. “Hey, girl! Glad
you understood my message. I wasn’t sure that someone a spacy as
you would get it.”

“Of course I got it!” Tide scowled at him.
“But . . . why’s there a real sale? And why were you above the
shop?”

“OBVIOUSLY because I live here, dummy. My
folks own the place. I used the sale to mask our meeting. Pretty
sneaky, am I right?”

“Well, yeah, but it seems a little extreme
to hold an entire sale just for one meeting.”

“NO. Jeez! Do I have to spell it out for
you? There was already a sale; I thought it would be a good idea to
meet during it, yada yada yada.”

“Oh . . . Of course.” Tide felt as spacey as
he assumed her to be.

“Anywho, should we get going? We’ve got that
oh-so-difficult task of collecting eggs ahead of us.” Jobe was
still bitter.

“Sure. Are we going to the ruins? I guess
I’ve ever seen any ground-fowl at Gustway. And there wouldn’t be
any that live in the mines . . .”

“Naw. I was thinking we should go out to the
plain. Ever been there?”

Tide hadn’t. And it was for one simple
reason:

“The plain? But there’s nothing to climb
there!”

“Yeah, why do you think I was so mad about
this cake task? I mean, collecting eggs? How is that even a job for
hunters?”

“Dumb!” Tide said.

“Tell me about it,” said Jobe.

Together, the sour partners set course for
the plain.

Their destination turned out to be as
desiccated as the rest of the ruins surrounding St. Laran. What had
once served as landing strips, were now miles of asphalt-sprinkled
field spread around a lone decaying facility. Even from a distance,
it was obvious that the place hadn’t been used by anyone but scrap
hunters and wanderers for at least a century. Airports were another
of those things that had become obsolete in the days since the
mechanical boom. Because of inventors like Nero, fueled sky travel
was no longer necessary.

Tide stood at the entrance to the plain and
took it in. Cacti scattered the short, brown grass, offering the
only touch of green to the landscape. The only other ‘trees’ were
short, dead-looking sprigs that harbored too few leaves to offer
shade or serenity, and nearly everything else was patchy shrub set
around old-metaled and asphalt debris. However, despite the barren
nature of the vegetation, it was still vegetation. And it was still
the most natural ‘nature’ Tide had ever seen.

“Wow!” said Tide. “It’s like a jungle or
something.”

“Eh- okaaay. Not at all, but whatever.”

“Well, the only outside plants I’ve ever
seen are the ones in rooftop gardens. My neighbor’s building has
one, but it’s pretty small. Besides that, all I’ve seen is the
stuff in the conservatories, but that doesn’t really count, does
it?”

Jobe stepped around her and started toward
the airport at the center of the field.

“Geesh. You’ve lived in St. Laran your whole
life, huh?” he said.

Tide tromped along behind him. “Yeah.
Because of my dad’s work. What about you?”

“I grew up down south in a normal, non-mech
city. We moved here so that my parents could start their business.
It was my mom’s dream since she was a kid, I guess.”

“Really? I see. So you grew up in the south
. . . Is that why you’re so tan?”

“Uh,” – Jobe glanced down at his forearm –
“I guess.”

Fantastic images of the wonders of the
fabled ‘south’ began to swirl about in Tide’s head. When those
images were too much to handle, she enthusiastically ran forward
and tugged on the back of Jobe’s jacket.

“Wait! So then, you’ve seen actual jungles!?
Like, in the flesh!?”

“In the-? Ha. No. Get your geography right.
Jungles are in . . . Asia and stuff . . . I think. But I HAVE seen
forests. And swamps.”

“Whoa.” Tide was jealous. “Well, you’ve got
to tell me about them now! Come on, spill it! I want to know-”

Jobe bonked her on the top of the head with
a soft fist.

“This stuff makes you that excited? Guess
that’s good. But why not concentrate on using some of that energy
to find those eggs quickly? Come on, girl. Speed ‘er up a bit. If
I’d known you were such a slowpoke, I never would have stabbed that
other girl. I took a chance on you, you know, but that other girl
was pretty hot, so don’t make me regret it.”

Shooting her one of those corrupt smiles of
his, the hunter trotted off before Tide could let the insult fully
sink in. Any observer would’ve known that Jobe was actually
half-joking, but Tide hadn’t yet built up that degree of
experience, so she just stood, awestruck, until irritation started
to fill her small body. The young princess wasn’t the sort of
person who was good at confrontationally displaying anger, however,
so she just kind of stuttered after him, unsure of how to react to
the rude comment.

“Eh- uh- argh! Stupid weirdo. And what’s
with that creepy smile? He’s like some kind of pervert! Gah!”

Once the grumbling ceased some minutes
later, Tide resorted to silently fuming behind her smirking
partner. It didn’t do anything to better the situation because even
though Jobe refrained from looking back at her, he could feel the
anger in the heaviness of her steps, each of which was accompanied
by a puff of plain’s dust.

Jobe found it amusing. He was having fun.
Ever making his way to the airport facility, he kicked at the rocks
of the ground and waited for Tide’s stomps to let up a bit.

“It’s not that you’re unattractive or
anything,” he called over his shoulder when that time came. “It’s
more like, compared to the other female contestants, you were a bit
. . . small.”

Tide blinked. “Small?”

“You know, in the boob department.”

“WHAT?!” Tide’s fuming, though it had lapsed
a bit, returned in full force.

Jobe chuckled. “That’s what happens when you
work out too much. Maybe you should refrain from, you know,
climbing mountains in the future, if you want to maintain of
any sort of womanly figure.” Lip curled, he winked, and it was then
that Tide understood. He was being . . . playful? Because of her
freakish climbing skills, he was toying with her.

“Ooooh,” Tide said to herself. And the
realization ushered in the boldness that had been hiding all
through the plain. “Oh, CHAR-LES!” sang the princess
obnoxiously.

Jobe halted in his tracks and turned to face
her with clenched teeth. He really hated that name.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She smiled brightly and trotted
ahead of him.

“Cute,” he called, kicking a small rock in
her direction. “Anyway, I’m glad that a space case like you
understands the concept of flirting. I wasn’t sure just HOW
sheltered you were. It’ll be more fun now that I know you actually
understand how to interact with people.”

“What?!” Tide glared over her shoulder at
him. So he hadn’t been toying. He’d been testing. “I seriously come
off that bad?”

“You do. You’ve got this weird stuck-up
aura. Kinda abnormal.”

Tide was again left speechless. “Stupid,”
she said, trying not to let it bother her. “I’m not stuck-up.”

Jobe surveyed their surroundings. Neither of
them had spotted a single ground-fowl since entering the plane.
Focused and keen-eyed, Jobe now spied a few ferrets a short ways
off, but each one hung closely to the prickled bottom of one of the
needle-armored cacti. Jobe felt his pocket at the place where his
switchblade resided. It wasn’t worth it. Unless he had a longer
weapon, he’d get pricked, and bleeding on such an easy hunt would
be a disgrace.

Several paces ahead, Tide also had her eyes
on something, but it wasn’t any sort of living thing. It was
something else entirely, and it was in the distance before her like
a beacon. Tide took in a breath of excitement. The air was dry. The
rest of the horizon was bleak. If it hadn’t been for the
thing, it would’ve been just a wild goose chase.

“Jobe,” said Tide, not taking her eyes from
the thing.

“Well, at least you got the name right that
time. What is it, flat-chest?”

“Uh! Hrm.” Tide pushed the insult aside.
“Why did you think there’d be ground-fowl here?”

“I asked around. Of course, there are better
places, but this was the closest, supposedly, that had free range
ground-fowl, so I’d HOPED it be a bit more . . . fruitful.”

“Uh-huh. And it was ground-fowl
specifically?”

“Er- no, I just kind of assumed-”

“Good! You were so wrong! There are no
ground-fowl here. But that’s actually really great!”

“Geesh, you don’t have to be so excited
about it. So I was wrong. Like hunting for eggs is a real mark
anyway . . . Sorry that I’m not perfect like-”

“Take out your binoculars and look over
there!” Tide pointed at the main facility.

Jobe did as she instructed, and what he saw
through the lenses made his chest surge in the way it always did
when he was about to do the thing he loved most – when he was about
to climb. In the center of the facility, there was a tree – a
large, brown tree, whose top could barely be seen sprouting out of
the old building’s collapsing roof. But the tree wasn’t the part
that made the hunters so antsy. The key to the tree was that there
were small somethings swarming around its twisting, nearly-bare
branches. Small somethings that were invisible to the naked eye
from their distance, but with the binoculars’ help, those small
somethings were identified as exactly what the pair had been
searching for.

Birds. Dozens and dozens of blackbirds.

“A nest, right?” said Tide, feeling another
rush of adrenaline.

“More like a freaking commune!”

Jobe’s spirits were high. With new vigor, he
took off for the blackbird ‘commune’. Tide hurried beside him, and
while she sprinted, she pulled on and tightened her mitts. Jobe’s
mitts were already tight, but he proceeded to double-check the
strings anyway. Neither of them wanted to lose any climbing time.
The afternoon sun was high in the sky. With any luck, they’d make
it back before nightfall. Tide hadn’t left anything in the way of
an excuse, but she didn’t expect Nero to come home before then
anyway. Mondays were usually busiest for him, and if he’d spent the
night at the office, chances were he’d remain there until
dinnertime or later.

The partners continued on until they reached
the front of the facility. For something from forgotten times, it
was in decent shape. At least the overall structure of it was
intact. Anything like a front door had long since fallen into
debris. That was fine. That meant they’d have to climb their way
in. Enthusiastic, the two threw down their packs and stretched in
preparation for the climb.

“Hey, Jobe?” Tide said as she secured her
belt. “Can I ask you something?”

The ash-haired hunter’s spirits were still
high. She hoped it would count for something.

“Uh, yeeees?” said Jobe. “Why so serious all
of a sudden?”

“I was just wondering . . . Why’d you REALLY
stab that girl? And don’t say it was because you wanted to ‘take a
chance’ on me. I want the real reason. I mean, you were already top
three, so why waste time with something that could potentially
disqualify you? If she’d landed a good blow, you’d have bled for
sure, so why risk it? I know I already asked you, but it’s sort of
distracting me, and I’d like to climb with a clear head . . . or
something.”

Jobe thought a moment. “Hmm. I wonder. Maybe
I just wanted to reach the top first?” He drew his mouth into a
curl. “Or maybe I really do know your secret.”

So much for clearing her head. Jobe wouldn’t
say anything else.

There wasn’t a secret. Not as far as Tide
knew. But somewhere across the plain, a growling thing was watching
her. It had seen her at the dome. It had been there, creeping,
during her climb, and it had set it sights on her. She was its
prey. The demon laughed to itself. One way or another, it would
sink its teeth into her.

“Alrighty,” said Jobe. “I’m going up right
there. What about y-”

But he didn’t need to finish. That latent
climbing ability that was carved into Tide’s being was already
taking over. It had chosen a spot a few yards over, and it was
pressing her body against the wall.

“There?” muttered Jobe. “But it’s flat.”
Still, he watched and waited.

Tide took in a breath, closed her eyes, and
let herself be taken over. While her mind descended into blankness,
her body climbed. Agilely. Swiftly. Though the spot she’d chosen
had little to grab, her fingers and toes managed to find footing
with each step upward. She was aware of little. She noticed when a
cement piece came out from under her hand, only because Jobe gave a
shout. Aside from that, she concentrated on the still, dusty air,
which moved past her in a breeze only during heaving bursts of
speed. Then, before she knew it, it was through. Her body had done
all of the work again. Yet, at the top, she felt good. Out of
breath, and good.

But though Tide hadn’t been aware of much,
Jobe had.

He’d seen her dangle from one hand and swing
herself to an unreachable pipe that should’ve been too unsteady to
support her weight. The pipe hadn’t budged, however, for Tide had
exerted careful balance until finding an uneven spot in the wall
that somehow turned out to be footing enough for her to hoist
herself higher. He’d watched as she’d easily hopped from fallen
beam to fallen beam; from cement chunk to cement chunk – like some
sort of lesser primate – before ending it all by throwing her body
across a wide gap and onto a solid piece that was connected to the
‘roof’ by a ramp of broken wall.

“Hell,” said Jobe from below. “That was . .
.”

He didn’t know what sort of word to use.
Climbing was somewhat acrobatic by nature, but Tide’s display had
been graceful.

“You coming up?” asked Tide.

“Uh, right. Dang. Now I’m impressed.
Truthfully, I didn’t get to watch you that much at the dome.”

That only served to stir up their former
issue.

“THEN WHY THE HECK DID YOU STA-”

“I’m coming up! It won’t be all fancy pants
like yours. But, girl, I AM strong. See and believe.”

Without waiting for a response, Jobe took a
running start at a part of the ‘entrance’ that was built up with
rubble. Heaped debris made it a more obvious choice than his
unconventional partner’s. His climbing strategy was simpler too.
There was no swinging. There were no chances taken on balancing
acts. It was all brute upper-arm strength that brought the muscled
hunter up the heap of concrete and metal, each new footing
carefully analyzed before being utilized. Still, even without
‘fancy pants’ tricks, he made it up just as easily as Tide.

He pulled himself over the edge and asked,
“Well?”

“Uh. Good job?” Tide wasn’t sure what sort
of response he was after.

Jobe wiped his forehead with a red scrap of
fabric tied to his belt. “Hmph. Not even a swoon or anything?” he
said.

“You know, you wouldn’t sweat so much if you
tied your hair back.”

Jobe scowled at her. Then he sighed, removed
the red fabric and tied it around his hair. “Better?”

“Somewhat.”

Jobe studied their collapsed surroundings.
From the top, the tree was more clearly visible. Still a ways off,
it sprouted from the direct center of the airport. It was huge.
Knotty. Twisted. A climber’s dream. Blackbirds littered its
branches, and several tawny nests made from dead cacti and ground
shrub resided in its higher boughs. Now that Jobe and Tide had
infiltrated the facility, getting to it would be easy. Well, maybe
not easy, but at least they had two course options now. They could
either make their way across the roof, or drop through a hole and
into the building’s interior. Jobe sized up both; then he turned to
the princess,

“It would be best to walk along the roof.
The structure’s weak in some places, but there are large pillars
from within serving as support beams. As long as we plan our route,
we should be-”

“Really? I was hoping to go inside.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Well, it’s our first hunt, and . . . there
might be interesting things in there.”

“Interesting things? Girl, all of the
interesting things in the world don’t matter if we get trapped in
there.”

That was true, but Tide’s curiosity was
something she’d inherited from Nero, and as such, it was a quality
deeply rooted into her persona. The Gustway . . . The Weighted Dome
. . . Rye . . . Her curiosity had been responsible for several of
her timeline’s unexpected branches, and again it was attempting to
drive her into uncertainty. It didn’t have to try very hard.

“I’m going,” said Tide. And she was
resolute. She made her way to a part of the roof that was open and
started to slip down into the unstable facility.

Jobe watched her and shook his head. “Geez!
You want to that badly? Caution be damned and everything?”

She did. All of her did, and it was apparent
in the way her mitted hands securely gripped the path down.

“All right,” said Jobe. “It’s obvious you’ve
got some kind of weird instinct, so I guess I’ll follow you. Get me
killed and I’ll haunt you for eternity, though. Just so you
know.”

“Wait,” – Tide was caught off-guard –
“really?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I’ll be filled with
vengeance and stuff, so . . .”

She shook her head. “No, I mean, you’ll
really come with me?”

“DUH. We’re partners, right? We’re kind of
supposed to do this together,” said Jobe. He patted the girl’s head
before leaping over her and into the opening.

With his blessing, Tide grinned and gave in
to the curiosity that had been responsible for nearly all of her
life’s flavor. Little did she know, it would soon also be
responsible for her first encounter with a dark, hungry
creature.

The inside of the airport was dim, lit in
patches by sunbeams invading from open parts of the roof. Dusty
streams of gold invaded the place, turning the forgotten ruins into
a painted dreamland, adorned with relics of a distant past.

“Omigod!” Careful to overstep debris, Tide
ran to a far wall.

Jobe watched her trot away, but didn’t
react. He was taking everything in – committing the sight and
feeling to memory. The silence of the air made the center of his
stomach feel empty, but it was a good feeling, so he allowed it to
remain. Moments like these only came so often. He closed his eyes
and enjoyed the stillness.

– But only until an excited interruption
broke that in which he’d been indulging.

“Look, Jobe!” With open hands, Tide eagerly
pressed herself against one of the walls. “I didn’t realize from
out there because everything’s so coated in grime, but look!” She
set her cheek against the smooth surface.

“A brown wall? How neat.”

“No! Look at how it looks lighter than this
part of the wall here!”

“Huh?”

“It’s a window! See? There’s a crack
there!”

“Window? Out here and still intact?
Naw.”

“Yeah!” Tide was sure. “All of these are
windows! It’s like a big wall of them! Way bigger than the one in
my apartment!”

“What? Why? Wouldn’t that make this whole
thing incredibly unstable?”

“Nope! Glass is actually really strong if
you use it right. And it retains its composition for a really long
time . . . maybe even forever!”

“I highly doubt it’s ‘forever’.”

“Well, even if it isn’t, there’s no denying
that these are all windows, and that most of them have remained
intact!”

“Again, you’re so excited by all of
this.”

The princess pulled herself away from the
wall and leaned into a patch of sunlight. “Well, yeah . . . I love
exploring.”

Jobe studied her with his chin in his hand.
“You don’t look the type, but whatever. Guess it’s a good
thing.”

“Don’t look the type?”

“Sure. Look at you. Your skin is smooth.
Like you’ve never been out in the sand and wind. Your hair’s all
silky and shiny, and styled like that, it makes you look like some
upper-class art-chick. And your eyes don’t have any sort of
ruggedness to them. They’re just all sweet looking. Like a little
kid’s.”

Tide let her jaw hang limp a moment, and
then,

“Y-you’re one to talk! Your hair’s the
silkiest I’ve ever seen on a guy! And I wear mine like this so that
it doesn’t get in the way when I climb! Unlike you, who just lets
it all flow in the wind without caring that it might get caught on
something! And I can’t help how my eyes look! Besides,
‘ruggedness’? What does that even mean?! How can a person’s eyes
look rugg-”

“Whoa, girl, no need to get all upset. I was
comp-li-ment-ing you. Get it? To put it bluntly, you’re pretty. Too
pretty to be an adventurer.”

“Bu-” Tide opened her mouth to protest
further, then closed it. “Oh.”

“Yeah, ‘oh’. Geesh, you’re so uptight. Come
on.” He dismissed the topic with a wave and started for the most
clear-looking path.

“Uptight?” Tide said to herself. “Not
really. Or rather, not usually.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing!” She hurried along beside him.
After a moment, she added, “Thanks, Jobe.”

He glanced down at her. “For . . .?”

“The compliment.”

“There. That’s a much better response. Good
job.” He patted her on the head.

“I’m not a dog,” she muttered,
embarrassed.

“No, but you are sort of my pet, since I’m
the reason you’re even here.”

“The reason?” But he sort of was, so
she had no choice but to fall behind and fume once more. Jobe
smiled corruptly.

“Creep,” said Tide.

The two continued through the broken
building. Along the way, Tide stopped to collect a few random
treasures. She was unable to take anything too large along, for
fear that Nero might discover her secret hobby, so she settled on a
small red piece of plastic from one of the dead machines, a
corroded bottle cap, and a small circular piece of copper that
might’ve been a coin but was too rusted to tell for sure.

“You collect little trinkets, huh?” Jobe
asked when they stopped to rest. They were very near the base of
the tree; though neither of them knew it yet.

“Oh,” said Tide, bending down to retie her
boot. “Yeah. I keep small things like these in a box behind my
armoire. Things from my climbs. I’ve got this odd little key and
few different coins and . . . and random other stuff.”

Jobe leaned against a solid-looking pillar.
“Armoire? Ha.”

“What? What’s so bad about that?”

“You’re just so . . .”

Lace retied, Tide stood and waited for him
to finish. But instead of elaborating, the muscled boy just
shrugged and said,

“Never mind. So, basically, you hide them?
Your little trinkets? Sneaky, sneaky. Then I take it your dad’s not
fond of-”

But Jobe stopped himself, for his partner’s
face had just fallen.

“Yuck!” said Jobe. “What’s with that
look?”

Tide’s stomach had also fallen. Heavily.
Without warning. Feeling sick, the princess put her hand against
the wall to steady herself. “You just said ‘dad’.”

“Huh?”

“Just dad. Not ‘parents’. Why
wouldn’t you say ‘parents’?”

“Oh.” Jobe chewed his lip and tried to think
of an excuse, but in the end, all he could come up with was,
“Oops.”

It was like a confession, and it set the
paranoid princess off.

“Seriously!?” she shouted. “You know who I
AM!? THAT’s the secret you were talking about when we met!?”

“Whoa, girl!” Jobe put up his hands to
deflect the overreaction. “That’s not it. I told you, I could tell
by your fancy mitts that you were from a privileged family. I just
didn’t realize HOW privileged . . . until I traced your fax
number.”

“Omigod.” Astounded by her own stupidity,
Tide smacked herself on the forehead. Of course. Of course fax
numbers could be easily traced at any library.

Jobe snorted at her realization. “So,” he
said, “you going to make me bow down now that I know, Prin-”

“Stop it right there, thank you very much. I
HATE that nickname.”

Jobe thought it was funny. “But, Ink, your
dad’s called the King of the Midwest, so by all logical thought,
you should be Prin-”

“NO!” Tide let out a grumble and slumped
over. She couldn’t take being identified that way. “No, Jobe.
Don’t.”

“Oh, it really bothers you that much?”

“Yes.”

“I . . . I see.”

Jobe was sympathetic. Or at least, a part of
him was. But there was another part of him entirely – a dormant
part – that was starting to move. It was something that was always
with him. Something that tore at the back of his throat and seduced
him into delivering his next line with something that was more than
playfulness. More than teasing. More than mockery, even.

No, it was none of those things that dripped
off of the young hunter’s tongue next, though any of them might’ve
been acceptable. It was –

“Guess that’s the reason you’ve stayed
hidden from the media, Princess Tide. Wouldn’t want to dirty
your hands with the affairs of the lower world. Even though your
dad’s one of the reasons for the lower world’s filth in the first
place.”

– unbridled spitefulness, and it poisoned
the space around them, tearing at any seeds of new friendship
they’d sown.

Jobe finished by giving one of his corrupt
smiles; and in that moment, as she stared up at the garish-looking
thing, something inside of Tide ticked, and she came to a hasty
decision:

She really disliked this person.

Jobe could sense her drastic shift in
energy, and it made him shiver. He hadn’t set out with the
intention of making her hate him. Rather, he’d actually intended to
become her friend – a pretense he’d only keep up until he got what
he wanted, of course, but a friend nonetheless.

But that didn’t matter anymore because
there’d long been a flaw within the boy that made him experience
immense satisfaction at seeing things break. All day the
urge had stayed latent, but with his partner’s shift in energy, an
impulse throbbed from within – an impulse that wanted to see her
crack. It flooded the veins of his body and replaced any
carefreeness with cynicism. To hell with friendship. He wanted to
see what a broken Ink was like. He couldn’t let her break just yet,
though. There’d be no fun in that. For today, he’d only
stretch her.

Confused and angry, Tide ignored him and
moved on. They were nearly there.

“So,” said Jobe, following behind, “this is
your escape. Is that it? You love adventuring because your
dad’s so overprotective? You’re quite a rebel.”

Still, his tongue was lashing. Tide said
nothing.

“What’s it like to look down on your
kingdom? What’s it like to look down on the street-dwellers? Bet
you think they’re filthy. Bet you think-”

But Tide had had enough. “You’re cruel,” she
said, interrupting him.

Jobe let out a hoarse laugh. “Why? Just
because I’m teasing you? So I was right. You ARE
stuck-up.”

“No. That’s not it. There’s something off
about you. Like, you shouldn’t have stabbed that girl at the dome.
She deserved to win. You should have left things that way. You’re a
cruel person.”

“Cruel?” Jobe thought about it and smirked.
“Yeah, guess I am.”

Tide was surprised at how easily the
admission came. She whirled around. “But you don’t care!?”

“Not really.”

Tide didn’t like him. At all. She didn’t
want to be his partner. She didn’t want to look at that gross,
corrupt smile ever again. She’d given him a chance, and things had
been fine – better than she’d expected – but she could sense the
cruelty that exuded from that smile more strongly now. She started
to huff away again.

She really disliked him.

But then she realized something.

Did she really dislike him?

“Wait.” Tide turned to face him once more.
Jobe folded his arms. “You know you’re cruel and you don’t
care?”

“No.”

“You don’t?”

“Girl, what are you-?”

“Really?” she pressed.

“No, I told you-”

“So that’s how it is.” Tide understood, and
it was a relief. She didn’t dislike him after all. She only
disliked that piece. And there was a good chance that he
disliked it too. Jobe frowned. His partner’s energy was shifting
again, and it was causing that impulse to return to dormancy.

Tide continued, “Okay, so you know you’re
cruel, and you don’t care. But doesn’t knowing something like that
make you feel sort of, I don’t know, DEAD?”

“Uh-”

She pointed to Jobe’s chest. “Right
there?”

Jobe released his arms and looked down.
“Wha-”

“Come on. You’re ALIVE, aren’t you?”

Jobe froze. Then he swallowed. She’d just
used his own words against him, and just like the first time, they
were instantly as some sort of magical incantation.

Tide used them again. “You’re alive. Right,
Jobe?”

Jobe didn’t need to think about it. “Yeah,”
he said bitterly. “I am.”

But though there was annoyance behind his
eyes, Tide’s olive ones were calm. She brushed her hands
together.

“Then I change my mind,” she said. “You’re
all right. Part of being human is learning to decipher and accept
other people’s flaws. Actually, you sort of remind me of my friend
Y. I couldn’t stand her at first either. By the way, I’m sorry I
called you ‘Charles’ just to bug you earlier. I’ll stick to ‘Jobe’
from here on out. Let’s leave our old names behind when we’re
together. I feel like things’ll be better for us if we do
that.”

Jobe looked at her and was reminded of
something from a past life.

And just like that, the darkness reverted to
sleeping, and he felt remorse. “Damn it,” he mumbled to himself.
Then to Tide, “Er, sorry.” He brought a hand to his partner’s
shoulder. “Guess I lost it. I’ve . . . uh . . . I’ve got kind of a
mean streak. Probably should’ve warned you at some point.”

“I get it,” said Tide. “And it’s okay. Now
that I know, it won’t be a problem. It’s kind of ironic, though,
because that’s probably why you enjoy serenity so much.”

Jobe raised a brow and removed his hand.
“Say what?”

“Oh, right.” Tide was embarrassed for what
she was about to admit. “I, er, saw you before. When we first came
down here. By the windows. Even a rough kind of guy like you can
appreciate those moments, huh? Or maybe it’s more fitting to say,
‘especially a rough guy like you’.”

“Like me?” Jobe took on a stance of
discomfort. He didn’t want to go there. He wasn’t in the mood to
have a deep sort of discussion with a person on the verge of
becoming self-righteous.

But Tide was rambling:

“It makes you forget about that part of you.
Your mind goes blank. It’s the same with me and climbing, I
think.”

Jobe sought to put a stop to it before she
could really get going. He put up his hands.

“Okay, okay, Miss Shrink. So what dark part
are YOU trying to forget? I haven’t able to find one in you.” He
glanced at her sideways and added, “Oh, trust me. I’ve looked.”

“That is . . .” But Tide couldn’t remember.
She was sure there was something, but whatever it was, it’d slipped
her mind. “Uh . . . I’m not . . . sure.”

Now fully back to his regular self, Jobe
bonked her playfully on the head. “Whatever, spacey,” he said.
“Just tell me off if I get bad from now on, okay? I’ll try to keep
it under wraps. No promises, though.”

Tide nodded, preoccupied by her fogged
memory and suddenly as glad to be rid of the discussion as he was.
Thanks to her, the darkness had subsided. But although the young
girl had just battled one demon, another still lurked, and it was
getting closer.

A few more steps, and the hunter and
huntress were at the wide base of the dead tree, which, despite
being dead, wasn’t all that decayed. Tide patted the trunk.

“You go up first,” she said, still
contemplating the forgotten flaw.

“Fine by me,” – Jobe paused before adding,
“Ink.”

He wrapped his arms around the bark and
started up, leaving Tide alone in the cave of a building.

It was mistake. A very big one.


Chapter 5: The Dark Thing

 


The demon took form. It took the form of the
first temptation and ensnared the girl. And in a distant place,
another gained life.

 


Jobe called to Tide: “I’m going up halfway!
Wait until I get there to start your climb!”

“Sure,” said Tide. “As long as you leave
some eggs for me. Oh, and don’t let yourself fall. You seem a
little top-heavy from what I’ve gathered.”

“Top heavy? Oh, ha ha. See this? I’m
keeling over because of your flamboyant hilarity.”

“When a girl’s flamboyant, I believe the
term you should use is ‘bubbly’,” said Tide.

“Riiiight. Sorry. Guess I forgot you were a
girl.”

“Hey!”

Things were fine between them now.
Everything was okay. Actually, things were better than before.
Deciphering Jobe’s darkness had made Tide’s confidence permanent.
They were familiar. Comfortable. Tide didn’t have many
acquaintances, but she knew enough to sense that she could treat
him the same way she treated Y now, and that meant that they were
friends.

“Whoa, dreamy!” said Jobe. “What’s going on
in that head of yours? Ohp! I knew it! You’re falling for me,
aren’t you?”

“Definitely not.”

“You don’t have to answer so quickly,” Jobe
said dryly. He reached for the fourth limb from the roof and pulled
himself higher. Tide waited behind in the darkness.

The blackbirds swarmed above them – an onyx
flock of circling feather-bodied guardians. Tide didn’t know it
yet, but the behavior of the birds was unusual. Or maybe it was
more than unusual. Jobe didn’t recognize it either, for even though
he’d grown up in the forested, bird-dwelling south, he hadn’t had
previous experience with this particular breed. However,
even though neither of them realized the peculiarity of what was
happening, an avian-knowledgeable onlooker would have noticed that
the birds had devised a system – a thing unnatural to simple
plains-fowl. While the larger of the birds remained perched near
the highest branches where the tawny nests resided, the smaller,
more agile birds flew around the great tree in a circular motion,
looking more like vultures than blackbirds. Perhaps even more
alarming than that, though, was that, unbeknownst to Jobe and Tide,
the ‘nests’ protected by the birds were actually decoys composed of
carefully placed cactus needles. The real eggs were hidden
someplace else.

It was eerie. It was abnormal. But neither
the princess nor her hunter would realize until it was too late.
This was no ‘cake’ mark. This was trickery at its best.

The demon laughed. Tide didn’t hear it, but
the smallest of her neck hairs reacted anyway. Shivering, she
looked behind her into the depths of the abandoned airport.

Jobe was a quarter of the way up the tree.
The perched birds stared at him. The circling birds continued along
their paths. The demon laughed again.

Tide moved closer to the dead tree’s trunk.
“J-Jobe?” she said. “I’m coming up, okay?”

“No, not yet! Just let me make sure this
path is safe first. Uh, I mean, I don’t want you getting in the way
or anything!”

“Hey!” said the princess, who’d caught the
truth despite her partner’s lame attempt at covering it up. “What
do you mean ‘safe’?! I’m not a moron! I know how to tell if I’m
about to step onto a weak branch!”

“Just be quiet, you! And wait!” said
Jobe.

But Tide was scared. A presence had arrived
with the fog. It had been watching her since the previous morning,
and it was closing in.

“Jobe?” she said again, her voice timid.
This time Jobe didn’t hear. He was too transfixed on the lowest of
the decoy nests. Tide put a hand against the rough bark of the
trunk and told herself to be calm, but it did nothing to soothe her
unrest. “That’s it,” she told herself. “I don’t care anymore.” And
she about to start her way up the climb, to hell with Jobe’s
orders, when a low growling, as deep as the throatiest of garbles
and as harsh as the most scornful of reprimands, slipped into the
air around her.

“What the heck?!” Tide froze in lieu of the
noise, certain she’d imagined it, but when it grew to a volume that
was too obvious to ignore, she readied her fists and spun to find
the source. She saw nothing, but the growling intensified tenfold.
The princess tried to cry out – as any sane person should upon
hearing such an evil and displaced noise – but her voice had been
stolen by a fiend she had yet to see. Left with no other choice,
she frantically scrambled to get proper footing on the tree, but
before she could do anything of the sort, a black, slithering thing
coiled itself around her middle and pulled her into the dark
depths.

Jobe knew nothing of Tide’s danger, and he
hoisted himself higher. The first of the nests was just out of
reach. The birds hadn’t changed their behavior. They were still
watching.

Meanwhile, the black thing, slithering like
a tar-drenched serpent, drew Tide deeper into the ruins below. The
princess struggled to worm away, but the dark thing was persistent.
Any attempts to speak resulted in failure. Still, Tide fought, as
persistent as the demon itself. The demon retaliated with another
loud growl, and it was then that Tide realized that there was
something off about the entire encounter.

Her legs were against the debris-covered
ground, but where she should have felt sharp scrapes and harsh
jostlings with each new jagged concrete remnant, she felt nothing.
When she should have experienced the angry whiplash of a rogue
chain, she seemed to move right through it. Yes, she should have
felt the effects of being forcibly dragged through the ruins, but
all she could feel was the twisting grip of the serpent around her
middle. It was bizarre.

Had the young girl been able to speak, she
would have screamed first, cursed second, and then asked the
universe if she was somehow nightmaring. She could do none of those
things, so she silently fought.

“Aha!” yelled Jobe from somewhere far away.
The hunter had reached the first nest, and he now made a swipe for
it. Upon contact, several things happened in a matter of
seconds.

The cactus needles made themselves known by
piercing Jobe’s callused hand. Deeply. Mercilessly. Jobe let out a
loud wail that disrupted the perched birds. All together, they lit
from their branches and moved into a terrifyingly uniform formation
– a straight line along the side of the roof. Their first line of
defense had been activated. It was time for them to move to the
true eggs’ resting place. Meanwhile, the circling birds had also
changed formation. One by one, they began suicide diving straight
for Jobe’s head.

“WHAAAAA!” Jobe wailed again and raised his
uninjured arm to shield his face from the birds’ attacks. His other
hand was leaking red in several places, struck by multiple pierce
wounds, and there were even a few needles that had lodged
themselves deeply enough to remain, though he tried to shake them
off. “INK! A LITTLE HELP!”

But Tide couldn’t hear him. She was away.
Far, far away and being pulled along by the demon.

One after another, the birds dove at Jobe.
He fought to retain footing. Using his uninjured hand, the hunter
reached into his pocket for his short blade and began slashing at
each blackbird that came for his face. He earned contact on his
second attempt, and sent one bird falling to the ground with an
ungraceful thwomp! A few straggling feathers fell onto the
limb around Jobe’s feet. It was a sign of his victory over one, but
the remaining suicide divers reacted with vigor. Although Jobe
defended himself to the best of his abilities, it wasn’t enough.
One of the birds made it through his defense and landed a sharp
beak-jab into his cheek.

“To hell with this!” shouted Jobe. His
strategy wasn’t working. He’d be stranded there all day, under
attack and bleeding, unless he acted. But in order to make it down
the tree, he’d have to sacrifice the rest of his face. That didn’t
sound fun.

“INK!?” He hoped for a response that didn’t
come. “ARGH! FREAKIN’ BIRDS!”

Shielding his cheek, Jobe glanced down for
the next nearest branch. He spotted it, drew a deep breath, and
took a leap. He landed not on his feet, but on his hip. Without
thinking, the injured boy hurried to push himself into a better
position, and in the process, pressed his full weight onto his
needled hand. The spikes went deeper. “GAH!”

He was retreating. He was so clearly
retreating, but his attackers didn’t let up. Jobe’s uninjured hand
was busy, feeling its way along the bark and to the next bough,
leaving his face wide open. Another fearless flash of black came at
him. He attempted to head-butt the creature away, but the bird
swooped around him and pummeled into his ear. “DAMN IT!” Jobe
brought up his needled hand’s elbow and knocked the bird out. He’d
managed to maintain balance throughout all of this, but his hand
was throbbing, and so was his ear. Still, he gritted his teeth and
persisted. There were a few moments of quiet before the next
attack. Jobe used this to hop down two more limbs. He didn’t even
bother with favoring his injured hand this time. It wasn’t worth
it. Caring about the pain would only slow him down. He elbowed away
another bird, and another filled in the place it had been. He moved
down a branch, and the needles wedged themselves deeper. It carried
on this way until he reached the bottom.

Once there, he drew his blade again to
challenge any fowl that might come for him. He was filled with
vengeance. He was ready to fight. To kill. To slaughter. But the
birds could sense it, and they stayed away. “Seriously?!” he
yelled. “Come on!” But, wounded, he had no choice but to duck into
the building’s interior. He reluctantly dropped into the darkness.
He’d return for the birds once his hand was de-needled and
bandaged.

“Ink?! Where the hell are you?!”

Jobe was fuming. Tide had done nothing to
assist him. He was going to take out a little of his anger on her –
or maybe more than a little – but when he realized that she was
nowhere to be found, his stomach dropped.

“Ink? . . . Oh, crap! INK?!”

But the princess was still far, far away,
wrapped in serpentine darkness.

Jobe kneeled against a broken wall and
yanked one of the spikes out with his teeth. “GYAH!” The stinging
sensation of needle pulling through flesh made his eyes water, but
he had to hurry. The pain of it didn’t matter because something had
happened to his partner. He’d have to retrieve the eggs quickly and
then venture into the ruins after her.

He tore out the longest of the points,
leaving the ones buried too deeply for later. Then he pulled out
the red strip of fabric and wrapped it around his wounded limb. The
scratches and gashes on his face and neck were left ignored. There
wasn’t time for that.

When he was at least a little recharged, the
hunter ventured from the facility once more. The battle wasn’t over
yet. While the smaller blackbirds had returned to their circling
pattern, the larger ones were still lined up along a section of the
roof. The eggs had to be somewhere beyond that line of soldiers. At
least, that’s what the hunter had concluded.

“All right, fatties,” said Jobe. “Let’s do
this.” And with blade across body, he rushed them.

 


~

 


When Tide awoke, she was on the roof of the
airport with no recollection of how she’d gotten there. The demon’s
grip had been painfully tight on her abdomen, but it was gone now,
and along with it, the memories of what had transpired after her
dragged journey through the ruins. The demon had done something to
her, but there was no way of knowing what that something was.
Ignoring her shaky legs, the princess drew herself up. What she saw
made her cry out. Jobe was in the distance at the base of the great
tree, fighting off an onslaught of avian warriors. Black feathers
littered the air around him as he slashed furiously through the
flock.

“EH?! JOBE?!”

She ran to him. The princess ran to the
hunter. And the partners were reunited.

“JOBE! WHAT-?!”

There wasn’t time for words, though. Tide
could see that. She could see that she had to help him. One of his
hands was bandaged in red, but stains that were even darker red
than that of the fabric seeped through, betraying the wounds
beneath. Jobe’s shirt was torn in several places. So, too, was his
skin. The space below his ear was wet with red. The side of his
cheek and top of his arms were bloodied, and along his biceps,
intruding feathers had used the sticky, wet substance to glue
themselves to his flesh.

“YAH!” cried Jobe. He didn’t have time to be
relieved at Tide’s sudden reappearance. And he didn’t have time to
ask for help either, yet she gave it anyway. Tide hadn’t brought a
weapon along. None of her practice climbs had required that sort of
thing. The goal was to make it up without sustaining injury, and
weapons just increased the potential for damage. No, in the past,
Tide had refrained from using those sorts of tools, but now she
needed one. And she found one in a crumbled slab of concrete.

Tide selected a chunk with a jagged edge and
hurled it at the flock. Some of the birds scattered, some of them
persevered, and some of them changed course . . . for Tide. Tide
answered their attack with several more stones. One went off-kilter
and narrowly missed Jobe’s head.

“WATCH IT!” was all he had time to yell
before swinging his knife at another aggressive assailant.

Jobe missed the bird he slashed at, but
managed to hit it with the side of his hand with his backswing.
Tide chucked a few more broken chunks.

“What is this?!” cried the princess. She had
no choice but to fight.

By this time, some of the birds had realized
their disadvantage. Splitting their forces gave Jobe too much time
to recuperate between assaults, and Tide’s weapon of choice allowed
for long-distance attacks. Several of their number had fallen, and
the remaining were worn from battle. Thus, no matter how abnormal
the birds were, they were still mere creatures of instinct. Their
instinct now told them to flee in the interest of
self-preservation, and just like that, they backed off, returning
to the highest branches of the tree where the smaller birds still
circled. Jobe slashed at nothing for a while. His eyes were burned
with the images of swooping black figures, so he continued to fight
an absent enemy.

“They’ve gone!” yelled Tide.

Jobe dropped his knife with a clank
and fell to his knees, panting. He blinked several times to clear
the image. He couldn’t catch his breath quickly enough, but still
he gasped, “What – the – hell – was – that?”

Tide ran to his side. “I don’t know! That’s
not how the birds at the conservatory act! Jobe, your hand! What
happened?! Are you all right?!”

Jobe looked up from his pant enough to glare
at her. “Where – were – you?”

But Tide didn’t know the answer to that one.
“A . . . a snake? Or something! It had me! But – but what happened
to-”

“Snake? Listen – The eggs.”

“Eggs? Oh! Right!”

“Over . . . there.” Jobe pointed to the far
side of the roof where the fat birds had originally lined.

Tide ran to inspect the area and let out a
gasp, for the roof had caved in, creating a basin-like indent that
sloped evenly on all sides. In the middle lay a massive amount of
brush and dried leaves and therein sat their prize: Several dozen
black eggs, shiny and sleek, slept in a pile.

“They’re here! Jobe! They’re-!”

But Jobe had collapsed.

 


~

 


“A growling snake?” said the hunter.

“Uh . . . yeah. Or something,” answered the
princess.

The sun was low. The day had gone long.
Tide’s pack contained six eggs, just as the mark called for. The
pair of partners sluggishly made there way back across the
abandoned airway field.

“I fail,” said Jobe. “I totally fail. I
mean, look at me.”

It was true. He was drenched in sweat and
blood.

“Naw,” said Tide. “That’s just for in the
dome. It still counts. It’s not like you were injured from the
climb itself, anyway.”

“But you managed to make it out without
bleeding.” Jobe was grumpy. And rightfully so. For his ordeal, it
was rightfully so. The cruelty within him tried to budge its way
out. He did his best to contain it. Swallowing it back, he
continued, “A growling snake and a gaggle of angry birds. It’s just
plain weird, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. No kidding,” said Tide. “I’m just
glad it’s over.”

“Those freakers laid a trap for us! You
realize that, right?”

Of course she did, but there was something
else on her mind. The time that the demon had stolen . . . where
had it gone? What had happened? How had she lost herself like that?
Those sorts of questions swirled about in her fragile mind, but the
demon’s growling was fading, becoming more and more like a dream
with each passing moment. It already seemed unreal, but soon it
would be lost entirely.

“It was freaky,” muttered the mouth that was
Tide’s. The young girl was tired and worn, but her feet did the
work and carried her on the path to home.

A few miles away, in the city of St. Laran,
a young Second stared at the sinking sun. It was a lonely feeling –
the transition from day to night – but it was also a welcome
feeling. Loneliness could be filled, and that made it something
worth having. At least, that’s what the young Second had always
felt.

“My name is Rye,” said the Second. And he
felt rooted.

A man with shiny shoes approached. “What are
you doing here, Rye? Isn’t it a little late for you to be out?”

“I don’t really know,” responded Rye. “I
haven’t seen him in a few days.”

“Seen?” said the man. “That’s an interesting
way of putting it.”

“Oh. Er, I suppose you’re right.”

The man folded his arms and let out a
whistle. Then he said, “Well, if you ‘see’ him, let him know that
Chuck stopped by the library today.”

“Chuck? Do you mean Charles?”

The shiny-shoed man nodded. “Yes.
Charles.”

“Did he ask for me?”

“No,” said the man. “Only him. Only
Foster.”

The loneliness pulsed at the mention of
Rye’s Main. The man saw the change in the Second’s eyes. He asked,
“How have you been feeling, Rye?”

Rye stared into the orange horizon. “I think
. . . I think need a distraction.”

“What sort of distraction?”

“I met someone. And she’s alive. And . .
.”

“You know her from before?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Just be careful, Rye. Until you remember
everything, be careful.”

The man that was Nero’s lawyer turned and
walked off, leaving Rye with only the stretched shadows of the
skyscrapers to fill the void.

Stories above, in one of those towering
complexes, Y’s eyes were looking upward to the night sky that was
just starting to form. Orange to azure, azure to sapphire, sapphire
to black. The transition from day to night was painted, blended and
seemingly seamless. The blackest part was where Y’s eyes rested.
The blackest part was where she allowed herself to ask a question
that had been bothering her for too long:

“Who are you?” she whispered.

She’d never muster up the courage to ask it
to anyone but the night sky, though, and so the issue would remain
a mystery forever in Y’s heart.

“Who are you . . . and who were you
before?”

Little did she know, the princess’ hunter
knew the answer.


Chapter 6: The Invisible Kiss

 


Her sheltered days hadn’t prepared her for
the falling of her stomach. She was unready for it, and when it
happened, it fell with an obvious crash. But she liked it. The boy
liked it, too. It made him feel alive. It took away the
hollowness.

 


The aftermath of their first hunt left the
pair of newbies with mixed feelings. They’d turned their eggs in to
the dome, gotten a few credits, and taken the next mark from the
lady with too much lipstick. For their next task, they were to
defeat a tartaroise – a shelled beast that inhabited the shallow
mines. Jobe would’ve been ecstatic if that had been their first
hunt, but his hand was slivered and his skin was scraped, and the
trickery of the first mark had left him ill-tempered. Tide, too,
was wary. If such an ‘easy’ egg-retrieving mark had left them so
beaten, then what would a really-for-real mark be like?

Jobe had instructed Tide to await his fax.
That had been three days ago. Tide understood; Jobe needed rest –
What good was a climber with an injured hand? – but she was growing
restless. Y’d stopped by to see her the day after the bird-fiasco,
but the art student had been busy with school since then, so Tide
was alone. She was bored, and so she slept. A lot. So much so, that
she missed it when Nero came home, awaking only to another of his
notes.

She cleaned her goggles, relaced her mitts,
and patched her pack. Then she cleaned her goggles again. Seeking
diversion, she pulled the small treasure box from behind her
armoire. Beneath an odd little key on a chain, there was a wrinkled
napkin. Rye’s napkin.

Tide pulled it out and held it to her
face.

“Rye, huh?” she said to no one.

The day outside her window was cloudy, but
she wasn’t sleepy anymore. She was ready for something,
anything, to happen.

“Rye . . .”

Tide pulled out a fresh piece of paper and
scribbled a note.

 


Rye, I don’t know if you remember me or not,
but we met last Sunday. That thing we talked about . . . That thing
you want to learn . . . would you want to give it a go today? Let
me know. I can meet you by that café if you’re interested.

-Ink

 


Tide sent the note through the cranky
machine, and then she regretted sending it through the cranky
machine. And then she grew nervous. And then that nervousness
turned into annoyance. The longer she waited for a reply, the more
the annoyance flared, but in actuality, negativity like that wasn’t
even warranted. She really only reviled the delayed response as an
attempt to cover her own embarrassment.

“Seriously! How long does it take to return
a fax?!”

Tide looked to the cuckoo clock on the wall
for an answer, and her forced annoyance retreated back into
nervousness. Only two minutes had passed since she’d sent it. A
third minute crawled by before the cranky machine began to turn its
wheels.

 


Rye is out. I’ll give him your message.

-F

 


Tide reread the note at least three and a
half times.

“F? F . . .” She had a strong suspicion of
who the note was from, and for some reason, it made her heart pound
obnoxiously loud in her ears. She had no business asking, but that
bothersome curiosity took hold once more. She wrote:

 


I’m sorry, but who is this?

 


This time, the response was instant.

 


Foster.

 


Just as she’d suspected. The curiosity
sought to move Tide’s hand to pry further, but Tide held it in
check. It would’ve been abnormal and rude for her to ask more of
the stranger.

“Foster: Rye’s Main. Seconds: People born
from the despair of others.” Tide rambled to the fax machine. “Are
they half-people? Or are the Second and the Main equally whole? It
depends on how you view the nature of things like the ‘soul’ or the
‘spirit’, I guess.”

With nothing else to do, Tide settled onto
the floor and took another nap. She awoke to the fax’s angry
creaking.

 


Tide (I refuse to call you ‘Ink’),

Yo! I so hope it’s not too late! You were
talking about climbing, right? You mean it?! You really want to
teach me some of your mad skills?! I’m game if you are!

Can you come now? I can be there in ten.

-Rye

P.S. You’re goofy. Of course I remember
you.

 


Tide’s heart began its obnoxious beating
again. She reread the note, and then looked out the window. The sky
looked no different than when she’d gone to sleep. The clock,
however, read two hours later.

“I’m going to get fat if I keep this
laziness up.”

The hands that were Tide’s were as excited
as her pulse. They were shaking. Thus, her note of response was far
less neat than the others.

 


I’m on my way.

-Tide

 


Tide threw her hair into two buns, collected
her things, and left the boring apartment for a new adventure.

The young girl was nervous; her stomach
excited. The way they’d left off had been awkward and intense, but
that made their second encounter that much more exciting. There was
also something dangerous about meeting with him. A boy who’d never
been born. A boy her father’s lawyer would surely condemn. A boy
surrounded by mystery.

But when Tide arrived at the café, she
realized just how normal the Second boy was. There was no
mysterious atmosphere around him. There wasn’t any danger either.
Only brightness.

“Yo! Tide!” Rye ran to her sporting a
full-toothed beaming smile. “You came! At first I thought it was a
trick or something!”

“H-hey, Rye.”

In the midst of his confident aura, Tide was
doubting herself. Rye sensed it.

“Oh!” he said. “Don’t worry. This’ll be fun.
I promise, okay?”

It didn’t take long for Tide’s eyes to
settle on Rye’s tattoo. The redness therein sought to pull away her
attention. Rye noticed, and he threw up his hood to cover the
marking. That was better. It helped Tide concentrate.

She smiled. “Right. Thanks for coming.
Truthfully, I was kind of bored.” She bit her lip to push away the
embarrassment that was again rising.

Rye stared at the olive-eyed, dark-haired
girl before him and blushed. “You look cute!” he blurted.

“What?!”

“Whoops!” Rye put a hand over his mouth.
“There I go again! Sorry! Just ignore stuff like that!”

But Tide’s neck was hot.

“So . . .” Rye sought to move along the
awkwardness he’d caused. “Er, w-where are you taking me,
sensei?”

Still embarrassed, Tide looked past him at
an uninteresting piece of litter that’d taken up residence on the
sill of a nearby window. “I was thinking we could go to the
Gustway,” she said.

Rye’s eyes widened. “For real?”

“Yeah, is that okay? It looks like it’s
going to rain soon, so there shouldn’t be anyone out climbing
there. It should be fine for us, though, because we’ll stick to the
bottom, so if it starts like pouring or something, we’ll be
okay.”

“Sweet! Sounds good to me!” Fully enthused,
Rye took off down the sidewalk.

“Wait!” called the princess. “The
Gustway-”

But Rye wasn’t listening. He tucked his
hands into his baggy pockets and analyzed the skyline. “I hope we
make it before it rains. It’s like, the sky’s dark and all, but the
clouds aren’t really moving or anything, are they? It’ll probably
just sprinkle if it decides to do anything. Well, either way, I’m
pumped!”

“But, Rye!” Tide had yet to move from the
café.

The Second froze and twisted around. “Er,
what’s up?”

“Um, actually, the Gustway’s this way. Keep
heading down there, and you’ll end up in the mines.”

“Oh!” Rye let out a sheepish chuckle. “Yeah?
Uh, like I said, I’ve never really been there . . . I mean, I have
but I haven’t, you know . . . well, whatever! Just lead the way,
sensei!”

“Sure. Over here, er- young tadpole.”

“Heh.” Rye pursed his lips and winked.
Tide’s nerves returned in full force.

Walking a few steps ahead of him, she led
the Second out of the city and to the place where the mountain
waited. As they went, she attempted to calm her pulse, which acted
up each time she dwelled on the fact that the flirty boy was
walking just behind her. Each pad made by his sneakers against the
worn concrete reminded her of his presence. Each boyish exhale or
throat clear reminded her of how tense the mood was. She wanted to
say something, but it was no use. She was more than a little
anxious this time around, and she could do nothing in her condition
but keep on like that – self-conscious and silent. Rye, too,
carried on that way – feeding into the tenseness – until, after
several crawling minutes, he closed the gap between them.

“Gah!” he said, messing with the hair
beneath his hood. “Sorry it’s so awkward now. My fault, I
know.”

It was true. Things were awkward
because of his blatant enthusiasm and forwardness. But it was also
true that there was someone even more at fault. For letting her
insecurities get to her, Tide was guiltiest of all. And she knew
it.

The demon watched from afar. It had its own
agenda for the young princess – an agenda in which Rye wasn’t
included. With silent pleas, it urged her to shrivel. It pushed her
to cower. But the princess was stronger than that, and she liked
the quirky person next to her. She liked him enough to want to
spend even a little more time with him. But to do that, she had to
be social. She HAD to return to normalcy. That need was what
finally overpowered her anxiety.

She glanced up at Rye from the corner of her
eye. “You’re taller than I remember,” she said. And it came
easily.

Rye sensed the rapid shift in mood, and it
made him grin. “Gosh! You act like it’s been years or something.
Ha! Reminds me of your note. ‘Not sure if you remember me . . .’
Listen, if my memory was that bad, I’d have a pretty hard time in
life. True story.”

“Yeah, I guess. Well, sorry. I just felt so
dumb about faxing you up out of the blue like that.”

“No, you know what’s dumb? Me. Checking my
fax constantly for the last few days, hoping you’d actually send
something. Lame, right?”

Tide didn’t think it was lame. She found it
surprising . . . and cute.

“Awww,” she said, welcoming back the
forgotten confidence. “You were waiting to hear from little ol’
me?”

“Heh. Well, I AM your biggest fan, so . . .
Holy tomato sandwich!”

“Huh?”

“That’s it!” said Rye. “Right there!”

The peak had been blocked by ruined
scrapers, but as the last one moved aside, the top finally came
into view. An enormous pile of rock and metal, littered with
forgotten appliances and other relics of an age past.

Rye was antsy. Even antsier than his other
bouts of antsiness. “So cool!” he squealed. And he pulled Tide in
for a hug. “Thanks, buddy! This is great!”

For Rye, the action had been absentminded.
For Tide, it was a complete shock. He held her against his chest,
and the cold metal of one of his cross necklaces pressed into her
neck. His sweatshirt was soft. The air was muggy, but the fabric
was light and soft and airy. The deep parts of his voice vibrated
through it and traveled to her ear in a murmurous, lagging
rumbling. Pulse accelerating rapidly, Tide took in a breath. Rye
smelled good. Sort of like clean laundry. Or maybe sheets that had
been air-dried.

Rye blabbed on about the mountainous view,
but Tide wasn’t really listening, because while he was rambling,
she was growing dizzy. The princess hadn’t much experience with
guys. She’d never had a close male cousin or a neighbor or a friend
like him, and there was something about having those long, solid
arms around her back that made her want to be helpless – made her
want to be rescued. She felt his chest rise against her cheek as he
inhaled, and her heartbeat reached a dangerous speed.

“WHOOPS!” Rye threw Tide from himself. She
stumbled backwards like a ragdoll, for her body had gone limp.
“That was seriously so uncool of me! Totally just groped you there!
I swear I’m not a pervert! I just got really excited . . . a-about
the mountain, of course!”

Tide had forgotten to breathe during the
latter part of the embrace. She struggled to catch her words. “No
prob.” Then, fearing loss of face, she turned her back to him.

Now free from her line of sight, Rye took
the opportunity to smack himself on the forehead. He was an idiot –
an idiot that wasn’t used to hanging out with girls. He was
treating her like a brother or something, and it was clearly making
her uncomfortable. He’d have to try harder to keep his hands to
himself . . . But she was so dang cute!

“Cool it,” he said under his breath.

Tide heard. “What?” she said.

“Er- nothing! C-come on! Let’s go!”

He took off in a gallop for the lofty peak.
Tide watched him leave. Her neck was still warm. So was her skin.
In truth, she hadn’t minded the impulsive grab at all. She’d
enjoyed it. She watched Rye trot off, and her mind’s eye flashed to
an image of his arms around her again – only this time, she saw
herself embracing him back. Suffering loss of air, she gasped a
gasp that was both obnoxious and unflattering, because in lieu of
the stomach-dropping image, she’d forgotten to breathe again.

Rye glanced back at her. “You coming?”

“Get a grip, Tide!” she told herself
angrily. Then to Rye, “Sure thing!” She hurried along after
him.

 


~

 


“All right,” said Tide. “Now watch.” She
pointed to a deceased automobile several levels up the metal
mountain. “I’m going for that thing. That ‘automotive’ dealy. So
basically, I’m going to scope the way up before I move. There’s a
sharp thing there” – she pointed – “that I’ll want to avoid. That
metal box thingy over there looks weak, so I’ll use it as a
balancing point, but I won’t put my full weight on it, and-”

“Wait,” said Rye. “I thought you said you
just kind of black out when you climb.”

“I do.” Tide grinned. “But I’m trying to
teach you, right?”

“Oh!” Rye returned the grin. “Right.”

“Anyways, you’ve got a point, though. This
might all be useless if my body decides to go up another way. I
guess it’s better if I just show you.”

Rye had been resting against the upper half
of a half-buried refrigerator. He pulled his knees into his chest
and took a breath. “All right. I’m ready to be amazed.”

“Ah! Don’t say that! I’ll get nervous!”

“Okay, fine. I’m ready to be disappointed!
Hopefully you’ll exceed my expectations! How’s that?”

“Uh. Fine. I guess, . . . dork.”

“Heh.” He gave her a goofy smile.

Tide pushed up her sleeves; she reached a
mitted hand for a block a short distance from the bottom of the
pile, pulled herself up, and then –

It was over.

She was on top of the car’s roof, and Rye
was on his feet, mouth hanging open and hand against temple.

“Holy-!” he started.

The first of the raindrops fell.

Rye ignored them, but Tide looked up. A few
of them fell onto her cheeks and slid down her chin, before
dripping onto her dirtied shirt. Tide liked them. They cleaned away
the sweat. No matter how warm they were, they felt refreshing.

“Tide, that was INSANE!”

“Phew. Really?” Hands on her sides, the
princess looked down at him. She was out of breath again. It seemed
like she was always out of breath. “How’d I do?”

“Oh man!” Rye threw his hands about
emphatically. “You were like a trapeze artist or something! It was
sick!”

“Ready to give it a shot?” said Tide,
pleased.

“Che-yeah!”

But it wouldn’t be so, for the first of
those raindrops had given way to more. As Tide descended the climb,
more and more began to fall, turning the peak into a slippery mess
of mismatched metal relics. It was fine for her. It would’ve been
fine for Jobe. But for someone like Rye . . . she couldn’t chance
it.

“Looks like we’ll have to come again,” she
said when she reached the bottom. “I don’t think it’s safe for any
climber right now.” She pushed her climbing goggles up and let them
rest upon her forehead.

“You’re probably right.” Rye wasn’t
disappointed, though. It was worth it to watch her climb again.
He’d been impressed with her before, but now he was . . . “Wow,” he
said.

“Stop,” said Tide. “You’re embarrassing me.
I’m a freak, huh?”

“You’re something.”

“Something?” said Tide. “Great.”

“Yeah, something GREAT!”

“No, that’s not what I-”

Rye laughed. “I know.”

Tide grinned in spite of herself. “Well,
should we head back?” she asked, looking into the glooming sky. “It
looks like it’ll get worse. What do you think?”

“That depends.” Rye held his chin in his
hand. “Has your boredom been lifted?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then we’ve accomplished our goal, haven’t
we?”

“I suppose we have. Okay, then.” The
princess turned to leave, but as she did, she grew very angry with
the rain that had intruded. Truthfully, she wanted to stay.
Truthfully, it had been a much shorter outing than she had
anticipated. Truthfully, she wanted to spend more time with the boy
that made her grin.

“There’s just one problem,” said Rye.

Tide looked over her shoulder. “What’s
that?”

“I don’t really want to go back yet.
We just got here.”

A smile of delight crept onto the young
mouth of the princess. Rye felt the same way she did. There was
something so satisfying about that. “We could wait for the storm to
pass?” she proposed.

Rye nodded. “Kay!”

And just like that, both of them were given
what they wanted. More time. Just a little more time.

The girl and Second backtracked through the
old city ruins that were very near the Gustway Peak. Rye let out a
snort when more rain began to fall. Then it fell harder, turning
the dusty ground to mud and turning Tide’s boots from tan to murky
black in a matter of seconds. She didn’t care. She was having fun.
They were quickly becoming soaked, and their unpreparedness was
something they could only laugh at. With Rye in the lead, the two
of them searched the area for a suitable place of shelter,
somewhere that looked stable and had maintained a roof throughout
years of abandonment. Rye’s hood was up, but it stuck to his head
like a matted shroud – a funny sight to the lagging-behind Tide.
With each new burst of rain – and consequently, each new level of
his discomfort – she struggled to keep moving in the midst of wild
fits of giggles. This was quickly turning into a beautiful
disaster.

Eventually, they came upon an old office
building that still had its roof. They found a way in through an
opening that had once been a window, and there they waited in the
part of the city that was deserted by even the underlings of
society.

The air was hot and damp. The princess and
the Second were drenched. The sky let out a crack!

After catching his breath, Rye slumped
against the wall and chuckled. “So, I guess it’s getting a teensy
bit worse out there than we expected.”

“Yeah,” said Tide. “No kidding. Guess we
should have checked the paper.”

They shook as much water from themselves as
possible and scoped out the driest place in the joint, which ended
up being an ovular chamber a few feet away from the building’s
center. It had been a conference room of some kind . . . maybe.
Remnants of non-Bororore furniture scattered the dirt-coated
floor.

Rye leaned against an old-metaled bookshelf.
“Well, that was fun,” he said.

“Yeah, but too bad we didn’t get to do much
climbing,” said Tide.

“Yes, but how often do you get to go play in
the mud? Eh? Eh?” He elbowed her in the side. She swatted him away,
but they were both a little giddy. For each other, they were both .
. .

Rye’s face fell into something serious. He
continued, “You know, I’m really glad you kept my number. I wasn’t
sure after the way we . . . er . . . the way things ended last
time.”

Tide knew exactly what he was referring
to.

“Right,” she said. “Sorry about that. I know
you aren’t a ‘fan’ of over-apologizing, but I AM sorry about how
weird I was getting.”

“It’s okay. It was because of this, right?”
Rye lowered his wet hood and pointed to his neck. Even in the
near-darkness, the red was painfully apparent. Tide tried not to
look at it.

“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t know why.”

“Curiosity?” suggested Rye. He left the
tattoo uncovered. He was gaging her reaction to it. Tempting her,
but not in a devious way. It was just that HE was the curious one.
Curious about its effect on the pretty girl before him.

They were alone. It was quiet inside the
building, though the rain outside pelted with fury.

“I wonder what it means?” said Tide. “The
design.”

Rye shrugged. “Maybe it doesn’t mean
anything.”

“I wonder.” Tide brought a hand to her own
bare neck. Though she tried to focus on other things, her eyes were
disobedient. They kept finding their way to the tattoo. RED was
calling. RED was baiting. Tide’s hand longed to move from her
throat to his.

Rye saw it. He saw the struggle, yet he left
it uncovered. Although he knew as little about the brand as she
did, he’d noticed a trend. Nearly everyone stared when he left it
exposed, but there were certain people that did more than stare.
There were a few, like Tide, who were affected abnormally by the
sight of the design. If he could understand just a little bit
better what it meant, maybe he’d be able to figure out exactly WHAT
he was. The truth was, he wanted her to touch it. He wanted to hear
her thoughts. More than anyone else he’d observed, he wanted it to
be her. That was because –

“Anyways, there’s something I wanted to ask
you,” said Rye.

“Yeah?” said Tide, eyes still defiant.

“Doesn’t it seem like we’ve known each other
a long time?”

“Huh? But we just met.”

“I know, but for me, it’s like . . . maybe
it’s just your personality, but it feels like-”

But at that moment, the sky cracked again,
and the surrounding ground, which had long been a place of tremors,
gave a shake. It upset the structure of the weak building enough to
dismantle a pile of rubble that had been resting on an above ledge
left by the last quake. A few of the rubble bits fell. Tide was in
no danger. She was agile and reflexive and would have moved out of
the way on her own, but Rye reacted anyway. “Yo!” He gave a shout
and hopped out of the way even faster than Tide did. He pulled her
aside and out from beneath most of the pieces. Then, while the
stunned girl observed, he kicked the last of them midair with the
bottom of his foot and sent it flying into the wall. He turned to
Tide, “You okay?”

The princess WAS okay. But she was shocked.
She was shocked and impressed. “Whoa! You’ve got skills too!” she
said. “Why didn’t you say so?”

“What?” Rye wrinkled his nose.

“That! You were all whoosh whoosh pow!”

“Oh!” he laughed. “That! Yeah, that was
instinct. I was in martial arts before-” But Rye couldn’t finish
because he wasn’t able to talk about him without feeling
detached from the earth.

“You mean before you split from-”

“Yup.”

Tide wanted to know more. Of course she did.
But she couldn’t bring herself to ask. There was silence for a time
while the two of them settled onto the ground against the wall and
listened to the murmurs of rain. The muggy air was making Tide
sleepy. Rye tilted his head and twisted a rogue lock of hair
between his fingers. Tide stared at the ground and tried to think
of a safe, non-Foster-related topic.

“Something weird happened to me,” she said
after several minutes.

“Weird?”

“When I was on my first hunt with Jobe.
There was a snake.”

“A snake?”

“Or something.” But the memory was too
dreamlike to discuss further. Tide’s lids drooped.

“Tide?” murmured Rye. He, too, was growing
tired. He cleared his throat to muster a bit of energy for what he
was about to say. He had to get it out, no matter how difficult it
was, so that she understood. He needed her to understand. “I
feel bad,” he said. “I want to talk about him with you, but it’s
too hard to stay grounded if I do. Sorry. Maybe when I’m stronger,
okay? Maybe when I’m more solid. I . . . like you, so I want
you to understand that it’s not because I don’t trust you or
anything. Does that make sense?”

Tide didn’t really get it. She still didn’t
know how the whole ‘Second’ thing worked, but she did know one
thing. Since her mother’s death some years earlier, Tide had felt
brittle, but there was something about this shell of a person that
made her feel less fragmented. It was ironic, but that’s just how
it was, and at some point, she’d realized that being around him was
better than being around Jobe. It was better than being around her
father and his lawyer. It was better than being around Y, even.

She looked over at the boy who’d never been
born, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes with his. His head was downward
so that his messy hair shrouded them entirely. She waited, though,
and when he finally looked up, his lashes were long and his eyes
were dark.

Tide didn’t look away. And she didn’t shift
her eyes to the red that fought for her attention.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “I like you
too.”

The moist air was still. The thunder was
distant. Rye swallowed, and his Adam’s apple danced. “You can rest
your head here if you want.” He patted his shoulder. “I’ll watch
for falling stuff.”

The idea of it turned the skin of Tide’s
face red, but she was too sleepy to protest, so she laid her head
against the soft, wet fabric there. His shoulder was hard beneath,
but it was fine. It was comfortable. Rye wondered about the girl’s
sensitivity to the tattoo, but more than that, he wondered about
his quickly growing fondness for her. Since splitting from Foster,
he hadn’t experienced emotions like those on his own . . . until
that day in the café. At that time, an overwhelming craving had
made its way under his skin. He liked the loneliness, but he liked
the fondness now too. The Second put his arm around the princess,
and she drifted into darkness. Safely. Cozily.

Tide was nearly asleep, but Rye couldn’t
help himself. Everything inside of him wanted to yell. To scream.
To dance. But of course he could do none of these things, so he
fought to squash them. To hide them. But he wasn’t strong enough to
bury them all. He allowed one impulse to stay and have its way.
Slowly and carefully, he brought his mouth to the side of Tide’s
face, just above her temple where her hair was still wet, and
brushed her skin with his lips. And his stomach toppled. Heavily.
Tide’s did too, but she was on the edge of consciousness, so it
mixed with a strange half-dream in which she was falling upwards
through an abandoned stairway while a black, slithering thing
trailed ahead of her.

The princess wasn’t fully aware of what had
happened, but she was happy. So was Rye.

But somewhere across the city, there was a
boy – a Main boy with bluish hair and boxy glasses – that was
experiencing utter despair over his Second’s elation.

“No,” said the voice that was Foster’s. “I
won’t let you. Not with her.”

When Tide awoke, the sun was out and Rye was
gone.


Chapter 7: The Disappearing Second

 


The gray boy had to see her. At least once
more. Their meeting would either solidify his existence or declare
his defeat, but he didn’t care anymore. Two long years had made him
thin, and even though he tried to hold back, there was no stopping
it. Their meeting was inevitable.

 


“So he was just gone? He just left you?!
Well, that’s probably because . . . But that doesn’t matter! What
if you’d been crushed by another tremor?! How irresponsible! I KNEW
it was a bad idea for you to . . . and not to mention, you fell
asleep in front of him?! He could’ve done something nasty to
you!”

Y and Tide were in Tide’s bedroom, and Y was
hyper.

“He’s not like that,” said Tide.

“So, you spend one day with him and suddenly
you know what he’s like? Dude, you are such a weirdo!” Y threw a
pillow at her irresponsible friend. “Have you even talked to your
dad, by the way?”

Tide caught the pillow. She hugged it and
rolled onto her back. “No, why?”

“He was here! And he was looking for you! He
even came to my place asking if I’d seen you. Did you even leave
some sort of excuse or something?”

“Shit.” Tide threw the pillow at the
wall.

“Yeah. You think? It’s like, the second you
turned eighteen he loosened his reigns, and I understand that you
want to explore, but cut him a little slack, okay? He was worried
sick. Okay, I’ve said my bit. Now let’s just drop it.” True to her
nature, Y dismissed the topic. “Gross Seconds are out of bounds,
too, by the way.”

“But, Y, I like-”

“NA NA NA NA NA!”

“I really li-”

“NA NA NAAAAA!”

“Tch. Fine.”

Y flicked her hair away from her chin.
“Let’s talk about that hunter of yours instead. Jabe, right?”

“Jobe. Speaking of, I finally got
another fax from him. He wants to go out tomorrow.”

“Ooooh, OUT, huh? Sounds fun,” said Y.

“Ehh. Not ‘out’ like that. I mean he wants
to go after our next mark.”

“Poo. Try to fall in love with him, would
you? A nice NORMAL boy like that is a better fit for you . . . even
if you are a weirdo.”

“He’s far from normal.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing. Sushi?”

Y smiled cheesily. “Okay.”

Tide smiled too, but it was fake. She was
hurting. Because Rye had left her there, she was wounded.

 


~

 


Tide peeled an orange and sighed. Another
muggy day waited outside of her palace. Jobe would be downstairs
soon. Now that he knew who she was, there was no need to hide it.
He’d never be allowed into the lift, but at least they’d probably
let him as far as the boulevard. Tide’s place wasn’t that far from
the mines, so it was a fine place to meet, she supposed. The young
girl went to the window, but it was no use. She was far, far too
high up to see anyone at street level. She’d just have to trust
that Jobe would arrive on time.

The princess threw a piece of juicy citrus
into her mouth and sighed again. There’d been no fax from Rye. No
explanation. No anything. He’d left her in that abandoned building,
and he hadn’t bothered to say why. And he wasn’t the only one.
Despite Y’s claims that Tide’s father had been ‘worried sick’,
there’d been no sign of him. No note either. In short, Tide was
feeling abandoned. She looked to the clock on the wall. At least
she’d get to see Jobe soon.

Knock! Knock!

The princess had just started to gather her
things when an intrusive rapping alerted her to someone outside the
door. She hadn’t been expecting anything like that, so the pounding
of fist on metal nearly made her choke.

“Dad?!” The princess ran to the latch,
assuming to find her king, but on the other side stood a chiseled
man with shiny shoes. It wasn’t her father.

It was his lawyer.

“Miss Yondo?” The lawyer slammed the door
behind him. “What are you wearing? Are those goggles on your
head?!”

“Y-you!” Tide stammered, taking a backward
step. He was the last person she’d expected to see. He was also the
person she’d least hoped for.

The lawyer plopped himself onto Tide’s
couch. “Don’t you ‘you’ me, Miss Yondo. Address me properly.”

“Yes-” But something was wrong. Tide
couldn’t remember his name. She’d seen him a hundred times
or more, but she couldn’t remember his name. Her brain was fuzzy,
so she settled on, “Yes, Sir.”

The lawyer drummed his fingers against the
old-metaled table at the couch’s side and stared at her. He was
frightening. Tide didn’t like him at all. He’d done nothing to
offend her, but the feelings she had for him were only negative.
She wondered why.

“Is my dad coming?” she asked meekly.

“Your father? No. He’s at the office.
There’ve been some complications with his invention. The civic dogs
are riding him hard.”

“Dad’s invention?”

“Yes, it seems some of his test subjects
have- no, it’s unnecessary for you to know. What’s more important
is that you st-”

But the cuckoo clock on the wall interrupted
him, letting Tide know that Jobe was due to be at street level. She
anxiously glanced at the window.

The lawyer frowned. “Expecting someone?”

Tide’s throat caught itself. It was in no
way acceptable for her to be out with a hunter, let alone for her
to BE one. The lawyer couldn’t find out about Jobe. If he found
out, it would be all over. The deceitful princess struggled to find
a suitable lie.

“A-actually, yes. Um . . . Y! Y is coming!
She’s, er, painting me?”

“Painting you?” said the lawyer. “You don’t
sound very sure of-”

“For one of her classes. That’s why I’m
dressed like this. She said she wanted something rogue.”

“Rogue? Hm. Well, I suppose it fits. Anyway,
I’m here to check up on you in place of your father.”

“Check up?” grumbled the girl, glancing at
the clock again. “Wonderful.”

The lawyer nodded. “For starters, how have
you been feeling, Miss Yondo?”

“Feeling? Fine, I guess.”

“Hm. That’s good. And Nero would ALSO like
an explanation as to where you were last night.”

Tide’s throat caught itself a second time.
There was no way she could use Y as an excuse again.

“I was . . .” started Tide.

“You were?” said the lawyer, ever
drumming.

“At the . . .”

“The?”

“Uh . . . Roof! I was at the . . . I was
on the roof.”

The lawyer cocked his head. “What?” he said,
amused. “You can’t be serious. The air’s hardly breathable up
there.”

“No, sir. Not MY roof. I was on Y’s roof. In
the garden.”

The Lawyer wasn’t convinced. “You left the
apartment by yourself?” he said dryly. “How did you manage that? Do
you even know how to use the lift?”

Tide found the question incredibly out of
place. “What?” she said. “Of course I do.”

“Oh, really? Fine. We’re just going to have
to tighten that leash of yours. I’ll speak to the lift keeper
myself to ensure this doesn’t happen again.”

That was the exact opposite of what Tide
needed to happen. No lift meant no access to street level. No dome.
No hunting. No Jobe. No Rye. Tide grew desperate.

“But Dad said I could go to Y’s sometimes!”
she whined.

The lawyer glanced at his wristwatch.
“Oh?”

“Yeah! On my birthday he told me I could
leave! You can’t just go back on his word!” It was the truth. Tide
remembered the conversation vividly. ‘You may go freely.’ – When
she’d asked permission to visit Y’s, those had been his words. “Ask
him! He’ll tell you it’s okay! Y even said he went to her unit to
look for me yesterday, so that means he expected me to be there,
right? Because he thinks it’s okay. Please . . . at least
ASK him.”

The lawyer’s frown deepened. “Your father
doesn’t know what’s best for his public image. After the death of
your mother, it’s been imperative to maintain good standing,
especially under the disagreeable circumstances under which she
passed.”

Tide reviled the technical way he referred
to her mother’s death. Fearing some sort of unintentional backtalk,
she looked to the clock yet again. It was now three minutes past
her appointment time. She had to get the lawyer out before Jobe got
fed up and tried to send her a fax. If that happened, the creaky
machine was sure to betray her.

Her lawyer was saying, “I suppose I’ll wait
here, then, until Y comes so that I can verify-”

“NO! I mean, uh, I was thinking of a shower
before she comes.”

“A shower?” The lawyer’s forehead folded.
“But aren’t you already in attire for her?”

How the young girl thought that she could
use her meager persuasion skills on an affluent lawyer was
something even she couldn’t reasonably explain, but there was one
thing she knew to be true more than anything: She couldn’t
have her freedom taken away again. No matter how sparse it was, she
couldn’t lose it. That was why, although it was doomed, she had to
try her hardest. She straightened her face and looked the lawyer
straight in the eye.

“Well, yes,” she lied. “But it’s just that I
feel so dirty wearing things like this. I can’t stand it for more
than a few minutes. I really tried them on for fit only. I’ve
actually been meaning to ask Y if there isn’t some
alternative.”

And somehow, someway, it worked. The lawyer
bought it. He actually bought it! Or . . . at least, that’s what
Tide perceived.

“Fine.” The lawyer stood and moved toward
the door. “Just make sure that girl doesn’t publicize any images
she produces. And if I find that she intends to, I’ll have her
moved to a different complex. Somewhere across town. Somewhere with
fewer floors.”

“Of course! Y wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Hm. And, naturally, I WILL be telling
Nero.”

Tide responded, “Sure. Er- give Dad my love,
would you?”

“No,” the lawyer said plainly. And he left
the room with another slam!

“What an awful person,” said Tide.

“I heard that,” said a voice through the
door.

Tide cringed and waited for the sounds of
the eavesdropping lawyer’s footsteps to fade away. In reality, the
lawyer wasn’t an awful person at all. He was only trying to keep
Nero safe. That was what was important. Though he pitied the
sheltered girl, it was in Nero’s best interest to keep her locked
away. To keep her secure.

Tide, however, had other plans. No sooner
had the footsteps faded than she stole out the door, pack in hand
and demeanor stealthy. Who knew when the lawyer would be back for
another ‘check-up’? It was imperative that she use the time to fly
as freely as possible because something in the space behind her
ribcage was telling her that it wouldn’t last much longer.

Trying not to think about it, the huntress
traveled the lift and met up with Jobe – who’d grown inpatient at
her lateness but waited nonetheless – and together they set off for
the mines in pursuit of their mark. Tide didn’t know it then, but
there were two presences waiting for her there, and neither of them
were the tartaroise.

“Your dad’s lawyer, huh?” said Jobe. “What’d
he want?”

“To ‘check up’ on me. I just about died. I
was so worried he’d stay! And I had to tell him so many lies, too.
Now my karma will be all out of whack!”

“You don’t actually believe in causality
like that, do you?” Jobe asked wryly.

Tide shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “Anyways,
how’s your hand?” The limb was now wrapped in a discolored white
bandage.

“Fine. After I pulled out the remaining
barbs, it was okay. I can pretty much put pressure on it as long as
I keep it covered.”

“That’s good,” said Tide. The word ‘barb’
freaked her out. She tried not to think of the pointy ends that had
been lodged deeply into layers of skin, but the image invaded on
its own and made her wince. Jobe smirked.

They traveled in silence awhile through the
market district. The street was crowded and busy. Seconds and Mains
and regular people walked on errands. The city’s gears cranked and
hissed. The princess and her hunter kept going, and eventually they
passed the café where Tide and Rye had met. Trying to be discreet,
she searched the dusty windows for a familiar face, but she
couldn’t find his. The princess suspected he might be hiding in the
back, but it was just speculation because really, he wasn’t
there.

The truth was, he wasn’t anywhere.

“So, your dad’s big invention,” said Jobe
after a spell. “The invention that made him kin-”

Tide squirmed and Jobe shivered out of
bliss, but he ultimately fought the urge to terrorize her. He
continued, “The invention that made him you know what. What
exactly IS it? I’ve seen so much about your dad in the papers these
days, but they never really explain what it is he’s done. I know
it’s a new drill of some kind that’s pouring all sorts of
pollutants into the air, but . . .”

“Something to do with Mekanix,” said
Tide.

“Of course it is, girl. Isn’t it always?”
Jobe laughed scornfully. “Sorry,” he said, “but I really hate
inventors. They’re responsible for most of what’s wrong with the
world nowadays.”

“Huh!?” Tide took it personally. “How can
you say something like that, Jobe? Because of people like my dad,
the fuel crisis was solved! Without inventors, how would we-”

Jobe fanned her argument away with the back
of his hand. “Sure, sure, tower-dwellers like you have it easy, but
for the street-dwellers, life is shit. Even for successful people
like my parents . . . it’s pure shit.”

“Whaa-?”

“Pay attention, girl. Let me get this out.
If we’re going to be ‘friends’ it’s important for you to know where
I stand on the Mekanix debate. Fair enough?”

“Ehh . . . Sure?” The young girl was too
sheltered to debate. She feared naivety, but Jobe was in that sort
of mood, it seemed, so she could do nothing but listen.

“Before the age of inventors,” rambled Jobe,
“everywhere was like the wild south. You know, there’d be trees and
grass and bugs and animals all over, even in the city. You can
appreciate that, right? Seeing as how aroused you get at the sight
of a dried up, crusty old field?”

“I-”

“But since they started drilling and pulling
up that damned Bororore, they’ve completely fumbled the natural
ecosystem. That’s the only reason that Seconds exist too. I mean,
who cares if Bororore makes tower-structures last forever? Who
cares if it makes undertrains that can go on for miles on a single
grain of fuelstone? Once they started messing with the structure of
the earth itself, that’s when nature started to die. Mech cities
aren’t the future. They’re the end.”

Jobe was working himself up – starting to
fume – but he’d lost Tide at ‘Seconds’.

“Red,” muttered the young mouth of the
girl.

Jobe wacked her on top of the head. “Geez!
You’re spacy as ever, I see.”

“Huh?” Tide shook the spaciness away. “But
Bororore is a good thing, right? You can add one gram of fuelstone
to any food and it’ll keep forever. It’s like a miracle!”

“It’s like a cancer. Who cares if food can
be preserved forever? If the natural order of things is out of
whack and food can’t be freely grown, then what’s the point? By
having food controlled in conservatories, the government is given
the ultimate control over the people. And with that power, they’re
surely dividing society into a strict class system. That’s why the
black market and places like the Weighted Dome prosper
nowadays. Street-dwellers aren’t given squat by the feds. They have
to scrounge.”

Tide didn’t know anything about that. As an
heiress, she failed. She knew nothing about her kingdom’s politics
and economy, but it wasn’t because she’d never learned it. It was
more like . . . she’d forgotten. There was one thing she was
staring to understand, though. Something she wanted to understand
more than any other thing. Her mouth, ignoring everything else that
Jobe had said, moved on its own. “Bororore. Responsible for
Seconds? Jobe, what did you mean? Were you just kidding, or . .
.”

Jobe stared at the olive-eyed girl, curious
by her interest. “Exactly what I said. That ungodly stuff that’s
being mined from the center of the earth – it’s what’s causing
people’s personalities to split.”

“You really think so?” whispered Tide.
“That’s what Seconds are caused by?”

“Well, it’s not like Seconds were around a
hundred years ago, right? Why are you so interested in them
anyway?” Jobe was suspicious. “Tell me, Ink, do you actually KNOW
any?”

“I . . . did.”

“Did?”

“Never mind.” It depressed Tide to talk
about the boy who’d left her.

“Okaaaay. Guess I’ll be dropping that
one.”

The conversation ended there. Since there
was nothing more to be said, they walked the rest of the way in
silence. Jobe studied the young girl. She was fretting over
something. Fretting attitudes were exactly the type of things that
called to the darkness inside of him. He could’ve easily made it
worse. He could’ve easily scratched at whatever wound was consuming
her. There were all sorts of things he could’ve tried, but none of
them would’ve work. He’d admitted the flaw to her. She’d be able to
look past any of those attempts, and it took the fun out of even
trying them. One thing he wouldn’t do, however, was offer her
console. He wouldn’t make it worse, but that didn’t mean he
couldn’t watch her suffer just a little.

And suffering she was. Abandonment like that
wouldn’t mean much to most people, but Tide had experienced
terrible loss in her life. Loss far greater than she even
understood, and Rye’s disappearance had cut at the pain that still
resided in the bottom corners of her heart.

“We’re here,” said Jobe.

Tide hadn’t noticed, but they’d reached
their destination. A large cavern, like a mouth, sat unnaturally in
the middle of the storage district. Though it looked the part, the
mouth hadn’t the ability to growl, but a growl was required, so one
of the two presences awaiting Tide growled in it its place. Low.
Rumbling. Hungry. The unheard growl of the demon pricked at Tide’s
skin. It watched her with black eyes. It had come to steal her
again. The second presence watched her too. No, the second presence
did more than watch her. The second presence fought to contain
itself at the sight of her because the sight of her made it feel
like melting into messy pieces. It struggled to contain the
anguished bellow that longed to force its way out in the midst of
her presence. It was tormented, but it held everything back and
after a long, pressure-filled minute, it said,

“Hi.”

The greeting startled Tide. She swiveled her
head to see a thin, bluish-haired boy in a gray t-shirt leaning
against the inside of the mouth. He held a pair of boxy glasses in
his hand. He was chewing on the end of them and staring.
Yes, his presence startled the young girl, but she didn’t cry out,
for there was something holding back all responses. Upon locking
eyes with the stranger, a throbbing in Tide’s chest had started up.
A violent throbbing that rammed against her chest and tried to
break its way out. Had it gotten its way, Tide’s ribcage would have
erupted into a myriad of tiny bone shards that would’ve escaped
into the upper sky. The girl that was Tide struggled to breath. She
struggled to stand. She was going to burst. That was the way she
felt. The presence of the blue boy was that strong. She’d never
seen him before, but she could sense who it was even before Jobe
said,

“Fos . . . ter?”

“Hey, Chuck,” said the blue boy.

“FOSTER! Seriously? I haven’t seen you in .
. . DANG, BRO!” Jobe ran to the shallow-looking boy and gave him a
brotherly hug.

Tide stood limply with hands at her sides
and mouth slightly agape. Rye’s Main. Rye’s Main was just standing
there, and Jobe knew him? And he was having an effect on her.

Foster didn’t look at Jobe. His eyes were
stuck on Tide and filled with despair. Complete, pathetic despair.
His shoulders were hunched. His demeanor was frail. Everything
about him embodied sadness. He was the complete opposite of
Rye.

If anyone was despair in a suit of flesh, it
was he.

Tide said nothing because she didn’t know
what TO say. She was at a loss. There was nothing she could . .
.

The demon laughed and sent a new shiver up
the back of Tide’s neck.

Jobe released Foster and followed his gaze
to Tide. In lieu of his excitement over the sudden arrival of his
old friend, he’d hadn’t given thought to just how awkward a meeting
like this would be. Awkward . . . because he knew a secret. He
couldn’t let the secret out yet, though, so the best option was to
act naturally.

“Foster, meet Ink,” he said. “Ink, this is
Foster. We went to . . . um . . . school together.”

“Ink,” mumbled Foster, and he winced. Jobe
whacked him on the back of the head.

“So, uh, be friends?” said the hunter.

Foster was frail. He looked like he’d
disappear at any moment. There was no mistaking it – this was THAT
Foster. Tide could feel it – that throbbing – and it . . . muddied
her. The young girl liked Rye most of all. Foster was Rye’s Main,
so that meant they’d shared most of their life together. In some
ways – no, in MANY ways – they were connected. They’d been born as
one.

The throbbing reached a new high.

“What is this?” muttered the mouth that was
Tide’s.

“Snap out of it, girl,” said Jobe. “It’s
rude to stare at people like that. Close your gapper.”

It was no use, though. The throbbing
continued. Jobe gave Foster a dark look. The hunter blamed the Main
for Tide’s muddled state. He walked to Tide’s side and placed a
calloused hand on her shoulder. He neared his face to hers.

“You’re alive, aren’t you?” he said under
his breath.

And with those words, the spell cast by
Foster’s presence dissipated. The throbbing beneath Tide’s ribs
ceased. But there was still something left in its place:

Fondness.

Before her, she saw a sad, gray boy she
didn’t know, but her fondness for his Second carried over unto him.
It wasn’t quite the same – she didn’t feel jittery and nervous
around him – but she did want to help him. She didn’t want
him to be wrapped in the despair that so clearly surrounded his
being.

“Hi, Foster.” She smiled warmly. “It’s nice
to meet you.”

And just like that, a little of the color
returned to Foster’s cheeks – they brightened from gray to dull
peach – and the left corner of his mouth twitched into something
less than a frown. Something that was almost a smile.

“You too,” said Foster.

Jobe observed stiffly. He felt mixed
emotions about the whole thing. The darkness inside him wanted to
scoff at it, but the other parts of him wanted to do the right
thing: to separate the two of them immediately. Nothing good could
come from this girl meeting this boy. Nothing good at all.

Tide was quickly returning to normalcy.
Those strange feelings were shifting to ones of curiosity. She
wanted to ask about Rye and what had happened to him, of course,
but she wasn’t sure if the Main held for his Second the same
taboo-type feelings that the Second held for his Main. And besides
that, there was the question of what Foster was even doing there in
the first place. Tide was sure it wasn’t just coincidence, but she
couldn’t make head nor tail of his purpose there nor her reaction
to him. Jobe knew Foster. And Foster was Rye’s Main. And Foster had
a strange effect on Tide. And he was there for some reason. And Rye
had gone missing. It was all so confusing.

But because of the secret, Jobe understood
everything, and he strived to achieve naturalness.

“So, Foster,” said Jobe, messing with the
discolored bandage. “You’re here to return that thing you
borrowed?”

“M-hmm,” said Foster, listless.

It was a lame attempt at an excuse, but Tide
had no choice but to cling to it. It was better than wallowing in
confusion, anyway.

“Oh!” said Tide. “You had to return
something, huh?” She wanted to ask about Rye so badly that it hurt,
but she held it in. It was hard, but she held it in. “I see. So,
you and Jobe are friends from school, but you haven’t seen each
other in a long time?”

“A very long time,” said Foster. The corner
of his mouth twitched again. The longer he stared into her eyes,
the more solid he felt.

Jobe rolled his eyes.

“I can’t wait to hear embarrassing stories
about this one,” said Tide, tipping her head at Jobe. “I have a
feeling there are going to be a lot. Anyways, how’d you know he’d
be here? I can’t imagine you just hang out at the mines for
fun.”

Foster chewed the end of his glasses. “Rye
told me.”

Tide had been seeking to warm his grayness,
but the blatant proclamation made her freeze. During her outing
with Rye, she’d mentioned at some point that her next mark was a
tartaroise, but why would Rye tell Foster? He didn’t exactly LIKE
his Main, did he?

Jobe cringed and rubbed his face. “Ay-ay-ay,
Foster. It’s not polite to bring up your Second on a first date.
Ink’s going to think you’re a creep.”

“She already knows,” said Foster dully.

It was a response Jobe wasn’t prepared for.
“What?!” he spat, shooting Foster a wild glare of accusation.

Foster shrugged. “She faxed when Rye was
out. I responded.”

“Oh. So you two already know each
other then?” said Jobe. But the question sounded artificial.

“Not really,” said Foster. He stared at
Tide. He was trying to remain cool. He was trying to keep it
together, but the sorrow exuding from his pores was painfully
apparent. Tide no longer sought to comfort him. Rye. She needed to
ask him about Rye. Since the Gustway, she’d been thinking that Rye
had just up and left her, and she’d harbored feelings of betrayal,
but there was something now that made her think otherwise. Like he
hadn’t left. Like he’d been taken. And she a strong
suspicion that Foster had had something to do with it. Seeking to
escape his depressing gaze, Tide walked deeper into the mouth of
the mine.

For the princess, the situation was awkward
and confusing, for Foster, it was something unbelievable, and for
Jobe, it was a nightmare. But for the demon, it was perfect. He
laughed again, and the corners of Tide’s eyes began to fill with
blackness.

“Huh?” The princess blinked several times to
wipe it away. The blackness persisted, and before Tide could
understand what was happening, something slipped around her middle
and she was pulled into the mine.

Foster and Jobe watched her go. They did
nothing to help, though Foster extended a listless hand after
her.

Jobe shook his head. “Way to go. Now look
what’s happened. And you showed up here without an excuse or
anything? Geez! Of course it would look unnatural.”

“Sorry, I couldn’t help it. Rye found her,
and . . . it was like . . . Never mind. And you, what were you
thinking, Chuck? What were you thinking in making her your partner?
Just to be mean or what?”

“I have my reasons,” said Jobe. “Actually, I
didn’t know for sure it was her until I tracked her fax. I assumed
given what you’ve told me, and once I figured out her name . . . I
just wish I’d known that Rye had found her. That’s
problematic.”

“You mean awkward? Sorry. Can’t help what
form he takes.”

“Hmph. Now that I think about it, that
must’ve been why she was so into Seconds. The spacey
blockhead.”

There were a few moments of stillness.

Foster stared at the place Tide had stood.
“She doesn’t . . . remember anything, does she?”

“Nope, not as far as I can tell. And it’d
better stay that way. It’s obvious they’ve gone through great
lengths to make sure she doesn’t, and who knows what’ll happen if
she finds out. If you want to keep seeing her, I suggest you do it
from afar. You KNOW what I mean, right?”

Foster did know. He didn’t want to listen to
Chuck, but Chuck was right.

“Fine,” he said.

Jobe groaned. “Was it worth it, bro? Do you
feel ‘better’ now?”

“No,” said Foster. “Not at all.” He put his
head in his hands.

“Ha. Serves you right.”

“Be nice.”

Foster flicked his glasses onto his face and
pulled at his collar. He was feeling uncomfortable in his own skin.
He looked to the sky. It was overcast. Sad. Gray. As gray as his
shirt. As gray as his soul. He’d wanted to see her in person one
time at least – the young princess who’d forgotten him – but now
that he had, he knew what he had to do. It was up to Chuck now. And
Rye. To make sure she stayed that way. To make sure she stayed lost
in oblivion. That was best for everyone.

Foster let out a sigh and left Jobe standing
at the mouth where Tide’s body was being consumed by an unseen
demon.

“All right, Chuck,” he said. “I’ll leave her
to you.”

He started away, but Jobe had something else
to say. He fought to swallow the cynicism that strived to escape
him. Managing to choke it down, he admitted, “I miss you, Foster.
We all do.” Foster said nothing, but Jobe took his silence as some
sort of response and continued, “Try to pull it together. It’s what
she’d want, you know. Think back. She wouldn’t want you to be like
this. She wouldn’t want you to be so . . . skeletal.”

But that was exactly what Foster was. He was
a skeleton now. A skeleton of his former self. Since the day he’d
pushed Rye out, everything had been different. Everything had been
broken, and there was no way to revert it to what it had once been.
Foster had accepted this.

It was exactly what the demon wanted. It let
out its heartiest laugh of all.

Foster left Jobe. He disappeared into the
grayness of the storage district’s lockers. Jobe stood by the mouth
of the cave and waited. He waited for the return of his princess.
Once the demon was done with her, it would give her back. That he
was sure of. What he didn’t know was how long it would take.

But he’d wait. For the princess, the hunter
would wait as long as it took.


Chapter 8: The Reappearing Boy

 


Even though reawakening was something he’d
experienced a dozen times or more, it was something he’d never get
used to. It was something he hated. Flesh formed around air.
Thought formed around energy. It was time to reawaken again.

 


“All right, Rye. You win . . . for now.”

The boy suspended in darkness heard a voice
through the nothing. He opened his eyes and found himself sitting
in the corner of a small, dingy room. His body was slumped; his
knees pulled snugly into his chest.

“Finally,” said Rye in a voice that was
hoarse from disuse. Aching in at least five places, he pulled his
body from the ground and started to dust himself off, but when he
looked down at his sports jacket – “Filthy.” – he threw it aside
and slipped up the hood of his sweatshirt. His mouth tasted gross.
He needed to get home. “That was so LAME of you, Foster!” Rye
kicked the stained pillow he’d been resting on. He didn’t want to
know what sort of liquid or secretion had tainted it, but whatever
it was, it left a stale stink in the air around him. “SO LAME!”

The ceiling above him drooped in several
places, and with the thumping of overhead footsteps, small
snow-like debris drifted downward onto his shoulders. He gave both
the residue and ceiling looks of distaste before finding his way
out the door, which – as it turned out – was one in a hallway of
many. With tired limbs, Rye straggled across the black-spotted
carpet. Grimy knobs littered either side. Behind them, other
abandoned Seconds waited to be released from their curses.
Reawakening was never a pleasant thing.

Rye stuck his hands into his pockets and
moved slowly. He didn’t know what part of the city he’d ended up
in, and he knew from prior experience that it was best to assess
first in these situations. There were some parts of St. Laran where
it was dangerous to show off the red.

The Second calmly left the building and
glanced behind him. According to the rusted sign, his place of
‘rest’ had once been a hotel. Now it was just another wasted slum.
An ugly blemish on the face of an otherwise decent-looking
street.

Rye rubbed his dirty face and blinked into
the sun.

Aside from the eyesore hotel, the area was
surprisingly clean. Surprisingly populated. Surprisingly bright.
The place gleamed like the complexes of the tower-dwellers. That
was because Bororore coated even the lower buildings there. That
sort of thing was a growing trend, although the ore was still
primarily used for ritzy skyscrapers and lengthy undertrains.

Sensing no danger, Rye made brisker his
step. He wanted to make it home as quickly as possible, for he was
certain he carried at least a little of the hotel’s stench along
with him. He needed to refresh. He needed to catch his bearings.
But more than that, he needed to send a very important fax.

“Tide,” said the young mouth that was
Rye’s.

He felt rotten for leaving her alone in the
ruins God knows how many days earlier. It was unacceptable, and
even though it wasn’t his fault, amends had to be made as soon as
possible. She deserved that much. Hell, she deserved much more than
that. Playing catch-up was just one of the joys of reawakening.

Rye continued on. Shifty. Sharp-eyed. As
soon as he recognized something, he’d find his way back. The only
problem was, he didn’t recognize anything. He never had been
great with directions. On top of that, he wasn’t feeling very REAL
at the moment. He felt wispy, and that was dangerous. If he didn’t
hold onto himself, he’d end up right back were he’d started.

“Rye. Rye. Rye. My name is Rye. Rye. Rye.
Rye. My name is Rye.”

To an observer, he would’ve seemed like a
loon. He was sure of that. But it didn’t matter. It would all be
worth it once he made it home solidly.

The stinky boy kept moving, eyes on the
horizon in search of familiar landmarks. Eventually he passed a
school, Eastfelt Intermediary.

Eastfelt. If the title wasn’t lying, he
wasn’t far from home. He tried to search his memory back to
Foster’s time in school. The city districts went: Callahan,
Eastfelt, Abardo, Dentra, Eeon. His home was in Abardo. That meant
he had to head . . . west? But which way was west? He’d have to ask
someone . . . But he was so grubby at the moment that human
interaction was the last thing he desired. Rye let out a groan.
This was the pits!

“Excuse me.” Chugging his pride, he
approached a Second woman who was walking along the boulevard with
stark determination.

The Second stopped and looked up at him with
eyes of vacancy. “Yes?” she said.

“Which direction is west?” asked Rye.

The Second slowly raised a rigid hand and
pointed to her right.

“That way?”

The Second nodded.

“Sweet!” Rye gave a whoop. He was one step
closer to finding home. “And is that the way to Abardo?” he
asked.

The Second nodded again.

“Thanks!” said Rye.

The woman said nothing. She continued to
stare. Rye squinted at her. Her steps had been defined but her eyes
were so . . . soulless.

“Yo. You doing okay, there?” he asked. “You
seem a little . . .”

“I’d worry about yourself,” she said stonily
with eyes that remained disconnected.

“Uh-”

“Your aura’s much too defiant. It’s your
role to take on the pain, but all you’re doing is indulging. Learn
your place.”

“Whaaa?”

But the woman started her determined march,
leaving Rye behind and confused and irritated.

“Bull crap.” Rye formed his hands into
fists. “I’ve chosen to separate from the pain that was his.
It isn’t mine, so why should I bear it?”

He turned down the right-hand road, but he
wasn’t walking briskly anymore. He was stomping. He couldn’t stand
weak-minded people like that. Seconds who’d mindlessly take on
their stereotyped roles. He wouldn’t be that way. He’d choose to
enjoy the time he’d been given. He’d choose to ‘indulge’.

Fuming, Rye continued along the side road
until, after several minutes, he stopped to draw a deep breath. He
was regaining himself. Regaining solidity. The red brand on his
neck burned a little at the thought, but Rye paid it no mind. Soon
he’d be home and showered, and then the first thing he’d do would
be to send Tide that message apologizing for his disappearance.
After all, someone as high-towered as her probably had no idea
what’d happened to him. She probably had no idea what happened to
Seconds when their Mains . . .

“Stupid Foster!” Rye grumbled again. But
even saying his name made the shallowness return. “I’m Rye. I’m
Rye. I’m-”

“Well, well,” said a lazy, droning voice
from behind.

Rye stiffened – the voice was dripping with
ill intent – and coolly glanced over his shoulder. The street was
still populated, but it was sparser than the main road he’d been on
before. Two twenty-something males, one of which was surely to
source of the voice, stood a short distance away. The first was as
tall as Rye, but much lankier and heavily tattooed. The other was
pale with black hair. Rye ignored them and continued along the
pot-holed street.

“You look like you’re fresh from a rebirth,
Sec-scum,” the droning persisted. Rye threw another annoyed glance
over his shoulder. The tattooed one. He was the owner of the lazy
voice.

“For real?” said Rye dryly. “On a bright,
pleasant day like this you’ve got nothing better to do?”

Apparently they hadn’t. The two strangers
jogged up next to him and took position on either side.

“You’re pretty cute. And tall too,” said the
pale one. “Wanna have some fun with us?”

“Golly! Good old fashioned bullying? How
cute is that?” Rye fluttered his lashes. Then his expression turned
deadly. “Piss off. I just want to get home and shower.”

“Shower? You can borrow ours,” said the pale
one. His eyes shined. “How about it?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Too bad, but you don’t really have a
choice,” said the tattooed one. “You see, you’re just our type.” He
placed a firm hand on Rye’s bicep.

“Heh.” Rye yanked his arm away and grinned
because he knew he could take them. Even in a weakened, just-awoken
state, he could definitely take them. The martial arts training
he’d shared with Foster was still very much solidified in his
memory. It would be easy. Fun, even. But there was something he
didn’t count on. Something he was powerless against.

“SO, who’s your Main?” said the pale one,
leaning in closely so that his mouth was nearly to Rye’s ear. “We
overheard you say ‘Foster’. Is that him? Is Foster your Main?”

Rye cringed at hearing the creep use
Foster’s name.

The pale stranger laughed. “Guess we guessed
right. Hey, you aren’t even a real person, are you? FOSTER is.”

And just like that, Rye felt the
uprootedness begin. His luck was bad, because as luck would have
it, the strangers had found him in his most vulnerable state – when
he was most susceptible to losing grounding – and they’d also
happened to eavesdrop the name of Rye’s Main that had so carelessly
been muttered.

“I said, PISS OFF!” Rye tried to elbow the
pale one away from his ear, but since his limbs were already
returning to numbness, the attempt was easily dodged.

Pale Face laughed again. “See. You’re just
empty, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, Sec-scum,” Tattoo joined in. “You
aren’t real. You’re a flicker. An emotion. An
abomination.”

Rye scowled. “Shut it!” But he was drifting.
And rapidly. At this rate, he’d be gone before he could even begin
to fight back. If he didn’t act quickly, he’d end up in the middle
of whatever presumably sick plans the two strangers had for him. So
act quickly he did. Leading with his fist, Rye swung his arm in an
attempt to hit Tattoo in that smug, long-jawed face, but something
was wrong. Rye’s body hadn’t obeyed; and he wasn’t just numb
anymore – He hadn’t moved at all!

“Dang it!” Realizing defeat, Rye did the
only thing he could – swing his head from side in an effort to
shake them away. He came off looking like a crazed mongrel.

Tattoo and Pale Face laughed in unison.

“You really are fresh from a nap, aren’t
you?” said Pale Face.

“Strange,” said Tattoo. “He LOOKS strong,
but there doesn’t seem to be much to him, does there?”

“Well, there wouldn’t be. I’m sure FOSTER
kept the good parts.”

“True.”

But while they were mocking, Rye was
concentrating. Silently fighting. Telling himself he was real.
Reconnecting to the earth. Tattoo noticed, though, and put a stop
to it before Rye could make any real progress.

“Go ahead,” droned the stranger, nodding to
his partner. “Let’s get this over with before he gains control.” He
moved his hands behind Rye’s shoulders.

Rye braced himself. Chances were that any
pain would travel through the numbness.

“Mmkay.” Pale Face locked eyes with Rye and
chewed his lip before landing a hard punch into the Second’s
kidney. Rye doubled over, but Tattoo held him up.

Rye was limp. Not from the pain he’d
definitely experienced, but from disconnectedness. He couldn’t
straighten up, and he couldn’t fight back. Not even when Pale Face
lifted his hood, peaked beneath, and said, “There it is.” The creep
drew a finger along Rye’s collarbone and up to the red of his neck.
“This’ll be fun.”

Rye gagged at the disgusting seductiveness
of the caress, but the strangers took no notice. Each put an arm
around his middle and began to pull him back the way they’d
come.

Any onlookers that saw the abduction did
nothing to help. Why should they get involved in the affairs of a
person who hadn’t even been born? Why should they care what
happened to something so ‘unholy’?

Rye was floating. He fought to stay
connected to the earth. He fought to exist. But every time he
started to solidify, Pale Face or Tattoo would whisper some
discouraging quip that pushed him away from the ground.

He was helpless.

They dragged him to a lower-apartment a very
short distance away. Apparently the duo didn’t travel very far from
home to catch their prey. The apartment was one of the ones coated
in Bororore, but even so, it was outdated within. There was no
bellhop there. There was no front desk clerk, either. And there
wasn’t a manager to monitor the going-ons of its inhabitants. Rye
stumbled along, unwilling and disconnected, through the dark-lit
lobby.

“Almost there, darling,” whispered Pale Face
in Rye’s ear.

Rye’s empty stomach sought to upheave, but
there was nothing in there for it to throw out, so he simply
cringed.

“He smells,” said Tattoo. “Let’s have
Maricia clean him up first.”

Hungry eyes locked on Rye’s slender middle,
Pale Face nodded.

After that, the kidnapped Second wasn’t
totally aware of what was going on. He felt himself pulled. He felt
himself thrown. He heard Foster’s name whispered into his ear. And
then he was wet. And there were a woman’s hands on his body. The
water was warm, it felt good, but when the woman said the name of
Rye’s Main, he could no longer feel it. He could no longer feel
anything. He really was a shadow. A wispy outline of a person.

The woman dried him off and put a scratchy
towel around his hips. Then she left him in the bathroom.

Rye waited there until, at some point, he
began to be aware of himself again. He felt his skin. He felt his
bone.

“I’m Rye,” he murmured. “Rye.”

And little by little, he believed it.

He looked around. The bathroom he was in was
clean. Much cleaner than he’d expected. And he too was clean. The
air smelled minty. HE smelled minty. It was a welcome change from
the hotel’s stale odor. Not that he could enjoy it much under the
circumstances.

Placing a hand against the wall to brace
himself, he stood. His clothes were nowhere in sight. Just the
small towel around his hips. He looked down at it and rolled his
eyes.

“Oh God.”

But speaking anything other than his name
made him drift.

“I’m Rye. Rye. Rye. Rye.”

His hair was still wet. He shook it out and
stared at the bathroom’s door. This was a bad situation. A very bad
situation. The name of Rye’s Main was his biggest weakness, yet
he’d always been too careless with it. The enemies had heard it,
and it had given them control. And they’d definitely use it the
moment they saw he was ‘back’. His only chance was to deafen the
vice by repeatedly thinking his own name. But if they started to
use Foster’s . . . the distraction would only work so long. He’d
have to escape before it affected him again.

“Rye. Rye. Rye.”

He placed a hand on the knob. It was sure to
be locked, but . . .

Click.

It wasn’t.

The room beyond the bathroom was dark, lit
only with a small amount of intruding sunlight from between the
drawn curtains. Clinging to the scratchy towel, Rye felt his way
along the wall in search of the door.

He made it only a few feet when a pair of
hands pinned his shoulders against the wall. Rye’s throat
grimaced.

“Hello, darling,” breathed Pale Face. “Feel
better?”

“Sure do!” Rye twisted his shoulders from
under his captor’s hands and at the same time jabbed the grinning
fiend with an uppercut to the jaw.

Surprised, Pale Face held his chin and
stumbled backward. “Sh-shit! You don’t take long to recover, do
you!?” he said.

Rye answered with a kick to the stomach that
sent him to the ground. Then he made a grab for a tall lamp in the
corner that looked to be a suitable beating stick.

“ERIK! GET IN HERE!” shouted Pale Face.

From somewhere in the dark room, a door
swung open.

“What is it? Can’t handle one kid?” said a
lazy voice.

The light from the adjacent room lit the
darkness enough for tattooed Erik to see what was happening to his
partner. It also lit the room enough to show Rye the way out.

“Rye. Rye. Rye. Rye. Rye.” Ever repeating
his name – and holding the lampstand like a bat – Rye started a
sprint for the open door behind that tattooed captor. The captor
cut him off, grabbed the stick mid-swing, and made a jab at Rye’s
cheek. Rye ducked out of the way and elbowed the captor in the gut.
Then he yanked the makeshift weapon out of the creep’s sweaty grip.
It was for nothing, though, because creepy Erik caught him around
the neck just as the Second was readying his next swing.

“Not so fast, Sec-scum!” he seethed. “You’re
just a Second! You aren’t even real! Foster is! Foster’s real! Not
you! You aren’t even really here!”

The thread holding Rye to the ground
threatened to break. Rye strengthened it by continuing, “Rye. Rye.
Rye.”

But it wasn’t working. Erik noticed.
Grinning devilishly, the creep tore the stand from Rye’s numbing
hand and threw it across the room. Then he wrestled Rye to the
ground. Pale Face was back on his feet. He hurried over to his
partner.

“Have you ever seen anything like that?”
asked Pale Face. “One of them recovering like that?”

“All I have to say is I hope it’s worth it
for you!” said Erik. He released Rye’s neck enough to pummel a fist
into the Second’s eye. Rye fought back with a few more swings, but
his responses were lagging because Pale Face was saying,

“Foster’s Second. That’s all you are.
Foster’s Second. Foster. Foster. Foster.”

Rye started to float away again. Erik hit
him a few more times for good measure. Flickering in and out of
reality, the Second lay limply.

Pale Face brought his mouth to Rye’s ear.
“Much better, darling. Come on, this’ll be fun. Why not play
along?”

“Piss off,” muttered Rye. Erik sighed and
held down Rye’s shoulders while Pale Face started to nibble on the
Second’s ear. Rye was too disconnected. He couldn’t make his body
respond the way he wanted. All he could do was mumble, “Fricking
nasty.”

“Oh, come on,” cooed Pale Face. “You know
you like it.”

He didn’t like it. At all. And for the first
time ever, Rye wished that Foster would take control. He wanted to
be pulled into nothingness. There was no escaping this. No matter
how many times he said his name, the power held by Foster’s was
something he couldn’t match. It was something he couldn’t fight. It
was hopeless.

But then something happened.

“When you’re through with him, I’m going to
ink him,” said tattooed Erik. “You were right. There’s something
different about this one. He’s too individual for his own good.
It’s not right. I’m going to write the word ‘FOSTER’ in capitol
letters across his forehead for everyone to see. Bring the slut off
his high horse.”

“Mmm.” Pale Face continued to chew on Rye’s
ear. “Mmkay.”

But unbeknownst to the creeps, something had
changed in the docile Second. At the word ‘ink’, he’d drifted back
to the ground just a little.

Ink. Tide’s climbing name. Tide. The pretty
olive-eyed girl he’d taken a liking to. Tide was alive. Tide was .
. . Tide. Tide. Tide. For some reason, thinking her name was
starting to effect Rye in a way saying his own couldn’t. There was
POWER there.

“Tide,” he whispered.

“What’s that, darling?” Pale Face sat up.
Then he placed a hand on Rye’s bare stomach. Erik continued to hold
his shoulders down.

“Tide,” said Rye, and it came a little
louder. A little stronger. With one more – “TIDE.” – the feeling
returned to the entirety of his body. Rye could feel the hard
cement below his back. But more than that, Rye could feel Pale
Face’s hand upon his abdomen, and it sent a grossed-out shudder
down his neck. Pale Face misinterpreted it.

“Ahh. So you DO like?” And his hand started
to slide.

“Heh.” Rye smiled darkly. Not because he
liked it, but because he existed. And because he could take
them.

In one swift move, the skillful Second threw
both men off of him and jumped into a squat. Then he knocked Erik
to the ground with a kick to the back of the knees and grabbed Pale
Face by the throat. “Goodbye, darling,” he cooed, mimicking the
kidnapper. He head-butted Pale Face in the nose – a blow that
knocked the creep out – and threw him on top the downed Erik. Erik
scurried to crawl out from under Pale Face, but Rye was up and
ready for him. An open handed push to the chin sent the tattooed
captor down.

Rye retrieved the lampstand and gave the
pair a few good whacks before retiring it violently against the
wall. He was thoroughly grossed out. “NASTY!” he yelled and slammed
the door shut behind him.

If ‘Maricia’ had been in the adjacent room
during the scuffle, she wasn’t any longer. The room was empty. Rye
retrieved his jeans, which were on a short table near the door,
didn’t bother with a shirt, and exited the room as quickly as
possible. He traveled the rest of the way home shirtless and trying
to choke down the experience.

“Nasty! So fricking nasty! What a couple of
pervs!”

He swatted at his ear where Pale Face’s
trembling mouth had been and wanted to vomit. No amount of water
would be able to wash away the memory, he realized, but when he
finally arrived at the apartment he shared with Foster, he tried
anyway. After a wastefully long shower, he sat on the edge of
Foster’s bed and scribbled a note:

 


Tide,

I’m sorry that I was gone and that you
haven’t heard from me until now. I can explain . . . if you’ll let
me. Just know that it was nothing I meant to do. I’d like to see
you again.

-Rye

P.S. Thanks. I know you don’t know what this
means, but you just saved me from a pair of perverts.

 


The creaky machine in Tide’s apartment
delivered the fax.

“A pair of perverts?” Nero Yondo held the
note in his hand and frowned. “What have you gotten yourself mixed
up with now, Tide?”

Missing his disobedient princess, the
disillusioned king stared out the window and wheezed.

 


~

 


When Tide arrived home from the failed
tartaroise hunt, she was worn out. The mines had been a dead end,
for a recent tremor had closed up the upward parts where the
tartaroises were said to dwell. She and Jobe resolved to try again
after a day or two of rest. And she needed it. She felt out sorts
for some reason. And her internal clock was all off. It seemed like
she’d been at the mine for only an hour or so, but it was already
evening. Not to mention, she vaguely remembered being ensnared by
something again, but she couldn’t clearly pull the memory, no
matter how recent it was. It continued to evade her – ever running
from the spotlight or being stomped upon by a more powerful
thought. It was frustrating. And what was more frustrating was that
she’d missed her father yet again. He’d been back to the house.
He’d left a note, and even though he had to know by now that she
hadn’t really been going to Y’s, there was no sort of reprimand for
her.

Tide reached for the Bororore-framed
photograph that sat upon the kitchen counter. It was of Tide and
her father. Tide’s mother had snapped it during her last days.
Their last visit to Eastfelt Conservatory. Together, the family had
enjoyed a full day of man-made nature. All three of them had spent
the afternoon . . . No, that wasn’t right. There’d been four of
them there. Tide, her parents, and another. A friend? Or . . .? But
try as she may, the young princess couldn’t remember the
fourth.


Chapter 9: The Visible Kiss

 


Hearing it all said like that, there wasn’t
much sense to be made. Still, the two lost in oblivion tried. They
tried diligently. But in the end, it wouldn’t matter. In the end,
they were the same way they’d always been.

 


Y was worried. Y was anxious. She’d have
been better off had Tide NOT confessed her day’s plans – plans that
Y definitely didn’t approve of. But there was no stopping her. Tide
was going. Across the city. By herself. To see IT. To see the gross
thing that had never been born. It’d done something to Tide. It had
done something to the princess. It had convinced her that it was
real. It had convinced her that it was alive. Tide had fallen into
its trap, and she even claimed to feel fondness for it
now.

Y couldn’t go with her. Going with her would
just be giving in. Giving permission. And that was something Y
couldn’t offer. Y stared into the mirror. Her orange hair was
pulled back with a checkered band – an early birthday gift from her
idiotic friend.

“Sorry, Tide Yondo. I can’t support you in
this. If you fall on your ass, I’ll help you up, but I won’t be the
one to push you down.”

Tide couldn’t hear her, though, because was
already halfway to Abardo.

Y fiddled with her hair and let out a
sigh.

Tide also let out a sigh. She was staring up
at the overcast sky. It was going to rain again, but this time she
was prepared. She held in her hand a sturdy Bororore-cored
umbrella. Upon her body, she wore an expensive pink raincoat that
she’d found in the back of her closet. She couldn’t remember when
she’d bought it, but it fit perfectly.

Tide followed the detailed instructions
jotted on the note in her other hand. At the end of the street, she
was to take a right. That would put her right by his apartment. She
was almost there.

The young girl was antsy. She was eager to
see him. She was eager to hear his explanation. He also had an
interesting story to tell her, he’d said. Heart thumping, Tide
tried to prepare for her first visit to Rye’s home.

Rye was also nervous, not only because had a
lot of explaining to do, but because talking about those
things was sure to weaken his hold on the ground. He couldn’t slip
away again. Not in front of her. For her, he had to hold tightly.
But what if it became too much? . . . Then he’d just have to trust
that Tide’s presence would help keep him there. That things would
be fine as long as Foster stayed out of the way.

Ding! Ding!

Tide stood at the entrance and pulled the
bell string. Rye’s apartment was much shorter than hers. She’d
predicted as much, but . . .

“It’s really not THAT short,” she told her
umbrella upon further inspection. It was sort of a mid-level place.
She held onto her zipper and looked up and wondered which floor he
was on. Her hands were sweaty. She hoped he wouldn’t start off the
day with a high-five or anything. The thought made her shiver. “Get
a grip, Tide,” she told herself. But because the princess had never
been one for taking her own advice, she continued to be a shivery,
sweaty mess. “Omigod! Cut it out, already!” She was sure she looked
pathetic.

But when Rye opened the door, he thought she
looked something else entirely.

“Adorable,” he said. And he impulsively
moved in for a greeting hug.

“Eh?!” Tide took a step back because she was
feeling skittish.

“Nope! Nothing!” Rye grinned, retracted the
hug, and put a finger to his lips. This was her first visit to a
Second’s house, and it was up to him to make sure she didn’t feel
uncomfortable. He’d even taken extra precautions to hide the
distracting tattoo with a striped green scarf. “B-boy, am I glad
you came!” he said, trying to recover. “And you weren’t lying – You
appear to be intact! Phew! Can you tell I was nervous? I felt like
a big jerk for leaving you like that.”

His eyes were wide with excitement. Tide
blushed.

“Uh. It’s okay,” she said. “I would like to
know why and everything, though.”

“Of course! So, er- come in!”

Rye held the door open for her. The nervous
girl’s mouth smiled bashfully. Tide realized it, and she felt like
a moron. There was nothing to be done, though. Her body was as
disobedient as ever.

Tide followed Rye through the lobby and into
the lift. She stared at the keypad and waited.

“Bet you’re wondering which floor I’m on,
huh?” said Rye slyly.

“What?! N-no, not really. It’s not like it
matters . . .”

Rye laughed. “It’s okay. Of course you’re
wondering. I wonder myself which floor of your fancy tower you live
on. Bet it’s the top.” He winked. It was charming.

Tide’s neck pulse became annoyingly
obvious.

Rye’s building had twenty-four floors. He
lived on the eighteenth. It was decent. Nowhere near Tide’s height,
of course, but really, aside from curiosity, Tide didn’t care about
things like that. It wouldn’t sway her opinion of him one way or
the other.

Rye and Tide stood in the hallway in tense
silence while Rye fumbled for his keys. Tide wrung the handle of
her umbrella. Why were things always so awkward between them at
first?! Tide knew it would eventually melt away, but she didn’t
want to wait. She wanted to be confident again so that . . .

She remembered the intimacy of that
abandoned, crumbling building. She remembered resting her head
against his solid chest. Those thoughts betrayed her, though, and
only made her tremble more.

“Hey!” Key in the lock, Rye squinted at her.
“You’re way nervous, aren’t you? But . . . you don’t think . . .?
Oh! Don’t worry! I’m not going to like . . . try stuff. ‘Kay? I
promise.”

Tide was nervous, but it wasn’t at
all for that reason. But now that he’d said it, it slipped into the
forefront of her mind, uninvited but painfully obvious. It only
made it worse. She was again forgetting to breathe. Her face turned
from flustered pink to pressurized red.

“Tide?” Concerned, Rye placed a hand lightly
on her shoulder, but when he saw her head begin to sway, he
released the keys and used both hands to give her a good shake.
“Yo! Tide! What’s wrong?!”

Tide gasped for air, and once she managed to
inhale, her color went from pressurized red to embarrassed scarlet.
She hung her head in shame. She was a moron. A super moron!

“You okay?” said Rye.

“Yeah, I . . .” She looked at the floor, but
then she looked up. His eyes were brimming with concern. Such sweet
concern . . . there was no way she could not be taken by it.
She gave him a warm smile. “I’m fine.”

Keeping his eyes on hers, Rye swallowed and
reached for the keys that still dangled from the lock. He turned
them and pushed the door open. But he didn’t move.

“So . . .” Tide was the one to look away.
She pulled her eyes from his and peeked inside.

“Oh!” said the Second. “Yeah, go right
in!”

Tide smiled and moved past him and into the
room that was his. It was cool in there. And dark, too. The shades
weren’t drawn, but the outside sky was too cloudy to offer much
light. Small lights were gathered in a net suspended from the
ceiling, resembling tiny sparkling stars. They were what caught
Tide’s eye first, but when she looked down, she saw that there were
other unique trinkets scattered about. In contrast to Tide and
Nero’s stark, organized apartment, Rye’s walls were littered with
antique metal signs and cool machine parts that had been
transformed into shelves and pots and hooks. Various jackets and
accessories dangled from some of them, while others were reserved
for stalks of dried plant. Rye noticed when Tide squinted at
them.

“For tea,” he said.

“Oh.” She shifted her eyes to the ground,
which was littered with mismatched stuffed pillows. There were no
couch or armchairs, but a low metal table sat in the center of the
room. Tide pointed to the pillows. “You sit there?”

Grinning, Rye nodded. He was enjoying the
sheltered girl’s reaction to his unconventional pad. He allowed her
to stare in silent observation.

“It’s cool,” said Tide after a minute. Then
she let out an impressed laugh. “It’s really cool in here!”

Rye gave one of his goofy smiles. “Thanks!
So . . . throw your jacket there, have a seat, and I’ll make some
tea?”

“Er-”

Rye’s smile deepened. “Never had tea?”

“No.”

“Great! Your first time can be with me!”

“Ech-!” Tide nearly choked on her own spit.
Rye hadn’t meant anything by it, but that didn’t stop Tide’s
bothersome heartbeat from starting back up. “Get a grip!” she
scolded under her breath. Rye didn’t hear, nor had he noticed her
reaction to the invitation. He was already busying himself over the
sink.

A few minutes later, the princess and the
Second sat together at the low table. Tide stared at the clouds.
The reflection turned her eyes gray. Rye didn’t mind. She was still
just as pretty, even if a bit forlorn-looking.

“This is good.” Tide took another sip from
the steaming cup in her palm.

“Glad you like it.”

Tide nodded. She was relaxed now. The tea
was helping her be calm. That was good. If she could just remember
to keep breathing, she might actually seem like a normal person.
Rye stared into his cup. He knew what he had to do, but he didn’t
want to. Still, there was no getting out of it.

“Okay, now it’s time for me to be your
sensei,” he said.

“Right.” Tide set her tea onto the table.
Truthfully, she’d kind of forgotten the main reason she’d come.
“Okay, I’m listening.”

“About that day . . . I left you.”

Tide nodded.

“But it wasn’t my choice. I was forced to
go.”

“Forced?” said the princess. “By who?”

Rye wrinkled his nose and rubbed the side of
his face. “Grrr. You really don’t know anything, do you?”

“Hey!” Tide feigned offense.

“Nooooo. I don’t mean it like . . . What I
mean to say is that you don’t know much about people like ME, do
you?”

“Aside from what you’ve told me . . . not
much at all,” she admitted.

“So then, you don’t know that Seconds and
their Mains can’t exist at the same time.”

Tide blinked at him a few times. “What?”

Rye raised a finger. “True story, young
caterpillar. Seconds and Mains can’t coexist. I don’t know why, but
once a Second appears, that’s just how it is.”

Tide didn’t get it. “What do you mean they
can’t coexist? Then where-”

Rye had been having fun playing ‘sensei’,
but with his next response, his silly grin fell.

“Darkness,” he said. “That’s all there is.
And then we reawaken where our Main desires.”

“Reawaken?” Tide said. “Wait . . . you
mentioned before that some Mains are cruel to their Seconds. That
they lock them away and stuff, but how is that possible? If they .
. . if they don’t ‘exist’ at the same time?” Tide tapped her chin.
“I don’t understand.”

“Huh? Oh! No, our bodies still exist! It’s
just that they’re . . . uh . . . kinda empty-ish.”

“Empty? Like . . . dead?”

“Ha!” Rye chuckled. “NO. They’re still warm
and fleshy, if that’s what you mean, but they’re just vacant, I
guess.”

“Oh . . .” Tide thought back to the cute,
sorrow-filled boy she’d seen with Y on her way to the Weighted
Dome. Could he have been ‘vacant’ at that time? Looking back, it
certainly seemed that way. “I think I know what you’re talking
about,” she said.

Rye continued, “It’s like . . . once a Main
chooses to return, their Second has no choice but to drift away. To
disappear into darkness. Our bodies wander on their own to a place
of the Main’s choosing. It’s pretty messed up. And when we awaken,
sometimes only a few hours have passed, but sometimes it’s been
days. And you never know just where you’ll wake up.” He squirmed in
remembrance of his most recent return. “It’s pretty freaky,
actually.”

Tide was listening to what he was saying.
She was listening very intently, but there was something about it
that sounded . . . familiar.

“But that . . . happens to me,” she
said.

“What?”

“Rye, I . . .” But the demon swallowed the
memory before she could utter it.

“What is it, Tide?”

“No . . . nothing. Go on.”

“Hm.” Rye showed his suspicion but
continued. “Well, there’s something else. I hear that Mains can
always see what’s happening through the eyes of their Seconds,
which means that HE knows everything I do.”

Foster. He was talking about Foster. But
Tide knew that topic was off-limits, so she’d make her next
question as general as possible. No specifics. They were talking
about two groups of people, here; NOT Rye and Foster.

“Well, where do the Mains go when the
Seconds are in existence?” she asked. “Do Seconds get to choose
where they end up, too?”

“No. I have no idea where they go. Maybe
they just . . . evaporate. Because, even though it’s possible for a
Main to see their Second’s body, it’s impossible for a Second to
see its Main’s. For instance . . .” Rye cleared his throat. There
was no way around it. There was no helping it. Better to get it all
out at once anyway. “Okay,” he said. “I’m going to break my own
rule. For you, I’ll do it.” He took a deep breath. “Phew. Here
goes. An example. Since the time that we split, I’ve never seen
Foster. I’ve only been AWARE of him. His presence is stronger at
times and weaker at times, but I’ve never actually encountered him
even though this apartment is his home as much as it is mine. I
don’t have any control over him. Not in the way he has control over
me.”

Tide shifted uncomfortably. Since they were
being honest –

“I met him,” she said.

“What?!” Rye straightened up. “For real?!
When?”

Tide recounted the tale.

Rye settled back down. “Hm. I guess it was
inevitable.”

“What do you mean?” said Tide.

“Well, since he and Charles are friends and
all. Uh- . . . hmm . . . you’ll probably think this is a little
stalker-like . . . but that’s kind of why I took interest in you at
first. Remember how I told you that I share a lot of . . . of HIS
memories? Well, I know your partner. The person you call ‘Jobe’, I
call ‘Charles’. I remember him from before the split. And even if
Charles won’t acknowledge it, to me it’s like WE were friends.” Rye
smiled in remembrance. “He was always a real asshole, you know? He
was always mean to people – girls especially – for no reason. And
blunt to boot . . . He was always so dang blunt! But he was also a
good guy . . . deep down. Anyways, I missed him, so I’d go to the
dome to watch him. I saw the jerk pass up his chance to become a
hunter twice. But then the day that you were there, he suddenly
took it! He took you. I was . . . intrigued. You were special.
Aside from your crazy skills, he took an interest in you. That’s
how come . . . I . . . eh . . . approached you.”

“Oh,” said Tide, a little disappointed. “So
that’s why.”

Rye stared into the gray sky. “Uh-huh.
Anyways, I’ve tried to talk to Charles a few times. I’ve tried to
talk to all of our old friends, but they just don’t . . . you know.
They don’t get it. And it’s like, I know what I am. I know that
they have a reason to feel weird towards me, but there’s something
else. It’s normal for a Main to be unable to look at their Second –
since the Second usually embodies something incredibly painful –
but it’s that way with ALL of our old friends. It’s weird. None of
them,” – Rye flinched – “can stand me. I mean, it’s fine.
I’ve met new people, and all, so it’s good, right?” He smiled at
Tide.

The princess bit her lip. “Rye . . .”

“There’s only one who can. A man. I can’t
remember his name, but I know him from before. He’s kind, and he
checks up on me sometimes, and he looks at me like a real person,
and he isn’t depressed. He works at the library near the dome. I
think he’s a legalman or something.” Rye tugged at his hair. “And
that’s that!”

“That’s that?” The young girl felt for him.
So much so that she wanted to place her forehead against his and
share those painful parts. Up close. Flesh to flesh. She knew,
though, that dwelling on the badness would only make it worse. The
way they were now, it would do no good.

“So . . . do you get it?” asked Rye.

“Yeah,” said Tide. “I think I just need to
say it out loud to get it all straight.”

Rye gritted his teeth. “Uh, sure. Go
ahead.”

Tide summarized, “You’re Foster’s Second.
When you’re in control of your body, Foster disappears to
somewhere, but he can see everything that you’re doing. However,
when Foster’s around, you lose control of your body. He sends it to
wherever he wishes and your mind disappears into darkness?”

“Uh-huh.” Rye nodded, but hearing Tide say
those things was gut-wrenching. He fought for grounding.

“Before you split from Foster, you and Jobe
were friends. And now Jobe is my partner. And that’s why you talked
to me that day?”

“Pretty . . . much.” But something was
happening to him. Tide noticed a change in his eyes. They were
unfocusing.

“Are you all right?” said the concerned
princess.

Rye said nothing. It was too much. Talking
about everything had rubbed in the fact that he wasn’t real. Rubbed
in the fact that . . . “I’m fake.”

“Fake?” Tide didn’t understand the
technicalities of it. Disappearing Mains and vacant Seconds. It
didn’t make any sense at all, but there was one thing that she knew
to be true. “No! If anyone’s fake, it’s Foster! Think about it,
Rye. Your body never ‘evaporates’. HIS does. Even if you lose
consciousness, YOU never disappear.” She put a hand against the
skin of his arm. “This is as much a part of you as your
thoughts. Just because I sleep and lose consciousness at night,
does that mean I’m a ‘fake’ person? No, it doesn’t. That’s just
silly, Rye! You’re REAL. I can feel you.” She squeezed his arm. “So
you’re real. Even when you’re sleeping, you still exist! That’s the
nature of things, isn’t it?”

The words worked. Rye’s eyes focused and saw
the pretty girl across the table who was fighting for him.

“Oh . . .” he said. And then, “Yeah.”

The princess’ hand was still on his arm. Rye
slowly looked downward. Embarrassed, Tide lifted her fingers, but
Rye caught them with his own.

“Tide, when you saw him, did you feel
anything strange? Did you recognize him?”

“Strange . . .?” Tide remembered the
throbbing beneath her ribs. “Yeah. You could say that, but I don’t
think I recognized him at all. I did like him, though, . . .
because . . . because I thought of you.”

“Hm. So you didn’t . . . I was thinking that
maybe . . . To me, it still feels kind of strange between you and
me. Like we’ve been friends for a lot longer than we have. I don’t
remember you from before at all, but I was thinking that maybe you
. . .”

“Nope.” Tide’s attention shifted to the
defined hand holding hers, and the bottom of her stomach
tumbled.

“Hm,” said Rye. “Okay then. I want to try
something.”

“Something?”

Rye nodded. Things were about to become
dangerous.

Still holding Tide’s hand, the Second used
his other to remove the striped scarf from around his neck. It fell
to the ground, exposing the forbidden mark. Tide’s eyes moved there
on their own. “Red,” muttered her mouth.

“Bear with me a sec,” said Rye.

Gaging her reaction, the Second brought her
hand upward so that it was almost touching his neck. Then he
released it, but Tide’s hand didn’t fall. It lingered in the air
just out of reach of the nonsense design. It was Tide’s turn to
undergo a change. Rye watched as her eyes grew large.

“If I tell you to do whatever you want, what
will you do?” he said. He tipped his head forward so that a shadow
befell his eyes. He was more than baiting her this time. There was
something unique about their situation, and he wanted to
understand. He wanted to know why he felt as though she were
familiar to him. If they hadn’t met before the split, then why . .
.

Tide said nothing. Her floating hand
twitched.

“Go on,” said Rye. “What do you want?”

“I want . . .” muttered Tide.

The air was quiet. Heavy. The outside sky
was still on the verge of rain. Rye’s head was still forward.

“Do it,” he ordered quietly. And for some
reason, he felt guilty.

Tide was straining herself. Every impulse
wanted her to touch the red marking, but there was something else
that was warning her not to. An unseen force telling her it was bad
to go there. Telling her it was wrong.

“Do it,” said Rye again. “And then tell me
why you’re familiar to me.” He had to know. It was killing him. But
then he searched himself. Familiar. Familiar. Was that the
right term? Or was it something closer to . . .

“Precious,” muttered the mouth of the
princess.

“Precious.” Rye repeated it. “Is that it?
It’s not ‘familiar’, but ‘precious’?”

“Huh?” Tide’s eyes drifted from the tattoo.
Again, she couldn’t remember the thing her tongue had just
spoken.

Rye was talking to himself. “Maybe . . .
Could that be it?”

Tide’s eyes returned to the red. Her hand
was turning. Her fingers were moving apart. They were reaching. She
was almost there –

But a strong hand caught her wrist. “No,”
said Rye. “I don’t think you should.” And he was studying her with
worry. He too could feel that there was something dangerous about
the situation. He shook his head. Things had been fine. The talk
had even gone fine, but he’d made things weird again. All because
he’d been curious. He was an idiot. A bona fide idiot. “Listen,
Tide. I’m sorry. I . . . I don’t know what came over me.”

Tide’s eyes were still zoned in on that
seductive color. “For someone who hates over-apologizing, you sure
apologize a lot,” she mumbled.

Rye laughed. “You’re probably right about
that.” Then he let out a sigh. “What a bizarre thing. What a
strange, strange . . .” His thoughts trailed. “Hmmm . . . Oh yeah!
That reminds me that I’ve still got to tell you about what happened
yesterday.” He shuddered. “Good God! Just thinking about it makes
me break out in hives. For real! Look.” He pulled up the sleeve of
his t-shirt.

But Tide said nothing, because even though
Rye had escaped the spell, she was still lost. Rye continued
absentmindedly holding her wrist, but her arm had other plans, and
it yanked itself away. Vigorously.

“Uh, Tide?”

“I want . . .” What did she want? She fought
to understand. “Rye, I want . . .” Her hand pointed to the
tattoo.

“No,” said Rye, coving it with his palm. “I
changed my mind. You can’t. It feels . . . off, doesn’t it? I’m
worried that something bad will happen. Crazy, I know, but just
humor me, will you?” He scanned the room in search of distraction,
and his eyes again found the gray outside. “Guess it’s rain again
for us, huh? That’s okay, though. Maybe it’s a trend? . . . I know!
Let’s go up to the roof! Won’t be that impressive or anything to
you probably, Miss Huntress, but it’ll be a great view of the storm
that’s coming! What do you think?” Already back to his excited
self, Rye rubbed his hands together.

But the princess wasn’t listening. She was
staring. At him. And she wasn’t in control. Her body was. It
wouldn’t listen to her. It wouldn’t listen to anything. Things were
about to get even more dangerous.

“Red,” muttered the mouth that was
Tide’s.

“Tide . . .”

“Red.” And her body shifted into a crawling
position.

“Whaaa?” A very startled Rye froze as she
started to slink, cat-like, towards him, without regard for pillow
or table or any other object that littered the space between.
Determined, she pushed them aside, her only goal the confused boy
before her. Rye allowed his mouth to fall open. She’d gone from
cute to sexy in a matter of seconds. “E-eh?! Tide?!”

The princess ignored him and continued
forward. She moved slowly, so that her black hair swayed loosely
around her shoulders, until she reached him. Once there, she
settled her hands onto the floor on either side of where he sat.
Rye leaned away from her, feeling guiltier by the second, and
gripped at the bottom of his t-shirt. He’d promised not to try
anything . . . but what was she doing all of a sudden? She couldn’t
just come onto him and expect him to remain neutral, could
she?!

Tide persisted. The demon laughed.

“T-tide?! Snap out of it!”

But he didn’t want her to stop. Inside, he
felt like jumping. Like yelling. Like throwing his arms around the
pretty girl who was leaning over him. Like pulling her close and
rolling her over. He couldn’t, though. He’d given his word. So,
struggling to contain himself, he fell backward onto his
elbows.

Tide was consumed by the tattoo. She lowered
herself over the struggling boy. Rye stared into her olive eyes and
his breathing turned shallow. He couldn’t help himself. He reached
up and tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear. His hand stayed
there and ran along the top of her ear down to where a small star
earring was. From there, it traveled around her neck and to the
back of her head. He held her there and stared into the eyes that
wouldn’t look into his – the eyes that were stuck on his neck.

“Look at me,” he whispered.

She wouldn’t. Her hand moved from the floor,
up his stomach, and to his chest. It stayed that way a moment
before sliding upward toward his neck.

“Gah!” Rye let out a cry. “You’re making
this difficult for me! I really don’t think you should!” He gritted
his teeth. “But you’re so fricking cute! Argh! Uh. Okay. Hm. Well.
Maybe it’s okay? I mean, I wanted her to touch it before, right? I
mean, what could happen, right? Right?! But there’s clearly an
ominous feeling in the air! I can’t just give in just because . . .
Urg! I’m such a lech!”

Tide wasn’t paying attention. And her
fingers were nearly there. Closer than ever before. A hair’s width
away.

“NO!” Rye snatched her hand and flipped her
over and pressed his mouth to hers.

Tide’s eyes widened as the tattoo’s hold was
removed. She felt embarrassed because of her actions, but it didn’t
matter because Rye was kissing her. She squirmed a little, but then
she realized how insanely much she liked it, and she slipped her
arms around his neck and kissed him back. Rye held her around the
waist and rolled onto his back and continued to kiss her even after
the angry thunder invaded the sky. For both the Second and his
princess, the kiss was their first, but for some reason, despite
their falling stomachs and rapid pulses, it was as practiced as
their hundredth.

Somewhere across the city, in a place where
it was already raining, Foster clenched his abdomen, doubled over,
and vomited.


Chapter 10: The Blood Bait

 


The angry hunter was mourning, and because
he was mourning, he allowed his impulses to flare. The princess did
her best to understand.

What she should’ve done was dismiss it
entirely.

 


“Hm. Hm. Hmmm. Hm. Hmm-”

“WOULD YOU KNOCK IT OFF?!”

Tide’s nonstop humming was driving Jobe
crazy.

“Boo, Jobe. Why’re you so crabby?”

“A better question, INK, is why the hell
you’re so happy!”

“I’m not allowed to be happy?”

“NO.”

“You’re mean.” Tide couldn’t help her
happiness. She’d be going to see Rye as soon as they finished their
hunt. “Hmm. Hmmmm. Hm.”

“You’re doing it again!”

“Oops.”

“Seriously, what’s the deal?” said Jobe,
slamming his pack onto the ground. “You get a boyfriend or
something?”

“Ech-!” Tide’s throat gave her away.

“So that’s it.” The hunter crouched to the
ground and pulled out his mitts. “Girl, you are SO transparent.
Well, anyways, be safe, okay? Can’t have my partner getting
prego.”

“P-! Pr-pr-preg-!”

“Pregnant,” said Jobe. “You know, the
thing that happens when a love-struck airhead gets it on with-”

“Shut up!”

“Aha! So you’re a virgin. Should’ve guessed
as much.”

“Hmph!” The angry virgin marched past him,
stopping only when she reached the mine’s mouth.

Nero’s daughter was frustrated. Because of
Jobe, yes, but because of herself too. Because she was a coward.
She wanted to ask the jerk about Rye and Foster. She wanted to ask
why Jobe couldn’t stand Rye, and what sort of painful memory had
spawned Foster’s Second. She wanted to know what had happened
during the parts that Rye couldn’t remember. But because she was
angry and a coward, she remained silent.

“You all ready and whatnot?” asked Jobe.

“Yes,” said Tide bitterly.

Deciding to give it a second go, the pair
had travelled again to the place where the tartaroise lived. They
were to use another entrance this time – somewhere clear of tremor
debris.

“How’s your hand?” said Tide when she’d
cooled off.

“Good enough.”

“And what the heck’s that on your head?”
added Tide, noticing for the first time.

“This?” Jobe pointed to the flashlight band
that rested on his forehead like a googly Cyclops eye.

“Yeah, that. Why’re you wearing
something like that?”

“For light, duh. Dummy.”

Tide let out a growl. “I know it’s for
light! Obviously it’s for light! WHY aren’t you wearing
these?!” She gestured to the bulbed attachments that snapped
to the side of her goggles.

“Too spendy.”

“Wha-? . . . Oh.”

“Yeah, bet you feel like an ass now, don’t
you?” Jobe smirked at her discomfort and entered the cavern. Tide
lagged behind, feeling very much like an ass. “Besides,” he said
after a bit, “I put it on last time, too.”

“Right.” But Tide’s memory of their last
attempted hunt was foggy. Foster had shown up and . . . “Hey,
Jobe?”

“Yes, Ink?” he said with sarcastic
sweetness.

“About . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to
finish. She couldn’t ask about him. “Uh . . . nothing.”

“Dang, girl! You’re getting worse!
Forgetting things mid-sentence now? Drink cactus juice. It’ll help
raise your concentration.”

“Uh, sure. I’ll try that. Thanks,
Charles.”

The boy who was both Charles and Jobe
stopped to give her a deadly scowl. “What did you say?” he
said.

“Er, thanks? I said thank-”

“Don’t be cheeky. Whatever happened to, ‘the
past is the past and rainbows and fluff and kittens and shit’?”

“What are you talking about?” said Tide.

“Hello? You called me ‘Charles’.”

“I did?”

“You did.”

“Oh,” said Tide absentmindedly. “I guess I
didn’t realize.”

“A space-case through and through.”

But Jobe was a little concerned. The secret
he’d kept hidden was starting to unbury itself.

The hunter and huntress traveled into the
mine. It was a connection of dark tunnels supported by Bororore
beams. The shallow caves had long been abandoned for deeper
crevasses, which meant that, aside from clearing out tremor debris
for safety reasons, the upper parts were mostly left for hunters
and lesser scavengers. Tide and Jobe fit into the former, of
course, so they we wholly entitled to exploring the caves to
hearts’ content.

“So,” said Tide, adjusting the right-hand
light on her goggles.

“So,” said Jobe.

“So . . . which way?”

Jobe shrugged. “I dunno.”

“You don’t!?”

“Why would you expect me to?”

“Well, it’s just that . . . last time with
the plain . . .”

Jobe jabbed her in the chest with an
accusatory finger. “Don’t you think that makes it YOUR turn to do
the research?” he said.

“Ehh.” That was true, Tide supposed.

“Kidding,” said Jobe, smile as corrupt as
ever. “Friend of mine said to check the northern part. Underneath
Eeon.”

Tide swatted his arm before shoving her way
past him. From there, the pair followed a wide path that led to a
large circular chasm. Tarnished cart rails ran the descending
perimeter of the hole, which was wide and deep enough to fit
several mid-level scrapers.

Tide stole to the edge and peered in. The
bottom, lost in darkness, couldn’t be seen from where she stood,
and looking into it only made her nauseous. Jobe studied his
partner with mischievous intent. What good was a dark, dangerous
drop if he couldn’t have a little fun with it? Not wanting to miss
the chance to wreak some havoc, Jobe lunged forward and gave Tide a
good thwack in the back, in response to which the unsuspecting girl
teetered forward and –

“Whaaa!”

– gave a girlish scream.

Jobe grabbed her pack to keep her from
falling. He let out a laugh.

Tide did more than just swat him this time.
She boxed him in the chest. “You’re such a sadist!”

“Are you into that kind of thing?” said
Jobe.

“Grow up.”

The two passed the pit and continued down
another branching path. This one was narrower than the first. It
was also much damper. Several drops of something dripped onto
Tide’s head and slid to the skin of her face. The princess hoped it
was water, but the strange stink of the liquid led her to believe
otherwise.

“We’re under a sewer line,” whispered Jobe
seductively.

“What’s with you today?!” Tide glared at
him. “You’re being much more unpleasant than usual!”

It was true. The hunter was peeved. He
wouldn’t tell her why, though. This time, the cranky boy was the
one to storm ahead, and he stayed that way until reaching the
northernmost area of the mine – the northernmost part they could
reach, anyway.

“Okay. Round here,” he said.

Tide was guilty as charged in regards to
leaving preparation and research up to her partner. She hadn’t
given the hunt much thought at all. She’d been too preoccupied with
. . .

“Hmm. Hmm. Hm-”

“ENOUGH! Focus, airhead!” Jobe snapped in
her face. “There’s a tartaroise around here somewhere, and you’re
off in la-la land, and-”

“How do you know there’s one around?”

Jobe sighed. “Come here.”

Tide obeyed.

“Closer.”

Tide gave a mistrustful eyebrow raise.

“Closer,” said Jobe again.

Reluctant, Tide did as he instructed,
putting herself within reaching distance of the irritable hunter.
Jobe grabbed her collar and pulled her down and pressed her face
near the pavement.

“OW! What the heck?! What gives?!”

“Take a sniff,” said Jobe.

“What?! Let go, you-”

“SMELL.”

Tide did. “Eew.”

“Yup,” said Jobe. “That there. That white
pile your nose is right up next to? That’s tartaroise crap.”

“EEW!”

Tide struggled to release herself from
Jobe’s forceful grasp. He let her writhe a bit before letting her
go. Then he stood, intending to survey the area, but Tide had other
plans. She was pissed off – maybe even more than pissed off – and
she wouldn’t let him get away with giving in to his cruelty.

“YAH!” The fed up girl let out a yell and
ran right for him. Jobe was unprepared, and in the aftermath of
such an angry plow, he was tackled to the ground. Tide pinned
him.

“Sexy,” said Jobe.

“Shut up! You’re driving me SO crazy today!
What’s wrong with you?! Why are you in such a bad mo-”

“Having fun with that imposter?” said Jobe
out of nowhere. He stared up at Tide with eyes that glinted like
black beetles.

Tide was panting. “What?”

“Are you having fun with Ryon?” said
Jobe.

“Ryon? Who’s Ryon?”

“That thing. Whatever it calls itself . . .
Rye.”

“Eh?! W-why are you asking about him all of
a sudden?”

“That’s the guy you’ve been swooning over
all day, right?” said Jobe. “Tall. Blond. Built.”

“Built? Well, I wouldn’t say he’s really
built. He’s more of a strong, slender type, but-”

“THAT’S NOT THE POINT!” fumed Jobe.

“Well then, what-”

“Is that your preference, Ink? Tall, blond,
yada yada?”

“Uh . . . I guess so. Look, what’s this
about?”

Tide contemplated the possibility of a
jealousy situation, but there was no way Jobe was actually
interested in her. No way at all. But then . . . what was the deal
with the interrogation?

“Come on.” Jobe easily pushed her off.
“Let’s go after the mark. I’ll try to be nice.”

Tide didn’t know what else to say, so she
obliged. Again, Rye had been brought up by someone other than her,
and again she’d gotten no info. It was a frustrating thing that was
beginning to turn into a pattern.

Jobe shined his light around the area until
he found a large indent in the rocky ground. “There,” he said. He
rustled through his pack. Tide waited. “Here we go,” said the
hunter, pulling something out. Tide tilted her light. In Jobe’s
hand there was a small spherical Bororore container with a
plug.

“What’s that for?” said the princess.

“Bait.”

Jobe popped the plug and poured the liquid
into the divot. It was something thick. Something dark. “Is that .
. .?” started Tide.

“Yup,” said Jobe. “Blood.”

“From what?”

“A cat.”

Tide cringed.

“Now we wait,” said Jobe.

The partners settled against the wall.

“Did you bring a weapon this time?” asked
Jobe.

Tide had. She pulled from her pack something
that resembled a miniature pitchfork. She handed it to Jobe.

He turned it over in his hand. “What is
it?”

“No clue. It was in my dad’s toolbox. I just
though it looked the most lethal out of everything in there.”

“Maybe. Hmph. At least you came a little
prepared.”

Tide nodded. “So the tartaroise will smell
the blood and come over and then what? We just pounce on it?”

Jobe grinned. “Have you ever seen a
tartaroise?”

“No.”

“Heh. Watch and learn, girl. Watch and
learn.”

But Tide wouldn’t get a chance to watch or
learn. They waited there an hour more, but still the shelled
creature didn’t show. She was getting antsy. Not because she was
bad at waiting, but because Jobe had been quiet virtually the
entire time. He’d followed his promise by not being cruel, but he
wasn’t being anything, really. He was just silent, and he gave off
a perturbed aura that Tide hated.

“Okay, you know what?” said Nero’s daughter,
fed up. “I don’t think that thing’s coming. And also, I don’t think
I can stand this. PLEASE, just tell me why you’re acting all
strang-”

“You’re right,” said Jobe. “It’s not coming.
We’re going to have to up our game.”

“Huh?”

Jobe held up his switchblade. “Blood. We’ll
give it our blood.”

“Whaa?!”

“It kills me though – the disgrace of
bleeding on another hunt. I’d hoped a cat would be enough, but it
looks like the tartaroise around here is no baby. It’s got to be an
adult. Otherwise, it would’ve come. I guess I should’ve known
judging by the size of that pile of shi-”

“How much blood are we talking here?!” cried
Tide, flummoxed.

“The more the better. I’ll go first. You can
choose how much you want to donate after that.”

“Ehh. All right.” Tide gritted her teeth.
“Sure. So we just add it to the cat, or . . .?”

“That’s the idea.” Jobe allowed the corrupt
smile to return. He held his blade out to his partner. “Did you
want to do the honors?”

“What? Cut you? No! Masochist!”

“Easy! Geesh. I was just kidding.”

“But, Jobe! Where would you even do it!?
You’re going to mess up and bleed to death!”

“EASY, girl. No one’s going to bleed to
death. I’d say the hand, but we need those, so . . . here.” He
pointed to the tanned part of his forearm. “Just a little. I’m not
going to gash myself or anything. The smell’s what we need most.”
Jobe placed the blade against his skin.

But Tide still wasn’t comfortable with the
notion. “Wait!”

“What?” said Jobe impatiently.

“Jobe . . . I . . .” Tide pushed the blade
down and grabbed the collar of his shirt. She stared into his eyes
with a look of concentration.

“Oh?” said Jobe. “Does the thought of blood
turn you-”

BAM! She pelted him the nose with her
opposite fist.

“WHAT THE HELL, YOU DEVIL GIRL?!” yelled
Jobe, grabbing his face. “That hurt!”

But Tide was smiling because a fine trickle
of blood was streaming from his nose. “Shut it,” she said. And she
pushed his face over the pool of blood. Several crimson drops fell
into the earthy basin.

“Damn you,” said Jobe. “It’s your turn
now!”

But Tide’s turn wouldn’t come to pass, for
the rumbling stomp of a large creature in motion warned the hunters
to ready their weapons. Scowling, Jobe held his bloody face in one
hand and his switchblade in the other. Tide held the pitchfork in
her fist, her body readied into a crouched-and-prepared-to-pounce
position.

When the rumbling creature rounded the
corner of the tunnel, it wasn’t at all what the hunters had
expected. Still, they held their ground.

The tartaroise was entirely black. The size
of a refrigerator, it was reptillic in nature with a shell like a
turtle’s adorning its back. Its limbs beneath weren’t scaled,
though. They were smooth and shiny and much more jointed than its
turtleine relatives’. A long, lashing tail sprouted from the
backside of the mark’s shell, but it wasn’t just a balancing
appendage sometimes used for fighting, as a similar creature’s
might’ve been. Like a leech, the whip-like thing felt around the
air, curling and grabbing at anything in reach. It was for
gripping things. Prey, Tide assumed.

The tartaroise was fast. Following the scent
of blood, it charged at Jobe.

Forgetting about his nose, the hunter easily
jumped out of the way and spun with the intent to wrestle the
beast. That’s when the creature opened its mouth to show off a set
of sharp carnivore’s teeth.

“Eya!” yelled Jobe, stopping mid-sprint. He
looked down at the inadequate blade in his palm. Then he looked to
Tide. “Give me your weapon!”

But Tide’s body was already acting on its
own. Pitchfork above head, she ran around the backside of the
beast. It was an unsafe move – that was where the lashing tail
waited to grab its food – but that was exactly what Tide was
counting on. She’d waved the pitchfork, which she’d dipped into the
mixture of Jobe’s and cat’s blood, in the air above her. Again
following the trail of blood, the tartaroise lashed at her, but
ultimately settled on the weapon, assuming it to be a limb of its
prey. The tail wrapped around the fake arm, and the beast, thinking
itself triumphant, ripped the blood-covered decoy from Tide’s
hands. It swung the fork around its body, through the air, and
forced it straight into its own mouth.

The pitchfork, becoming wedged between the
shell’s head-opening, pierced into the smooth skin there.

Jobe let out a whoop as the mark writhed
under the pain of its own instinctive infliction. Then, while the
beast fought with the prongs stuck through its face, he slipped
around its side and stabbed his blade into its neck. He watched and
waited for the struggling creature to bleed out.

“Oy! Nice thinking, Ink!” cheered Jobe.

But what the hunter hadn’t noticed before
was that Tide had switched off her light and was staring into the
darkness. Upon her mouth there was a mutter:

“Rye. Ryon. Foster. Rye. Ryon. Foster. Rye.
Ryon. Foster.”

“Ink? INK?” Jobe ripped his eyes from the
dying beast and ran to her. “What are you doing?”

“Ryon. Foster. Rye. Ryon. Fost-”

When he heard the mad ramblings, his throat
closed. It was happening. The secret was forcing its way into the
light. Jobe shook his head. It couldn’t happen yet. He needed more
time to accept things. He wasn’t ready, so he did the only thing he
could. “You’re alive, aren’t you?” whispered the hunter. “You’re
alive. You’re ALIVE.”

After the third time, Tide believed it.

 


~

 


Nero Yondo drummed his fingers against the
top of his desk and let out a huff. He was waiting for the latest
test results to come. If they didn’t come quickly, he’d be late for
his meeting. He couldn’t have that. The southern investors would
grow anxious.

The shades in his office were drawn. His
associates might’ve enjoyed the skytop view of the mech city, but
he hated it. It was a constant reminder of the state of their dying
land. A constant reminder that St. Laran was withering.

“Sir,” said his secretary through the
buzzer. “There’s someone here to see you. It’s . . . him.
And he’s brought your daughter’s fiancé.”

Nero let out another huff. He pressed the
buzzer’s call button. Twice for yes.

“I’ll be sending him in then, Sir,” said the
secretary.

Nero leaned back in his chair. A moment
later, the door at the far side of the room clicked. In walked a
man with shiny shoes. At his side stood a boy with an open book in
his hand.

“Hello, Nero,” said the lawyer. “I’ve
brought someone to see you. It seems he’s changed his mind. He
wants in.”

Nero looked to the boy at the lawyer’s side.
“Is this true?”

The boy who was Tide Yondo’s fiancé nodded.
“I saw her,” said the boy. “She’s weak. And Rye’s getting stronger.
It’s only a matter of time . . .”

“I understand,” said Nero. “I’ll make
preparations.”

“There is one thing,” said the boy. “One
thing that needs to happen before we go through with it.”

Nero Yondo rose to his feet. He walked over
and set a firm hand above the wispy boy’s shoulder. “Anything. Name
your price, Foster.”

Across the city, in the district of Abardo,
a Second was rummaging through his closet.

“There’s got to be something,” muttered Rye.
“There’s got to be something around here somewhere.”

His hands found a box constructed from
out-of-commission license plates buried beneath a stack of old
newspapers. Rye pulled the box from its resting place and set it on
the table. The small lock on it looked weak. Weak enough to break
with a hammer for sure.

“This?” he asked himself. Though he didn’t
know the answer, there was someone watching who did.

“NO,” said a voice in his head. “Not
yet.”

“You realize that just makes me want to open
it more, don’t you?” said Rye.

But Foster wouldn’t have any of that.
Letting out a small cry, he pushed himself into full existence, and
Rye fell into a limp pile. Across the city, Nero and his lawyer
watched as the shadowed version of Foster reached solidification.
The gray-toned boy closed the book in his hand.

“You should’ve done that from the
beginning,” said Nero, eyeing the book. “It’s not right for both of
you to exist at the same time. All it’s doing is shortening your
body’s remaining time.”

“You should take your own advice,” said
Foster.

Nero knew his daughter’s fiancé was right,
but he had a good reason for allowing her to run free. For a being
as unique as she, getting used to the ways of the world was a
necessity. Especially if he’d soon be leaving her.

The demon grinned at the thought.

Nero and Foster took no noticed and
proceeded to discuss the terms of their agreement. Once things were
set in stone, Foster left Nero’s office to return to St. Laran’s
central library. Beyond the ancient texts and studying students,
there was a room. A secret room for Mains that wanted to rest. A
secret room for Mains that wanted to leave things in the hands of
their Seconds and observe. Foster entered the room and joined the
hundreds of depressed creatures that had once been whole. The
hundreds of St. Larans that had given up on life and spawned
Seconds. Foster couldn’t deny that the number was growing by the
week.

The gray boy settled into a too-cushy
armchair and picked up a Bororore-bound book of many blank pages.
With eyes zoned out, he stared into it, faded away, and allowed Rye
to awaken once more.

The frustrated Second let out a shout. “Darn
it, Foster! That was LAME!”

During Rye’s spell in darkness his body had
moved from the living room to the bathroom, and the license plate
box was nowhere to be found.

 


~

 


“Honestly?!” sang Y. “A whole tartaroise?!”
Though she’d never seen one, she was impressed. She sat on the edge
of Tide’s bed that was adorned with salmon-colored throw pillows.
“Hmmm. But you didn’t bring anything home from the dome again,
huh?”

“Nope,” said Tide.

“Why? Are you saving up for something?”

“Not really. I figured I’d let Jobe get
whatever he wanted. It’s not like I need anything, after all.”

“I suppose that’s true. So what’s your next
mark?”

“Well,” said Tide. “That’s the weird thing.
They wouldn’t give us one.”

“Haaa?! Why not?!”

“Apparently the Judge put a hold on our
licenses. The lady at the counter said we weren’t in trouble or
anything, though. I guess he just wants to talk to us before we go
out again. He won’t be in for a week or so, so in the meantime
we’re supposed to rest up.”

“That’s bizarre,” said Y.

“Yeah. I’m trying not to worry about
it.”

“Good luck with that. By the way, how’d you
get that monster all the way back to the dome?”

Tide rubbed her wrist. “We dragged it, and
I’m already feeling sore. I think a bath’s in order before I head
over to . . . oooo . . . Never mind.”

“No,” said Y. “You aren’t. PLEASE tell me
you aren’t!” The orange-haired buried her face in her hands.
“You’re going to see IT again?”

Guilty, Tide scrunched her face. Y punched
one of the pillows.

“Damn it, Tide! Why? I really don’t
get it! That thing isn’t a real person! It’s an
illusion.”

“You’re wrong, Y. You’d understand if you
met him. Why don’t you come with-”

“No way.”

“Just one-”

“NO!” said Y.

“Fine.”

Silence invaded the room until –

“I gotta go,” said Y, scurrying to her feet
and grabbing her backpack. “I’ve got a sculpture to finish.”

“Y!”

“Lookie, I’m not going to lecture you. It’s
your own decision. I get that. But I just have to go. Otherwise
I’ll stick my snout where it doesn’t belong. Just . . . think about
it, okay? He could disappear at any time. My phobias aside, you
could easily get hurt when dealing with someone like
that.”

That simple statement was something Tide
Yondo hadn’t considered, but now that it had been uttered before
her, it hit the young girl in the forehead like an arrow. A
piercing, unrelenting arrow.

“Disappear?” she muttered, wide-eyed.

But Y slammed the door behind her before
they could discuss it further.

“Disappear?” said the princess again. No,
she hadn’t given it thought before that day, but if Seconds could
appear from nothing, surely they could evaporate just as easily.
Frantic, Tide didn’t bother with a shower. She didn’t bother with
tidying up. And she certainly didn’t bother with worrying about
what she’d do if her father came home. None of those things
mattered.

She scribbled a note:

 


I need to see you. NOW. Can you come to my
place? I’ll send you the address.

-Tide

 


Ten minutes later, and she had a
response.

 


Sure! I definitely will! But . . . is that
really okay? How am I going to get in? Don’t you have a lift
patrolman or anything?

-Rye

 


That didn’t matter either.

 


We’ll think of something.

-Tide

 


But in the end, they didn’t have to think of
any sort of scheme to sneak him in. Tide had been waiting to
receive a message from the front desk alerting her that she had a
‘messenger’ – Rye’s cover until they could think of something
better – when she was startled by a knock at her apartment door.
She opened it to a chipper boy in a green scarf.

“Rye?! How did you get in?!”

“It was the weirdest thing!” said Rye,
throwing his arms around her. “They mistook me for someone else!
Crazy good luck, I know.”

“Someone else?” Chest thudding, Tide inhaled
into his shirt and lightly squeezed him back. “Really?”

“Yep! The bellhop called me ‘Ryon’. I was
pretty surprised, but I obviously didn’t argue with it! Crazy that
I might have an evil twin-”

He stopped because Tide’s face had turned
stark.

“Ry . . . on?” muttered the mouth of the
princess.

Ryon: The name Jobe had mistakenly called
Rye just hours earlier. That was the last thought that crossed
Tide’s mind before the growling demon grabbed her and pulled her
into darkness.

. . .

Rye stared at the vacant girl. He was silent
for several minutes and then,

“How?” he said, voice hushed.

He wrapped a lock of her hair around his
finger.

“How?” he said again. “Tide, you’re a . . .
Second?”

The vacant girl said nothing, for the unseen
demon was devouring her from the inside out.


Chapter 11: The Empty Book

 


The sepia thing seemed like a ploy plotted
by the demon. The Second hated it. And at the same time, he loved
it. Just as he loved and hated his Main with the same vivacity, so
did he love and hate the sepia thing. There was nothing to be done
but to burn it.

 


“Yeah, eh-heh,” – Rye rubbed the back of his
head – “you just kind of fainted.”

“Sorry,” said Tide, embarrassed. “I don’t
know what came over me.”

Rye wouldn’t tell the princess the truth. He
wouldn’t tell her about the absentness that had overtaken her.
Instead he’d make light of it. Until he could figure it out, he’d
keep it hidden. “Did you skip supper, Miss Huntress?” he
teased.

“Uh. Yeah. I did. I thought we could eat
together.” Tide looked at her faithful cuckoo. “Was I seriously out
for a whole hour? It felt like seconds.”

“That’s what happens when you faint! Or so
I’ve heard. Don’t let it bother you. I’m sure you’ll be fine once
we get some food in you! Eh, tiger?”

“Food. Right.” Tide smiled. “Let me see what
I’ve got. Just to warn you, we miiiight have to order
something.”

“I’m fine with whatever!” Rye saluted her
and settled onto her couch, but when she wasn’t looking, he studied
her. It was worrisome. Her behavior during that hour had been like
someone of his kind, but she clearly thought she was a regular
person! Could a Second be unaware of what they were? Rye had never
heard of such a thing. Plus, she didn’t have a tattoo! He’d checked
her neck repeatedly, and there was definitely no mark there.

“Yo, Tide! You got any tats?” he said.

“Huh?” Tide was digging through her kitchen
cupboards. “Tats?” She laughed. “No. Why?”

“Nothing. Just wondering. So . . . before
you passed out, was there a particular reason you spastically
ordered me over?” He grinned. “Not that I mind. I could get used to
being in high demand.”

“Oh . . . that. Let’s talk about it after
dinner, which, by the way, will have to be carryout – unless you’re
in the mood for protein bars and cereal crumbs.” She shook the
empty cereal box. “I’m sick of sushi. Do you like sukiyaki?”

“Suki-yooki?” Rye wrinkled his nose. “Never
heard of it.”

“It’s good,” said Tide. “There’s a place a
few floors down.” Rye was smirking, so she continued, “What?”

“I knew you’d live on the top.”

“This isn’t the top!”

“Pretty dang close!”

“No, there’s like,” – Tide gestured to the
ceiling – “a few offices or something above me. Probably for the
building manager and staff.”

“Whatever, . . . spoiled.” Rye
covered the ‘spoiled’ with a cough, but Tide caught it. She chucked
a box of cereal at him – which he punched midair – then put her
hand on her hip.

“Let’s go, dork,” she said.

Stronger than ever before, Rye felt that
familiarity. He’d grown to love it, though, so he said nothing and
– also choosing to ignore the mystery of Tide’s physical makeup –
followed the pretty girl into the hallway.

Later that night, after they returned from
dinner, Tide still hadn’t brought up the ‘disappearing’ thing. She
didn’t want to either. She sought distraction.

“Want to see my treasures?” she asked a
full-bellied Rye.

“Treasure? Like, your jewelry?”

“No. Stuff from my climbs. I even just added
a piece of tartaroise shell.”

“Oh! Sure. I’m glad it isn’t jewelry. I’d
pretend to be interested, sure, but climbing souvenirs sound much
more exciting.” He winked.

Tide’s pulse, which had kept its cool for
most of the night, started up. “Now, now,” she scolded under her
breath.

“Hm?”

“Nothing!”

She led him to her bedroom where her pillows
were still disheveled from Y’s mini-tantrum. It was just another
reminder of the topic being evaded. Rye leaned against the wall and
folded his arms. “Cute room,” he said. But he wasn’t very sure of
himself. It was his first time entering a lady’s chamber.

“Thanks,” said Tide. She reached around the
back of her armoire and retrieved the box of treasures. She gave it
a shake. “Fancy, right? A secret hiding place and everything.” But
Rye was distracted.

“What’s that?” He pointed to the
armoire.

“What?” said Tide. “My armoi- . . . I mean,
my dresser?”

“No.” He dropped to his knees. “There was
something shiny. When your arm bumped the back of it, I saw
something underneath there. Is that where you store your cash? Are
you like a dastardly little pirate?”

“Huh? There shouldn’t be.” Tide set the box
down and copied his crouch. “I don’t see anything.”

Rye crawled forward and felt beneath the
piece of furniture. After a moment he said, “Hm? Must’ve been a
halluc- Oh-ho! What’s this?” He raised his brows cunningly. “A
secret diary?”

“Eh?!” Tide definitely didn’t have anything
like a ‘secret diary’, but when Rye retracted his hand, he pulled
along a thin book bound by a shiny Bororore sleeve.

“So you aren’t a pirate,” said Rye. “You’re
just a girly-” But he stopped when he saw the look on Tide’s
shocked face. “Whoops!” he said. “I’m being way intrusive right
now, huh? Here.” He handed her the book.

“No,” said the princess, taking it. “That’s
not it. I’ve just never seen this book before. It’s not mine.”

Rye studied her to make sure she wasn’t
kidding. Then he said, “For real? Then why’s it here? And all
hidden too?”

“No clue.” Tide flipped the thin book open.
“And another thing:” She held it up for him to see. “Why is it
blank?”

“Blank?” Rye scratched his head. “Um, you
bought it with the intent to journal, but never got around to
writing in it?”

That wasn’t it. Tide was sure she’d never
seen it before. “Maybe it’s my dad’s . . . or something. But why
would it be hidden in my room? I guess . . . I guess I’ll have to
ask him?” She fanned through the pages. Blank. All of them.
“Weird.” She tossed the book on the bed. Something fell out of
it.

“Ohp!” said Rye. “Looks like a clue!”

“A clue, Rye? Are you feeling like a
detective now, just because you discovered an oh-so-mysterious
book?”

But it was a clue of sorts. When Rye
held up his hand, there was a tiny scrap of multi-colored old-metal
pinched between his fingers.

“Oh. What is it?” said Tide.

“A part of a license plate,” said Rye.

“Or-?” Tide squinted at it. “No! That’s a
piece of the odd key! Wonder how it got inside of a creepy blank
journal beneath my armoire?”

“Creepy?” Rye snorted, and then, “Odd
key?”

“Yeah. I’ll show you.” Tide opened the box
on her bed, moved aside the corroded thing that might’ve been a
coin, and held up a little key on a chain. She dangled it in front
of the Second’s face.

Rye studied it. Tide was right. The top part
of the key had been fused with a chunk of license plate, and there
was a small piece missing.

It was odd, yes, but more than odd, it was
familiar. The moment Rye realized so – “Where did you get
this?!” – he placed an eager finger behind the key and pulled it
close to his nose.

Tide was taken aback by his shift in
excitement. “From a hunt,” she said, releasing the key so that its
dainty chain fell silkily over Rye’s fingers. “Why?”

“A hunt? For real? Which one?!”

Tide frowned at the anxious boy before her.
Why was he getting so excited about such a tiny trinket?

“Which hunt?” said Rye again, eyes
transfixed on the key.

“That’s-” But when Tide tried to grasp it,
the elusive memory ran away from her. “Uh, I’m not sure. I can’t
remember exactly. Probably one from back when I first started
climbing. Why?”

“Because! Because, you know what, Tide?”
Rye’s eyes, which had remained stuck, darted to hers, shiny with
enthusiasm. “I have a hidden box at home too, and I know this
sounds crazy, but I think this is the key that opens it!”

From a few floors above them, Nero put a
hand to his chest and wheezed. “Just checking in,” he said to
himself. “I’ll leave them alone now.” He closed the blank-paged
book before him. The shiny-shoed demon who was Nero’s lawyer nodded
and patted the wincing man’s shoulder.

“You have a meeting soon anyway, Nero,” said
the demon. Slithering, he walked to the window and pulled the
shades wide.

Nero shielded his darkness-adjusted
eyes.

“A little light will do you good. Leave the
darkness to me.” The lawyer shifted his gaze to the floor where,
several feet below, Tide and Rye were already packing.

After a hasty explanation of the plated box
from Rye, an intense longing to open Foster’s hidden treasure had
invaded the pair, enough to make Tide write a note of deceit to her
father, claiming her to be spending the night at Y’s. Really,
though, she’d be spending it at . . .

Tide’s breathing ceased at the thought. Rye
gave her a saving pat on the back, and the two of them set off to
Rye’s apartment in search of the secret box. Rye was counting on it
still being there. After all, he’d only been out for a few minutes
when the box had gone missing, and even though there was the
possibility that Foster had somehow come home and retrieved the box
during that time, Rye didn’t think so. Had Foster come home, he’d
have stayed longer than that, and what were the chances he’d been
outside at the exact moment Rye’d been about to open the box? No.
It was more likely that Foster had used Rye to hide it somewhere
within the unit.

“Not yet,” said Rye, repeating Foster’s
words – words that implied that there’d be a time for opening it.
“It has to be there.” He looked at Tide. “But even if it
isn’t, at least it means we get to spend more time together.” He
slipped his hand around Tide’s and weaved his fingers through hers.
Although the night air was hot, Tide’s skin pricked.

Rye noticed. “You’re nervous?” he said.

There was something about it. Even though
they’d already kissed, there was something about the small gesture
that made the princess jittery. The earlier kiss had been
instinctive. Impulsive. But this was all Rye and Tide. They were
both present and aware in the moment, and everything about their
skin connecting was theirs and theirs alone.

Tide looked up at him. “Stupid, huh?”

But when Rye’s eyes connected with hers, his
confidence began to slip just a little. His fingers were weaved
between fingers that were much smaller than his. Fingers that were
warm and dry and soft . . . And he suddenly remembered just how
sweaty his own were.

“Eh-” He dropped her hand and wiped his palm
on his jeans before taking hers up again.

Tide giggled. Rye liked it, and he couldn’t
help but stare at the cute being at his side.

“L-look!” he said awkwardly. “It’s the night
of the dust moon.”

“Dust moon?” Tide looked up. The foggy black
sky was starless, for none of those twinkling lights were bright
enough to break past the haze that surrounded the city. The moon,
however, was powerful even in the midst of its waning – powerful
enough to shine through the vapor – and even though it was
incomplete, there was nothing empty about it; it felt as though it
were meant to be that way. “Why do you call it the dust
moon?” asked the princess, staring.

“The edges,” said Rye. “See how they’re kind
of smudged?”

“Isn’t that just because of the
fog-clouds?”

“Shhh. Nope! There’s something magical about
it.”

Tide rolled her eyes. “Cheesy.”

“Well excuse me for trying to be
romantic!”

“Romantic,” repeated Tide. Rye’s palm sweat
worsened. If Tide noticed, she didn’t care. She was just happy to
be holding him. Even so, she was about to break up the serenity of
the moment. It was time to bring it up. The reason she’d asked him
over. “Rye?” she said.

“Hmm?”

“Now that you’re here . . . well, not
here . . . Now that you’re around, you won’t . . .
like . . .” She couldn’t say it. That was fine. Rye already
knew.

“Oh,” he said. He tilted his head forward so
that his hair would hide the emotion behind his eyes. Conceal it
from the pretty girl. “Disappear? Is that what you’re asking?”

“Y mentioned something . . . and I don’t
really know . . . er . . . how it works, so . . .”

“It’s possible.”

“EH?!”

“It’s sort of like a tug of war. Well, for
some people it’s like that. Some people are in competition with
their Mains.”

“Competition?” Tide said.

“For existence. I can’t really speak for the
Mains because I don’t know what happens to them when their Seconds
are in control, but for us Seconds, the weaker our Mains are, the
stronger we are. That’s why I work so hard to stay rooted.”

Tide understood . . . sort of, but she
needed to elaborate. And to elaborate . . .

She bit her lip. “I want to say something,
but I don’t know how without making you seem like a
thing.”

“It’s okay,” said Rye. He smiled at her.
“I’m feeling pretty good right now.”

“All right. Let me know if . . .”

“I will.” Rye swallowed. Her concern for his
state of being was the most grounding thing he could think of.

“SO,” said Tide, taking a breath. She
intended to deliver the next lines as quickly as possible so as to
avoid causing Rye unnecessary pain. “If a Second is like a
manifestation of a split personality disorder, what happens when
the Main is cured?”

Though she said it all in one breath, Rye
cringed at being compared to a disorder.

“Rye, I’m sorry!”

“No.” He shook his head. “From a scientific
perspective, I guess that’s pretty accurate.” He squeezed her hand
to keep from floating. “And you’ve hit the nail right on the head.
If the Main is ‘cured’, it’s possible for a Second to
disappear.”

It was the very thing Tide feared the most.
“No.” she said, dropping his hand. She folded her arms into
herself.

“Oh! Don’t worry, Tide.” He cupped her face.
“I don’t think that he . . . that Foster . . . wants to be
cured.”

“Hm?”

“You see, at the beginning it was like . . .
I only came out once in a while. But then he just kept getting
weaker and weaker and letting me out more and more, and now I’m
almost always in control. I think he’s given up.”

“So . . . is it possible for . . . for him
to . . .”

“Disappear?” said Rye. “I don’t know. But
it’s every Second’s dream.”

But when Tide thought back to the gray boy
that’d lit up at her smile . . . She thought back to the strange
throbbing beneath her ribs that he’d caused. She didn’t WANT him to
disappear.

“Why can’t you just coexist?” she
murmured.

“Because we share a soul. That’s what it
boils down to. Two beings that share one soul. I don’t think
something like a soul can be split in half. It can only be shared.
But to contain a soul, you need a strong enough physical vessel.
That’s why there’s such a struggle – a tipping scale – between a
Second and their Main.”

“Rye,” whispered Tide. “How do you know all
of that?”

Rye tossed an arm over the top of his head
and stared at the dusty moon. “Before the split, we worked in a lab
that was researching the Second . . .” He frowned while searching
for a suitable word. “The Second epidemic and the nature of
the soul. I don’t remember much from that time, though.”

“You worked in a lab?” said Tide. “But
weren’t you really young? How old are you, anyways?”

“I told you.” Rye pointed to his chest and
pursed his lips. “I’m two.”

“Awfully tall for a kid, aren’t you? But now
that I look at you, you DO have a bit of a baby face.”

Rye neared his ‘baby face’ to hers. “What
are you saying?” he asked seductively.

Tide concentrated on breathing. “I’d like to
see you in a lab coat.”

“Ho! Is that so?” Rye leaned away and gave
her a full-toothed smile.

Tide grinned stupidly to herself as she
imagined him in costume. “S-seriously,” she said, shaking the image
away. “How old are you?”

“Twentyish, I think. Maybe twenty-one. When
we split, Fos- . . . eh . . . I was eighteen. I’d graduated
early and had already started an internship in that lab. I don’t
know if he still works there or not.”

“Hm,” said Tide. “Interesting.”

It was. It was all very interesting. In the
library across the city, Foster stared into the blank-paged book.
“They’re starting to figure it out,” he said. “It’s only a matter
of time now.” And he was more than sad; He was despairing.

The demon’s stomach rumbled. It was getting
hungrier, but neither Nero’s daughter nor Foster’s Second heard.
Rye was preoccupied by the box he had yet to find. Tide, on the
other hand, was consumed with thoughts of freedom. A way for Second
and Main to coexist? Was an optimistic dream like that possible?
Probably not, but she wanted it to be. She wanted Rye to be his own
person, whole and unchained, but she wanted Foster to be free,
too.

From then on it was heavy thoughts that the
princess walked alongside the boy with the shared soul.

When they finally reached Rye’s apartment,
St. Laran was entirely asleep. The last of the straggling
street-dwellers had turned in, leaving the streets deserted;
inhabited only by the city’s hissing, winding sounds that would
never stop. The St. Larans were used to them. The noise was a
familiar backdrop to their nighttime rest – a soundtrack to mech
city life.

Wrapped in those sounds, the Second and his
princess took the lift to the eighteenth floor.

Rye’s apartment was still. Dark, too, until
Rye lit a Bororore-fueled lamp that bathed the living room in a
surreal orange glow.

“Now,” said Rye. “We search.”

“Right,” said Tide.

Neither of them could explain why finding
the box was so important all of a sudden. They just knew that they
had to open it as soon as they could. A key in Tide’s home matched
a box in Rye’s. It should’ve been intriguing, but they didn’t
really pay mind to the fact that two people who’d never previously
met shouldn’t own matching sets of something like that. Both of
them, deep down, realized that that there was something more to
their relationship. Both of them knew that something was off. But
thinking about those things threatened to loosen their holds on the
earth, so they turned a blind eye and searched, forcing
ignorance.

The night turned up no results.

Tide settled down on a bed made of cushions
in the living room, while Rye, entirely aware of the pretty girl in
the other room, locked himself in his quarters. He was restless.
The dust moon through the window was a reminder that she was in the
next room being lit by the same soft glow.

“Self control,” he told himself. Little did
he know, Tide was undergoing a similar problem.

The cushions smelled like Rye. The blanket
was his. The room was filled with relics of his and Foster’s life.
Every time she grew drowsy, the scent of the blanket around her
evoked an image of his arms around her shoulders. That wasn’t the
blanket; it was his shirt. Those weren’t the cushions; they were
his chest. Those thoughts made her heart race disobediently.

“Knock it off, freak!” she mouthed to
herself.

In this way, the two drifted into uneasy
sleep.

 


~

 


When Rye awoke, he was on the floor of the
living room with a pretty girl’s head resting on his arm and no
recollection of how he’d gotten there.

“Tide?” he whispered, groggy at first, but
when he realized how inappropriate his presence there was –

“HOLY TOMATO-! TIDE?!” Feeling like the
biggest lech, he rolled out from under her, threw a blanket over
her pajama’d body, and crab crawled away.

Drowsy, Tide opened rubbed her face.
“R-Rye?” she muttered.

“Gah! I’m sorry! You think I’m a creep,
right?! I swear, I didn’t mean to sneak into your bed! For real, I
don’t even remember doing it! It must’ve been lame-o Foster! Sounds
like an excuse from a pervert, right? But I swear, Tide! You-you
haven’t been violated, have you!? I’m pretty sure I didn’t do
anything, but-!”

But Tide wasn’t listening. Her eyes had
settled on the thing in Rye’s hand.

“You found it?” she said, still
half-asleep.

Rye looked down. In his hand he held the
license-plated box.

“Oh?” He said. “I guess I must’ve-”

But it was then that Tide fully woke up and
realized the circumstances of her waking, and when she did –

“OMIGOD!”

– a yell escaped her. She was more than
flustered: She was mortified. For at least a portion of the night,
Rye’s arms had been around her snorish body in all of its
night-breathed, sweat-panted, bed-headed glory. She was so not
cute! She knew that, and she took her embarrassment out on Rye by
throwing pile of bedding at his head and running to the safety of
the bathroom.

Rye read the slammed door to mean that his
houseguest was unforgivingly enraged with his perverse actions.
“Gah!” He gritted his teeth and silently cursed his Main. “T-Tide?”
He rapped on the bathroom door. “I’m way sorry!”

“Over-apologize much?” he heard over the
sound of running water.

It was one of the most confusing things he’d
ever experienced. “Humor?” he mouthed. That was a good
thing, right? Or was that what girls did right before they gave a
break up talk?! “Y-yeah,” he said, straining himself to sound
suave. “Guess you’ve rubbed off on me.” Rubbed?! He pulled
at his hair. Those were the sorts of words he had to avoid!
“Idiot,” he mouthed.

“Who’s an idiot?” Tide opened the door.

Her hair was brushed. Her mouth was fresh.
The old sweatpants were nowhere to be seen. Rye was taken.

“So cute!” he said without meaning to.

“Eh?!” Tide’s cheeks reacted.

“No!” said Rye, shaking his head with
determination. “Not cute!”

“Huh?” Tide took offense.

“I mean-!” Rye sighed and dropped his head.
He was exhausted. “I don’t know what I mean. You always look cute.
Especially in the morning.”

“No way!” said Tide. “How embarrassing! I’d
hoped to sneak into the bathroom before you got up, but I let you
see me like that!”

“Wait.” Rye wrinkled his forehead. “You
aren’t mad?”

“At what?”

“That I . . .”

“You said that wasn’t you, though, right?”
said Tide. “It was Fost . . . HIM. I know how it works by now.” Her
mouth turned sly. “A little convenient, if you ask me, but .
. .”

Rye let out a sick-sounding exhale and
slumped to the floor. She wasn’t mad. That was all that mattered.
“Breakfast?” he said feebly.

“Sure! And then-” Tide held out her palm
where the odd key had taken up residence.

Rye nodded. He went to fix a fancy breakfast
of cereal and tea while Tide waited, running her finger along the
mysterious box that matched the key.

Miles away, Foster stared at the blank page
and braced himself. He didn’t know what would happen once they
opened the box, but he was sure of one thing: The contents therein
were sure to set at least a few things in motion.

A hasty breakfast later, Tide and Rye
settled onto the floor.

“Phew,” said Rye. “Last time I tried to open
this, I lost it.”

“It’ll be okay.” Tide handed him the key.
Now that the two pieces were near each other, there was no
mistaking it: They were a pair.

“M-maybe I got it at the Gustway?” said
Tide, searching for an excuse. “Yeah, that must be it! And you said
that he had been there before, right? Before the split, I
mean. So that’s it, right? He dropped it and I found it somehow? .
. . Or something.”

The words were hollow.

“Er- yeah. I think it’s a possibility,” lied
Rye. “Or something.”

“Hm. Anyway, go ahead,” said Tide. Rye
slowly put the key into the lock.

Pop!

A tiny popping noise alerted the curious duo
that the key had indeed worked. Why it should work, was beyond
them, but they couldn’t think about it too much. If they did,
they’d drift.

Rye took a breath and lifted the box’s
top.

. . .

It was empty.

. . .

That’s what Rye thought at first, anyway.
But when he turned over the lid he realized that there was a slip
of paper taped to the inside. Careful to be gentle, Rye removed the
paper and turned it over.

It wasn’t just a piece of paper. It was a
photograph. An old, discolored photograph of Foster. But it wasn’t
JUST of Foster.

“Rye,” said Tide when her eyes found the
second person. “That’s . . . you?”

It was Rye. And he was solid. And so
was Foster. And they looked . . . happy? More than happy. They
looked to be having the best day of their lives. There was a moment
of surprised and analytical silence, and then –

“You both existed at once?!” said Tide,
thoughts racing.

“I . . . guess so?” said Rye.

“How?!”

“Couldn’t tell you.” He paused to swallow.
“And there’s something else.” Rye tapped his finger on the part of
the photo where his hand was entwined in the hand of a third and
final photographed person. It was a person with long, dusty hair
and a corrupt sort of smile. “I think Jobe and I were . . .”

But it was too much for the Second to
handle. He couldn’t take it, so he collapsed into vacancy.

“Rye!” It was the very first time Tide
watched him go. It was instant, like a switch. One minute he was
Rye; the next, he was a soulless shell. A true Second. Tide’s hand
wandered to the scarf around his neck. “No,” she told herself.

She looked to the photograph for
distraction. Shown via sepia tones, Rye’s fingers were woven
through Jobe’s in the same way he’d held her hand the night before.
If it proved anything, it proved that Jobe’s previous crabbiness
really had been attributed to jealousy. But it wasn’t
because he’d been jealous of Rye. It was because he was jealous of
her.

But still, nothing else made sense. Tide
stared at the photo and tried to make clarity of something,
anything, but a darkness at the back of her mind kept her from
connecting the dots that should’ve been easy. The conclusion she
should have drawn continued to evade her. It wasn’t her fault,
though. Her mind had been tampered with. Her memory was flawed.

At least she had a lead now. Jobe and Foster
and Rye standing together somewhere in the wilds beyond St. Laran.
Jobe. Foster. Rye. Soon she’d see Jobe again, and she wouldn’t stop
until she got something out of him. Something that could help her
understand how Foster and Rye had at one time been able to smile
together, side by side; soul not shared, but split in half. She’d
figure it out. For Rye. And also for Foster.

Tide took the photograph into both hands and
held it away from her face, and it was then that a strange feeling
came over her. A forbidden feeling. A feeling of déjà vu. As the
young princess studied the photo at arm’s length, somehow, someway,
it felt as though she’d been the one who’d taken it. True or not,
the notion was enough to send the demon after her. Catching her
around the waist, it brought her into the same darkness that empty
Rye was swimming through.

The Second and princess slumped together on
the cushion-littered floor of the living room, vacant but
content.

A ways away, in the apartment above the
timepiece shop, Jobe was receiving a fax through a machine that was
even crankier than Tide’s.

 


C-

I let them find something. A snapshot. Be
prepared.

-F

 


Jobe read the note and kicked the foot of
his desk.

“Damn it, Foster! I thought we just talked
about this! You agreed to make sure it stayed forgotten!” Jobe
realized just how selfish he was, of course. He knew he was only a
small piece in the continuing saga of their drama, but even so, he
wasn’t ready for them to know. He wasn’t ready to move on yet. It’d
only been two years. He needed more time. He needed . . .

The hunter’s lip curled at the realization
that there might very well be hope for him yet. It would include
betraying Foster, but that was fine. His ultimate goal still hadn’t
been reached, and until it was, he wouldn’t let things
progress.

“All right,” said Jobe. “I need this to last
a little longer. For that, I’d sell my soul.”


Chapter 12: The Hunter’s Confession

 


Patching together a fragmented past was the
first stage of the plan. In order for something to break, it first
had to be whole. That was what the hunter was counting on. For his
prince, that was what the hunter needed.

 


On a day without sun, the judge called for
them. He called for the very unique pair of newbie hunters.

He’d analyzed the girl and found her to be
something extraordinary. Even if she’d avoided detection, his
ancient eyes knew. His eyes born in the time of the boom could see
through her skin. She was something worth straining.

The judge waited for them. In the dome that
was mostly empty, he paced. They’d arrive. Surely they’d arrive.
And when they did, he’d offer them a deal.

 


~

 


When Jobe reached the Weighted Dome, Ink was
already there. Early. Perky. He rolled his eyes. He’d deliberated
his plan for hours, but there was still too much uncertainty
surrounding the whole thing to make a move. Foster had asked why
he’d chosen her. That was disheartening. It meant he couldn’t even
fathom the possibility that Jobe’s goal could come to pass. That he
couldn’t comprehend an ending in which Ryon . . .

But while it was disheartening to the
hunter, it was also a good thing because it meant he’d be able to
stay under the radar.

“Oy! What are you staring at, girl?” Jobe
stretched his arms behind his back. “Can’t resist, huh?”

That was far from it. Really, the young girl
was trying her hardest to hold back her questions. To hold back her
accusations. She didn’t know Jobe’s personality well enough to know
how he’d respond to a direct approach, and since she didn’t want to
lose his intel, she’d have to play tactfully.

“Yes, Jobe. Your charm is irresistible.” It
was half-hearted. She turned to shield her face before it could
give her away.

Jobe folded his arms. That wasn’t nearly the
reaction he’d hoped for. He wanted to make her flustered. Or angry.
Or hot. Trying a different approach, he marched over and threw an
arm around her neck. “Come on,” he whispered. “Let’s go see if Old
Smokey’s ready to see us.”

Tide squirmed away from his muscled grasp.
“Sure.”

Keeping her back to him, she headed toward
the registration desk. Jobe raised a dusty brow. There was
something wrong with her. She was fretting over some insignificant,
spoiled-girl problem. That was okay, though. He could work with
fretting. With fretting, he might be able to arouse the emotions he
needed. That’s what it was all about in the end, wasn’t it?
Emotion. A sinister grin made its way onto the face of the
plotting hunter. Stifling it the best he could, he followed the
girl around the heap.

The silence between the pair of them was
more awkward than ever before – amplified by the enormousness of
the dome. A few wandering blood scouters loitered between the
stands, sent on various minor maintenance and routine cleaning
tasks, but none of them appeared to be under much of a time
constraint. The next contest wouldn’t be for a while, and the
stillness of the in-between period reached all corners of the
place. It was a far cry from the frenzied atmosphere of their last
visit.

When Jobe and Tide reached the side garage,
the lady geezer was away from the window. They’d only have to wait
five minutes, or so the sign there promised. Tide dropped her
backpack and leaned against a cement wall that was stained with a
tar-like substance. Jobe stood across from her and met her eyes,
but Tide folded her arms and looked away. Dartingly. Suspiciously.
That was when he realized:

Of course. Of course she’d be
fretting!

How could he have forgotten? Foster had sent
that message about a snapshot a few days earlier, and since then,
Jobe had been so concerned with his own plotting that he’d
forgotten all about the other side of Foster’s actions. What it
meant for the others. For Ink. For Ryon. For . . . No, not for
Ryon. For Rye.

Jobe stared at Ink knowing full well it made
her uncomfortable. The snapshot had most likely contained something
incriminating about him, and she’d probably been struggling with it
ever since. Jobe’s grin returned. Now that he knew she was
suffering, this would be fun.

“So, Ink.”

Tide pretended to look at him, but the best
she could do was settle for his forehead. “Yes?”

“I ever tell you about my dear friend,
Foster?”

“Ech-” Tide’s throat made a nasty sound and
closed itself.

“Yeah, remember?” continued Jobe. “Your
boyfriend’s Main? Foster. He’s a great guy. A little mopey
nowadays, but he used to be a blast.”

Tide narrowed her eyes at him. This was her
opening? Maybe. But a more likely scenario was that Jobe was just
giving in to his cruelty. She’d been too easy to read? Even though
she’d been trying so hard to behave normally? Apparently her acting
skills were lacking. Still, she hadn’t expected him to bring it up
so offhandedly . . . or at all, for that matter. If she wanted to
secure something, anything, she’d have to use it to her advantage
as much as she could.

“Really? A blast, huh?” said the princess.
“When did you guys meet, again?”

“A few years ago.” Jobe scratched the
stubbled chin that he hadn’t shaved since Foster’s fax. “Way before
that thing showed up.”

Tide ignored the latter part, which was most
certainly about Rye, and said, “In school, right? You mentioned
that before. So . . .” She sought a way to sneak it in. “Did you
have any other friends?”

“Of course.” Jobe smirked. “Who has just one
friend?”

Tide flinched. After all, until very
recently, her only friend had been Y. “What I meant, Jobe, is
who were your other friends? What were their names? What
were they like? You know, that sort of stuff.”

“Oh, that sort of stuff. Stuff you’re REAL
interested in, Ink.”

“Just making conversation.”

Jobe stalled a moment to enjoy the girl’s
failed attempt at hiding her eagerness. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll tell
you if you come here.” He patted his leg. “Come, girl.”

“I am ‘here’,” said Tide warily.

“No. Closer.”

“No way! The last time I did that, you
practically shoved my face into a pile of tartaroise shi-”

“Come.”

Tide sighed. Then, since she needed to play
by his rules to get some answers, she obeyed. She stepped before
the longhaired hunter and threw her arms out to her sides. “What
now?”

“Geesh. No need to get all uppity. You want
to know about my friends or not?”

Tide shrugged. “Sure.”

“And why do you care?”

“I told you: conversation. And also, why
can’t I know more about you? Won’t it help us become tighter
partners and all that stuff?”

“Fine.” Jobe placed a hand on her shoulder.
If she wanted it so badly, he’d tell her something that would make
her teeter. Something that would make her suffer. “We moved here
three years ago, when I was fifteen,” he said. “I attended church
school for a while. Near the big conservatory in Eastfelt. There
was a group of us back then, a dozen or so, but three of us were
always together.” He paused to smirk because the teeter was coming.
“Me, Foster, and Ry-”

But Jobe stopped himself. He’d been staring
into those muted eyes of hers, anxious to see them wince, but for
just a moment, right when he’d been about to deliver the shocking
blow, they’d looked . . . turquoise. Electrifying turquoise that
sent a shiver throughout his body.

He pulled his hand from her shoulder and
patted her atop the head.

Confused, Tide frowned. “And? And who?!”

“And that’s all for now.” Jobe pointed to
the desk behind her where the lipsticked woman had taken seat.

Tide let out a defeated sigh. She hadn’t
gotten anything in the way of an answer after all.

Jobe turned from her and held his gut
because, for the first time in his life, he fully believed what
he’d been telling himself. That his goal was really, truly
possible. That there WAS a way to do that which Foster couldn’t
foresee. A way to make things go back to the way they’d been. A way
to bring back Ryon. He’d need Ink’s cooperation, though. If not
with cruelty, maybe with gentleness?

But how could he do that when telling her
the truth would push her away? Would force the soul from her body?
The hunter brooded.

“Thank you.” Tide was speaking to the lady
at the counter. Jobe hurried to be included.

“All right, all right,” he droned. “Enough
chit-chat, flat chest. Let’s see what the old man wants.”

Tide rolled her eyes and brought an arm
across her chest that was only somewhat flat.

One page over the intercom later and the
newbies were escorted again to the judge’s chamber.

When they arrived, Tide noticed that
geezer’s brows had gotten longer. Or maybe he’d just forgotten to
trim them. Aside from that, the scene was the same as it’d been
before – except that this time, the princess was without fog. Not
even a trace of the white distraction remained.

The judge started in right away. “So,
Mountain and Stabby, how’ve our two newest hunters been?”

“Fine, thanks,” said Tide. “And how ha-”

“On with it, Judgey,” interrupted Jobe.
“What’s the deal with you suspending our marks?”

Tide frowned. So much for respect for the
elderly.

The geezer cracked a smile. “You want to
know, eh?”

“That’s kind of why we came, pops,” said
Jobe. “And if it’s all the same to you, can we get this over with
quickly? I’d really like to get back out there. You know, things to
kill. Credits to earn. Yada yada.”

Tide’s frown turned into something that was
more like a scowl. She reached over to pinch her partner in the
side, but when he flexed at the last moment, filling the little
amount of lax skin there, she was left with nothing to grab but
muscle. It only annoyed the princess even more.

The judge, on the other hand, didn’t really
care what the punk kid had to say or do. He was more concerned with
. . . He flicked his eyes to the girl – the remarkable, fantastic
being before him. She was the one that mattered. She was the one
that meant something. “Right to it then,” he said. “Why have I
suspended your marks and convened this charming meeting? Why has
someone as important as me taken an interested in a nothing like
you? Because, dear boy, I’d like to make a deal with you . . . in
regards to your partner.”

Tide, who’d been distracted with Jobe,
swiveled her head to find the geezer’s lingering eyes upon her in
the same way they’d been during the contest. Repulsing. Intruding.
“Huh? Me?”

“That’s right,” said the judge. “I’d like to
make a deal with you.”

“How so?” said Jobe, taking a step nearer to
Tide. It was the same sort of impulsive, protective response that’d
made him climb the tree ahead of her during their first hunt. It
was surprising. To both the hunter and his princess. That sort of
behavior from him was rare. Something carried over from a past
life.

“Oh?” said the judge, eyeing them. “Puppy
love?”

“Blegh,” was their unanimous reply. It was
far from something like that. Tide’s feelings for Jobe? Tolerant
friendship. Jobe’s feelings for Ink? Even he couldn’t clarify what
those were, but they definitely weren’t ‘love’.

“There’s something unique about you,” the
judge told Tide. “There’s something special.”

Jobe choked. That was the last thing the
hunter wanted to hear from the decaying man. He feared whatever
knowledge the judge had; he feared what would happen to his partner
if it were released carelessly; but most of all, he was afraid of
the outlash he might give the geezer once the knowledge was shared
– once Jobe’s plans were compromised. He sized up the
gray-whiskered man. What repercussions would there be for slugging
the elderly? Jobe shook his head. That couldn’t happen. That would
accomplish nothing. He knew that, so he held his jaw in his hand,
prepared to hold himself back and ready to make excuses. But all of
that only lasted until the judge added, “About your climbing
skills, Miss Mountain. They appear to be innate, don’t they?”

Jobe furrowed his forehead, unsure as to
where the conversation was going. Still, he held his face.

“Innate? I . . . guess,” said Tide.

“You’re a natural,” continued the
geezer.

“Ur, ‘kay? And?”

“And I’ll tell you why.”

Jobe’s eyes reached a widened state. “We
aren’t interested,” he said, voice harsh, palm white against
jaw.

“Jobe!”

“Nope, Ink. It’s not important. This old
guy’s creepy and . . . well, old. Let’s just go.” He grabbed her
around the wrist and gave her a yank toward the office door.

“Jobe! That’s SO rude! Stop! I want to hear
him out.”

Jobe stopped and scowled but didn’t release
her arm. She was so scrawny – her wrist like a chicken bone. He
could break her: easily. He could wrench her from the room:
effortlessly. He could –

“Steady, there, son,” said the judge. “I see
that you understand what I’m suggesting. Don’t worry. I won’t give
anything away now. I will, however, offer the girl my deal.” He
turned to a very confused Tide. “If you can climb to the top of the
Gustway with your partner by your side, I’ll tell you a secret. A
special secret. About the nature of the soul.”

“Secret?” Tide looked from the geezer to
Jobe and back to the geezer. “Another one?!” She still hadn’t found
out Jobe’s – though she’d come to the conclusion that it had
something to do with the sepia photograph. With Foster and Rye.
With whatever had happened in the past that Rye had forgotten. It
was all more than frustrating. “What the heck?! What are you
talking about . . . er, Sir?”

The geezer drilled his eyes into her neck.
“I’ll tell you the truth, if and only if you can climb to the top
of the Gustway with your partner two nights from tonight.”

“What?” Tide shook her head and rubbed her
temple. “Why two nights?”

“Because. Every game needs rules. It isn’t
truly a game without them, is it? Two nights from tonight, a heavy
fog is to roll in. It’ll make it a bit more of a challenge for you.
Or maybe I should say, ‘It’ll make it a challenge for you,
period.’”

“Eh?!” Tide let her mouth open. “You want us
to climb the Gustway in the fog AND the dark?”

“That’s right. And I’m sure it goes without
saying, but I’ll be needing photographic proof of the feat . . .
should you survive.”

“To hell with that!” said Jobe. “WHY SHOULD
WE?” The hunter didn’t fear the challenge. Not the least. But he
DID fear to what extent the judge’s knowledge of Ink went. There
was no way to be sure. One thing was certain, though. He couldn’t
let her hear whatever the stranger had to say.

“I don’t get it!” said Tide. “What are you
talking about? Why I’m a natural? Well, that’s just
because!”

The judge shook his head. “OR, Miss
Mountain, it could have something to do with the death of
someone.”

Tide blinked. “Someone?”

“. . . Someone close to you.”

The princess’ murky thoughts immediately
went to the person she’d lost so tragically. The person she’d lost
too soon. “M-mom?” she whispered, turning white. “How do you
know-?” But that was it. She was hooked. Even if the geezer’s
proposition made no sense, Tide’s mother was one of her greatest
weaknesses. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

“What?!” Jobe’s scowl deepened.

“We’ll do it,” Tide said again,
determined.

“Excellent!” said the Judge. “Oh, and one
more thing. Dome’s rules apply. Bleed, and the deal’s off.”

Jobe’s head had been down. Shaking. Fuming
over the old prune’s interference. But at the last rule, he looked
up with a smile. Sinister. Corrupt. Maniacal. Any of those would
have suited the smile he bore. He just had to make her bleed. It
was so simple. It was such a simple loophole, so kindly left by the
decrepit man.

“Fine,” said Jobe. “I’ll accept.” And the
switchblade in his pocket felt heavier than usual.

“R-really?!” said Tide.

“Well, duh. I am your partner, aren’t
I?”

“Well, yeah, but-”

“Now let’s go!” Jobe gave her wrist the yank
he’d been holding back.

Tide stumbled after him, calling behind her,
“Okay, we’ll be back after the second night, then!”

The judge nodded and held up a wrinkled hand
of parting. But Tide couldn’t return the gesture, for Jobe was
pulling her. He was pulling her safely away from the judge.

He had to get her away.

“You don’t really think that old coot knows
something about your mother, do you?” he said when they were nearly
to the dome’s exit.

“I don’t really know what he could
know,” said Tide. “Mom wasn’t a climber, and that guy doesn’t even
know my name, does he?”

“Probably not. So if you know that, then
why-?”

“Because. On the slight chance that he DOES
know something. Dad doesn’t talk about her. Ever. Not since she
died.” That reminded the young princess. She tried to think of the
last time she’d actually seen her father. It’d been weeks. At
least.

“Three years ago, right?” said Jobe.

Tide tipped her head. “Hm?”

“She died three years ago, right?” clarified
Jobe.

“No, it was two years . . . Wait. No.” Tide
searched her fragile memory. “Yeah, it was three. How did you . . .
Oh. Right.” The Yondo family history wasn’t exactly secret.

Two years? Three years?

Lost in her thoughts, Tide went on ahead
while Jobe lagged behind, watching her. He felt . . . bad. It was
sort of pathetic – the state of Nero Yondo’s ‘daughter’. It was
sort of . . . He shook his head. He couldn’t think like that. Ryon
was all that mattered. Bringing Ryon back was all that was
important.

The dark part of Jobe writhed within. It
forced him to call out to the drifting girl. It forced him to give
in to his cruelty.

“Ink!” he yelled. “Wait up!”

Jobe trotted to her side. She was in another
place. Air-headed. Distracted. But Jobe’s next line thrust her
uncompromisingly back into the present. He said,

“Don’t you think it’s a little immoral of
you to be all over that THING when Foster’s suffering so badly? You
do realize what Seconds do to their Mains, don’t you? They suck the
life right out of ‘em.”

“Wha-?” Tide’s mouth fell open. “Where did
that come from, Jobe? Don’t start being mean all of a sudden.”

Jobe ignored her. “Don’t you know, Ink? That
if a Second grows strong enough, their Main will die. Allowing both
to coexist puts too much strain on the dimensional boundaries . . .
or so I’ve heard.”

Or so he’d heard? But Tide didn’t dwell on
that part. She saw an opening. It was unexpected. It was
unexplained. But it was an opening, nonetheless. If she wanted to
save Rye and Foster, she had no choice but to take it, so take it
she did. She jumped in full-footed. “But that’s not true, Jobe!”
She thrust an arm of appeal at him. “It can’t be! Rye and Foster
existed at the same time! I saw proof with my own eyes! You were
there, and they were both solid and-”

“Shut up, stupid!” Jobe let out a laugh. So
THAT was what Foster had shown them. It was funny, really. He
could’ve shown them any number of things, but he’d chosen something
like that. Something that would only confused them more. Something
that would only make them teeter. Maybe the Main hadn’t
really given up after all.

“No!” Tide was on the verge of tears. “I
won’t shut up! Tell me, Jobe. Tell me how it was possible!”

“It isn’t possible!” He grabbed the
misinformed girl by the shoulders and pressed her against the wall.
“That wasn’t Rye, you idiot girl! That was Ryon! Can’t you even
tell the difference? They can’t be THAT identical!”

But at the usage of Ryon’s name, Tide was
sent into a downward spiral into darkness.

“Damn it.” Jobe gave her a shake. “Damn it!”
He’d done something stupid. He’d delivered something tactlessly.
He’d given in again to the part he hated. The defeated boy punched
the wall above Tide’s head. It did nothing to the wall, but caused
a raw feeling on the skin of his knuckles. As the princess started
to slip into a slump, he caught her beneath the arms and pulled her
close. There was nothing else to be done, so the hunter lifted the
girl and carried her to the place where it would all make sense. To
the place where he could safely tell her the secret.

 


~

 


When Tide awoke, she was in a green place. A
flowering place. A place that was warm and humid and bright. She
was sitting in something soft. A patch of grass? Yes, a soft patch
of synthetic grass. Though the grass was fake, the trees were real.
They were upright flowering hibiscuses. How did she know that? She
wasn’t sure. Something from long ago.

“Does it feel familiar at all?” said a voice
from behind her.

Tide glanced over her shoulder. “Jobe?”

He was sitting cross-legged in the synthetic
lawn. They were the only two in the small, glass-ceilinged room.
The air was fresh. Not dusty or foggy. Even through the sticky
humidity, it tasted fresh.

“This is the Eastfelt Conservatory, right?”
said Tide, looking around.

“Sure is, girl.”

There was a dull pain at the back of Tide’s
neck. “W-what happened?”

“You passed out.”

“Again?! That’s been happening.”

Jobe knew that, and it made him extremely
happy. It meant that she was shifting. He just hoped that his
understanding of what she actually was was correct. If not, then
anything he told her would have a reverse effect.

“Ink. I have to tell you something.”

“You could start by telling me how we got
here.”

“I carried you.”

“Eh?! All the way here?! What the heck!
Why?! Didn’t that draw attention?”

Jobe smirked. It had. And he loved causing
that sort of mayhem. There wasn’t time for that, though. There were
important things to discuss. He had no idea what Foster and Nero
Yondo and all of the other people involved were really up to. His
time alone with Ink might become limited once they realized what he
was trying to do. Today was the day. It was time to get it out.
Most of it, anyway.

“I have to show you a photograph,” said
Jobe.

“Ur- okaaaay.” Tide rubbed her face. This
was more than confusing. “Sorry, but you dragged me all the way
here to show me a photograph? I don’t really get it.”

Jobe bonked her on the head. “Shh. Just look
and you’ll understand, okay?” He reached into his back pocket and
pulled out a cloth wallet. From a zippered flap he pulled out a
folded picture. “Look.” Holding it between his fingers, he handed
the photo to Tide and looked away.

Cautious, Tide grabbed the slip and unfolded
it, but when she did, a strange mixture of emotions intruded her.
The throbbing beneath her ribs returned, mixed with sadness and
peppered with familiarity.

The photo was another of Foster, Rye, and
Jobe.

“This,” said Jobe, “is a photograph from
when I first moved to St. Laran. I told you before that I went to
school nearby. You remember that much right?”

Tide, who was holding her breath at the
thought of getting some much-needed information, nodded eagerly.
Jobe rolled his eyes and continued,

“On a class trip to this conservatory, I met
a boy genius that worked here. He was two years older than me and
too damn smart for his own good. He was part of a lab team that
worked under an inventor that was developing some drill. The boy’s
name was Foster. Like I said, he was freaky smart. He was only
seventeen, but he’d already graduated, and he was such a little
know-it-all that I absolutely hated him at first. So, naturally, I
wanted to become his friend.”

“You hated him so you wanted to be his
friend?”

“Of course. So I could torment the jerk.” He
ignored Tide’s look of disgust and continued, “But after we became
friends, I realized that he was actually a blast. He was all
professional at work, but after hours, he’d let me sneak into the
conservatory with him and take whatever I wanted. And he was super
good at talking his way out of shit. He was great. Like the perfect
partner in crime.”

Tide raised a brow. That was vastly
different from the Foster she’d met.

“Anyways,” said Jobe, “one day he introduced
me to his roommate: Ryon. Ryon was . . .” Jobe grinned. “So damn
cute. He was trendy and-”

But when Jobe saw the look passing across
Tide’s eyes, he stopped himself. “Stay with me, Ink. Ink Tide. Ink
Tide. You’re alive. Okay? You’re alive.”

Tide shook her head. “R-Ryon?” she
repeated.

Jobe nodded, grateful that he’d been able to
pull her back in time. “The one in the picture. Take a good look at
him. Look closely. Look and tell me what’s wrong with him.”

“He’s . . .” Tide’s eyes scanned his neck.
“He’s a Second! He IS Rye!”

“No. True, he’s a Second, but he isn’t Rye.
Look, girl. You’re all crushy over that guy, but you can’t
see-”

“Oh!” Tide squinted. Through the picture’s
fadedness, it was hard to tell, but there was something different.
Something very different. “His eyes?” said Tide. “They’re . . .
turquoise, aren’t they? And Rye’s are blue.” She blushed at the
thought of Rye’s eyes.

“Very good. Too bad I don’t have a treat to
give you.”

Tide scowled. “I’m not your pet, you
know.”

“Ha! That’s debatable. Anyways, what else do
you see, girl? There’s another difference. You can just barely see
it in this pic.”

Tide scanned the picture. And then she found
it. It was hard to tell, but . . . his arm. Peeking out of the
bottom of his t-shirt sleeve there was something black. “A tattoo?”
she said. “I mean, another tattoo?”

Jobe nodded. “Bingo! Ding! Ding! Nice job,
spacey. His upper arms were tattooed. Real sexy, too. From what I
hear, Rye’s aren’t.”

“Okay . . . So what the heck?” Tide fought
to make sense of it. So the person in the picture with Jobe and
Foster wasn’t Rye. It was someone else. Someone named Ryon. But
that didn’t clear up much of anything! “What does it mean?” she
asked, frustrated. “There were two Seconds that look like Rye? Rye
has a twin?”

“Uh- I don’t really know how to respond to
that one. The easiest way to word it is that Rye is an imposter. A
copycat.”

“But how can that be?”

“Just as I said. Rye came later, so he’s
Ryon’s copycat.”

“Argh!” Tide scratched at her neck. “I’m so
confused! How can Rye be a copycat? Whose Second was Ryon?”

Jobe stared into her eyes. She seemed solid
enough for the rest . . . but not yet. Just a little more before
he’d tell her. “Let me finish my story first,” he said.

Tide folded her arms. “Fine.” She wasn’t
happy with it, but because she knew she was fortunate to be getting
any information at all, she’d cooperate.

Jobe stared at one of the bunches of
hibiscus flowers. “When I met Ryon, everything was perfect. He was
great. I couldn’t believe he was a Second. He was so haughty and
rude and lively.”

“Haughty and rude? That sounds nothing like
Rye.”

“Shh. Do you want to hear this or not?”

Tide made the motion of zipping her
lips.

“Well,” said Jobe, satisfied, “Foster seemed
to really love Ryon, but not like I did. It was more like, Foster
was protecting Ryon for some reason. Foster wouldn’t tell me about
Ryon’s Main. He wouldn’t talk about it at all. It was too ‘painful’
for the sap, but then one night, when Ryon was vacant, Foster told
me. Everything. He broke right down like a crying girl and told me
the truth about Ryon.” Jobe paused to gage Tide’s reaction. “You
ready, girl?”

“What?” Tide squinted at him. “Sure I’m
ready. Get on with it.”

Jobe nodded. She still seemed solid enough,
so he went on,

“Foster was so freakily smart that he caught
the eye of the chief inventor at his lab. The inventor introduced
Foster to his daughter and they hit it off great, I guess. I never
met the chick, but from what Foster said, she was all timid and
innocent and boring. Well, they dated for a year or so and then
they got engaged. At sixteen, they got engaged. It’s like, what’s
the rush, right? Well, they were in love and her parents were
supportive of it, so they all went out to celebrate. Foster, the
girl, her dad, and her mom. And where did they choose to celebrate?
This very conservatory, actually.”

Tide’s stomach dropped. She didn’t like the
feeling overtaking her. The fragmented memory of hers tried not to
connect the dots, but it was all becoming too clear for her to
ignore. The hungry demon’s growl began to fill her mind.

Jobe saw it, but he kept going. He had to
get it all out before she disappeared again. “Supposedly, they had
a great time, and yada yada yada, bla bla bla. But then there was
an accident. A bad accident, and the girl’s mom died. And then
everything changed. Almost instantly, the girl developed a
Second.”

Jobe paused to let her chew on it, and chew
she did. There were a few moments of nothing and then, “No,” came
the meek mutter of the girl who was white in the face and bleak in
the soul.

“That’s right, girl,” whispered Jobe. “Ryon
was your Second. And that, my partner, is the secret I’ve been
keeping.”

The demon slipped around Tide, wound her
tightly, and pulled her under.

 


~

 


When Tide awoke, the sky through the glass
roof was dark, but Jobe was still by her side. They were still in
the conservatory under the blooming hibiscus tree.

“Finally,” the tired hunter said when he saw
her stir. “I was worried they’d kick us out.”

Though Jobe had waited there hours, for the
princess it was as though only a few seconds had passed – as though
their conversation was still happening. For her, time had hiccupped
and nothing more. That was why, without segue or transition of any
sort, she chimed in with,

“W-what? I had a Second? Impossible!” She
shook her dizzy head and let out a crazed laugh. “Ha! Then why
can’t I remember anything like that!? And what happened to him!?
Jobe, you can’t honestly expect me to believe that!”

Jobe yawned. He was glad to get right back
into it. He’d be even gladder to get it over with.

“That, my girl, is what I don’t know. One
day, Ryon just disappeared. Foster wouldn’t tell me why. We became
distant. And then we became estranged. Didn’t speak for a year or
so, and then boom! I find you. Lover-boy Foster had told me about
you in such detail that when I stumbled upon you I thought it had
to be the same girl, but I wasn’t sure. Part of me thought it was
impossible because I’d heard that you were . . .” But he couldn’t
say that part yet, so instead he went with, “I just wanted it to be
YOU so badly.”

There was earnestness there. So much so,
that it cracked Tide’s disbelief. Jobe was telling the truth? She
couldn’t accept it, but maybe there was a chance he wasn’t kidding.
Somehow he thought he was telling the truth. Somehow he
thought . . .

“Go on,” she mumbled vacantly.

“I wanted it to be you so badly because . .
.”

“You want Ryon,” concluded the fragmented
girl.

Jobe nodded. “So sue me. I’d take him over
you any day.”

With the hunter’s confession, the space
around them became awkwardly uncomfortable. Sticky. Quiet. He was
basically saying he wanted her dead, and while Tide was offended,
she knew she had to move past it. Finding out how to help Rye and
Foster was the most important thing. For them, she had to work
through the mire. With Jobe, she had to get past it.

The princess let out a breath and pulled
herself together.

“If what you’re saying is true,” she said,
slowly and methodically, “then why can’t I remember any of it?
You’re mistaken, Jobe. I’m sorry, but you have to be because
it doesn’t make any sense.”

“Like I said, I don’t know why you can’t
remember, but what I’m telling you is the truth. Guess you’re right
about it not making sense, though. You see, Ryon was strong. He was
so strong that we were sure you were going to disappear. We were
hoping for it, he and I. I mean, hell! It got to the point where
he’d stay with us for weeks at a time! You should’ve been gone! You
WERE gone! You’d lost the fight! And then . . . nothing. Ryon went
missing. He just vanished.”

Jobe looked at her expectantly, but Tide
couldn’t speak. It was all so . . . She’d been engaged to Foster?
And she’d spawned a Second after her mother’s death? A Second that
Jobe had been in love with? She didn’t believe any of it, really.
But Jobe was so sure. He was more than sure. He clearly believed
the insanity he was telling her. And there were certain things
about it that maybe weren’t so insane after all. The strange
reaction she had to Foster. Her blackouts whenever talk turned to
fragile subjects. Her fuzzy memory.

“I don’t . . .”

“After Ryon disappeared, I lashed out at
Foster. I blamed him for pulling you back. Cruel? Yes. But I didn’t
care. I didn’t care about his happiness. I just wanted Ryon back.
Here’s the thing, though. Foster denied it. He denied that you’d
been brought back. And I had no choice but to believe him because
he was so distraught over the whole thing, that . . .”

“Rye?” said Tide, voice trembling.

“Yup. Guess he couldn’t cope with the loss
of you AND Ryon, so he spawned Rye, and for some reason the THING
was nearly identical to Ryon. And then . . . Hey, I never met you
before that day in the dome, so when I saw a doe-eyed rich girl
with black hair? I was grasping at straws. I was always grasping at
them. You met the description, but that wasn’t enough. There was
something else. Something about you felt like HIM. It felt like
Ryon. I thought it was just my imagination . . . until I looked up
your fax number. When I found out it really WAS you, I was . . .
well, ‘surprised’ is an understatement. I was flabbergasted.” Jobe
ran a hand through his hair. “Because I thought you were dead.”

The proclamation caught Tide completely off
guard. “You thought I was dead?”

“Of course, spacey. Aren’t you following me
at all? Here’s how I thought it went down: I assumed that Ryon took
over and pushed you out of existence – hooray! – and that you died
and that your father used his influence to send some thugs after
Ryon for retribution. I figured they murdered him or something. And
Foster’s complete breakdown only seemed to confirm that theory, so
. . .”

“But I’m alive,” whispered the shocked
princess.

“As I’ve repeatedly told you. Hmph.” Jobe
crossed his arms. “One thing’s for sure, girl. They did something
to you. To your scattered brain. And now, whenever you lose it, you
faint. It’s actually a lot like a Second’s behavior, to tell you
the truth. Weirds me out.”

Jobe turned away and grinned because the
lines had been delivered flawlessly. He’d told her just what she
needed to hear.

Tide held her head in her hands because it
felt heavier than usual. Her skull was too hard for her sore neck
to support on its own. “They altered my brain?” she said. “My
memories? Who’re ‘they’?”

“Duh! Your father and his team. Who
else?”

“But that’s . . .”

“Hey, girl. If you want to know more, I
suggest you speak to your father.” And then a thought crossed
Jobe’s mind. Something that might spare the girl from his blade.
“That’s why it’s really not necessary to listen to that coot of a
judge. Your father’s the one with the answers.”

But Tide hadn’t seen her father in weeks.
And even if she were to see him before the foggy night, he wouldn’t
talk about anything that’d happened around the time of her mother’s
death. That was why –

“No. I still want to do the challenge,” said
Tide.

“But-!”

“Who knows when I’ll see my father again.
Honestly, I really don’t know what to think of any of this. It’s
not like I can just accept everything like, blam! I’m going
to do the judge’s challenge. At least it’ll give me another option.
Another opinion. Even if he doesn’t know anything in the end, it’s
a lead worth following. Sorry, Jobe. I’m doing it.”

The blade in Jobe’s pocket rested against
his thigh. “Suit yourself, girl. Suit yourself.”

He fell back into the fake grass and let out
a relieved exhale. He’d been able to tell her. He’d been able to
tell her everything without losing her again. Part one of his plan
was over. Part two would be a little trickier, though. When she was
weak – once she was physically strained, as she’d hopefully be
after speaking with her father – he’d pull Ryon out. He’d convince
her that she was worthless. He’d convince Ryon to reawaken. He’d
betray Foster’s wishes, and the poor guy would never see it coming
because, one way or another, whether it meant slowly refreshing her
memory so that she’d return to him, or fading himself away so that
she could be with Rye, Foster’s only goal was to make Ink happy. He
had to. It was all he had left, and he was blinded by that fact.
The one thing the gray boy couldn’t foresee was a scenario in which
Ink disappeared completely. But Jobe knew better. He’d seen Ryon in
her eyes. Somehow Ryon was in there, even if the logic-minded
Foster couldn’t fathom it. Even if it was impossible for someone
like ‘Ink’ to develop a Second, that was what had to happen.

And Jobe would serve as ignition.

For the return of his prince, the hunter
would kill his princess.


Chapter 13: The Wild South

 


The true nature of the soul. The boy knew
it. So did the judge and lawyer.

 


“Come on, man! Help me out, here. I really
like this girl!”

A very frustrated Rye paced his living room
and glowered at the ceiling. He’d been petitioning Foster for the
last twenty minutes, but had yet to receive anything in the way of
a response.

“I know you can hear me; AND I know you
remember more than I do from our time in that lab, so share the
wealth, buddy! Is she a Second? Or what? You’ve seen it, right? The
way she loses control? Just like me. Just like . . . Look, I want
to help her, so just scribble me a hint or something! I’ll leave a
notepad right here!” Rye closed his eyes and tried to disconnect.
He was baiting the gray boy – urging him to take over – but nothing
was working. Even speaking the forbidden name – “Foster.” – out
loud, boldly, repeatedly, was no use! He couldn’t force himself to
lose it.

That was because, with each passing day,
Foster’s life force was diminishing. The scales were nearly tipped
in Rye’s favor. Rye could tell now. Something in the invisible
thread binding him to Foster was confirming that it was really
possible for a Main to disappear. It had always been a dream, but
the way their spirit fit comfortably in his body these days
verified it as true.

Rye would soon be the proud owner of his
very own soul. But he didn’t want that to happen yet. He needed
Foster’s memory in order to help her.

Tide. Sweet, strong, fun Tide.

Rye was afraid to tell her about the vacancy
he’d seen. He was afraid to tell her his theory. He wanted to save
her from anything that might hurt her state of being.

“Please!” He sent one of the floor cushions
flying at the window with a powerful, venting kick. “Tell me
something, you stupid Main!”

But when he finally received a response, it
wasn’t from Foster. It was from the noisy fax machine on the
counter, and the note it supplied made Rye’s adrenaline kick.

 


Rye-

I learned some crazy stuff last night. About
that photograph. Meet me now?

-Tide

 


~

 


“She isn’t here, Mr. Yondo.” The
orange-haired girl held the door open for the man who was Tide’s
father. “She’s er- probably on my roof?”

“It’s all right, Wynona,” said Nero. “I know
she’s out. I actually wanted to speak with you.”

Y wasn’t expecting anything like that. “Me?”
she said, trying to remain polite in the midst of her surprise. “Uh
. . . sure. Would you like to come in, or-?”

“No. This will be brief.”

“Oh.” That was a relief. Playing hostess
really wasn’t Y’s thing.

Nero continued, “I wanted to thank you.
You’ve been a dependable friend for my daughter this past
year.”

“Oh! Right. No problem. Just, uh, you know,
doing what I do. And you know how Tide is. She just does what she
does. And, er- yeah.” Y was even less eloquent than usual. The
guilt of covering for a disobedient daughter by lying to an
overprotective father’s face was starting to put her on edge.

Tide’s father propped himself against the
wall and smiled sadly. “I’d also like to thank you for encouraging
her to become a scrap climber.”

Y’s knees buckled and her eyes bulged.
“Shit! Er- I mean, e-excuse me, Sir?”

But Nero wasn’t mad. He was reminiscent. “I
was a climber,” he said. “Long ago. Before-” He gestured to the
suit on his body. “All of this. I bequeathed that trait unto
her in hopes that she’d use it on her own. I knew it would help her
become strong. And I forbade it because knew that her disobedience
would help her become independent. Her strength and independence
will be her strongest crutches once I’m gone.”

“Once you’re-?”

“Never mind, Wynona. I’ve brought this. Take
it.” Nero tossed her a small brown-papered package. Then he said,
“Remember, confidence and inquiry are the keys to success. Don’t
let my daughter forget that. I’ll be seeing you.”

With that, the disillusioned king gave her a
two-fingered wave, and without further explanation, he strode away
down the hallway, leaving Y confused and clutching the mystery
package.

She opened it to find five thousand credits
and a note:

 


Every gang leader needs cash.

 


“What the hell!?” squealed Y. “What am I
supposed to do with all of this!?” She held the wad of money in her
hand, stared at the wall where the man had leaned, and shook her
head. The bizarre visits from Tide’s father always left the squat
girl with a strange feeling in her stomach and a question on her
lips:

“Who are you, Tide Yondo? And who were you
before?”

 


~

 


Rye stared at the olive-eyed girl across the
table from him for several lagging minutes and then – “Let’s just
get out of here!” – he threw down a crumpled bill and shot to his
feet.

Tide didn’t move. “But-”

“Your big climb is tomorrow night, right?”
said the Second. “Then let’s go have some fun today!”

Rye grabbed Tide’s hand and pulled her
through the door of the café before she could protest further. The
huntress had told him everything. Everything she’d learned from
Jobe, she’d recounted for him, but Rye had yet to tell her his
theory regarding her Second-like vacancies. He couldn’t bring
himself to go there. With everything else they were dealing with,
adding one more thing to the growing stack of mysteries seemed
counterproductive.

“Well, yeah, but still, don’t you think we
should talk about this stuff?” said Tide.

“What more is there to talk about? You had a
Second and you were engaged to F-F . . . HIM and he worked for your
dad . . . and . . . and . . .” Rye’s face fell. She’d been engaged
to his Main at one point. That was probably why the two of them got
along so well.

Were their feelings just something carried
over from that time? It was a possibility.

Knowing something like that made Rye feel
brittle. Tide didn’t notice.

“I get why you wouldn’t want to talk about
it,” she said. “It’s about your Main, so it can’t be a comfortable
topic, but it’s too strange not to talk about it a little. It
explains the box and key situation, and if you think about it, it’s
my fault that Foster is . . .”

“Fault? Ah-ho. I see.” Rye brought a hand to
the tattoo beneath the striped scarf – the scarf he wore just for
her.

“No!” Tide immediately rued her careless
choice of words. “Rye, I’m not saying it was a mistake that you
were created! I just wish there was some way to keep you both
around. It’s not that I’m particularly attached to Foster. It’s not
like I know him anymore. It’s just that he was so down when
I met him, and if everything Jobe said was true, then I’m the one
that did that to him! So it’s like I’M the one killing him! Argh! I
wish it wasn’t so confusing!” After finding out it had been Ryon in
the photographs instead of Rye, Tide had lost hope of splitting Rye
and Foster’s shared soul. That had been her strongest lead, and now
that it was gone, she didn’t know what to do, but she wanted to
make it right more than ever. “I mean, how the heck can it be true,
even? How can I not remember any of it!? What’s wrong with
me!?”

Rye looked down at the pretty girl with the
lost expression. She was right. How could it be true? How could
they even begin to accept it?

“This is why, Tide,” said Rye, squeezing her
hand. “Why we should let it sit. We can’t do anything about it, and
thinking on it too hard will just make us- . . . er . . . make
me lose grounding. You’re doing something way dangerous
tomorrow, so let’s wait until after that to sort through all this
muck. I can’t afford to go vacant. I’ll miss all the action.”

“All the action?” Tide tipped her head to
the side. “Wait, you aren’t thinking of coming with tomorrow, are
you?”

“Of course! I can’t miss a chance to see you
in action, Miss Huntre-”

“But you can’t!” snapped Tide. “You
definitely can’t!”

“Er?” Rye dropped her hand. “I see.” So
that’s how it was. She didn’t want him to go. Because she
thought him less of a person now? His ties to the ground loosened
at the thought. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like having his
confidence waver.

But that wasn’t it at all. With a scoop,
Tide returned her hand to his. “You can’t, Rye, because Jobe’ll be
there. And you look just like his old . . . Truthfully, I was going
to have Y come along to take the photo because I thought that Jobe
might be distracted having you around. . . . Ugh! That’s something
else I feel guilty about. Because I’m here, someone really
important to Jobe isn’t. It’s so sad.” It was Tide’s turn to lift
from the ground a bit. A silent growling was calling to her.

The demon trailing behind them shook his
head and licked its lips. His job would be easy if they kept
questioning themselves like that.

“No! At least you’re real!” said Rye. But
saying it that way implied that he wasn’t. The distance between the
boy and the earth became even greater.

“You’re real, too!” insisted Tide. “And who
knows about me, anyway? There’s something seriously wrong with my
head. Even if I’m real, my memories aren’t. There are at least a
few of them that are corrupted!” And she floated away into slithery
darkness. She was a balloon on a string, held back from black space
by only the limp boy below whose hold on her hand was growing
looser and looser and . . .

“Stop!” Rye dug his heels into the ground
and tugged on her arm. “See? This is why we shouldn’t talk about
this.”

“Maybe you’re right,” muttered Tide. “But
Foster . . .”

Rye gave her a shake. She was losing it more
quickly than he was these days.

“Tide.”

“Hm?” she said, focusing on him.

“Listen, I wouldn’t worry about HIM. I was a
teensy bit concerned since I hadn’t really felt him all day, but if
talking about all of this with you still uproots me, then he’s got
to be okay. I say we leave things how they are, have a stress-free
day, and then tomorrow, after you kick butt at your hunt, who
knows? Maybe the judge really will have something good to tell you?
He did say it was a secret about the ‘nature of the soul’, right? I
figure someone as influential as him has got to know a thing or
two. And if that doesn’t work, you can always ask your dad.”

“My dad. But I haven’t seen him since . . .”
Tide rubbed her temple. “No, you’re right, Rye. We should have a
fun day.”

“For real?” It’s what he’d been hoping for
all along. “Awesome pie! And I know just the place to take you.
Come on!”

Desperate for distraction, Rye took off in a
trot down the sidewalk, pulling Tide alongside until, after a block
or so, he stopped and wrinkled his nose. “Ur, which way’s Dentra
from here?”

Tide laughed. “Dork. This way.” She turned
around and pulled him down the street that would take them
there.

The sky was sunny. The air was pleasant. It
was hard to believe that a heavy fog would be rolling in the
following night. Tide and Rye walked in silence. Though they’d
agreed not to bring them up, the prohibited topics weighed heavily
on Tide’s mind. She tried not to let it show. She swung her free
arm and pretended to study the patches of cloud while Rye whistled
something simple and low. She checked on him every once in a while,
but he appeared to be happy. He appeared to be normal.

Really, though, he was suffering greatly.
Tide was his anchor, and if she stopped believing in him – if she
started questioning his existence – it would be all over. That was
the real reason he wanted to avoid it: He was scared.

Pushing that away, Rye concentrated on the
very real feeling of Tide’s small hand in his. The real sensation
of bone beneath flesh held tightly against another. Thinking about
it did the trick, but it also made his palms sweaty. Still, he
didn’t release her. Still, he held her securely and rubbed the
knuckle of her pointer with the pad of his thumb. Slowly.
Controlled.

Tide shivered.

They continued down the road that was dirty.
The buildings there weren’t coated in shining Bororore. They were
adorned with the vulgar artwork of street-dwelling ruffians. Tide
scanned the walls, unsure as to what most of the painted words
meant, and pretended they said nice things even though she knew
better. She squinted and appreciated the contrasting colors, the
blended textures, and the letters that turned from round to jagged
without warning. Her eyes that were antiquely colored pulled in the
vibrancies found in the paint. They drew everything in and at the
same time, the overhead sun lit them up and turned them bright. It
turned all of the young girl bright.

She drew it in.

“Tide,” Rye said, voice soft. He was
watching her, and when she realized so, her cheeks turned warm, but
not because of the spying sun.

“Er- yeah?” she said.

In a place somewhere along a long stretch of
vacant street, Rye’s walk slowed to a stop. “You’re great.”

“Rye? Are you trying to make me emba-”

“I have to tell you something,” he said.
Dropping Tide’s hand, he turned his body to hers and cupped her
face. Tide, who definitely hadn’t expected anything like that,
stiffened as the veins beneath her skin screamed in reaction. The
sun’s shadows played with Rye’s face, following closely the lines
of his hair and casting impishly their shapes along his neck, jaw,
and face. He continued,

“Even before hearing what Jobe said, I knew
it was possible. I could feel it, and I can still feel it. It’s
only a matter of time before I get strong enough to erase him
completely. I’m stronger now than I ever have been before. Strong
enough to take the soul for myself. Strong enough to be really
real. And it’s because of you.” He brushed an ink-colored lock from
her cheek. “Look, I know you feel guilty. I know you want to be
some kind of savior. So do I. That’s how people are. Everyone has
at least a small dose of self-righteousness inside, but it’s not
realistic. That’s the world we live in. I want to have hope, and
I’ll still believe that the judge of the dome might know something,
or that your father might know something, but if they don’t – if
you have to choose between him and me – choose me. Choose ME, okay?
I want to exist so that I can be with you.”

Tide didn’t blink. “Rye, you’re . . .” He
was serious? The princess stared into the blue eyes before her that
looked so concerned, and couldn’t help herself. There was something
about it that was too much. Too enticing to ignore. Giving in –

“You’re kidding!”

– she laughed, not just once, but several
times.

Rye didn’t release her face. He was
serious. Seriously pouring it out, and she was . . . laughing?

“Thanks a lot, jerk!” he said, embarrassed
that he’d gotten all sappy. She looked way too cute that way for
him to really be mad, though. Tide continued laughing, and Rye
continued to regret what he’d just said, but when Tide managed to
control herself, what she told him made it all make sense.

“You dumbo! Of course I’d choose you! Yes,
I’m guilty. Yes, I feel bad for not remembering my own fiancé, for
Pete’s sake! But I’m also selfish. I’m super selfish! There’s no
way I’d let you go! You’re actually worried about something like
that?”

Rye frowned. “Well . . . I mean, gosh! Yeah!
It’s like finding out your girlfriend used to be in love with your
brother or something.”

“Girlfriend?” Tide mouth turned a little
goonish, and it forced the frown from Rye’s face.

“Ho! Wow! What’s with that perverted look?”
He pretended to shield his eyes, but the goonish face lingered.

“I’ve never been a girlfriend before,” said
Tide.

“Except for that you have.”

“Not that I can remember!” It was true,
though, she supposed. She’d done this all before. With him.
With Foster. And then another thought crossed her mind. A thought
that nearly stopped her heart: Say all of this craziness ware true.
It would mean that she and Foster had been . . . Supposedly, they’d
been lovey-dovey. Supposedly, they’d been engaged. So then . . .
What all had they . . .? What if they’d –

“EH?! WHAT IF I DID?!”

“What?!” said Rye. “What’s wrong?”

“N-nothing.” She hadn’t meant to cry out
like that. “Phew. Just got lost in my head.”

“Spaz. Come on.” Rye hooked an elbow around
her neck. Then he buried his face in the top of her head and
sighed. All of the heavy stuff was gone. He loved it. Being with
her was better than anything. Being with her made him whole. For
that, he’d fight to exist no matter what.

With Rye’s face buried in her hair, Tide’s
heart pulsed – it raced against nothing – and then the princess did
something unexpected. Something intuitive. She leaned into the boy
that’d never been born, looped her arms around his back, and hugged
him tightly.

“Uh?” said Rye. But he was grinning
stupidly.

They stood that way a still minute before
continuing along the road to Dentra. The morning had been a
success. Rye was significantly more chipper than before, and even
the spastic princess found it easy to ignore the looming mass of
uncertainties that darkened their auras.

Thus, the Second and his princess walked
hand in hand, happy to be at least partially alive.

When they finally arrived in Dentra, Rye’s
giddiness reached a new high.

“All right, buddy!” He threw his arms around
Tide in another of his unintentionally suffocating hugs.

“Yup. ‘Buddies’. That’s us,” gasped Tide.
“Just a couple of buds.”

“Whoops.”

Once Tide caught her breath, Rye hurried to
take her to the place he’d researched. He’d found an old ticket
stub in Foster’s things a few weeks ago and had been drooling to go
there ever since. He was excited, yes, but more than that, he knew
that Tide would appreciate it. Each time conversation turned to the
world beyond St. Laran, her eyes seemed to lift a shade. That was
why he was sure:

She’d love it.

“Here we are!” he said as soon as they
stumbled into Dentra’s warehouse district. He gestured like a
magician to the colorful scene before them.

“Whoa!” cried Tide. “What is it?”

“It’s a bazaar!” explained Rye. “Isn’t it SO
great?”

“A bazaar, huh?” Tide’s mouth drifted open
as her eyes scanned the entirety of the place.

It was great. In a space cleared of
buildings – a several-block-long run – dozens of varying size and
color tents had been set up, lively and loud, against the stark
backdrop of cranking, steaming St. Laran. Without regard for the
dirty east-to-west running streets, the tents were patterned in
diagonal rows and connected by flagged strips strung from tent
point to tent point, creating a stunning visual of uniform
chaos.

Bororore chains that were guarded by a
costumed security team roped off the area. Outside of those chains,
life was average; within them, the air was alive with jabber and
excitement and an obnoxious tinkling of bells.

“They came from the wild south!” said Rye,
wiggling and inching toward the gate. “I guess they tour the mech
cities in the summer. They’ve been here for a few weeks already,
but they should have some good stuff left!”

Tide, too, was inching, hands clasped at her
chest, eyes starry. “The wild south?! Really?! Omigod! I love
things from the wilds! Do they sell shells? And plants? And
bark?!”

“Bark? You want bark?”

“Well, I don’t know! Maybe! Come on!”

Giving in to their desires, they gave up on
inching, and full-out sprinted the rest of the way instead. They
bought their tickets from a table at the front and eagerly entered
the spectacular world that was the wild south’s bazaar.

Upon entering, the source of the bells
became instantly apparent. Each tent’s entrance was lined not with
a door flap or beads, but with strands of tiny bells that alerted
tent owners of the coming and going of customers – customers who
were dull-looking in comparison to the tents’ attendants, for in
contrast to the city-styled St. Larans, all of the travelers from
the south were dressed in gaudy, strange attire. Both women and men
wore billowing, skirt-like capris of multicolored patches and
sparkling rock dust that shimmered when they walked. On the top,
the men wore cuffed collared shirts of muted tones, while the women
wore scantily pieced shirts of laces and strips that barely counted
as clothing, accompanied by cloth-stripped sandals of equal
scantiness.

“I think I know why you wanted to come,
Rye,” Tide muttered wryly, eyeing one of the particularly
heavy-breasted women.

Rye smirked. “Should we buy you one of those
shirts? Eh? Eh?”

“No. Way.”

“Heh.”

If the sparkly, patchwork costumes weren’t
enough to identify the southerners from the city-folk, there was
something even more striking about the strangers. Wild-born men and
women alike shared a trend of painting their nails and teeth with a
glowing white substance that was almost too bright to look at
comfortably and resulted in creating a strobe-like effect whenever
one of them spoke.

“What’s the point?” said Tide.

Rye shrugged.

There were none that skimped on the fad, and
Tide’s eyes, that loved to lock onto red, adjusted to the event by
picking out each flash of white they encountered.

As a whole, the southerners were jolly,
jovial, welcoming, but they were also a little intimidating because
every once in a while a group of the white-mouthed travelers would
burst spontaneously into song. And they weren’t just lullabies or
simple tunes. They were full-out chorus numbers – songs Rye and
Tide had never heard before – with multiple parts of varying pitch
and tempo, and the foreigners knew them all by heart. What was
more, there seemed to be a game amongst the group, where one person
would start a random line or note from one out their collection of
many songs, and the rest would catch on and join in faithfully
until the end. These outbursts almost never started at the
beginning of the song, but whether at mid-line or mid-word, the
travelers never failed to meet each other.

It was intimidating, but more than that, it
was like watching a moving entity made up of many auras; a
composition of spirits; a joining of breath. It was something
amazing.

“I want to live in the wild south,” mouthed
Tide, awestruck.

“Me too,” said Rye. He hadn’t stopped
beaming since arriving in the place. He was thoroughly proud of
Tide’s reaction to everything. A pat on the back was deserved for
being able to discern her tastes.

“I can’t believe Jobe had to leave something
like this behind!” said Tide.

“Yeah,” said Rye, “but this is just one part
of the south, you know? It’s like a narrow slice of the spectrum of
what’s out there. His part could have been totally different. He
could’ve grown up in a salty seaport or something.”

But a ‘salty seaport’ still sounded great to
Tide. “I’ll have to ask him,” she said.

But for now, there was something more
alluring to be concerned with. Without delay, the duo began
ravaging the tents.

The first one they entered was an accessory
shop that the fashionable Rye loved. Leather strips were sold as
adornments to be wound around the arms and legs. Necklaces of
driftwood and shell and bone pieced together in interesting
minimalist patterns could be worn separate or in layers. Pins and
rings made of old shirt-buttons and polished rocks were displayed
in mesh cases along the tent’s tables.

Rye and Tide left with a pouch full of
souvenirs.

“Okay, Rye. If the next shop is like that
one, you have to hold yourself back. We won’t be able to carry it
all home!”

“Whatever! You bought more stuff than I
did!” said Rye.

“Well, I am a girl, you know.”

“Sigh. Sigh. So that automatically gives you
rights to more arm space?”

“Yes. Hell yes. But I’ll share with
you.”

Rye grinned. “Dealio!”

Lucky for their remaining arm space, the
second tent was nothing like the first. It was filled with those
scanty dainties worn by the wild south women.

Tide grabbed Rye by the hood and pulled him
out.

“Are you sure, Tide?” pouted Rye. “I saw one
over there that would look way cute on you!”

“Moron.”

“Heh.”

The third tent sold pants. The fourth
carried cloth headbands. Neither of those drew much of the pair’s
interest, but at the fifth, Rye and Tide stopped to enjoy some
genuine southern refreshment. There, jugged juice made from fruit,
grown not in a conservatory but in a grove, could be purchased for
a hefty sum.

“It’s kind of spendy, but we HAVE to try it,
don’t we?” said Tide.

But Rye was already buying two jugs.

“Omigod!” said Tide. “It really DOES taste
so much better!”

“Right?”

The gleeful pair turned slightly less
gleeful when they realized the burden there would be in buying and
carrying a few jugs to go. With woeful glances they left the shop
and continued to the next. That one sold oil. The next, to Rye’s
delight, had tea. Diagonally they made their way across the
bazaar.

By the time they reached the far side, Tide
and Rye’s arm space was taken up with filled pouches, their energy
was wanting, and the amber sun hanging low in the sky cast long
shadows across the tents that were broken only by the gleaming
smiles of the wild-born stragglers. The place was cleared out for
the most part, and the air was without song – as it had been for
some time – but the Second and girl had resolved to visit every
tent before returning home – a promise made during one of their
more enthusiastic moments – so it was with a reluctantly dutiful
march that they made their way to the last one.

The one in the back corner. The one whose
bells were still.

They entered, and it was empty. Or so it
seemed at first.

“Hello?” called Tide.

“Hello.” In a rigid chair to the back of the
tent was a small boy too short to be seen over his table.

“Uh, hi?” said Rye, letting the belled
curtain fall behind him. “Is this place closed?”

“Nope,” said the boy. His voice was raspy.
Eerily raspy for a child.

“Oh,” said Tide, glancing sideways at Rye.
“What do you sell here?”

“My services,” said the boy.

Rye placed a hand on his hip. “Your . . .
And those are?”

“I give advice.”

“Ha!” said Rye. “Advice, huh? How many
credits does your ‘advice’ cost?”

“It depends.”

“Ur, okay.” Rye turned to Tide. “Should we?
Or?”

“Sure, why not? Last one and all.”

“All right. For last one’s sake. We’re in,
kid!” said Rye. For Tide, he was trying to muster pizazz.

“Come,” said the boy.

Tide and Rye obeyed. Aside from the boy and
his table, the tent was practically empty. There were two basins of
some of scented liquid to either side of him, but without much
light from outside to light the interior, the only thing visible
with much clarity were his teeth. Those bright, Cheshire teeth.
They were creepy. Both Tide and Rye thought so, but they hid it and
settled into the seats across the table from the child.

“Your wrists,” he said.

“Wrists?” said Tide.

The boy nodded. “Put them on the podium next
to each other.”

So it wasn’t a table. It was a podium. Tide
wasn’t really sure of the difference, though.

The unsure customers flipped their arms –
Tide’s right, Rye’s left – wrist-up and placed them before the
strange boy. He closed his eyes and put two fingers to each of
their arms.

Tide and Rye exchanged skeptical
glances.

“Nice,” said the boy after a moment, his
voice grainy and dull. “I haven’t seen it here yet. It’s more rare
than you’d think. Although, with the size of this planet, maybe
it’s something special for you to find each other.”

“Find each other?” said Tide in a hush. She
was still skeptical, but for some reason, she was afraid to break
his concentration.

The boy opened his eyes. “Twin souls.”

Rye was quiet.

“Twin souls?” said Tide.

“Also known as soul mates.”

Tide didn’t get it. “Soul-” she started.

“No charge for you.” The boy cut her off.
“I’m too excited.” But his voice and demeanor were anything but
excited. He looked like he was ready for a nap. “And also, I feel
bad for you ‘cause your soul paths are off.”

“Eh?” Tide was taken aback “Off? What do you
mean off?” She glanced at the still silent Rye. ‘Off’ didn’t sound
like a good thing at all. “Er- and what’s a soul path anyway?”

But the boy ignored her. There was something
more important to be said. There was a warning that had to be given
before it was too late. “YOU,” – He pointed to Rye – “aren’t
supposed to be born yet. And unless you go away, your paths will be
off for the rest of your rebirths.”

The princess let out her inner spaz –
“Wha!?” – as her emotions quickly shifted from confused to frantic.
She didn’t like where this was going. Not in the least. There was
unusually strong power behind the clairvoyant boy’s words that was
beginning to affect Rye in a negative way.

“Go . . . away?” murmured the Second.

“That’s right,” said the boy. “You need to
disappear if you don’t want to piss on your future.”

“Disappear.” Rye was already starting to
drift.

“No!” Tide grabbed Rye’s wrist and wrapped
her arms around it. “You can’t say that sort of thing to a Second!
Come on, Rye, let’s go!”

“Sorry,” rasped the boy, “but I’m glad I saw
you. Keep me in mind. I can help make him go away if you want.”

But that was the last thing Tide wanted.
Giving no response other than a fury of bells as she plowed through
them, she yanked the turning-absent Second out of the tent. “Stay
with me,” she told Rye. “You’re alive. You’re alive. You’re
Rye.”

Why was this happening? The entire day had
been fine. Fun. Normal. A lapse into vacancy was the last thing
she’d expected, especially if Rye really was feeling ‘stronger than
ever before’. It didn’t matter. No matter how great the day had
been, somehow that creepy child had been able to provoke Rye’s
vacancy with just a few words.

“You’re Rye.” Fevered, Tide told him so the
rest of the way back, but Rye didn’t believe it until they reached
her complex’s door, and only when they entered Tide’s unit at the
near top of the building did he finally speak.

“What did he mean by all of that?” he asked,
pallid in the cheeks.

“Just ignore him,” said Tide, latching the
door behind her. It was impossible, but it felt like the vacancy
was an entity that might follow them in. Like she could magically
block it by bolting the door. “He was just a weird kid. Probably
some horror attraction or something.”

“Hm,” said listless Rye.

“Sleep here tonight, okay? You can have the
couch.”

“Thanks.” And with nothing more, he
collapsed onto it.

The princess watched him slip into uneasy
sleep.

Meanwhile, in the library with the secret
room, Foster looked up from his blank-paged book. “Is that true?”
he asked no one. “That if he stays, our paths will forever be off?
No, . . . we’ll catch up at some point. We have to.”

But he wasn’t fully convinced. The
similarity between Rye and Ryon was proof enough that in the next
life they were meant to be . . . But he’d never thought that
allowing Rye to stay would have a negative effect on the future.
He’d have to ask Nero just to be sure. Before he could give up
completely, he had to know.

“Sorry, Rye. I need to borrow you
again.”


Chapter 14: The Ultimate Mark

 


The hunter reached for her, but the young
girl’s hands wouldn’t work. They refused to trust him.

 


Y was annoyed. “Just drop it, okay? It’s for
the best. That THING shouldn’t leave the city anyway.”

But dropping it was something Tide Yondo
couldn’t do because she’d woken to find Rye missing again, and
after the strange way their day had ended, there was no telling
where he’d wandered off to this time.

“You don’t understa-” started Tide, but Y
was quick to cut her off.

“I understand well enough, Miss Mechanical
Princess. And it creeps me out! So either drop it, or I’m leaving
and you’re going to have to go ask the bucktoothed bellman to take
your photo!”

Tide huffed an angry, horse-like outbreath
through her teeth. She needed Y along. She couldn’t afford to push
her over the edge.

“Fine,” she said, straining herself to be
cordial. “Help me get ready, then.”

 


~

 


For the first time in days, Nero Yondo was
alone in his office. His shiny-shoed friend was nowhere to be
seen.

Friend? That was a bit of a stretch.

“Sir, your daughter’s fiancé is here to see
you,” said his secretary through the buzzer. “And it seems he’s
brought – now, I know this can’t be true, Sir – but it seems he’s
brought Ryon. Does that sound right?”

Nero pushed the buzzer’s call button twice
for yes.

That was good. The silence had been
enjoyable, but too much stillness put the inventor on edge.

“I’ll send them in,” said the secretary.

A moment later, Nero’s daughter’s ex-fiancé
entered the room. Following closely behind was a vacant Second.

“Foster?” The king pushed himself to his
feet. “What are you doing with Rye?” It was concerning. The wispy
Main was a lot less wispy than the last time he’d visited, and the
book in his hand was closed. It could only mean that he’d taken
full control of the soul he shared with Rye. “You aren’t
considering changing your mind again, are you?”

“Did you watch them at all yesterday?” said
Foster.

“I checked in. That’s all I do now. She’s
strong enough to be her own form. Probably from mingling with
him.” Nero gestured to Rye.

“Well, I watched them,” said Foster.
“And they encountered a seer from the wilds who had something
interesting to say.”

“Oh?” Nero said. But he knew what was
coming.

“Nero, tell me the truth. If I let Rye stay,
will my mated soul path with Tide be off from here on out? Because
if it will, I don’t know that I could-”

“That would be true,” said Nero. “If she
were the real Tide.”

 


~

 


“You’re being a real bore, Tide! Can’t you
even be a little excited about this?” The fake Tide was giving the
real Wynona the cold shoulder, and the real Wynonna was none too
happy about it. “You’re no fun like this. You know that, don’t
you?”

But there was nothing the young princess
could do about it. Her concern for Rye was eating away at her;
keeping her from enjoying the glamour of the mark she was about to
undertake with Jobe. “Rye,” she mumbled, looking at the dust moon
that was becoming dustier and dustier with each step taken. Or
maybe ‘foggier’ would have been a better word.

Either way, the heavy haze was coming. Just
as the geezer had promised, it was coming.

There was no stopping it. It was tonight or
never.

Together, the huntress and her flawed
neighbor made their way to the enormous scrap heap that was the
Gustway Peak.

 


~

 


“In doing what I’ve done, I’ve already
warped your paths,” continued Nero.

“What are you saying?” said Foster. “That
it’s too late?”

Nero nodded.

The king’s nonchalance about the whole thing
put Foster off. “Even though you knew that would happen?!” hissed
the gray boy. “You didn’t have the right!”

“Of course I didn’t. But a mourning father
will do anything to save their children.”

Foster slumped. So it was true. Their paths
would be off from here on out. This would be the last time he and
his soul mate would meet as they were supposed to. Maybe he
shouldn’t have agreed to help them after all.

But then a grain of hope came.

“Cheer up, Foster,” said Nero. “I haven’t
messed things up for you that badly. I’ve given collateral to
ensure that doesn’t happen.”

“Collateral?”

The demon that wasn’t in the room
laughed.

 


~

 


“Oy! ‘Bout time you showed up, girl!”

Jobe stood at the bottom of the scrap
mountain where a coating of fog was making it difficult to see much
of anything, including the mound’s middle and top. The hunter’s
headlight was on in full force, but it might’ve been doing more
harm than good. Having that brightness reflected against the fog
only seemed to amplify the whiteness even more.

“Hey!” said Tide, sifting through the haze.
“It’s not like I’m late!” She motioned to the girl at her side.
“This is Y, photographer extraordinaire. Y, meet Jobe.”

“Hi,” said Jobe.

“Hi-ya!” said Y. “Trust me, I’ve heard LOTS
about you.”

“Cool,” said Jobe, but he wasn’t all that
concerned with the orange-haired girl. He was more distracted by
his partner, who was looking quite emo. “Whoa! Dang, girl! What’s
with the gloom?”

Y groaned. Another Rye gush session was
inevitable. Sure enough –

“It’s Rye,” said Tide. “He’s gone.”

Y groaned again.

“Has he, now?” Jobe grinned. “Well, that’s
good.”

“Jobe!” Tide punched him in the pec.

But while Tide was pouting, Y’s eyes were
opening. Wide. Impressionable.

She hadn’t seen the longhaired climber since
that day in the Weighted Dome, and she hadn’t had a chance to see
him up close ever. And now that she had . . . She saw that his hair
was fluid. His body was toned. His jawline was sharp. His face was
scruffy. He was . . .

“A cute guy!” she mouthed to Tide when she
thought Jobe wasn’t looking.

“Don’t bother, Y. He doesn’t like
girls.”

“Now, now, Ink. I never said I dislike
girls,” said Jobe over his shoulder. He accompanied it with a
haughty hair sweep.

“Well, then: Don’t bother, Y. He likes
Seconds.”

“Gross! Shut it, Tide. No he doesn’t.” Y
fanned her hands at Jobe. “I tell you, this girl’s obsessed with
those things.”

“Yeah,” said Jobe flatly, “what an
idiot.”

“I know! See, Tide? He understands!”

“Hypocrite,” said Tide. The look she gave
Jobe was deadly, but he didn’t catch it. He was too busy
complimenting Y on her ‘enigmatic nickname’.

Tide wouldn’t listen to it. If they wanted
to flirt, that was fine, but they could do so later. She just
wanted to get the climb over with. “Come on, Jobe. Let’s do
this.”

Jobe was reluctant. Of course he was. He
couldn’t let the judge tell her anything compromising. There was
still something buried – something BIG – and if Ink found it, there
was a good chance she’d lose herself completely. If she did that –
if she faded for good – then Ryon would be lost along with her.
That was why he couldn’t let her complete the mark. The
watered-down truth he’d given her was all she needed. With that
version of things, surely Jobe would be able to reach his goal.

“Are you sure you want to?” said the hunter.
“I really don’t think the coot’s got anything new to tell you.
And-”

“It’s not up for discussion.”

“Fine by me, girl. Just saying.” Jobe put a
hand into his pocket where his blade waited, sharp and anxious.

“I still don’t get why he wants you to do
this sort of thing,” said Y, eyeing the fogged base.

“Flair for the dramatic?” suggested
Jobe.

But Tide didn’t think so. She’d come to the
conclusion that the judge was testing her. Testing her strength. If
she were strong enough to overcome the obstacle, she’d be strong
enough to take whatever information he had for her? Maybe. A secret
about the nature of the soul. If it were true, it might very well
be the thing needed to save Foster. Either that or it would be the
thing that sealed his tragic fate. Tide didn’t want to think about
that possibility, though. She just wanted to reach the top.

“Shall we?” she said.

“You got it.”

Antique camera in hand, Y continued to
scrutinize the mountain. “Wait. So, how am I supposed to take a
picture of you guys if you’re just going to get swallowed in the
fog?”

Jobe, who wasn’t planning on reaching the
top anyway, shrugged. “Just do your best, I guess.”

But Tide was prepared. “I’m thinking it
would be a good idea for you to turn the light dealy on the camera
off. What’s it called again?”

“The flash?” said Y.

“Yeah, that. Turn that off. When we get to
the top, I’ll turn on my light too.” She tapped the side of her
goggles. “I’m hoping that the light at the top of the mountain will
be enough proof for him. I mean, it should show through the fog,
right? What do you think, Jobe?”

“Excellent,” was his grit-toothed response.
Ink was cleverer than he’d expected. Then again, he hadn’t really
expected her to be clever at all, so maybe it shouldn’t have come
as that much of a surprise that she surpassed his expectations.
“Fine. Good. Wonderful.” He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get
it on, girl!”

Side by side, while Y stood on the sidelines
with camera prepped, the pair of hunters made a run for the
colossal pile.

 


~

 


“Exactly as I’ve said,” said Nero. “I’ve
offered collateral to the dark thing that we created. I’ve offered
him myself.”

“What do you mean ‘yourself’? Your body?
You’ve agreed to give your body, just like I have. That’s not much
of a collateral.”

Nero sighed. “No, Foster. Not just that.
This will be my last rebirth.”

“What?!” Foster’s stomach turned sick. “That
wasn’t part of the plan!”

“It’s always been part of the plan. Speaking
of which, I haven’t forgotten your conditions for agreeing to go
through with everything. You still want to see her, don’t you? You
still want to let her choose?”

Foster nodded.

“And you know who she’ll choose, don’t
you?”

Foster nodded again.

“Then why?”

“Because I love her,” said Foster. It was
too much to take. He bent forward and buried his face in his
hands.

The disillusioned king and his son-in-law
that never was, shared a moment of despairing silence.

“So do I,” said Nero. “So do I.”

 


~

 


The Sunday after the king’s daughter turned
eighteen, a heavy fog invaded her kingdom.

The princess rejoiced her turning year
because she did not know the truth. Had she known the truth, she
would have wept, for it wasn’t her first time turning eighteen.

Her first eighteenth had been spent in
darkness; her second buried in fog.

That same steam-fog birthed by the cranking
and creaking and turning of St. Laran surrounded the girl’s body
now as she strategically climbed her way up the Gustway.

In the midst of the whiteness, planning
ahead was pointless. There was no way to tell what was coming, so
Tide’s body had to leap solely on intuition from ledge to ledge,
broken appliance to broken appliance, dead tire to dead tire.
Still, she did so with acrobatic grace.

Jobe watched, always one tier below her,
with blatant appreciation. Even if her existence meant the
disappearance of Ryon. Even if he didn’t particularly like her. He
couldn’t keep from feeling impressed by the girl who in some ways
had become his friend. He had to admit, there was a certain
pleasure in tormenting her that was stronger than most. There was a
certain special rush the dark part of him got to see her quiver.
And there was a certain amount of guilt that always followed,
slight but persistent.

What did that mean? That he liked her after
all? But that was only because she was Ryon’s Main. There were
leftover feelings there. That had to be it.

The blade in his pocket bounced against his
leg. Just a little longer. He’d follow her just a little longer
before acting.

Tide was in a climbing trance. Her body
swung itself to a hidden pole. It stopped there only a moment
before jumping into a blinding patch of white. The steam was
covering a platform. She landed there and drew in a breath of the
thick stuff.

“Stifling,” muttered the mouth that was
Tide’s.

Jobe, unable to take those leaps of faith,
followed another way. He climbed using only what he could see. It
wasn’t the most exciting of paths, but it took him up, straight and
true. His hair was tied back by the red strip of fabric, but loose
pieces found their way onto his face. He spit them away and
continued up the mound.

Y waited below. They were gone. Swallowed by
the foggy darkness. She clasped the camera tightly, prepared to
snap as soon as she saw the first showing of light on the Gustway’s
peak.

Tide’s body was sweaty. Jobe’s was drenched.
The wet fog added to it, turning their hair damp and their mitted
fingers slippery. Still, they climbed.

“Oy!” called Jobe, when they’d reached the
quarter mark.

Tide’s entranced body didn’t respond.

“OY! AIRHEAD!”

This time she shook her head and looked
below, but she couldn’t see Jobe through the fog. “What?” she
said.

“Stay there! I’m going to catch up.”

Panting, Tide obeyed. Only when she stopped
moving, did she feel the strain of the climb. Her lungs were on
fire. She needed to spit. She waited until Jobe was within eyesight
to do so, though, for fear of landing a gooey wad on his head.

With heaving breaths, Jobe found a secure
place to stand beside her. An old motorboat was wedged deep enough
to offer a safe stopping point.

“Shoot, girl! You’re like a robot! Don’t you
need a break?” huffed Jobe.

“Huh? Sure, I could use one.” Tide leaned
against an automotive door and fumbled through her pack for a
canteen. She looked above her at the remaining whiteness to be
tackled. She was determined. Jobe watched her.

“Ink,” he said.

“Hm?”

“You want this bad, don’t you?”

She did. She wanted it very badly. “Of
course,” she said. “If climbing this heap could provide a clue for
saving Ryon, you’d be the same way, right?”

Jobe scowled. “Coming from you, that’s-”

“I know,” said Tide. “I’m sorry. I get it.
You hate me. Me being here means that he isn’t.”

“Obviously.”

“But, Jobe-” – Tide’s hidden conviction
began to spark – “that’s even more of a reason for me to do this!
You might not think the judge knows anything, but what if he does?
He said it’s about the nature of the soul. To tell you the truth, I
really like Rye, but I don’t want to let Foster die just like that!
Rye says I’m being self-righteous, and maybe I am, but why settle?
Why can’t I shoot for saving everyone?”

Jobe was yet catching his fleeing breath,
but Ink had fully recovered, and she was rambling a trail of
optimistic garbage that Jobe didn’t want to hear. But then she said
–

“Including Ryon!”

– and he was caught.

Tide continued, “If he was created from my
negative emotions – if he was a split personality of mine – then I
want to meet him! I want to thank him for shouldering the burden of
living during that time! He was only around because I couldn’t
handle my mother’s death, right? He did me a favor! That’s why I
really believe that Seconds aren’t curses! They’re blessings! It’s
so dumb that there has to be a struggle between Main and Second!
Once something’s born, they should be allowed to live!”

Jobe was frozen. She believed something like
that? “But Seconds aren’t born, Ink. You know that much.”

Tide shook her head. “You don’t believe
that. How can you? Of course they’re born!”

Jobe moved his hand to his pocket. His
fingers wrapped themselves around the blade’s hull. “I guess.”

“Anyways,” said Tide. “Let’s keep going. If
we stop too long, all of our adrenaline will die.”

“Uh. Yeah.” But Jobe didn’t move. His
fingers were shaking. They were stuck around the blade. They
wouldn’t move.

He watched her spring away. “Damn.” He’d
missed his chance. He’d hesitated. “DAMN!”

But that was okay. There was plenty of climb
left. He retracted his hand. A moment of mercy had overcome him,
but he wouldn’t make the same mistake. Ink’s climbing had something
to do with the death of someone close to her. Those had been the
judge’s words. Never had the coot mentioned Ink’s mother
specifically. That had been a detail filled in by the desperate
girl herself. That was why . . . The more Jobe thought about it,
the more Jobe knew: He couldn’t let her hear what the judge had to
say. ‘The death of someone close to you’. He couldn’t let Ink hear
it because the old coot could have very well been referring to
her. To the first Tide Yondo. And if that was the case, he
had to make Ink bleed.

With new resolve, Jobe hopped up the pile
after her.

 


~

 


“How much longer do you have left, Nero?”
said Foster.

“Not long,” said Nero, staring out into the
abyss that was his kingdom.

“Is that your indirect way of telling me to
hurry?”

“You could say that.”

Foster pulled off his glasses and began to
clean the right lens before saying, “Fine. Do you mind if I stay
with you here?” He nodded at Rye. “I’m going to release him, and
he’ll probably be confused. It would be nice if you’d clear things
up for him.”

“Very well,” said Nero. “I’ve been hoping
for a chance to speak to the boy that managed to solidify my
daughter anyway. Have a nice nap.”

Frowning at Nero’s blatant praise of Rye,
Foster settled onto the leather loveseat at the side of Nero’s
office and opened the book he’d been holding so tightly.

“Your turn, Rye,” he whispered.

. . .

The boy lost in darkness heard a familiar
voice. He blinked. He was in an unfamiliar place. An office? His
blurred eyes scanned the area, but failed to make sense of
anything.

“Hello, Rye,” said a man with peppered
hair.

Rye cleared the hoarseness from his throat.
“Where am I?” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He was in an
office? “Where the heck did lame-o Foster send me this time?!
Stupid Fos-” He clasped his mouth. AGAIN he’d been careless enough
to share the name of his Main with a stranger. It was okay. Rye
felt strong. His knees bent in preparation to deliver a defending
kick if necessary.

But that sort of thing wasn’t necessary in
the least.

“Don’t worry, Rye,” said the man who was
Nero. “You’re safe. I’m not a pervert.” He laughed in remembrance
of the fax he’d mistakenly read. “You’re accustomed to reawakening
with perverts, aren’t you? That’s just Foster’s sense of humor, I
suppose.” He laughed again, but it turned into a wheeze.

“HUH?” Rye allowed his flabbergastedness to
show.

The king ignored him. “My name is Nero. I’m
Tide Yondo’s father. And that, my boy,” – Nero motioned to Foster –
“is your Main. What’s it like to see him in the flesh?”

Rye swiveled his head. He hadn’t noticed
before, but there was a person there. A person with blue-tinted
hair, boxy glasses, and pale skin. Rye’s legs threatened to give
way, for there, staring into a book with a vacant expression on his
face, was Foster: the boy from whom he’d spawned.

“Holy tomato sandwich,” sputtered the
dumbfounded Second.

Nero Yondo wheeze-laughed again. “You’ve got
pep. And genuineness. I see that her tastes have changed. That’s
good. I didn’t prefer her with the wily sort.”

Rye batted at his ear to make sure he’d
heard that right. Foster was the wily sort? He examined the Main
again. That didn’t seem likely. The guy looked like a total
wimp.

He was going to ask for elaboration, but
when his eyes befell the window behind the influential man, he let
out a cry. “No! Dang it all! Don’t tell me I’ve been out for-”

“She should be there by now,” said Nero.
“Sorry. You’ll have to miss it.”

“No! I can’t miss it! Er- eh-heh. You know
about ‘it’?” He squinted. “Are you really Tide’s dad?”

Nero nodded.

Rye didn’t see much of a resemblance. In the
eyes, maybe. “Did she finally get a chance to talk to you?” he
asked.

“No.”

“Oh.”

“Have a seat.” Nero pointed to the chair
opposite his desk. “There are things we should discuss if I’m to
leave my daughter in your care.”

“In my care?”

Nero nodded again.

Rye didn’t know what else to do. His mind
was flaking off in pieces. He was in a room with Tide’s father and
Foster? He sat. But then he stood. “Okay, just give me a sec,” he
said. “I have to do this.” With that, he walked over to Foster,
stuck out his finger, and poked the gray boy in the cheek. It felt
real. Squishy. Warm. “Huh,” said Rye. He sported the relieved
expression of someone who’d just survived a bear attack. “Okay, I’m
ready.” He took seat once more across from the man who was Tide
Yondo’s father.

“For starters,” said the king, “let me tell
you exactly what the girl you know as Tide IS.”

 


~

 


Y waited at the bottom of the Gustway, every
once in a while spotting the occasional flash of light from within
the shrouded mound. It hadn’t taken this long the last time Tide
had climbed. Then again, last time had been clear. And last time
she’d been alone.

Stories above, Jobe followed Tide closely.
The princess grabbed onto a metal post and used it to shimmy
upwards to a rusty sign that carried the word: Yield. From there,
she pounced to a flat portion of cement wall. She clung to it
spiderlike and scaled with ease.

Jobe scratched his sweaty head. She was like
a freakin’ monkey! It was incredible! But he couldn’t’ think about
that. The top was getting nearer. That was where he’d do it. Once
they were nearly at the top, he’d switch off his light, and then .
. .

 


~

 


“What?!” cried Rye. “So it IS true?!”

Nero had just divulged a most important
secret. The very secret Jobe was still trying to hide from
Tide.

“How?” said Rye. “How were you able to do
something like that?! And why doesn’t she have a-”

“Foster was an intern here.”

“I remember that, but-”

“That photograph you found?” said Nero. “The
one Foster left for you? It was taken at one of our out-of-city
facilities, and the hands that took it . . . were mine. You see,
after my wife died, and Tide had her incident-” Nero stopped
himself. Incident? That was too cold. He corrected, “Once Ryon was
born, he agreed to become a patient of mine.”

“Patient?” said Rye.

“Test subject.”

“Oh.” Rye brought a hand to his exposed
neck.

Nero continued, “He and his boyfriend,
Chuck, aided us greatly in our research into the nature of the
soul.”

“Wait, Chuck and Ryon helped
you?”

“That’s right,” said Nero. “After Foster and
Chuck became friends, Chuck was always hanging around the lab.
Quite a headache those two were. Chuck more so than Foster. More
than a few times security found him with a girl or two in some
sealed off area.” Nero chuckled. “But that only lasted until he met
Ryon. After he met Ryon, he became . . . committed. Anyhow, once
Chuck found out that Ryon was willingly allowing us to test him,
Chuck protested, but Ryon insisted, so Chuck helped out where he
could. I’m sure the boy still regrets doing so.”

“Why would he regret it?” asked Rye.

“Ryon was a unique Second. Most Seconds wish
death upon their Mains, but unbeknownst to Chuck, Ryon wanted to
SAVE Tide. He felt very strongly that she should survive, and he
gave everything he could to that end. However, none of it mattered.
Tide still faded. While Foster, Ryon, and I searched diligently for
a cure, Tide was fading away. Day by day, she was fading away. So I
did the only thing I could. I created something that could help
her.”

“Your big invention?” said Rye, trying to
follow.

Nero nodded. “A drill. But contrary to what
the media thinks, it wasn’t just any drill. It was a soul
drill.”

In spite of previous efforts, Rye didn’t
follow at all. “What the heck is a ‘soul drill’?”

Nero ignored the question. “Tell me, Rye,”
he said. “What are Seconds?”

“We’re . . .” Rye gritted his teeth.
“Materializations of split personalities.”

“Wrong,” said Nero, wagging a finger. “Very
wrong. Seconds are NOT the physical forms of a person’s second
personality. They are their own unique personalities. They are the
manifestations of a soul’s next stop along the path of
rebirth.”

It was more of the mumbo-jumbo Rye had heard
from the strange boy at the bazaar. “Path of rebirth? Look, I don’t
really buy into all of that-”

“But it’s very true, Rye. I assure you.
Bororore was a substance that was to remain buried. A substance
with surreptitious, forbidden properties. Bringing it into our
atmosphere created a dimensional flux that changed the very flow of
birth and death. An anomaly that allows for the process of rebirth
to occur BEFORE a person actually dies. Do you understand what that
means, Rye?”

Rye didn’t get it entirely, but he was
starting to understand. He was beginning to see what Nero was
trying to say, and it was a hopeful thing; for if it were true, it
would mean that he wasn’t a shell of a person at all. It would mean
he was –

“YOU are the person your Main was meant to
be born as in his next life,” said Nero. “And Ryon is the person
Tide was meant to be born as in her next life. And the reason that
you and Ryon look so similar is because in your next life the two
of you were to be born together.”

Together? Rye understood. Even if he didn’t
fully believe. He understood. “You mean Ryon and I were supposed to
be-”

“That’s right, Rye. Twins.”

 


~

 


The top of the peak was coming. Tide could
feel it. The stifling air was thinning. Jobe could feel it too.

“Wait, Ink!” he called. “Let’s do it
together.” The blade in his pocket jiggled in anticipation of what
was to come.

“Okay,” huffed Tide. She stopped in front of
a catawampus billboard and smiled down at him weakly. “Sounds
good.” She waited for him to catch up.

“Dang, girl,” he said when he reached her.
“Wish it was lighter out so I could see all your fancy tricks.”

Tide wiped her brow. “You know something,
Jobe?” she said. “This feels good.”

“What, being close to me in the dark?” cooed
Jobe. The flirty comment was to distract Ink while he switched off
his headlight.

Tide gave her eyes a moment to adjust to the
rapid change from white to dark. It really was better with it off.
“NO,” she said. “I mean the climb. Even if there’s a chance it
won’t amount to anything, it still feels good to be proactive, you
know? It might be stupid, but it makes me feel useful. So thanks .
. . or something.” Jobe said nothing, so she continued, “For coming
with me and going along with this crazy plan even though you don’t
agree with it.”

Corrupt, the smile found its way onto the
hunter’s face. “No problem.”

“One more thing,” added the unaware girl,
“after all of this is over and we return to the judge with photo in
hand, you’ve got to tell me more about the wild south. I went to
this bazaar with Rye and-”

But Jobe wasn’t listening. “Ink.”

“Yeah?”

Without a word, he reached over and patted
her wet head gently. Tide shook his mitt away. “Ugh. I really hate
when you do that, Jobe. I told you, I’m not your pet.”

He brought his hand from the space above her
head to the side of her cheek. This was it. The dark part of Jobe
was ready. A lesser part of him was already feeling guilty, but it
was a part too small to make itself known. Jaw determined, the
betraying partner held his mitt at her face a moment before sliding
it down to her shoulder. Tide squinted at him through the
darkness.

“Uh- okay? What’s going on?”

But instead of answering, Jobe smiled his
most sinister smile of all, and then he pushed her – HARD – against
the billboard wall at her back.

“Ouch! What the hell?”

“Shhh.” He neared his face to hers. And his
hand was pulling the short blade from his pocket.

“Quit messing around! We’re almost there!
Don’t start being mean now.”

But Jobe was far past being mean. The dark
part of him was in control and it wanted to hurt her. Not just
emotionally this time. He was going to make her bleed. He wouldn’t
let her find out the truth about herself. He’d force her to fail
the mark.

He held her in place tightly against the
wall. She wiggled a bit, so he pressed himself against her to hold
her still as he brought the knife around her side. Tide’s eyes were
wide, muted, scared, and then they were different. As Jobe pressed
the knife into the softest part of her cheek, they turned turquoise
– electrifyingly turquoise.

“KYAH!” Tide screamed as disqualifying drops
of blood fell out of the thin slice, but Jobe ignored her. He kept
the blade pressed against her face. Jobe swallowed a nervous
swallow that made his Adam’s apple bob because he knew:

Those were Ryon’s eyes.

They were definitely his! Again, Jobe – who
had once been called Charles by a boy who’d never been born – was
reaffirmed that the turquoise-eyed Second was still in there.
Despite what the fake Tide Yondo was, Ryon was inside of her
still.

“Ryon?” he said, quiet and hopeful.

Tide let out a small cry.

Jobe couldn’t look away. He’d done what he’d
needed to do. Ink was bleeding and the cut was obvious enough the
judge would notice when they went to report to him. Tide Yondo
wouldn’t find out anything compromising. The biggest secret was
still safe.

Feeling a sweet release, Jobe stared into
the eyes that were Ryon’s and let the blade fall, bouncing, down
the mountainside. Tide was shaking. Confused. Hurt. But her eyes?
Her eyes were confident. Jobe brushed his thumb that was wet with
her blood along her chin. And then he did something he hadn’t
counted on. Something unplanned. Something impulsive.

He kissed her.

The hunter kissed the mouth that was Tide’s
and pretended it was Ryon’s.

 


~

 


“Tide’s my SISTER?!” That was worse than the
worst news Rye had ever heard. If Tide was his sister, then all of
those things he wanted to do to her were . . . “NO!” He grabbed at
his hair in the ultimate display of insanity. “I’m an ultra
perv!”

Nero chuckled. “NO. Tide isn’t your sister.
However, Ryon WAS meant to be your brother.”

Rye dropped his head. “I don’t get it at
all.”

“Allow me to ramble, if I may,” said
Nero.

Rye knocked his head against the inventor’s
desk. Knock! Knock! Twice for yes.

“When a body dies, a person’s soul lives on
– that is, if it has not been corrupted by the evils of the world.
If soul remains pure enough, it will be reborn into a new body
after its old one fades away. In this way, each of us has already
lived countless lives and will continue to live countless more
lives until the day the cosmos dies. That’s rebirth. Do you
understand?”

Knock! Knock!

Nero went on, “During our research into the
nature of the soul, we learned that souls are on a journey of
upwards intimacy. In a nutshell, we found that soul mates DO exist;
and while rare, it’s actually a provable phenomenon. We were even
able to map their trends. Still with me?”

Knock! Knock!

“Here’s how it works: If a person becomes
connected to someone strongly enough – if a sacrificial and intense
love develops between two people – their souls may become mated.
Through each rebirth thereafter, if the souls continue to find each
other, the intimate bond between the two will become greater and
greater until reaching their ultimate goal.”

Rye peeked up from the desk. “And what’s the
goal?”

“To merge completely. Twins are the last
stop on the mated souls’ journey before that merging.”

Rye sat up and glanced over at Foster, who
was still very vacant. “Okaaaay,” he said. “Then how does all of
that pertain to me and Tide and Foster and Ryon?”

Nero rubbed his weary face. The conversation
was running long. “Your and Tide’s destinies are intertwined, as
they have been for centuries. You are destined to always be
together. In this life, it was Tide and Foster. In the next, it was
meant to be you and Ryon. But because of the dimensional flux
caused by Bororore, your soul paths have become off. To put it
simply, you were never supposed to meet Tide.”

Rye teetered. Nero noticed, and he hurried
to give an explanation that would pull the Second back.

“Concentrate, Rye. And listen very
carefully. Just because you weren’t supposed to meet her, doesn’t
make it a mistake that you did. Humans have shifted the balance of
the planet. They’ve changed the properties of the physical world.
Because of that, the rules of rebirth cannot be looked at in the
same way anymore either. I’d even go so far as to say that the soul
paths of everyone will only be shifted from here on
out.”

Not a mistake. That did the job. Rye was
grounded once more. But though he was solid, he was filled only
with questions. He said,

“I follow what you’re trying to say with the
rebirth and the fluxes and all that jazz, but I still don’t
understand how it applies to us, because if the Tide I met
really is what you say she is, then how does any of it make
sense?”

“That, my boy, is where the second task of
my important invention comes into play.”

The demon’s ears rang. It seemed Nero Yondo
was talking about him.

 


~

 


“YAH!” Tide pushed the crazy hunter from her
body. What the hell was wrong with him?! He’d just deliberately cut
her cheek with a pocketknife and then he’d kissed her?! She landed
a stinging slap on the corrupt boy’s face.

“Ink!” he yelled. “No! I-”

But he didn’t know what to say. He’d meant
every moment of it. In the absence of a reasonable excuse, Tide
pushed him again. He reached for her, but then something happened.
The plank of old metal beneath Tide’s feet gave way and she fell,
careening, down the mountain of scrap.

The demon made of Bororore, the miracle
fuelstone, charged from the darkness to catch her.

Meanwhile, a boy that’d never been born was
running. He was running as quickly as his legs could take him to
the place where the mountain was. In the middle of his discussion
with Nero Yondo, the king had seen a flash of something in the back
of his mind’s eye. A flash of something that had been enough to
send Rye off, sprinting, to the Gustway Peak.

Tide was in danger.

At the scrap heap, Tide’s body was falling.
The black thing had come and wound itself around her waist. It had
slithered from its hiding place to catch her soul and rip it away,
leaving her body in the care of another. A person close to her. A
person with rights to her physical form.

A person by the name of Nero Yondo.

“Move, Tide!” he said in an inaudible voice
that only she could hear.

The princess’ body did just that. That was
all it could do. It didn’t have a choice.

Foster, asleep on the couch, knew better
than anyone that when a Main was in full control of its shared
soul, it could send its Second wherever it wished. Not only had he
used it on Rye countless times, he was also the person who’d long
ago shared that tidbit with a disillusioned inventor whose daughter
was on the verge of death. Now that Nero Yondo’s second ‘daughter’
was on a similar verge, the king used that knowledge. He used it in
his own amped-up way. He wouldn’t just give her a destination; he
would control every part of her. Because he could. Because she was
special.

Like he had when she’d been in danger at the
bird-swarmed plain, he forced her to move. He forced the hands that
were Tide’s to grab at the mountain; to claw for a saving ledge; to
use all of that inherited climber’s prowess. But none of that
worked. Even with years of climbing experience and intuition being
fueled through Nero into her, her body failed to get footing. Still
she clawed. Still she fell – until caught by a long, thin rod that
had once been part of a telephone pole.

The pain from the gut-hitting blow would’ve
been enough to knock the girl out, had she been present; but she
wasn’t. She was wrapped in sweet, stifling darkness, and Nero Yondo
was ordering her body to grab hold. Compelling the vacant vessel to
grip its slippery mitts around the pole.

At last it worked.

But it was too much for the weak king. The
dark lawyer had said that time was nearly up. It seemed he’d been
right. Wheezing, Nero pulled himself back into his own body and
wrote a final note for the daughter he loved so much.

. . .

Across the city, Tide woke from darkness
into more darkness. Wet fog surrounded her. A distant voice, faint
and shrill, reached the place where she was.

“Tide! Tide! What the hell happened?!” Y had
heard the screams, and she was frantic.

But there was someone that was even more
frantic. Jobe, for the first time in his climbing career, was
leaping without thinking – leaping on faith – down the scrap heap
after his fallen partner.

He’d meant to cut her. During a moment of
darkness, yes, but still he’d meant it. Everything else, though –
kissing her; panicking her into falling – had been one giant series
of unintentions.

“DAMN IT! INK! INK!” He sprang with grace
like hers. He flew with the unwavering determination. Ryon, his
prince, was in that body somewhere. But so was his princess. His
princess, too, was in danger. It wasn’t a question of who he wanted
to save more. That was obvious. But what came as a surprise to the
hunter was that he wasn’t making rapid descent for Ryon alone. It
was for her too.

Wet, disoriented, sore, Tide clung to the
pole. Because of the impact, the wind was knocked from her. Her
voice and breath were lost. She couldn’t cry out to the distant
voice of Y, nor could she call to the voice from above that was
getting closer. With a shaky hand, she switched her right goggle
light on. It was the best she could do to give them her
whereabouts.

She gasped for air. And then she gasped
again. And then –

“INK!”

– Jobe was there. She could barely make him
out through the mask of white.

“Holy shit, Ink! Hang on!”

Jobe was coming for her?

She was clinging to a slippery pole with
expensive climbing mitts that weren’t doing their job. She was
slipping, and she still couldn’t seem to get air into her lungs.
What was more, she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten there. She’d
been almost to the top of the Gustway and then . . .

“Grab my hand! INK, SNAP OUT OF IT AND GRAB
MY GODDAMNED HAND!”

Jobe was in focus, and he was reaching to
her. He was moving forward along the same pole she was clinging so
tightly to. The dust-haired boy was desperate. If she slipped, it
would be his fault. It would be all his fault and he’d never see
her or Ryon again.

Gasping, she reached for him with a hand
that was stained. Stained? Bloody. But it wasn’t blood from her
cheek. It was from somewhere else. Her cheek? Why was her cheek
bleeding, again?

And then she remembered. She remembered the
cut. She remembered the kiss. She remembered what Jobe had done to
her.

She let her hand fall.

Jobe winced. “No, Ink! It was an accident! I
didn’t mean for you to fall! I saw Ryon and-”

But there wasn’t time for that. Ink was
battered from the fall. Her arms were scraped; her left shoulder
was bloodied, and she was having difficulty breathing.

“Just grab my hand, girl! Come on!”

But Tide wouldn’t. Tide couldn’t. Her body
couldn’t trust the partner that’d betrayed her.

Luckily, there was someone within her that
could. With a flash of turquoise, Ryon pushed Tide’s hand forward
and grabbed Jobe’s sleeve.

“That’s good, girl! Just hold tight! I’ll
pull you ba-”

“You’re a dick, Charles,” choked the voice
that was Ryon’s from the mouth that was Tide’s.

Jobe froze. Balanced on the fog-coated pole,
he gripped Tide’s arm and stared intently as he tried to discern
who it was that was staring back. There was only one person he knew
that could look so pissed off and charming at the same time.

“Ryon?” he said, eyes wider than ever
before.

“Don’t stop, dumbass!” Ryon’s words were
labored. “Save Tide! Always save Tide.”

Jobe blinked away the joy and astonishment
and fear. He blinked it all away, and what was left was
determination. He gave Ink’s scrawny arm a yank that pulled her
closer to the mountain of metal. Ever holding to her wrist, he
inched himself backward until his feet reached the edge of the
secure cement block that would be their savior. Ryon did what he
could to help move Tide’s body steadily along with him, until at
last, Jobe managed to get enough footing to support himself. That
was when he gave the princess his most zealous yank of all – a yank
that put her on the edge of the cement slab with him.

The hunter laid the girl’s tattered body
along the steadiest part of the block. “Ryon? Ryon!?” He asked out
of desperation. He wanted it to be true more than anything.

But it wasn’t Ryon that answered.

“J-Jobe?” said Tide, confused. She’d blacked
out again.

“NO!” Jobe shook her body. “Ryon? Geez,
Ryon! Can’t you just . . . just . . .” Ink’s head bobbed. She was
scraped in several places, but the worst of them was her shoulder,
where a large something had torn into her skin on the way down.
Dirtied with leftover flakes of whatever the culprit had been, the
gash made Jobe stop – stop his rant for Ryon. His partner was
injured and he was the person responsible. “Ink! Stay with me,
girl!” He pulled the red tie out of his hair and wound it around
her arm. That would slow the flow until he could carry her
down.

He glanced into the darkness that was the
way to the ground. “Ink, can you hear me?”

“Unh,” said Tide.

“Okay. Great. Girl, I need you to hold tight
to my neck. I know you won’t be able to use this arm, but can you
hold on the best you can with the other?”

Tide nodded weakly.

Careful not to make anything worse, Jobe
hoisted her around his back and brought her uninjured arm over his
shoulder. Tide’s hand tried to slip away, but Jobe corrected it.
“Your legs, too, Ink. Can you hold on with those?”

“Y-yeah.” Her breathing was finally
returning to normal.

Jobe let out an exhale of anticipation.
“Okay. Let’s go.” Acting on faith, he leapt into the dark fog and
trusted that there’d be something to catch him.

Stories below, Y was pacing. Though she
could hear distant cries, she couldn’t discern what was happening
above. There was one thing that was for sure, though. Whatever was
happening, it wasn’t anything good.

She stared up at the frosty-like peak,
worried and sick-feeling, and waited. She waited for what felt like
hours before the sound of racing footsteps alerted her to a frantic
someone racing through the fog.

“Who’s there!?” she yelled, hopeful that it
was someone that might be able to offer something in the way of
assistance.

“TIDE!” called a boy’s voice. The fog was
tricky, and because of it, Rye nearly crashed into a stout girl
with orange hair.

Tide squinted at the boy she didn’t
recognize. “Who’re you?” said Y.

“Is Tide up there still?! Is she okay?!”

“I-I don’t know! I heard some shouting,
and-” But when Y’s eyes landed on the boy’s neck, her throat
gagged. It was one of THOSE. A boy with no beginning. A boy that
shouldn’t have existed. Despair and regret bottled in a suit of
flesh. “Who ARE you?” she demanded.

“My name is Rye.”


Chapter 15: The Soul Mates

 


Running faster wouldn’t help her. Attempting
to fight it off wouldn’t either. Her best bet was to find a place
to hide. Amidst the dirt-stained dumpsters and filthy sewage
grates, she’d find shelter. But the demon had returned. It was at
the back of her neck, and it wasn’t wasting time on subtleties. It
was ready to devour her. But perhaps that was what she deserved.
Perhaps that was her fate. For the things she’d done, the demon had
found her; and because of her inability to remain rooted to the
ground below, she had no choice but to let it.

“I’m sorry, Ryon. I’m sorry that I held
too tightly to her. I’m sorry that I wouldn’t let you
rest.”

Those words escaped the young-lipped girl as
the shadowed creature finally took hold of the soft groove of
flesh.

. . .

Tide awoke from the dream to a reeling
headache and a body that was angry at her for what she’d put it
through. The young girl’s mind was fuzzy. So were her eyes. But she
could detect a presence at the side of her bed.

“Y?” she said.

“Incorrect, Miss Yondo,” said the
presence.

Tide recognized its voice – the voice of a
man with shiny shoes whose name she couldn’t remember. She tried to
find him, but her eyelashes were like smoke. Still, after several
weak attempts at fluttering, she was able to find a chiseled
jaw.

“Bad dream, Miss Yondo?” said the man who
was indeed her father’s lawyer.

“Sir?” she garbled.

“Alas,” he said. “You have failed your mark.
And I had such high hopes for you, too.”

Disoriented, Tide pulled her eyes fully open
and surveyed her blurry surroundings. She wasn’t in a bed after
all. She was on a cot? And she was in an office. An office with a
windowed view of a large, heaping scrap pile. The Weighted Dome.
She was in the Weighted Dome – in the geezerly judge’s office.

“What happened?” she asked.

But the demon didn’t want to discuss that.
“Bad dream?” he said again.

“Er- yeah. I was being chased by something,
and it . . . bit . . . me. Wait, what are you even doing here? And
what am I doing here?”

“That wasn’t a dream. That was a recount of
what happened to the first Tide Yondo.”

Tide stared at him blankly a moment and
then, “Excuse me?”

“Your dream, Miss Yondo. That was what
happened to the first Tide Yondo right before I ripped the soul
from her body.”

“What?” Tide laughed. And then she laughed
some more.

But the lawyer was serious. “Yes,” he said.
“The thing that bit the first you . . . was I.”

Tide’s laughter fell. “Eh?!” What the hell
did that mean? Like the harsh pelt of cold water, Tide was tossed
to awakeness. “WHAT THE HECK IS GOING ON!?” Feeling trapped, she
tried to leap from the cot, but her body was still angry, and it
betrayed her by rebelling with pain.

The judge was saying, “You see, Miss Nero, I
am an invention created by your father. I am the soul drill, and I
have been with you all along.”

Tide let out a sickly whimper. The demon
lawyer ignored it.

“I am both here and within you,” he
continued. “I am the substance known as Bororore. The foundation of
the earth. The balance of time. And I have made a deal with your
father. A deal to save you. A deal made by a desperate father
before he understood everything – before he understood the cycle of
rebirth. A deal made when he was still clouded. Nonetheless, the
deal was made. And in exchange for preserving your here and now,
your father’s soul has been devoured.”

“DEVOU-”

But a second voice cut in. “Calm down, Tide.
I’m here.” It was the voice of a gray boy with boxy glasses who’d
been leaning discreetly against the wall behind Tide’s cot. She
hadn’t noticed before, but at the sight of him now, the throbbing
of her ribcage returned at full throttle.

“This is all too much for her,” Foster told
the demon. “Let her see a familiar face.”

The demon thought a moment and then –

“Very well,” he said, sighing. “Go fetch
him.”

Foster nodded and disappeared through a door
at the back of the office. When he returned, he was accompanied by
a guilty-looking boy with flowing, dust-colored hair that was much
dirtier than usual. The boy’s dark part was far subdued. It was
buried deeply, and at the forefront of his emotional core was
remorse.

“Hey, girl,” he muttered. “I don’t know what
to say-”

But he didn’t get a chance to finish.

“Jobe!?”

For Tide, it was a reunion of mixed
emotions. She remembered the cut and the kiss and the fall. But she
also remembered bits and pieces of the rescue. A mistake had been
made. Jobe had betrayed her? And she couldn’t clearly remember why.
But in the end he’d . . . saved her. Yes, that was right. Her
partner had saved her. Her need for familiarity in a confusing
situation overpowered the traces of betrayal that lingered, and as
it did, the fear in her olive eyes disappeared into gratefulness.
Reading the change, Foster gave the hunter a prodding push forward,
and since that ‘prodding push’ came in the form of an aggressive
elbow jab, Jobe turned to swat at the gray boy’s nose before
turning to the girl he’d nearly killed.

Arms crossed, he went to her. “Sorry,” he
said. “I got mean. And selfish.”

Tide’s muddled mind listened to him. She
didn’t understand anything, but she could tell that he was being
genuine. That was the sort of thing she needed. She reached for the
person that could give it to her.

He responded by patting her head. “Good
girl.”

“Sit with her, Chuck,” ordered Foster.
“We’re telling her everything.”

“Everything?” said Tide, baffled. “Oh,
wonderful. Can you start with clearing up that nonsense
about their being another Tide Yon-”

“Shhh,” said Jobe. He wrapped a muscled arm
around the battered girl’s shoulder.

It felt good, so Tide let herself be held.
She let herself be comforted.

Foster took a breath, and when he was ready,
he said it – the thing Chuck had been keeping from his partner. The
thing they’d all been keeping from her. The secret that had been
hidden for over a year:

“You, Tide Yondo, are a Second.”

“Uh . . .” Tide squinted at him, saw that he
was serious, and then cried, “WHAT!?”

“But you aren’t JUST a Second.” Foster moved
right over her outburst. “You are a Second born of a Second. A
Second spawned from Ryon and stabilized by your father’s soul.”

Tide’s jaw went slack. There was no way she
could believe something like that. They were playing her. But
Jobe’s arm was around her. She concentrated on it. Forcing away the
disbelief, she concentrated on solidity.

“I loved you, Tide,” continued Foster. “I
loved you more than anything. And when you bore Ryon, I became his
best friend. His roommate. His guardian. But when Ryon became too
strong, and you were on the verge of death, I chose to help your
father save you. Harnessing the power of the miracle fulestone, he
created . . . this.” Foster gestured to the lawyer. “This
man. A being with the power to transfer souls. A ‘soul drill’ with
the power to reverse the effect of Seconds.”

“Reverse?” blubbed Tide.

Foster nodded. “Sort of, but not quite. The
process is reversed by making a Second spawn a Second.”

“Second spawn a Second?” Tide shook her
head. It was too redundant to grasp.

Nodding, Foster went on, “When that happens,
the new Second looks identical to the original Main. Ryon wanted
you to live. Once he learned what Seconds truly were, he didn’t
want to exist. He wanted it to be you, so he allowed Nero to
draw a Second from him. That Second is YOUR body. The second Tide
Yondo. It was the perfect vessel for your soul. Empty and identical
to the first you in every way.

“Using the soul drill,” – Foster again
gestured to the lawyer – “your father inserted your soul into the
new body. He created a new you. A new-bodied you with the same old
soul. It was everything like the first you, except that it had a
Second’s memory. And because it couldn’t remember any of the pain,
it could handle the burden of living. That was how your father
stopped you from disappearing. That was how he stopped Ryon from
taking your shared soul for himself.”

Jobe stiffened. It was a different account
of the story than he remembered. In his opinion, Ryon had been
coerced into helping. But that didn’t matter right now. Squashing
those dark feelings, Jobe said,

“Essentially, girl, Ryon and your pops saved
you.”

Foster bit the end of his glasses. “The
thing is, a miracle like that comes at a price. A strong soul is
needed to stabilize a newly materialized body during its first
stages. Your soul was too weak, so your father used his soul to
help. By linking himself to you, he was able to act as your step-in
Main until you could fully support your new self.

“During the transition, you were in darkness
for an entire year, Tide. You were frozen. And when you were reborn
as a Second one year ago, you started off as though no time had
passed. I wanted to see you. More than anything. But for fear of
releasing the memories you’d suppressed, I stayed away. Your father
decided that was best.” He tipped his head and allowed his despair
to show. “I couldn’t help myself, though, when Rye found you.
Watching you through his eyes was torture. That’s why I had to see
you. Even if only once.”

It was crazy. It was absolutely crazy. The
princess wanted to ask a million questions, but there was only one
thing that her mouth could voice:

“Red.”

“That’s right,” said the lawyer, glancing at
his wristwatch. “You haven’t a marking, Miss Yondo. That is because
a full soul lives within your body. Your tattoo disappeared as soon
as your body became the primary vessel for your soul. The same will
happen to any Second who gains full control of one. If Foster
disappears, so will Rye’s tattoo.”

There was silence.

Tide was shivering from having her
everything challenged. She opened her mouth to let the questions
flow, but Jobe squeezed her shoulder. “Let it sit, Ink. Let it
sit.”

The princess growled, but then gave him a
shaky nod. He was right. There was too much to ask. She needed time
to process.

“The cases are rare,” said Foster. “But it’s
true. A Second can gain control of a soul and force a Main from
existence. When that happens, their brand will disappear.”

The lawyer at the side of the bed sniffed.
“Such is the case with the president of this ‘charming’
establishment.”

“Him?” said Tide. The president of the
Weighted Dome? Scanning the heap through the window, she swallowed
the questions that tried to leak through her teeth. What did that
mean? That the judge had at one point had a tattoo? That he’d been
a Second?! Tide wanted to burst. Because of the horde of questions
banging against her mouth, she wanted to erupt. And indeed she
might have, had Jobe not opened his scowling mouth and voiced them
for her:

“So that’s how the coot knew?” A stern
expression reached the hunter’s face. “Mind getting that guy,
bro?”

“Fine,” said Foster. “If you think it’ll
help.” The gray boy left the office through the backdoor that led
to a large conference room where Jobe had been waiting previously,
and where a few others were still waiting. One of them was
particularly antsy. At least he would have been, had he been
present.

When the geezer returned with Foster, his
smile was craggy and his eyes were lingery. He’d been waiting for
this. He’d been waiting to share his tale with the exceptional girl
that was both Second and Main. With announcer’s flair, he started
in at once,

“I’ve heard I’m here to validate?” He
scratched his geezerly chin and waited for a response that didn’t
come. “Even though you failed my mark, I’ll tell you, Miss
Mountain. I’ll tell you the secret of the true nature of the
soul!”

“Get on with it, old man,” said Jobe.

“Eh? Yes. Heeeere we go! I was a Second that
took over my Main. Long ago, I became whole. Those things happen on
their own, even if they aren’t publicized. The day you gained your
huntress license was a special day for you, eh? It was the first
day you awoke as a person sustainable by your own means. It was the
beginning of the end for your Main.”

“Fill-in Main,” corrected Foster.

“I recognized it. You were . . . lacking in
head. But you had a fresh feeling around you, as though you were
discovering life for the first time! I wanted to help you reach
full control, so I placed you in a situation that I knew would
arouse that sort of response. The more dangerous, the better!
However, once the eggs and the tartaroise failed to do the trick, I
knew I’d have to raise the stakes. I don’t encounter many souls as
unique as yours, so I’m sure you can understand why I’d want to
inject myself!”

“Better inject yourself with something,”
said Jobe.

“What was that, kid?”

“Nothing.”

Tide looked from the lawyer to the judge and
back to the lawyer. “How did you know?” she said. “About the
judge?”

“My job is to monitor souls,” said the
lawyer. “I can devour those who shouldn’t live. I can transport
those who should. Naturally, I check in from time to time with the
souls that stand out.”

Tide’s hidden conviction bequeathed by her
father flared. “Who should and who shouldn’t?” She gained a hint of
backbone in the midst of confusion. “How can you distinguish
something like that!?”

“Simple.” The lawyer glanced at his
timepiece again. “Contrary to your case, once a Second comes into
existence, it isn’t right for a Main to remain. I have the
ability to reverse the process, but I wouldn’t choose it. I did so
for your father only as a favor to the man who created me, but
since I am no longer his company’s property, the civic dogs will do
with me what they like.” He smiled kindly. “But only until I become
unleashed.”

Foster grimaced at the thought of it.

The lawyer went on, “Once Rye came into
existence, it wasn’t right for Foster to exist any longer. I should
force him out, as I intend to do with the rest of the Mains
someday, but I cant. That was the second part of the deal I made
with your father. You, Miss Yondo are allowed to choose which of
them stays. That was Foster’s condition for agreeing to help. For
agreeing to let Rye continue to see you and strengthen you.”

It was just as Rye had feared. An ultimatum.
Of course she’d choose Rye because . . .

Because she loved Rye.

Yes, that was the way it was. At some point,
she’d come to understand that she loved him. But freely condemning
another to death? How was that right? She couldn’t do something
like that. She couldn’t tell Foster, the fiancé she’d forgotten,
that he had to disappear. And so she was stuck.

Thankfully, she didn’t have to tell him
anything.

“It’s okay,” said Foster. “The choice is
off. I don’t mind dying. I should have died WITH you. I should’ve
died alongside you the first time. At least this way I know that we
would have been together in the next life. That we ARE together in
our next lives.”

Tide turned white. So did Jobe.

“But you’ll disappear, won’t you?” said the
princess. She was meek. Timid. Uncomfortable. But –

“It’s not like that, actually,” said Foster.
And he was confident. “I learned so from Chuck. I didn’t think it
was possible, but . . . It seems that Ryon is inside of you. When
the soul drill put you into Ryon’s Second, he didn’t just get rid
of Ryon. He forced him into the new you.”

“Naturally,” said the lawyer. “Why an
intelligent boy like you couldn’t perceive that sooner is beyond
me.” He turned to Tide. “The right thing, Miss Yondo, would be for
Rye to swallow Foster into himself. The reverse of the way it was
before. That is the way it should be.”

Tide bit her lip. “But-”

Foster cut her off: “That way I will be with
you always. That’s all I really want.”

That was when the gray boy, who’d long been
drenched in despair, smiled. It was a smile that cut at Tide’s
heart. She was speechless. In shock. Everything about it was crazy
– so crazy, in fact, that had her father yet been the one
stabilizing her soul, she wouldn’t have been able to handle it and
would’ve slipped once more into serpentine darkness.

But Tide was the one in control now, and
that meant that drifting darkness would not return.

Unbeknownst to the princess, she would never
see her king again.

“I’m going to leave so that you can speak to
the others.” Foster nodded to the lawyer. “I’ll be in the
back.”

Tide closed her eyes and let it settle. She
concentrated on Jobe’s arm. She concentrated on her uneven breaths.
She concentrated until –

“GRACES, TIDE!” Y ran to the worse-for-wear
girl’s side.

“Y.” Tide snapped her eyes open. She needed
proof. “When did we meet?”

“Huh?” Y tipped forward and peered into her
friend’s eyes. She was checking for trauma. “Uh, about a year ago.
That’s when you started climbing, remember?”

Tide remembered, vaguely. “What was I like
then?” she asked.

“Why?”

“Just answer her!” snapped Jobe.

“Sure, crabby face! Uh, you were always busy
back then. Every time I came over, your father told me you were
out. I figured you didn’t like me. Thus, I tried even harder! And
we became closer friends, and you started coming around more and
more and your father was around less and less and . . . and . . .
sometimes you were a weirdo . . . and . . .”

But Y had always suspected that there was
something off about Tide Yondo. Something that made the squat girl
question the princess’ identity. She’d never voice it aloud,
though. And she didn’t intend to now because she didn’t WANT to
know.

A sudden urge came over her. If she stayed,
she might find out, and she didn’t want to. She couldn’t bear it.
She shot to her feet.

“I’m going to leave now, Tide!” she blurted
awkwardly. “I’ll be here for you when all of . . . whatever THIS is
is over.”

“Wait, Y!” Tide started up, but Jobe held
her down.

“That’s probably best,” he said.

Flustered, the orange-haired girl threw Tide
a glance of apology before racing out of the office and down the
dome’s long spiral staircase.

It was a good thing, too, for Foster was
deep into the blank-paged book that allowed him to transfer his
soul to Rye. If Y had stuck around, she’d have been forced to see
the ‘thing’ in action once more.

“Well then,” said the judge. He was still
lingering around the office with lingering eyes. It was his office,
so he had the right, but Tide didn’t really want him there. His
gaze still put her on edge, and that was that last thing she needed
at the moment. If the judge noticed, he didn’t care. “I suppose
I’ll tell you the story of my Main,” he said.

“No thanks,” said Jobe.

“Now, now, kid, why don’t you listen to what
I’ve got to say-”

But he wouldn’t get a chance to say much of
anything, for just then Rye came bolting into the room. He pushed
the geezer out of the way and threw himself at Tide.

“OW!”

“Easy, copycat!” yelled Jobe. He jumped from
the bed and shot a fowl sneer at the boy who dared to resemble his
ex.

“Whoops!” Rye wrinkled his nose sheepishly.
“That was WAY much, right? I just got so excited that I couldn’t
help myself!” And then he noticed. “Gah! You’re hurt!” He rolled
off of Tide too hastily and fell to the floor.

Thump!

“Oops.”

“Klutz,” muttered Jobe, face crusty.

Rye pulled himself over the side of her bed.
“Listen, you’ve clearly just had your mind blown, and I’m just
being hyper. I’ll try to calm down.”

But Tide didn’t care that he was hyper. Her
heart was pounding just because he was close to her. Just because
he was okay. She snatched his hand and held it tightly. To feel his
skin. To keep him from wandering away again. Rye understood. He
locked his fingers with hers.

“I’m here,” he said, cheeks warm. He rested
his head on the side of her cot.

“So you know everything now?” whispered
Tide.

He nodded.

“Is it . . . is it true?” she said.

“I heard it from your father.”

“My father?” But there was something she
needed to know more than anything from the person she loved more
than anyone. “Tell me, Rye. What am I? I’m my Second’s Second
supported by my father’s soul? What does that even mean? That I’m a
. . . I’m a monstrosity!?” And in the presence of the person she
liked best, the young princess let it all out. She let out
everything she’d been holding back, and the tears came.

Careful to avoid her bandaged cheek, Rye
hurried to wipe them away with his thumbs, but when that didn’t
stop them, he kissed them sweetly. He cupped her face, and he
kissed her tears; and she drew in his fresh laundry scent and let
her cheeks be tickled by his tousled hair.

“What am I?” whispered Tide.

Rye didn’t answer, so Jobe did.

“You’re a blended soul,” he said. “But it
doesn’t matter. You’re you. You’re-”

“The person I love,” said Rye. He pulled
himself away and stared into the pretty, dark-haired girl’s eyes;
and for the first time since reawakening, Tide found the forbidden
color that she loved. The color of the exposed tattoo.

“Red.”

Maybe her strange attraction to it had been
because she’d known all along what sort of secret was buried down
deeply within her own Second body. Maybe she’d been aware of her
true nature – the nature of her soul. It didn’t matter now. All
that mattered was that she could be with him from there on out.

“I love you too, Rye.”

Tide reached up and touched the mark that
was already starting to fade.

 


~

 


Tide, Rye, Jobe, and Y stood together at the
edge of the gear-turning city that was St. Laran. The hissing steam
sounds of processed Bororore filled the air behind them, but
somewhere in the distance before them were the southern wilds.

“You didn’t leave anything behind, did you,
space case?”

Jobe knew the way, and he would lead them.
He hadn’t given up on Ryon. Instead, he had decided to honor the
Second’s last wishes:

Save Tide! Always save Tide.

It was enough to know that the boy remained
somewhere in the partner who’d become his friend. If his bond with
her could become strong enough, maybe he too could become mated.
Maybe in the next life he’d be with Ryon.

It was a painful hope to carry.

“Ugh. Let’s go back and get some lunch
first. I still can’t believe I’m doing this, but . . .”

For Y, it was a field study project. What
better way to master landscape sculpture than to study nature ‘in
the flesh’? Or so she’d deceived herself into thinking. Really,
though, she couldn’t stand the idea of Tide having a grand
adventure without her. She felt uncomfortable around the blond
Second whose tattoo had mysteriously disappeared, but she did her
best to ignore it. For Tide, she would ignore it. And also for the
insane, cute, longhaired hunter guy that was to accompany them.

“It feels SO good out here! This is
great!”

Rye was free. Rye was whole. Never again
would he be forced from his body. But there was something new
inside of him now. A gray-blue sadness – Foster’s sadness – that he
would have to harbor from there on out. His heart, that had felt so
much glee, was now multifaceted. But that was okay; that was what
it meant to be alive. With a flawed heart, he would love his
princess forever.

“Refreshing . . . or something.”

The young girl looked ahead into the
clearness that was the world beyond St. Laran. Wistful, she brought
a hand to the front pocket of her jacket where a note had taken up
residence. The note contained a magic incantation, and there it
would stay until the end of her days.

 


My princess,

Most of the things I’ve done are wrong, but
I don’t regret them in the least. Use your time to the fullest,
sweetheart. Climb on. Be alive. Love always,

Dad

 


To the fullest. That was their intent. And
to their fullest, they would live.

Somewhere in the city behind them, a hungry
dark thing growled. It would be watching them, and if their souls
became weak or corrupt, it would devour them, too. The way it had
devoured the king of the mechanized Midwest, it would devour
them.

The demon’s job was far from over.


 


Thanks for Reading
Seconds!

 


If you enjoyed this book, please leave a
review and tell a friend!

 


If you enjoyed the style of this book, you
may also enjoy The World Remains or
Zillow Stone, also by Brindi Quinn!
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