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  Zillow Stone


  AND THE UNHOLY ONE


  ✽✽✽


   


  

    Act 1


  


  




  Chapter 1


  Two Flowers


  



  There was a story my grandfather told me once.


  On the edge of a desert, one flower bloomed, with petals of pink and a stalk of green. Far, far away, on the opposite side of the desert, another flower bloomed. Its stalk was gray, its petals black as inky night. The two flowers never knew of each other, and the desert liked it that way. It kept them separate for many, many years, until one day, when a great sandstorm arose. The winds tore a petal from the pink flower and flung it across the stretch of sand, reeling and whirling, and when things were settled again, the pink petal drifted from the sky, landing in front of the black flower. The black flower saw the beauty of the pink flower it had never met and it lusted.


  “You are like that pink flower, Zillow,” my grandfather told me. “And one day, the black rose will come for you.”


  …

  “What are you thinking about, Zill?” The girl in the pew next to me had sharp eyes and a small mouth that was usually chewing itself. Karán—she didn’t have time for impractical thinking, and her stare often fell disapprovingly on anyone that did. For now, her stare was set on me.


  I looked to the hymnal in my hand, pretending to be interested in the chorus the rest of the room was singing. “I turn twenty in less than four hours,” I said.


  “That again?” From the corner of my eye, I saw Karán’s mouth begin to chew.


  Yes, that.


  “It won’t do any good to worry about it, Zill. You don’t know you’re going to be one of them. It could be Cadence or Laurelia or Pon. It could be any one of those girls. They aren’t twenty yet either.” She tucked her dark hair behind her ear and allowed her stare to linger over me.


  She was attempting to be nice. That, or she was in denial.


  “No one in our class has been marked in over two months,” I countered, eyes deep again in the hymnal. “Everyone thinks it’s going to be me.” Only four more hours until I’d know for sure. After that, I’d be free and clear, just like Karán. Otherwise, I’d be…


  “Enough, Zill. Even if it is you, you’ll be fine. You’re fast, maybe even the fastest. You’ll never let him catch you.”


  That was what everyone said about Othello too, and now she was dead.


  Maybe coming to the same conclusion, Karán fell silent. Meanwhile, all through the chapel, the singing of my classmates rose. It wasn’t a pretty sound. It erred on the side of ugly. A hundred bad singers and five good ones made for an awful clamor. I kept my mouth closed tight. I wouldn’t join in, not today. I’d join in tomorrow, if I were still here, in celebration of making it through the day unmarked.


  But just in case, my pack was already loaded, my rations readied, and my weapon cleaned. If the black rose came for me, I’d be ready. No, that was a lie. I could never be ready, not really.


  Around me, the bad singing of my peers swelled.


  




  Chapter 2


  The Marking


  



  In Eastern City, the metropolis of wind and rain, twentieth birthdays weren’t celebrated or even spoken of. Twenty-first birthdays, on the other hand, were a grand affair because they meant that the marking had skipped someone, or that that person had been one of the lucky few to survive it.


  In that way, no one talked about the fact that it was my twentieth birthday, though they all knew. All day, their glances had slipped over, slowly, as if to say, ‘I’m glad it’s you and not me, Zillow Stone.’ True, there were a few like Karán, with whom I’d bonded enough to call friends, that tried to make light of my situation, but really, none of us were friends, not truly. Not until after our twentieth birthdays was it safe to become attached to anyone or anything. We’d all seen too many marked ones disappear. We’d all made the mistake of growing close to someone that never returned, and so eventually, we learned to become cold to one another. The twentieth year was something we all looked to with expectation, wondering always if we’d be one of them; constantly honing our skills, afraid we’d have to use them.


  “Are you listening, Miss Stone?”


  From the front of the classroom, the nosy priest frowned at me. His skin was as wrinkled as his disposition. No, I wasn’t ‘listening.’ I was watching the clock on the wall, as it ticked closer and closer to my twentieth year.


  “Yes, Father. I’m listening,” I lied.


  The priest stroked his wrinkled chin. “If that’s true, then which of the collapses was I lecturing on?”


  I didn’t know. Of course I wouldn’t. No sane person would be able to concentrate with that ominous ticking coming from the top of the wall; and while I stared blankly ahead, on the verge of reprimand—


  “The sixth,” a small voice from behind me whispered.


  “The sixth,” I repeated. “The collapse of Southwestern City.”


  The priest looked at me shrewdly a moment before returning to the screen stretched across the wall. I had Karán to thank for the save. I shot a look of fake camaraderie over my shoulder as the priest busied himself with swiping the dates of the collapse into the air with his glove. The glove’s fingertips glowed blue, and the dates materialized onto the screen.


  “Correct. After the fall of Southwestern City, that left only Southern City, Western City, and our own Eastern City. It was then that we formed an alliance with Southern City to…”


  Tick. Tick.


  With that clock going on that way, my thoughts drifted.


  Southern City, metropolis of field and flower—sure, we’d formed an alliance with them, but it hadn’t done any good. They’d been wiped out like the rest. Now, we were alone in this world, alone with them; two great capitals, one east, one west, separated by only a lonely stretch of wasteland. Across the sands and ruins, they waited—the unholy ones.


  And we were in their debt.


  They had access to the generator, they shared their power with us, and even though we were vulnerable, they refrained from attacking us all at once. That was why the Director allowed the markings to continue—because we didn’t have much of a choice. Besides, our city was overcrowded as it was. No one minded the disappearance of a few University students every now and then if it meant keeping the peace.


  Tick. Tick.


  In an effort to block out the ticking, I turned to the window.


  Through the yellowed glass, I saw the other tower, identical to ours, where the boys were being lectured in a class similar to our own, no doubt by a nun with a sour face. University policy stated that we were to remain separate from them until our markings had passed. Why? Because love was even more gripping than friendship, or so I’d heard. It was for our own protection, or so they’d said.


  We’d played with the boys when we were children, before entering the University, but they were different now, taller and leaner. I’d seen them around the city. I’d exchanged glances with the ones I used to know; not that I could exchange much else. If anyone saw an under-aged girl chatting them up, there’d be hell to pay.


  Karán had made it through her twentieth birthday without being marked, so she and some of the others were allowed now to meet with the boys that had also passed their twentieth years unmarked. Would I join them soon? Or would I…?


  Tick. Tick.


  It was getting closer. It was almost here. I knew it. Everyone knew it, and yet, no one acknowledged it. Only the clock on the wall dared to speak of time’s forward movement.


  How much longer now? I wondered. Ten minutes? Five? I refused to look, as though looking would be signaling my consent.


  Tick. Ti—


  “No.”


  I heard Karán’s breathless protest before I saw the door handle turn. The priest’s endless babble ended, and a quiet disquiet fell over the room; and I, very slowly, turned my neck to see the door push open. The sound of my throat swallowing drowned out everything else for but a moment before the hushes of the class began. Whispers and utters and mutters flurried around the room, all aroused by a shape in the doorway. A person stood in the shadows of the hall, and at the sight of him, my chest began to thud louder than it ever had before.


  From the front of the room, the priest cleared his throat loudly—a warning for the rest to become silent.


  I waited in my seat, as I’d been instructed to do, as so many had before me. I supposed I was lucky that my time of birth wasn’t in the middle of the night. There was nothing more terrifying than the thought of being snatched away in the dark.


  The person in the shadows strode into the room with a few determined steps. The fidgeting of chair movement followed. Again, the priest cleared his throat. But even if I wanted to disobey and fidget to my heart’s content, I couldn’t. I was stuck, transfixed on the person who had come for me.


  He was a boy of average height and strong build, with hair like fire and eyes like ice. Scarlet hair and an icy blue gaze—I’d never seen anything like it. The boy was striking. His eyes were striking. Penetrating, they peered around the room before settling on me. He was dressed in the same uniform all Markers wore, an unassuming black jumpsuit with the sleeves rolled up. His skin had a vibrant glow, like one who spends much time outdoors under the sun. His mouth was flat, held in a serious position, and below his eyes, small tattoos jutted outwards—three pointed triangles under each. All of the Western City Markers had those. They were made to look like the sun’s rays, or so I’d heard.


  Sights firmly set on me, the boy approached. Still, I didn’t fidget. I couldn’t, and I did my best to make my gaze as strong as his. I’d let him know right away that I wasn’t an easy mark. Karán was right. I was fast, maybe even the fastest, and I’d trained diligently. I wouldn’t give up without a fight. I’d be one of the lucky few who returned.


  Expression emotionless, the boy moved through the desks, past Cadence and Laurelia and Pon, all of whom had yet to reach their twentieth year. Their fear dripped off of them, almost detectable, but I was different. Not knowing whether or not I’d be marked was the worst part. Waiting had been the worst part, and now that I knew for sure, I felt a certain settling deep down in my core. This was going to happen, and the sooner I accepted it, the better off I’d be.


  Gaze intense, the boy came right up to the edge of my chair. I looked up at him without fear. No, that was a lie. There was still some fear, but it was masked by something else.


  I narrowed my eyes. His remained the same, though his mouth turned downward slightly in the corner.


  You won’t beat me, I thought. You just won’t.


  As if to hear me, the boy’s mouth turned upward at the corner this time, into a grin that looked amused.


  I narrowed my eyes further and set my jaw tight. You won’t, I thought. I won’t let you.


  Fully grinning now, maybe even sneering, the boy tipped his head to the side. “Zillow Stone?” he said.


  “My Marker,” I replied, through my teeth. I was required to say it, but no one ever said I had to hide my disdain while doing so.


  “Hm.” The boy made an amused sound through his lips. “Give me your hand.”


  I realized my palm was sweating only after it met his, which was dry by comparison. Was sweat a sign of weakness? If it was, the boy didn’t react. He held my palm in his hand and fished around in his pocket with his opposite fingers, taking out a thick silver pen. It wasn’t an ordinary pen. I’d seen similar ones come through the door many times. I watched as he slid his thumb into an indent in the pen’s side. The indent reacted by glowing yellow. With my hand resting limply in his, the Marker raised the lit pen into the air and plunged it straight down into the back of my hand. Though I held back as much as I could, my mouth let out a small whimper, one I immediately regretted.


  The boy did nothing but watch and wait for the pen’s indent to turn green, at which point he slid the tip from my skin, covering the puncture with his thumb. I wanted to rip my hand away, to grab my backpack and pelt him on the side of the head with it, but I couldn’t. The rules were very clear.


  Beneath the boy’s thumb, my blood bubbled in reaction to the implant. Hot stinging moved through my flesh for a helping of seconds before subsiding. The boy felt it too, for when it was done, he removed his thumb and inspected my hand. Beneath my skin was a green glow, roughly the size of a coin.


  It was done.


  Their people were born with extreme lust for ours, and just as my grandfather had warned all those years ago, one of them had come for me.


  I, Zillow Stone, had been marked by an unholy one.


  While I digested the truth of it, the boy leaned over, placing his lips nearly to my ear, and whispered, “Run.”


  




  Chapter 3


  The City of Wind and Rain


  



  There wasn’t time for goodbyes, not even for Karán. I grabbed my backpack, which wasn’t filled with pens or notes as it usually was, but with supplements and knives and rope.


  The Markers, the unholy ones, those from Western City—one of them was after me now. The searing mark under my right hand was proof, and the moment the mark turned from green to red, was the moment he’d start his chase, and if he caught me…


  Run, the boy said, and run I did.


  I tore through the halls of the tower, past the other classrooms, down the dingy stairwell marked with graffiti. I never could understand who’d dare to break the rules and put it there, but there it was, shouting obscenities in text. My feet made a racket against the metal sheathing of the stairs, creating a din all through the closed space until I finally reached the bottom. I pushed through the doorway and out into the cloud of day.


  Eastern City, metropolis of wind and rain, rarely felt the influence of the sun, but from what I’d heard, Western City was a place blinding with light; after all, sun was what fueled the great generator that allowed us all to survive.


  Energy was delivered from the west to the east on a daily basis, and each household was allotted a set amount each week. We’d all felt the effects of shortage at one time or another. Without Western City’s power, our society would fall. Marked ones like me were penance for our reliance on them, the unholy ones.


  Heart racing in my ears, I tore from campus. No one batted an eye at the sandy-haired girl darting past. Such occurrences, students racing away from the University, were commonplace. Even on my trips into the market, I’d see one unfortunate fleer or another, frantically pushing through the crowds to get away from the towers as quickly as possible.


  I always knew that someday I’d be one of them, and that was why I’d never looked at them with pity. I silently willed them strength.


  I willed myself that same strength now.


  I can do this, my head told my heart, as I raced through the bazaar. I have to. I’d play this little game for as long as it took, and then, once I’d won, I’d return home and begin my life.


  In the center of town, a group of young children gathered around one of the screens implanted in the side of a building. A sing-along program was showing.


  “Catch me if you can, away I’ll run, run run. You’ll never lay a haaand, the chase is so much fun!” Their gleeful singing filled the air.


  I’d been like them once, innocent to the truth of what the chase was. I’d probably even sung that tune. Their delight over the lyrics made the gruesome song even more appalling. Poor kids. Or maybe I was the unfortunate one, for knowing the truth. Either way, I sprinted past them, tucking between a library and a used clothing shop. I’d plotted my escape course many times, just in case. There were classes taught on the best exits from the city, but we’d been told time and again that instinct was the most important skill a marked one could exercise. I used it now, choosing to keep to the tight alleys on the southern side of the city, and away from the multi-leveled walkways connecting the stretch of skyscrapers to the north. Both were reasonable exit strategies, but my gut told me that staying on ground level was most practical right now. If I stayed here, I could move up into the walkways or down into the underground passages as needed, and if it started to rain… well, I just hoped it wouldn’t start to rain.


  The rain in the city was toxic. My hair had once been golden. Hair of sunlight and eyes of night, that was what my grandfather always said, but a few drops of stinging rain were all it took to forever turn my strands sandy. Even the ones that grew in remained that way. But I was lucky. There were more than a few Eastern City residents harboring massive bouts of dead flesh where the rain had once touched. Each building was surrounded by awnings to protect those that ventured out, but if it should rain, those would become crowded, as people pushed to reach cover, and I’d be trapped; and then my Marker would find me and kill me in whichever way he pleased.


  At least I had the Director’s call to warn when the rains were moving in. His voice would sound over the megaphones, giving the five-minute warning to take cover. I needed to escape the city before that happened. The rains beyond were safe.


  Threat out there was of a different kind.


  The alleys were tight. At the narrowest parts, my elbows scuffed and scraped against the rough metal casing the buildings. I ignored it, even as my arms turned raw. I was preoccupied with watching the green mark on my hand, waiting for it to turn red. The moment it turned red, he’d take pursuit. Even now, he was probably standing at the entrance to the University towers, holding that pen, waiting for it, too, to change color. Once that happened, he’d have tracking on me for an hour, one harrowing hour, and then I’d be given time to rest before the next light of tracking.


  I wouldn’t use that time to rest, though. I’d use it to move farther and farther away from my Marker.


  At the end of the alley, I turned down another, wider than the last. This way was snug, but at least I was avoiding the crowds and any potential delays. At least I was remaining out of sight. Even once the tracker activated, the unholy one wouldn’t know which level of the city I was on. It was best to stay concealed. That was my only hope if I wanted to make it out of the city without being spotted—


  “Ladies and gents, this is your Director speaking. Be advised that you have five minutes until the rains come. Take cover, my darlings. And have a cozy life here in Eastern City.”


  Crackling, the speakers of the city resounded with the Director’s warning. Soon to follow was the anxious flurry of residents gathering their children and belongings as they rushed to take cover, huddling under the awnings or slipping into any buildings that yet had space to spare. It was like this every time the Director’s warning sounded. Panic responded to the call. There were some that didn’t even venture outside anymore, for fear of being caught in the rain.


  As for me, I let out a frustrated sound only I could hear, “Tch!” and rethought my exit strategy.


  Damn. Now, there was no way I could stay on this path. Like everyone else, I had to take cover. As soon as I found a clearing, I popped out and crossed over Century Avenue where the wealthy lofts lay. I made a sprint over the open street before getting lost again in the network of underground garages where the wealthy people kept their zippers. Sleek, shiny and slender, the automotives were the only way of getting anywhere in the city, aside from walking. If I had a zipper now, I’d move through the air, over the ground, and around the buildings at top speed, beating the rains altogether. But that was fanciful thinking, the kind Karán would look at with disapproval. No sane person would lend a zipper to a marked one like me. I was alone in this escape. It was up to my feet to propel me.


  The underground garages were already becoming flooded with people. Women continued the conversations they’d been having outside, toting their wares from the market or their documents from work. Men joked with one another and admired the zippers positioned on platforms overhead. It was a ruse to keep the children at ease, or maybe it was to keep themselves at ease. Acting normal masked the sense of urgency in the air.


  I shuffled through them the best I could, but they were slowing me down. At least the dastardly rain came in small doses. In a few minutes, I’d be free to continue on outside.


  As the first sounds of raindrops began to beat against the ceiling, an unexpected sense of relief came over me. If I was stuck inside, it meant that he was too. Even if the tracker activated, the unholy one wouldn’t be able to come for me, not yet. With that in mind, I slowed down on the opposite side of the garage. It wouldn’t do any good to move deeper underground because I’d also be moving deeper into the city, so I settled next to a gaggle of middle-aged men near one of the entrances. There, I doubled over and at last let myself pant. I was fast, maybe even the fastest, and so far, adrenaline had carried me, but now, I was forced to stop and rest for the first time.


  My lungs heaved in deep gasping breaths.


  Get control, I told myself. Take control of your lungs.


  I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing—in and out, in and out. It wasn’t all that hard to do. I’d practiced breathing exercises and panic scenarios in the past. In and out. In and out. Slow, deep breaths were key. When I’d gained composure again, I opened my eyes and straightened, but something had changed. One of the nearby middle-aged men was muttering to another of the men, and both were staring at me.


  No, they were staring at my hand.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw the red illumination even before I turned to look. Immediately, my pulse quickened.


  It was done. The tracker had triggered, and the moment the rain stopped, that boy, with hair of fire and eyes of ice, would come for me.


  




  Chapter 4


  Rats in the Warehouse


  



  The world stunk like rain, and the air was thick with cool moisture, as I bolted through the city, avoiding puddles, and grateful for the specially crafted boots that protected my feet from the groundwater.


  For one hour he’d know exactly where I was. The key was to confuse him. I knew the city, and even with a map, he didn’t, not really. In the warehouse district, there was a long row of machine sheds, behind which, there was a slender passage that butted up alongside the walls of the city. But the entrances to the passage were few and well concealed. I would follow that route to one of the unmarked exits and out into the wilderness; and even if the unholy one were somehow able to catch up to me, he’d be caught up at the sheds, unable to reach me.


  I rushed on, through the gray streets, past the implanted screens blaring perky announcements from the Director until, after another twenty minutes of fleeing, I came to the place where the warehouses started.


  The third shed from the corner of Bulloin Boulevard had a loose panel in the back, a place where the aluminum was rusted and then boarded over. That was where I would slip in. After that, I’d be safe.


  Or so I was banking on.


  But when I came to the entrance of the red, rain-worn shed, I had no choice but to let out a,


  “Damn.” Again, I swore, “Damn.”


  The shed’s massive, rolling doors, which had always been open, were now chained shut.


  I ran to them and shook at the chains, but I wasn’t foolish enough to think that any burst of strength would allow me to dismantle them. I needed to find another way in. Because there wasn’t time for frustration, I swallowed my third ‘damn,’ and studied the face of the building. All of the warehouses where flush against one another, leaving no crevice between. That was also what I’d been counting on to form a protective wall between my Marker and me. If I was going to break in, it had to be through the front… or through the walls of one the adjacent buildings. There was another entrance to the passage, much farther into the district, but I couldn’t risk staying exposed for that long. I had to find a way in, and fast.


  The shed to the left was open and flooded with workers. I sidled in, right hand inconspicuously in my pocket.


  Help wouldn’t be given to a marked one, but…


  “Excuse me, Sir?”


  One of the workers was older than the rest, with wrinkles in the corners of his eyes, showing off a good-natured spirit. He was loading metal strips into a cart. “Yes?” he said, turning.


  “I’m here from the University on a research project.”


  He looked me up and down until his grayed eyes settled on the backpack over my shoulder.


  I went on, “I was hoping to get into warehouse three because I’m supposed to take pictures of the exhaust vents for my escapism class, but it looks like it’s all closed up for some reason.”


  The man wiped the back of his hand over his sweaty brow. “Rats,” he said.


  “Rats?”


  “A whole bunch of ‘em. Found ‘em when we did our last inventory. Place was smoked a few days ago. No one’s supposed to enter till we’re given the all-clear from HC.”


  HC, that was Hassle Control.


  “What if I just tuck in for a moment?” I asked. “Hold my breath, take a few snapshots? The smoke should be settled by now.”


  The man shook his head.


  I was beginning to feel the influence of panic again. How much time had I wasted already?


  “I know it isn’t your problem, but is there anything you can do for me?” I asked, more desperate this time. “They didn’t say a word about this when they gave me the assignment, and they’re very strict on their deadlines—”


  “Sorry, girl. ‘Fraid I can’t help you.”


  With that, the man returned to his work. I scanned the rest of the room. On one of the workbenches, there was clipboard. Checking first to make sure no one was watching, I slipped the thing under my arm, turned on toe, and hustled out of the warehouse.


  A new plan was forming in my mind.


  This time, I darted to the shed on the right. This one was also busy and bustling with workers, but it wasn’t as crowded as the first. I scanned the room before landing on a woman much cleaner than the rest. She was in charge. I knew it by the clean cut of her fingernails.


  A dirtied man in goggles was operating a large machine at the side of the shed.


  “Excuse me, Sir?”


  He looked up from his work but continued to press the buttons on the screen in his hand. I continued,


  “Could you please tell me, that woman over there, is she Ms.…”


  “Ms. Northman,” the man completed. “Ms. Helena Northman.”


  I nodded politely. “Thank you. That’s what I thought,” I lied.


  Now that I knew her name, I was ready. I fought away the creeping knowledge that I was wasting far too much time here. I also fought away the image of my Marker’s piercing blue gaze as, right hand hidden in my pocket, I held the clipboard in my left and briskly approached the clean woman. Her hair was slicked into a neat bun high at the top of her head.


  “Helena Northman?” I made eye contact with her before pretending to study the clipboard.


  She put her hand to her hip. “I am she.”


  “I’m here on assignment from HC. It’s about the extermination in warehouse three,” I lied.


  “Oh?”


  “I’m supposed to go in and see if it’s safe to give the all-clear.”


  The woman tipped her head. “You’re still at the University, aren’t you? Why would they send a student to investigate?”


  I told my breath to be steady. I needed to sound genuine for this to work. “I volunteered. I’m turning twenty tomorrow, so I figured…”


  The woman’s jaw went tight.


  “I’m really slow,” I lied, eyes downcast.


  The woman’s jaw went even tighter. “I understand,” she said. “And if you don’t come out?”


  “Chain the door behind me. They’ll send another student in a week.”


  The woman nodded. “I’ll grab the key.”


  The lie worked because things like that weren’t unheard of. Until we passed through our twentieth year, we were disposable. Our city was overpopulated as it was, especially after the loss of livable space in Tenth District last year. Energy shortage… fire… at times it seemed like Eastern City was cursed.


  Maybe it was.


  Apprehensively fidgeting, I wondered how much gain I’d lost and how close the unholy one was to me now. I tried not to let it show. Be strong, I urged myself. You won’t let him catch you.


  But only after the clean woman undid the lock on warehouse three did I begin to believe it once more.


  The chain fell from the door with a clash!


  The woman swallowed once, before turning her back to me. She was sentimental, more so than most of the adults in the city.


  “If I’m not out in three minutes, lock the door,” I instructed. Then, I hoisted my backpack and entered the abandoned shed. Immediately, I pulled the collar of my shirt up over my face. I didn’t expect that fumes would linger after several days, but just in case… I held my breath and made a dash for the back of the room, where hung the loose piece of aluminum. I kicked the boards holding it in place and then shot through the rusted opening beyond, scraping my side along the way. It wasn’t worth stopping to feel the pang. Once within the slim passage between the warehouse and city wall, I began to dash.


  I’d make up for lost time. I’d run until my legs gave out.


  After traveling for several minutes, I came to a small opening in the city wall, but I passed it. I was getting near enough now to the end of the hour for me to rethink my strategy. I’d wait until the mark turned green before backtracking and heading through the opening. That way, my Marker wouldn’t know where I’d left the city from.


  Now that I had a little time to spare, I allowed myself to consider the fact that this was all actually happening. I was about to leave Eastern City for the first time in my life, and there was a good chance I’d never return. No, I would return. I’d already decided to beat the unholy one at his game. I was fast. I knew I was. I was smart, too. You’re smart and fast and strong, Zillow Stone, I told myself, while concentrating on the rhythm of my steps.


  Yes, I was all of those things and I would never let him catch me.


  Veins thudding, heart racing, side aching, I watched the mark on my hand with intensity, awaiting the moment the color would change, and when at last it did, giving off saving green light, I spun around and began sprinting for the opening I’d previously passed. At the unofficial exit, I stopped for one last deep inhale before wiping the sweat from my forehead, bowing through the hole, and pressing out into the wilds.


  Now the chase could truly begin.


  




  Chapter 5


  Prags


  



  For the first time, I saw what lay beyond the limits of Eastern City. No, that was a lie. I’d seen it before through recorded images presented in class and on televised programs shown on the screens of the city.


  Stretching, brown, decimated, with pitfalls and risen dunes—that was what made up the world beyond Eastern City.


  Moreover, it was said that terrible beasts roamed the land, mixtures of metal and flesh, remnants of long ago wars, in which animals were melded with machines in an attempt to instill instinct and hunger into weapons. An aid once for humanity was now a great threat, confining people within the restraints of the city, but even the beasts I would face.


  I was ready.


  I didn’t know how long the tracker would stay off this time, so my first order of business was to find a waypoint. I’d been told that there were safehouses in the wilds where marked ones could rest and gain supplies, but such areas were only accessible after accumulating a set amount of points. No one at the University knew how points were awarded, though some speculated that it was based on distance maintained between runner and threat. Had I gained any, I wondered, for my safe escape from the city? There was no way of knowing until reaching one of the havens and scanning the implant on my hand.


  I knew one thing for sure: I had to reach a waypoint before reaching exhaustion.


  I fled over the brittle ground, away from the city which looked so contained from far away. The towers of my University stretched high into the air, topped each with a great crescent moon. To the north, gleaming skyscrapers reached even higher, their tips lost in the murky clouds over the city. So many buildings were crammed within those decaying walls. The entire thing stuck out of the barren earth unnaturally, as though it had been set there.


  I looked to the stretch of wilderness before me, which was painted drab, and was grateful that the rains out here weren’t toxic like the rains of Eastern City. If they were, I’d be finished. There wasn’t anywhere to take cover, not for a long, long way out.


  That Marker had crossed this wasteland once already to find me?


  “If that’s true, he must be exhausted,” I said aloud to myself. My voice sounded eerily alone in the wide-open space. Meanwhile, I felt eerily small in the wide-open world. But there was a small comfort in my words. Maybe the unholy one wasn’t in hot pursuit of me at all. Maybe he was resting.


  Not that I had the liberty of actually believing something like that.


  In the far distance I saw the remains of a structure. It was an obvious choice, one that my Marker would surely guess, but I needed to stay hidden. If my Marker came upon me in this openness, I’d lose any chance of surprise. I made that structure my goal, glancing every now and then at the green mark on my hand.


  I was a levelheaded person, mostly. I doubted myself occasionally, but all in all, I tried to react to the world with accountability, rather than as a victim. For that reason, it was hard to see myself as prey.


  But that was what I was, his prey. He who held an icy gaze was my hunter.


  In addition to being levelheaded, I found myself quite plain. I wasn’t quirky as Pon was, or charming as Cadence was, or bashful as Laurelia was, nor was I reprimanding as Karán was. I was strong, yes, and focused; and in the evenings when the other girls read adventure tales and did each other’s hair, I would think and listen to the scorching rain.


  “Hmph. Maybe the chase suits someone like me best.”


  Again, my voice was hauntingly alone, so I resolved not to speak anymore until reaching the fallen structure in the distance.


  The sky was fogged over, and the sandy earth beneath my feet kicked up with each step. I moved from sprint to jog to walk, and then again to jog, stopping only to drink from the canteen in my bag. The more sips I took, the more a new realization struck me. Not only did I have to find a safehouse before reaching exhaustion, I also had to find one before reaching dehydration.


  I ran in silence through the barren landscape—a dead world, devoid of movement and life—and felt at least partially relieved. It was better to be alone in this desolation than to be chased by one of the great beasts of the wilds. The pursuit of one beast was enough.


  I ran on until I couldn’t run anymore, and from there I walked. The city at my back seemed distant, less and less imposing the farther from it I fled. As day shifted to night, I started to come across rubble. The sand-coated remains of one building or another littered the wilds, each one more broken and disheveled than the last. Eventually, the decay mounted into peaks of metal and cement, the mountainous remains of a dead city. I crawled over the ruins, scaling to find the best footholds and passes, until at last I came to a building only partially destroyed. It was a squat building, missing one of its walls and a portion of the ceiling. I climbed into it, threw my pack on the floor, and landed my back against the wall. Then, I sank into the debris. Only sharp rock padded my collapse, but I didn’t care. I was sweat-soaked, dirt-coated, and strength-less. I could ignore the discomfort in favor of letting my body go lax. My head was heavy. Or maybe my neck was just weak. My eyes were heavy, too. I would let them close for just a moment. No, that was a lie. I wasn’t ‘letting’ them do anything. They were going to close whether I wanted them to or not.


  It should be fine, I thought, as long as it’s only for a moment.


  …


  When my eyes opened again, it was dark. I gave a start, hopping from the debris and pawing at the wall for support.


  “No!”


  I’d been out for longer than a moment, much longer, judging by the stark blackness surrounding me—and I was in trouble, for the blackness was lit only by a disturbing red glow coming from the back of my hand. Again, I cried out,


  “NO!” as I scampered to collect my backpack.


  I had no way of knowing how long the tracker had been activated, nor did I have any way of knowing how close the unholy one was now. Only one thing was certain: I had to get out of here. That fiend knew my location, and I had no inkling as to his, and that meant I was in a very bad position.


  I reached into my bag and grabbed a stretch of gauze, something to dim the glow of my hand. Once safely wrapped, I ventured out of the shelter. The world beyond was dark, settled over by the blackness of night. I waited for my eyes to adjust before climbing through the rubble. My first instinct was to stop and listen for movement either distant or near. Nothing sounded but the small clutter falling from my exit of the building, propelled by my own feet that were too hasty to leave; and once that small clutter rested, there was silence. Wind from somewhere swept through the ruins, tossing my hair in the tepid night. For now, it seemed, I was alone.


  But just in case, I unsheathed my katar—a short blade attached to a horizontal bar for holding. I gripped the bar and held the knife at the ready as I made my way through the quiet ruins. Stealth didn’t really matter at this point. If he was close, he already knew where I was. His tracker would make sure of that. Even so, I traveled noiselessly, if only to listen for the approach of footsteps.


  I didn’t hear any, not for several minutes. The moon overhead shone through the foggy sky only slightly. The sphere was tinted hazy amber, and didn’t offer much of a glow. For that reason I noticed immediately when a new light sparked into existence from above me. Unnaturally bright, the light blasted down from the top of one of the still-standing buildings. I shielded my eyes from the blinding light with the back of my hand, keeping my weapon prepped in the opposite.


  “Who’s there?” I demanded. My voice was too tense. Another sign of weakness I couldn’t afford to give.


  At once, my blood began to pump. The thudding of my chest swelled and skipped. I was a fool. I’d allowed myself to sleep, and it was only the first day. Getting caught on the first day was laughable, and blaming my exhaustion on shock wouldn’t make me feel better.


  The source of the light remained quiet.


  I wasn’t one for taunting. If I were, I’d have commended my Marker on his swift location of me, under-toning the remark with how it must not have been very hard, considering he had a tracker, and all. But since I wasn’t one for taunting, I kept my mouth tight and glared reproachfully at the source of the light. Even if I couldn’t see him, he could see me, and I wasn’t about to let him see my panic.


  I waited in that position for what seemed like five minutes, though it couldn’t have been more than few seconds, until at last—


  “You aren’t him,” the light’s source said, catching me off guard.


  “O-oh?” I blurted out of surprise.


  The voice wasn’t the voice of my Marker. It was a girl’s voice, filled with youth, and rather whiny. My pulse slowed, but still I kept the katar prepped.


  The light clicked off. “He’s getting quite good at giving me the runaround,” the girl said with a sigh. Though I squinted at her through the darkness, all I could see was her shadowy silhouette, backed by a sky that was uncompromisingly dark. “Well bye,” she said without warning, and started to turn.


  “Wait!” I called because I was desperate. Even if she wasn’t my Marker, he was still out there, and the red glow from my hand showed dimly through the gauze. “You’re—” I let my weapon fall limp. “You’re like me, aren’t you? You’re a marked one.”


  The girl was quiet.


  My voice rose in volume: “Have you found one of the safehouses yet? Honestly, I don’t even know where to start, and I’m already running low on water. How do they expect us to find any out here? Or food for that matter. There’s nothing. Unless you count sand and dirt.”


  Still, the figure remained quiet. I swallowed and waited.


  “I can’t tell you where a waystation is,” she said slowly, after a moment, “but… sometimes prags leave signs for other prags. You should look on the side of the buildings to the west of here. I saw strange markings there. You might understand them,” she said.


  “Prags?” I repeated.


  “Oh, sorry. Maybe you don’t use that word. I meant people like you, our marks.”


  “Your…?” Marks. The blade in my hand resumed its readied stance. This girl wasn’t like me. She was one of them, an unholy one.


  To my defensive posture, she let out a laugh. “I’m not going to fight you. I’m only interested in him. He’s getting so sneaky lately. It makes me want to find him even more. Well, good luck!”


  Again, I saw her silhouette turn, and again, I couldn’t keep from blurting,


  “Wait!”


  “Hm?” She paused.


  I wanted to ask her how she could so lightly talk about the apprehension and murder of another human being, but my gut, which knew I couldn’t engage in unnecessary conflict, wouldn’t let me, so instead I glared at the girl with all of the hatred I felt for her kind. To them, it really was nothing more than a game—just as it was nothing more than a game to the Director himself.


  “Why would you help me?” I asked, jaw steeled.


  The girl was quiet, possibly thinking; and then, “Why not?” she said deliberately. “If I’d been born a prag, and it was my first day out in the wasteland, I’d want to be helped out too. I told you, I only care about catching him. I wouldn’t feel any satisfaction over your death.”


  Satisfaction and death: two words that shouldn’t be thrown together into conversation so lightly. That, coupled with the fact that the girl had easily guessed it was my first day, made me clench the handle of my knife even harder.


  “Sorry,” she said, not giving me time to act. “Gotta run.” With that, she took off in a sprint into the darkness. My body started forward on its own, but I stopped myself. Pursuing her wasn’t practical. The light on my hand was still lit with the red glow of warning, and somewhere, out in the darkness, another unholy one was rapidly approaching my position; and when he caught me, he wouldn’t offer up friendly advice.


  He’d kill me, in whichever way he deemed most satisfactory.


  




  Chapter 6


  If You’re Reading This


  



  I wasn’t keen on following the advice of one of the Western demons, but there wasn’t much else for me to do. No matter what, I had to keep moving. I didn’t know how long the tracker would stay lit this time, and even if it meant following a dead-ended lead, at least I was still moving away from Eastern City.


  The girl had said to look for strange markings on the buildings to the west of the ruins. Making my steps light and quick, I traveled through the rock to the edge of the fallen city. It was much smaller than Eastern City, and I suspected the place had once been one of the small outlander settlements scattered between the nine great metropolises of old. Like this city, most of those great metropolises had fallen.


  Now, only two remained: ours… and theirs.


  There was no sign of the ice-eyed unholy one, as I made my way through the crumbled buildings, inspecting them for unusual markings. There was no sign of anyone. That didn’t mean I would let my guard down. My encounter with the girl had shown how easy it was for someone to sneak up on me. If that had been my Marker…


  I shook my head and pressed on, searching through the darkness for a symbol or word that might offer a clue. The girl had probably been lying, and even if she hadn’t been, it would be next to impossible to see graffiti in the middle of the night.


  That was what I assumed because I couldn’t afford to be optimistic.


  I was wrong.


  At the edge of the city, I let out a gasp, for there, on the half-wall of one of the buildings, was a wide marking, written in glowing blue ink. At the sight of it, my heart started again to pound. The girl had been telling the truth, and she’d been right about something else: I understood the text.


  If you’re reading this, shlak kahloom. North two tm, west five tm.


  Coordinates? My first instinct was to assume it was a trap. It was too convenient that I’d discovered something like this under the guidance of one of them. If I traveled north two tetramarks, and west five tetramarks, would I find a trap, laid by a band of malicious unholy ones? How many desperate marked ones had they lured into their clutches?


  I read the message again and wavered.


  Shlak kahloom. It was something yelled during strumbles—a game played with a deck and a die. When a player’s cards were all turned over, another player could offer up one of her own cards as a saving grace, at which time, she’d proclaim shlak kahloom! Did the people from Western City also play strumbles? I couldn’t very well picture them playing a game that didn’t involve killing. And there was something else that stuck out to me about the writing. The symbols, made of sliced and rotated crescent moons, were a form of shorthand used by University students to paraphrase religious readings during memorization exercises. The shorthand was created by students, for students, and modified to meet the needs of each class, so much so that even the priests didn’t fully understand the scribble.


  Whatever decision I made, I needed to make it quickly.


  “All right,” I said to myself, hoisting my backpack. I would trust the coordinates, then; because I had to, because I had no other option. It was either trust the markings apparently left by one of my own, or wander aimlessly until eventually dying of thirst. I couldn’t win if I was dead.


  I marked the wall and the city onto a parchment that would become my map of the wilds. It was up to me to gage how far away this place was from Eastern City. Because I didn’t know the distance, I jotted down an estimate, along with an approximation of the time it had taken to get here.


  Now that I had a goal point, I took off in a sprint, which was much easier to maintain once out of the rubbled ruins. The red glow from the implant in my hand propelled me on, step after step, across the dusty night. I ran with my katar at my side, readied in case of confrontation. With each step, I pictured my Marker at my neck. He was right behind me, and if I let up for even a minute, he’d overtake me. Run, Zillow, I thought. Run.


  Compass in hand, I guessed, as best I could, the passing of tetramarks. I only hoped that wherever the coordinates led, it was somewhere obvious.


  I got my wish.


  A very large structure grew on the horizon, the walls of which were lit with rows of dancing light. The place was obvious, maybe even imposing. It wasn’t a shack or hidden tuckaway. Perfectly cubed, and seven stories tall, at least, the structure made me slow my trot. Something like this existed out in the wilderness? At first, the lights on the outside of the building appeared to move in a random order, but when I got closer, I faintly heard the boom of music coming from within. The lights were following a beat, changing along with shifts in tempo. I didn’t know what to think of it. Did I want to enter that place? If it was a trap, it was a highly elaborate one. Maybe it was a Marker gathering place, where they celebrated their victories. Maybe if I entered it, they’d torment me for pleasure. Maybe—


  “Entering Waystation Zelpha.” A woman’s automated voice sounded from the space around my feet. I jumped from surprise. “Entering Waystation Zelpha. Entering Waystation Zelpha. Welcome, Zillow Stone.” My name was pronounced in a strange, rushed way, in a tone different from the rest of the statement. At the same moment, the mark on my hand turned from red to blue. “Congratulations! You have earned: One Meal Ticket. Limited Water Access. 2.67 Hours of Rest. 26 SPs.” Again, the list of my earnings sounded out of place with the rest, as though it had been plopped into a fill-in-the-blank.


  “Very well, then,” I said, eyeing my newly blue hand. “At least I know it’s legitimate.” After that realization, came a swelling sensation of relief. I’d found a safehouse, and now that I knew where one was, I’d be able to come back as needed. I wasn’t going to starve or die of thirst. I would make it through my first night as a marked one without being caught.


  With that in mind, I sheathed my weapon and made my way to Waystation Zelpha.


  




  Chapter 7


  Way of the Waystation


  



  My body vibrated from the pump of the music. Colored lights on the ceiling blinked and strobed, painting patterns upon the floor and walls of the entryway. At the end of the hall, there was a podium, where a bright-eyed man stood. His mustache flared out at the ends, and his shirt was decorated with lights that also bounced to the music. He slapped his hands together when I approached.


  “Howdy! And welcome to Zelpha, your vibration waystation! Is this your first time visiting?” he said.


  I took a moment to answer, for the man’s presence was a lot to take. “…Yes.”


  “Well then, welcome times two. Marker or prag?”


  “P… prag.” It felt unnatural to call myself that.


  “Ah,” said the man. “I see now. No tats. Scan your mark here.” He gestured to a monitor implanted in the wall. I followed his instruction by butting the back of my hand up to the screen. A mouth appeared in the frame:


  “Congratulations, Zillow Stone. This is your first day in the outlands. You have earned: One Meal Ticket. Limited Water Access. 2.67 Hours of Rest. 26 SPs.”


  The man clapped his hands, out of what looked like glee. “Oh-ho! First day! We don’t see many of those!” He thought about it. “Actually, I don’t think I’ve EVER seen one of those. I suppose I’ll have to give you the tour, then, crumpet!” He pushed aside a curtain behind him and gestured that I should move through it. I obeyed.


  The entryway opened into a large hall with a lofty ceiling. From the outside, the building looked to be seven stories. Now, I could see there was only one floor. The rest of the height was taken by empty space, dancing with colored light from the strobes. I stared up into it a moment before examining the rest of the room. We were in an energy crisis, weren’t we? Then why such an extreme usage of power? In Eastern City, we suffered shortage, yet Western City deemed it appropriate to spend the generator’s resources on lights and music? Whatever the reason, it was maddeningly wasteful.


  The hall was filled with metal high-top tables, some taller than others, and plushy armchairs. There were even a few couches scattered here and there. But that wasn’t what caught my concern. I drew in a breath, for the room also contained a dozen or so people, and they all had one thing in common. Even through the mess of lights, I could see that there was something off about the way they were gazing at nothing. Their stares were vacant, like the sad elderly folk of Eastern City who gazed absently out of their windows at the children playing in the crowded streets.


  The man took no notice.


  “This is the de-railing room,” he said, leading me through. “You may spend rest time you’ve earned here, or in one of rest chambers. In here, you may use your SPs—safe points—to purchase dandriel, a hypnotic that will make you forget where you are for as long as it’s in your system. Many prags find it useful for clearing their heads before strategizing their next go. And Markers… they just like the high.”


  “Markers?” I repeated.


  “Why, certainly.”


  Oh right, the mustached man had asked if I was a Marker or prag when I entered the building. I scanned the room again. It was hard to tell through the dancing lights if any of the vacant-stared people had tattoos under their eyes, but if Markers were here, then that meant it was possible for my Marker to enter this place, too. Without permission, my pulse reacted by speeding.


  “What’s to stop a Marker from attacking a prag here?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder, determined to make my voice even.


  The man gave his mustache a flick. “For one, it’s against the rules. If a Marker were to try anything within a waystation, they’d be swiftly executed. Some of them use these spaces as a way to observe their prags. Understanding a prag’s mannerisms can be very helpful during the chase.” This man was speaking about it so naturally, turning a blind eye to the fact that the ‘chase’ resulted in death. He had the same mentality as the Markers did. It made me sick. He went on, “Markers can even trade in their SPs for background information on their prags.”


  “It’s possible for Markers to earn safe points too?” I asked.


  “Well, yeah.” The man gave me an odd look over his shoulder. “They may also spend them on supplies or prolonged tracking.”


  I felt my fists ball. Prolonged tracking wasn’t something I ever wanted my Marker to earn; not that I was keen on having him learn any additional details about my life, either.


  “How do we earn the points?” I asked.


  The man moved around a table, over which a vacant-eyed girl was leaning. Judging by the blue glow on her hand and her lack of tattoos, she was a prag, but I didn’t recognize her. Someone from another class? I thought. There were thousands of people at the University. I couldn’t very well expect every prag I came across to be an ex-classmate. What was more, she looked… old. No, that wasn’t quite right. She merely looked older than me. How long, I wondered, had she been at this?


  Dwelling on it was depressing, though.


  “The implant monitors you. Your heart rate, your location, yada yada,” said the man. “Points are awarded to prags based on distance traveled, speed traveled, distance maintained from the Marker, and maintenance of heart rate. Travel quick, travel far, and remain calm. That’s how you earn the most points. Of course, there are other… tasks posted on bulletin screens like this one.” The man stopped at the back of the room beside a large touchscreen mounted to the wall and began paging through its menus, swiping his finger listlessly along the bottom of the screen. “Each waystation has one. To accept a task, select one from the screen, and then scan your hand. Once the task is completed, points will register on your account. As you can see, there’s everything from tracking down beasts to exploring ruins.”


  The sick feeling I’d felt since entering the building intensified. “Y…” I swallowed my anger. “You’re saying prags have time to run errands?” I said.


  The man chuckled. “The first day is always riveting with excitement. I’ve heard it gets easier, crumpet. Prags and Markers develop a rhythm. Keep in mind that he won’t always be chasing you, either. Sometimes, he’ll be in need of SPs, just as you will, and he might leave you be for a bitty bit.”


  But I wasn’t calmed by mustached man’s words; I was fumed.


  “Moreover, who are we supposedly running these errands for?” I hissed.


  “The Directors. Requests come from both Eastern City and Western City.”


  So the west had a Director too, one that watched over his ‘darlings’ and sent them out into the wilds when it was time? Or maybe theirs was a woman. Either way, it was sick and cruel. Since we were out here already, they may as well put us to work—was that what they figured?


  Running dangerously out of patience, I squeezed the straps of my backpack with murderous intent. I wasn’t usually a hotheaded person, but something about the twentieth year markings had always rubbed me the wrong way. A black flower… a pink flower… playing sacrifice for the sake of the unholy ones’ pleasure… I needed this man to finish his spiel quickly, lest I act out and get kicked out of the first safehouse I’d found.


  “Now, now, no need for that sour face, crumpet. You don’t have to take on a single task if you don’t want to. They’re simply there as a means to earn more SPs for those coming up short.” The man turned away from the screen and motioned for me to follow him to a door, which I did, loosing up the grip on my backpack strap only slightly. He placed his hand on the middle of the door, and it responded by letting out a hiss and sliding into a pocket in the ground.


  I was angry, holding myself back from shouting at the apathetic man, but the sight of what lay beyond the door made those feelings fall.


  “This is the watering hole,” the man explained.


  The room was bright and white and without the obnoxious strobing of the adjacent hall. The door was heavy enough to block out much of the music too, which, though a welcome change, made everything now seem unnaturally quiet. The room was split into two equal parts by a short divider. In one section, a few spouts jutted from the wall.


  “For now, you have limited water access, so you may only use that side,” said the man, gesturing to the spouts. “Swipe your hand beneath the scanner next to one of the spigots and water will pour from the tap. You may change the heat settings on the access pad above the spout. Fill whatever travel containers you have, and drink your fill while you’re here. Try it now.”


  I was glad to do so. The last of my canteen water had diminished on the way to the safehouse. Shaking, I scanned my hand on the pad beside one of the stations. The screen above the faucet blinked. I selected ‘cold,’ and the spout instantly puttered with clean, cool water. I gulped it down until my stomach hurt, and when I was done, I filled my canteens before tapping the screen to shut it off.


  The mustached man grinned at me. “Seems like you’ve got the hang of it. While it IS possible to find clean water in the outlands, the spots aren’t easy to get to. You may also drink the rain of the outlands. However, take heed: Though it’ll save you from dehydration, it’ll make your stomach reel. Of course, there are pills you may buy with your SPs to combat the sickness. That’s what many do.”


  The system in place was more elaborate than I’d ever thought. And for what? So that Markers could have as long and fulfilling of a game as possible, I guessed.


  I gritted my teeth. “What about those,” I asked, pointing to the opposite side of the room, where a few shower faucets hung over stalls circled by plastic sheeting.


  “Unless you unlock full access, those are off-limits for you. Putting your hand under the scanner won’t do any good, either, crumpet. No cheating. And before you ask how to get access, I don’t know. Those things are rarely used. This way.” With a flick of his wrist, he ushered me back out into the loud strobe hall. He wasn’t one for lagging, apparently.


  Down the wall, there was another door, beyond it a long stretch of hallway with sleek doors on either side. “These are resting chambers,” the man continued. “Each one has a pod. The moment you enter a pod, you’ll be put to restful sleep for a preset amount of time. These will allow you to restore stamina, fight fatigue, and recover from impending illness. However, I advise that you only use them when you’ve stored up at least five hours of rest time. When you entered Zelpha, you had just over two and a half, correct? And that number’s obviously ticked down since then.”


  “Rest time is consumed just by being in here?” I asked, my stomach sinking disobediently. “What happens when I run out?”


  “The mark will start to flash green, giving you a five-minute warning. If you don’t leave before then, you’ll be escorted from the premises. Now then, through here.” The man smiled and motioned me again into the hall.


  I was mulling over all that he’d told me so far, attempting to grow accustomed to my new way of life as quickly as possible; the quicker the better, if I had any hope of winning this game—which I intended to do. “It doesn’t matter how far I get from my Marker,” I said aloud, as I worked through it. “Whenever I’m in a waystation, he’ll have all the opportunity to catch up to me.” That meant I’d never be able to get far from him unless I gave up waystations altogether.


  I found it frustrating.


  The man moved through the dancing lights. “That’s where SPs come in handy. Your tracker turns off when you’re in a waystation, and it remains off for at least a half hour after you leave, quintessentially giving you a headstart. However, you may use SPs to buy decoys that send off fake signals. That way, while you’re resting, your signal will move on to a spot of your choosing, tricking your Marker into thinking you’ve gone ahead. Keep in mind, though, that once the decoy wears off, your actual location will be shown again.” The man put his hand against the last door. “Through here.”


  “There are many rules,” I muttered.


  “Not really. But there are MANY tools available for purchase, both for prags and for Markers. There are even deactivators that can render a tracker useless for an entire day. It’s a good idea to have an arsenal of tricks up your sleeve. Whenever you find yourself with extra SPs, purchase something random. You never know when it might keep you from getting caught. Which brings us to this—”


  The last room housed a neat row of boxy machines, ten in total.


  “These are vendors,” the man said, stepping into the room. “The one on the end, the one painted different than the rest, is a meal wagon. You’ve got a meal ticket on your account. They start everyone off with one. The meal wagon has two or three meal options at any given time. The food comes frozen, but don’t worry, the machine will thaw it out for you. Again, it’s possible to find food in the outlands, but until you learn the lay of the land, work to stock up meal tickets. They’re earned based on performance, so keep your fighting neat, and so on.” The man patted the front of one of the machines. “The rest sell different things, so look through them when you’ve got time, but with only 26 SPs, there’s not much you can get today. I recommend saving your points and coming back in the future if you want to shop.”


  I studied the machines. One sold gloves. Another sold something called ‘gambits.’


  The man gave a hearty clap. “Well, that’s all I can tell you for now, crumpet. Have a meal, and use whatever rest time you’ve got left to plan your exit strategy. There are noise-cancelling headphones available for rent in the de-railing room if you need quiet to think, and there’s a clock scanner out there, too, if you’re curious about how much rest time you’ve got left. If you have questions, come find me or one of the others, but keep in mind that no one will give you more advice than I just did. You’re meant to figure out the rest on your own.” With that, the man gave his mustache a twiddle before stepping from the room.


  In the aftermath, I stood and stared at the row of machines.


  The world was much more complex of a place than I’d ever guessed. For the first time, I understood why this was called a game.


  




  Chapter 8


  Theo


  



  The food wagon’s pickings were slim. I decided on a pocket of bread stuffed with meat product and something crunchy. Because I didn’t realize just how hungry I was until the warm slop filled my mouth, I scarfed it down and then wished I had another. True, I had a few rations stored in my backpack, taken with from Eastern City, but I intended to save those for as long as possible. I patted my stomach and allowed the last too-large bites to slide into place. Then, I browsed the other vendors. The man was right. 26 SP wasn’t much to speak of. The lowest gambit was 200 SPs, something called 5-Min Halt. I selected it from the touch screen.


  “5 Minute Halt,” a robotic voice responded. “When in place, the target must not move from his or her position for five minutes. Penalty for disobedience: If disobeyed, a shock will be sent through the mark, rendering the target partially paralyzed for twice the duration of the gambit’s original length. Indicator: When in play, the target’s mark will flash the following sequence: Blue, Red, Red, Red, Red, Red.” An animated picture accompanied the voice, depicting a grisly example of the gambit, in which the ‘target’ disobeyed, lost control of his legs, and was made to crawl away from an incoming Marker.


  Beside the vendor, there was a stack of pamphlets. I picked one up and leafed through—an informational glossary of gambits and their indicators. There were dozens of combinations, too many to memorize in my limited remaining rest time. If my hand started to blink, I’d need to know how to decipher the sequence, so I pocketed the brochure. “For now, let’s just hope the unholy one isn’t stocking up on SPs,” I muttered to myself.


  I paged through the catalogues on the other machines’ screens. Some contained medical supplies, while others offered supplements of varying nature. With my limited SPs, I could choose from a second roll of gauze, a vitamin packet, or a TUM-EX—a pill to even the stomach after consumption of rainwater. That was the thing the mustached man had mentioned. I purchased one for 25 SP before settling in the corner of the room and hugging my knees to my chest.


  I was strong, and I was fast, maybe even the fastest, but…


  The reality of everything was sinking in. From now on, my life would be this. Constant movement, scrounging for supplies, never truly at ease… and it would only end in death, his or mine. I closed my eyes and pictured the icy stare of my predator searching for me through the darkness and wondered where he was now. If he’d traveled in the wrong direction after leaving the city, he’d surely corrected his path by now. That was the consequence of the tracker.


  Running and hiding, that was easy, but having my location revealed to the enemy at random intervals was a devastating disadvantage, unfairly so. “Argh!” I kicked my heel into the ground. I needed a plan, and I needed one fast. I’d go back into the hall and see if any of the other prags were conscious enough lend their aid. If I knew where another waystation was, I could set that as my goal. I’d ask around, I’d barter if I had to, but first, I’d sit in thought for a just a few more minutes.


  …


  HISSSSSSSS. Those few minutes were nearly up when I heard the steaming sound of the door opening.


  I looked up to find a grungy boy in a dark sweatshirt. “Oh,” he said when he saw me, “hey.” His eyes skimmed over me quickly before backtracking, and again he said, “Heeey! You’re REALLY clean! You wouldn’t, by any chance, happen to have full water access, would you?!”


  The boy’s tone was perky. His eyes were, too. They were bright and large and a sweet, innocent shade of brown. His hair was dark, but I couldn’t tell if it was naturally that way or because of the dirt speckled over his body. I scrambled to my feet. “Are you—?” I started. He wasn’t wearing a black jumpsuit, but I’d already considered that it would be very easy for Markers to change their apparel after starting the chase. One of the vendor machines even offered clothing. I couldn’t detect any tattooed markings below the boy’s eyes, either, though it was hard to tell behind the dirt of his face. I flicked my eyes to his right hand, which was covered by a thick glove of hide.


  He followed my eyes—“Oh!”—then pulled off the glove. A blue glow emitted from his hand.


  “You’re like me,” I said, relieved.


  “Yup, sure am. Doesn’t really matter in here, though. Markers can’t bother us prags in the waystations, and even if they could, they wouldn’t bother any prag but their own. Markers are that way, you know?” I didn’t know. The boy could tell. “Or maybe you don’t…” he said, voice trailing. Chin in hand, he squinted at me. “Wait a minute… you’re new, aren’t you?”


  It was that obvious? I looked down at my own sand-stained clothing. By comparison, I supposed I did look very, very clean.


  The boy went on, “You got the eyes of a fighter, and also the build, but you also have something—” He walked right up to me and tipped his head to the side. “Right there.” He put his finger squarely in the space between my eyes. I leaned away from it. I wasn’t one to welcome the touch of a stranger. Regardless, the boy left his finger there and proclaimed, “You’re lost.”


  I was lost? Yes, I was directionless, but even if it was true, pride wouldn’t let me admit it. Still, my rest time was quickly dwindling away, and I’d been hoping to find someone to milk for information. I dipped around his hand, which remained there, pointing at the corner, and brushed myself off, before starting in: “How long have you been at this? Do you know where the other waystations are? What about food and water? The man at the front said it’s possible to find resources in the wilds, but he didn’t say where. Also, how is the quickest, most efficient way to earn SPs? And how many of us are out here? I always assumed there wouldn’t be many. I thought people died right away, but judging from that room out there, some people have been at it for a long time, maybe even months.”


  The boy finally moved his point from the corner and to his own mouth. Again, he tipped his head to the side and tapped his bottom lip twice, before bursting out in laughter. “Months?” he said. “Try years. Some of the longest-running people even have agreements set up with their Markers, that they’ll only participate on certain days of the week.”


  “…Honestly?” I asked.


  I couldn’t tell if he was kidding.


  The boy nodded. “Yup, yup. Those are the pairs that are so evenly matched it’s laughable. They can’t keep it up constantly for all that time, so they both come to an understanding. Of course, cases like those are mondo rare. Most people would give up and surrender themselves before getting to that point, and lots of people don’t last more than a few months, some as few as weeks, and every now and then, there’s a poor sap that putters out in the first few days and doesn’t even make it to their first waystation. Hey, at least you’ve got those guys beat!”


  I didn’t see that as cause for celebration.


  The boy glanced at my hand. “How long you got left in here?”


  Not very.


  The boy read my expression. “I see,” he said. “I’ll hurry. You’re new, but HOW new?”


  I swallowed. I found it embarrassing to admit that it was only my first day.


  The boy squinted. “Fiiiifth day?” he said delicately.


  I said nothing.


  “Siiiixth?” he guessed.


  I shook my head, cleared my throat and very quietly said, “First.”


  “No way.”


  “It is.”


  “Get out.”


  His disbelief got to me quickly. It made me feel even more self-conscious than I already did. I showed him my teeth. “It’s my first day. I left the city this afternoon.”


  He blinked at me, as belief dawned over his grubby face. “And you made it all the way HERE?! Hell! You must be fast as fuck, but why’d you come this way? The easiest way out of the city is to the east. That’s where most people go.”


  “I didn’t want the easiest way. I wanted the one with the biggest advantage,” I said.


  “Dang. You’re all tactical and stuff, too? Well, if you’d gone the other way, there are loads of symbols left to help out newbies. Must’ve been hard for you out this way.”


  It had been. And now I felt foolish. If I’d taken an easy, obvious route, my journey might not have been so perilous.


  With an expression of casualness, the boy fanned at the air. “Hey, don’t sweat it. You getting here on your first day? That’s a big accomplishment! You’re gonna do great out here!”


  He was pandering.


  “Although,” he continued, “I suppose you also kind of shot yourself in the foot. By the time most people make it to a waystation, they’ve already saved up enough safe points to restock, but I’m guessing you weren’t able to earn many before getting here.”


  It was all true. This boy was quite adept at evaluating my situation. I didn’t know yet if his intuition was annoying or endearing, but I was leaning toward annoying.


  “Hmmm.” The boy held his chin in his hand and walked a half circle around me, eyeing me up and down in a way that made me want to lash out at him. However, I held myself back. Clearly, he was experienced in the ways of the wastelands. I needed his intel. “I’m not gonna say that you’re vulnerable, but you totally are,” he said when he was finished. “And SO I’m gonna offer you a deal. Obviously, you’ve gotta be hella fast to be all the way out here already. And you’re strong, I can tell just by looking at you. Those are some pipes you’re sporting. Me? I’m not the fastest and I’m not the strongest, but I am a decent fighter, and I know my way around. So… team up with me!”


  Ah. The reason for his pandering.


  Gaging my expression, he added, “J-just to take on one of the missions!”


  “Missions?”


  “On the bulletin screens, there are missions you can take on to earn safe points.”


  Oh, he was referring to those missions. I didn’t want to do that based on principle alone.


  “I’m planning on undertaking a biggish one, and I’ll need help,” the boy went on, pacing. “You come with me, and I’ll tell you what I know, plus share my supplies with you. It’ll be a good way to earn SPs, too.”


  The gain of intel was tempting, as was the offer to share resources, but he’d just admitted he wasn’t the fastest. Why would I partner with someone that would only slow me down? I needed to be faster than the fastest if I hoped to survive.


  Again, the boy sensed my impending answer. “B-before you say no,” he rushed, “think about this: Traveling in pairs has its advantages. We can take turns sleeping. Whoever’s awake can watch for one of the trackers to go off. PLUS, if one of our Markers finds us, we’ll have a better chance of beating them two-on-one. I’ll show you where to get water and food, and the locations of the other waystations. All you have to do is help me with this one eeeensy little thing. What do you say?”


  I weighed his offer carefully in my mind. I wanted to say no, and I almost did, but if I turned him down, what other options would I have?


  I scanned the neat row of boxy machines in the room. Climbing gloves, gambits, vitamins—I’d need all of those things if I hoped to survive. I’d need even more if I hoped to win.


  “Very well,” I told the boy, deciding. “I’ll go with you.”


  His face lit into a toothy grin. “Helllls yeah! You won’t regret it. Going with me’s the best way for you to learn your way around the outlands quickly. You won’t find an offer like this anywhere else, and I mean anywhere.” Then, he stuck out his hand. “I’m Theodorius Biggsburg, by the way, but you can call me Theo.”


  With a stalling moment, I studied him. Though his body was hard, his demeanor was soft. He was soft. No, that was a lie. Maybe I was just harder than the average person. I drew in a breath, set my jaw steady, and took his glowing blue hand. “I’m Zillow,” I said. “Zillow Stone. Try to keep up.”


  




  Chapter 9


  Crawling Remnants


  



  “So what, exactly, is the nature of this mission we’re taking on?” I asked.


  “Just a little fetch quest. You’ll see.”


  It was the same thing he’d said at the bulletin screen. Before I knew what was happening, he’d grabbed my hand and scanned it into the system, without giving me time to see what I’d just agreed to before shuffling me away.


  The dawn had come, and the sky was lighter now, somewhere between black and blue. Fully hydrated, we tromped through the wilderness surrounding blaring Waystation Zelpha. Theodorius had cleaned the coated dirt from his face and hair, and now I could see that his strands were naturally that dark.


  Now that we were out of the waystation, our marks had turned from blue to green. I wasn’t keen on the idea of having someone else to worry about, but in this situation, I was the one in need—in need of direction, in need of SPs, in need of food. I realized I should be grateful to have a partner, but I didn’t see Theodorius as a partner. I saw him as a hindrance.


  We raced away from the waystation with mismatched strides. My pace was controlled, though his faltered.


  “You don’t need to run all the time, Zillster,” he called to me, before slowing from sprint to trot.


  With a grunt, I slowed to meet his pace. “We have to remain on the move if we hope to survive,” I said.


  “Yeah, yeah, and all that jazziness, but it’s not like our Markers are constantly running after us. Not to mention they have no idea where we are right now. You’ll run out of steam way fast if you keep that up.”


  I felt the side of my temple spasm with annoyance. I wouldn’t run out of steam, because I was in great shape. Theodorius, on the other hand…


  “Man, I’m already hungry.”


  I shot him a glance from the corner of my eye. “You’re very leisurely for someone on the run. I’m surprised your Marker hasn’t caught you yet.”


  “Gee, thanks, Zillmeister.” Theodorius rubbed the back of his head sheepishly.


  Well, it’s true, I thought.


  There was a spell of silence, and then—


  “Chloe,” Theodorius muttered, yet sheepish.


  “Hm?” I shot him a second glance.


  “That’s my Marker’s name, and she’s caught me a few times.”


  I halted. “Then why are you still alive?”


  Theodorius began counting on his fingers: “The first time, it was luck. She wasn’t on her game. Some of them have to work up the courage to actually make the kill, I guess. She wasn’t sure of herself, and her fighting was sloppy. I got away. The second time, we practically beat each other to a pulp. She retreated; otherwise I’d definitely have killed her. And the third time…” His voice trailed off.


  “The third time?” I pressed.


  “It’s weird how they do it, isn’t it? Sending the guys to chase the girls and the girls to chase the guys?”


  “Not really,” I said. “I suppose animal instinct kicks in if you’re chasing after someone of the opposite sex. I always assumed it was either that, or because the unholy ones found it more enjoyable that way.”


  “Could be.” Theodorius nodded. “You’re pretty smart, Zilliferous!”


  “Stop calling me weird things. They’re getting outlandish.”


  “You know you loooove it, Zillustrious.”


  “And you can quit with the brownnosing, too, while you’re at it,” I added.


  “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” he brayed. My only response was to roll my eyes. Afterwards, Theodorius was quiet a moment, studying me in an intrusive way. I ignored him. “You know, I don’t remember seeing you around ever. Not even when we were younger,” he said at last.


  “Eastern City is a big place,” I responded.


  “Yeah, that’s true. But chances are we crossed paths at one point. I just feel like I would’ve remembered someone like you. Let’s see… who did I hang out with when I was younger? Do you know Dressa Ulmrick?”


  “No.”


  “Carpathia Tate?”


  “No.”


  “Amandar Cristophson?”


  “I have met her. She’s in class R,” I said.


  “Your class?”


  I shook my head. “I was in J.” It was my turn for questions. “How long have you been out here?” I asked. “You still haven’t told me.”


  Unexpectedly, my question made the perky boy undergo a change. His voice became quiet, subdued, and a little off. “Four months,” he said, and a sad look passed over the brown of his eyes. I checked to make sure I wasn’t imagining it. No, it was definite sadness.


  But in my opinion, he should have been happy or grateful. That someone like him had lasted that long was astounding.


  From there, we walked on in silence, over the barren fields, as dawn transformed to day. Sometimes, he allowed us to run, but mostly our pace was half-speed, at best. If that was how it was going to be, I figured I’d use the time to badger him for information as we traveled, and indeed I tried, but the bits he gave me weren’t much. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know after we finish the mission,” he said with a wink. “Can’t have you abandoning me.”


  I wouldn’t do that.


  No, that was a lie. I probably would do that, if I grew frustrated enough.


  The day was cloudy and gray, and even into the afternoon, there was still no sign of rain. It was something I found unusual, considering how often it rained within the limits of Eastern City. I made no note of it to Theodorius. If he wasn’t going to tell me anything useful, then I preferred the silence.


  We went on that way, moving at little more than a crawl, until eventually, we came to a place where the remains of some great dead machine lay. The base was upturned and halfway buried into the earth. Three towering legs, each pointed like a spider’s, burst up through the dusty ground.


  I gaped up at the dirt-corroded thing.


  Meanwhile, Theodorius didn’t pay it any attention, treating it as though it were another rock in the dust. “Lunch?” he said.


  “Is this one of the beasts of the wilds?” I countered.


  “Huh?” Theodorius seemed surprised that I’d ask.


  “A meld between animal and machine?” I went on.


  The grungy boy plopped his pack onto the ground under one of the limbs and shook his head. “Naw, this was just a regular crawler. They were used to transport goods between the nine great cities.”


  I’d heard of that system. At one point, each city had specialized in the production of a certain resource. We’d traded the resources between cities, and the nine metropolises had thrived. But that was back when the world was still alive. Things were different now.


  “But they do exist?” I furthered. “Those beasts? The relics of war?”


  Face in his bag, Theodorius nodded. “But they hardly roam in this far,” he said. “They like it out in the beyond.”


  “You’ve seen them, though?” I pressed.


  “From afar.”


  “Are they terrifying?” I asked.


  “When you seen one for yourself, you’ll know.” From his bag, Theodorius pulled out two small packets that were squishy and silver. He tore off the top of one of them. “Since I’m sharing my food with you, it’s official. We’re in this together until we complete the mission. No bailing out on me, right, Zillonzo? We’re partners.”


  “Sure,” I said through ire, as I wasn’t fond of yet another ridiculous nickname.


  “Phooo.” Theodorius shook his head at me. “You’re wound too tight. We need to get you drunk. Anyway, here.” He tossed me the second metallic packet. “Tear the top off and squeeze the goop into your mouth. It’s not so bad. It’s got everything you need, too. You should stock up on those puppies. They’re light, don’t take up much space, and will keep you from starving.”


  I did as he said. The first intake fell out of my mouth because the taste was too much to handle without proper warning. My tongue rejected the putrid slop by pushing it onto my lip. I recovered, forcing it in place with my finger, and attempted to hold it in.


  Theodorius let out a laugh. “Chase it with this.” He handed me a tiny blue tablet. “But make sure you eat the rest of it first.”


  I covered my mouth with my hand, swallowed, gagged, repeated the process, and when the packet was finally empty, I set the tablet onto my tongue. My mouth exploded with a sweet, fruity taste.


  “Better?” Theodorius said, carefully watching my expression.


  “Much.” I swirled the tablet around in my mouth to remove all lingering taste of the slop. “Thank you.”


  “I know they’re gross, but seriously, that stuff’s got all the nutrients you need, and you get used to it after a while.”


  He caught my eye, locking his stare with mine, and even when I tried to release it, his eyes lingered on my strangely. I ignored his awkward behavior, figuring he was watching for further signs of gratitude, as I let the last of the fruity tablet dissolve in my mouth. That was when I realized just how intense his gaze was, enough so to be off-putting.


  “What?” I said, tucking my hair behind my ear with discomfort.


  “How are you feeling now?” he asked. His chin rested on his fist and his elbow rested on his knee, and he was batting his eyelashes at me suspiciously.


  “Why do you look like that?” I said.


  “I don’t look like anything,” he said innocently. His eyes were large and shining, and quite pretty for a boy’s. For some reason, I had a sudden desire to poke one.


  With a laugh, Theodorius waved his hand in front of my face. There was a wispy tail attached to each of his fingers. Something was wrong.


  I scampered away from him and demanded, “What did you do to me?”


  He put his hands up delicately. “Easy, Zillowillow. I told you you’re too uptight, probably in shock. If you don’t loosen up, you’ll stress yourself out, and I need you in tiptop shape for what we’re going to attempt.”


  “You…” I was foolish. Teaming up with a stranger, taking food he offered me… I’d been desperate. “You drugged me!” I exclaimed, but my tongue felt fat, and it forced my words to come out muddled.


  “Okay, yes, I did, but—”


  “Get away from me.” I reached for my katar. “What are you planning to do to me?”


  Theodorius put his hands up in surrender. “Whoa! I’m not going to do anything to you! I was trying to help you. I just gave you something to mellow you out. You’re new at this, so you don’t understand how it works yet, but the ones that are constantly on edge, those are the ones that lose it first. This is your life now, so live a little. You don’t always have to be ready for battle.”


  It went against everything I’d learned in training. My hand fingered the sheath of my weapon.


  “Geez, guess that wasn’t such a good idea after all.” Theodorius rubbed the back of his head with regret.


  I held onto the ground to steady myself. This was bad. I’d been vulnerable before, but now was even worse. My so-called partner saw my anguish and let out a sigh. “Fuck. Well, now that it’s in there, you might as well enjoy it. Don’t worry; I’ll take care of you. Here—” He offered me his arm. I wasn’t about to take it, though. I shunned him and felt up the crawler’s upside-down leg for support.


  “How long will it last?” I said.


  “Depends.”


  I gritted my incisors at him, but it wasn’t easy to maintain for long. My cheeks felt as though they wanted to melt. I took them with my hands to hold them up, in the process, releasing the crawler’s leg. I teetered and fell. Theodorius caught me. “Whoa, Zillinstein. Eeeeeasy.” He let me down slowly.


  I slid onto the ground in a droopy pile. “Your names are dumb, Theodorius. Just call me Zill like everyone else.”


  “Zill? That’s cute. Okay, then, Zill. And I told you before, you can call me Theo. It’s not so much of a mouthful, you know?”


  “I’ll give you a mouthful,” I shot back.


  Theo snorted. “Will you, now? Ah, I see. You get a little cheeky when you’re high.”


  It wasn’t like me. I knew it even after I said it, but my mouth was acting on its own for some really… strangely… ridiculously… disconnected… what? What was I thinking about? My thoughts trailed, and somewhere in the space between sense and non, I let out a very minute giggle.


  “That’s better,” said Theo, smirking. “Still hate me?”


  “Haven’t decided.”


  “Ouch.”


  Yet a sloppy pile on the ground, too much of one to do anything on my own, I struggled to keep my neck steady. Theo inched over and patted first his thigh and then his shoulder. “Your pick. You can rest your head here or here. Pick a spot and just relaaaax awhile. I’ll keep an eye out. Your mind needs some rest.”


  But was that really okay?
Were marked ones allowed to rest? The unholy one was out there looking for me, and a second was looking for Theo. I imagined two icy stares cutting through the wilds. They pierced through the sand from some unknown position, blue and cold, just like ice. But after a moment, the ice exploded into crystals that went flying off into everywhere. “Wow,” I said, grabbing at them.


  “There’s nothing there,” Theo whispered.


  “Oh.”


  His doeish eyes bore into mine. “Pick a spot, Zill, and relax.”


  I chose his shoulder, and he wrapped his arm around me to hold me in place.


  As I nuzzled my head into his warm neck, I heard him swallow strangely. I considered that this was the first time I’d ever been this close to a boy neither child nor man, but the thought was fleeting. My head slipped, for it was too heavy for me to hold. It was hard to make it stay there, so I shifted, placing it upon Theo’s thigh and staring up at the foggy sky. He glanced down at me once before setting his gaze on the horizon. The clouds over his head were too connected to be shapely. Mostly, they were melted together into one big mess, allowing for only a few peeks of distortion. If I crossed my eyes, I could smoosh them together even further. They rebelled, bouncing back into place like elastic.


  “Things have changed since yesterday,” I admitted to them.


  “I’m sure,” they said back.


  I placed my hand on my stomach and breathed in deeply. “This is my life now.”


  “It is,” they responded.


  “Do you think I’ll be okay?”


  “Oh sure. If you don’t frazzle yourself out first, that is,” the clouds said listlessly. “I can help with that, if you’ll let me. In return, you can do what I couldn’t. You can…” But the clouds didn’t finish.


  “Hmph. I won’t get far with this stoner holding me back,” I told them, in confidence.


  “H-hey!” the clouds cried out in offense.


  I punished them by squishing them together. I pressed and I forced until distantly, I heard them proclaim, “Fuck!” But those weren’t the clouds after all. That was Theo’s voice.


  I raised my arm to see the swirling red glow coming from the back of my hand. It swirled and swirled before lifting into the air and dancing with the sky.


  




  Chapter 10


  Theo’s Impossibly Unfortunate Timing


  



  “You are so dead,” said my garbled voice, as Theo pulled my garbled body along after him.


  “I mean, what are the chances of that happening?” Theo replied with a nervous chuckle.


  With every step, I fumbled. My feet went through the earth before rebounding into space. On either side of my head, colorful bouts of air rushed past.


  “I mean, for real, you must have awful luck! I’ve gotten high loads of times out here and never once has my tracker gone off in the middle!”


  From deep within, I scowled. Not just my mouth but my fingers and toes, too.


  “S-so what’s your Marker like, anyway?” Theo diverted. “Think we can take him on if he finds us?”


  “He’s…” I hadn’t really formed an opinion on him yet. All that I could think of was, “I’ll never let him beat me.”


  “Well, that’s good, at least. I’m glad you didn’t say something like, ‘Oh, he’s big and scary and if he ever finds me, I’m dead meat.’”


  “You are dead meat, Theo,” I said, confused.


  “Yes, yes, I get it. You’re going to kill me for putting you in a dangerous position. But I was talking about you, trippy pants. Never mind. For now, focus. You said this is the second time your tracker’s gone off since you left the city. Do you think there’s any way he’s even close enough to come after us? I’m just trying to decide if we should waste a gambit or not. I don’t have a ton of extras on me at the moment, though I do have a few. I’ve been trying to save them for our task.”


  I wasn’t in any position to make strategic estimations. It was taking all I could muster to keep up with Theo.


  “Okay, let’s think about this. If you snuck out the west side of the city, that means he was probably way off course by the time your tracker went off the first time. You had hours of a lead on him already. Then you said you fell asleep, so who knows how much he gained, but you couldn’t have been asleep with the tracker on for that long. Even if he had your crazy stamina, he still had to be somewhat far off. Then, he’d have seen you disappear into the waystation, but even if he went straight to it, he had no way of knowing where we went from there. Unless he just so happened to travel this way, he’s still got a lot of ground to cover.” Theo’s pace slowed. “You know, I bet we’re fine.”


  “I hate you,” I said flatly.


  “I’m sure, but I really think we’ll be fine. Let’s just take it easy for now. We’ll run straight south, and then after the tracker turns off, we’ll cut west. Sound good?”


  “I really hate you,” I said.


  “You’re kind of a mean person, aren’t you?”


  No, I wasn’t usually. I was usually indifferent. Theo pulled me after him. If he didn’t maintain a firm hold on me, I’d sink into the barren earth. I would melt and become one with the ash and ruin.


  “I need water,” I said, after a lapse of what seemed like weeks.


  “Just wait.”


  “I really need water,” I insisted. “My tongue is dry.”


  “Ugh. Great.” Theo stopped. “Turn around, Zillipino.” He undid the latch on my backpack and pulled out a canteen. “Don’t drink too fast or it won’t help your cottonmouth at all.” But my thirst was strong. I glugged down enough to make Theo cry out, “Hey! Not so much! The waterwheel’s still a ways out!” He glanced at the back of my hand. “Fuck. How long is that thing going to stay on? Your Marker couldn’t have gotten his hands on a prolonged tracking gambit yet, could he?” Theo returned the canteen to my backpack, and then spun me around. “And how long do you plan on staying like that? I guess it must be lasting longer because it’s your first time.” He let out a long swear under his breath.


  I swore back at him internally. “It’s your fault.”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Come on!”


  We were off again, through the haze, but I realized this time that my footsteps upon the ground were more solid. I realized that my eyesight was a little clearer, too. Good, I thought. The drug was wearing off.


  That was when the sky started to growl.


  “Really?” Theo spat at the darkening clouds with loathing. “NOW?” Again, he halted and began fishing around in his pack, while I tried to make sense of what was going on. He pulled out a stretch of plastic. “I only have one poncho, so I guess you can have it. The rain out here won’t hurt you like the rain in the city. It just sucks to run through the mud all soaked.” He held the plastic sheet out to me, but I ignored it.


  “Rain?”


  The first drops wet the ground around my feet. Arms over my head, I fell into a squat. It was an impulsive response, one I could blame on years of fearing the rain. Out here, there was no place to hide, nowhere under which to take shelter. In no time at all, my arms were speckled with rainwater.


  Plop! Plop!


  Small beads of water pattered the top of my hair. Theo tossed the sheet over me, but I swatted it away. “Suit yourself,” he grumbled, before settling it over his own wetting head.


  I struggled to my feet and inspected the droplets upon my skin. There was no hissing or burning to accompany the rain. My flesh remained intact. My hair stayed attached. I stretched my arms out at my sides, tipped my head backward, and looked into the heavens as they released more and more drops.


  “You’re gonna be stinky,” Theo warned.


  I didn’t care. With the blue tablet’s influence moving through me, I felt each drop as it slid down my skin. The water poured down, mixed with the dirty earth, and transformed into mud that swallowed our shoes. I kicked at it.


  Theo shook his head at me, in the corner of his mouth a grin. “Come on.”


  We moved south through the rain, and when at last, my mark turned from red to green, we cut west. As the rain slowed, I regained full control over my senses and self. The world was solid and real, and the fogginess of the blue tablet no longer moved through my veins. Theo had been right: Moving through the mud while sopping wet was no good at all.


  With the last of the raindrops settled, Theo removed his poncho and glanced at me sidelong. “How are you feeling now?” he asked.


  “…Better. I think it’s out of my system.”


  “And do you still hate me?” he said.


  “No.”


  “Aw, well that’s a reli—”


  “But drug me again and I’ll strangle you.”


  Theo’s face fell. I didn’t want him to think I was all brute, though, so I rolled my eyes at him and gave him a complacent punch to the shoulder.


  I was strong, strong enough to make me hard, but… the fact that I was now soaking wet, the truth of Theo’s impossibly unfortunate timing, the way that his ‘helpfulness’ had backfired so assuredly… I let out one suppressed laugh.


  Theo blinked at me a few times and then took it and ran with it, letting out a series of longer chuckles.


  I shook my head. “This is never going to work, this partnership,” I said.


  “You never know,” he replied.


  From there, we kept on in silence for a time, until we came to a place where the land dropped suddenly into a deep ravine. At the bottom, I was surprised to see plantlife. Bristly thorns and grim-looking stalks jutted from the side of the slope.


  Theo pointed into the fray. “There,” he said. “That’s where our mission is.”


  




  Chapter 11


  Scars


  



  I stood at the edge of the ravine and peered down into it. The gorge stretched deep, and at its core were the remains of some large metal structure that had been torn asunder. Pieces stuck out from it oddly, most of which were partially embedded into the surrounding landscape. Down the ravine’s slope, which was not so steep that it was impossible to descend, other pieces of metal debris stuck out amongst the meager trees.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  Theo set his bag onto the dusty ground and wiped his brow. “It used to be a plant.”


  “Plant?”


  “I don’t know what for, but I’m guessing we’ll figure it out once we find the retrect,” he said.


  I wondered if he was being intentionally vague to make me feel dependent on him. “And what’s a retrect?” I said through my teeth, fighting to hold back my annoyance.


  Theo perked up at the thought of being in the know. “Well, you know how some of the missions are for gathering stuff?”


  “Yes,” I said, still through my teeth.


  “Sometimes, it’s just something generic they want us to find, like uh… a certain type of rock; but other times, there’s one specific thing within a ruin that the Directors want—a retrect. A retrect’s a one-of-a-kind, special artifact or document or anything, really; and since it’s a unique item, finding one rewards more SPs than the generic fetch quests do.”


  I folded my arms and studied the mess of metal. A unique item lay within that ruined plant? And we were to retrieve it? “Are others in there searching for it now?” I asked.


  Theo shook his head. “Nope, once a group’s taken on a retrect quest, it’s off limits to everyone else for three days.”


  “Three days?”


  “There’s a time limit. So if we don’t return the retrect to a waystation within three days of accepting the quest, it’ll be forfeited, and another prag will have a chance to get in on the action.”


  “I see.”


  Theo went on, “This particular quest’s been up for over two months, and every time someone attempts it, it goes dim on the screen to show it’s currently being pursued, but so far no one’s been able to bring back the retrect. I’ve been waiting for the chance to take it on, and when I saw it was available at Zelpha, I knew I had to jump on it before someone else did. The bulletin system’s connected across all of the waystations, so it was just a matter of time before someone else noticed it’d gone online again. I had to act quick.” Theo wrinkled his lip idiotically. “That’s why I was so happy to find a mondo badass loner like you hanging around.”


  Mondo badass loner? I rolled my eyes at him. “What happens if we retrieve the retrect but don’t make it back to the waystation with it? If lots of people have already tried to get it, how do we know that hasn’t already happened to someone else? How do we even know it’s still in the ruin?”


  Theo was taken aback by the question. “Hm, I never really thought about that,” he said. “I guess I’ve never gone after a retrect and had it NOT be there, you know?”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “And how many retrects have you recovered before today?”


  Theo muttered his answer with an undertone that dangerously resembled shame.


  “Come again?” I prodded.


  “Two,” he admitted reluctantly.


  Great, I thought. My source of intel might not have so much intel after all.


  “Then how about this,” I continued, assessing the situation. “Why not gather a large group of prags to take on the mission? If many have tried and none have succeeded, obviously there’s some large obstacle within that ruin. A larger group would have a better chance of combating it.”


  “True.” Theo stuck up his finger. “BUT, Zillpedo, more people means splitting the SP more ways.”


  So that was how it was. “And the obnoxious nicknames have started up again,” I said flatly. Happy to escape them, I made a start down the edge of the ravine, but Theo grabbed the strap of my bag to hold me back.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what?” I said, hand to hip.


  “ONE: We don’t just go charging in. This is our only chance to do this. If we fail a mission, we can’t ever take on that mission again. TWO: We need to go stock up first.”


  I felt my temple spasm with impatience. “Then why are we even here?”


  “I want you to get a sense for the place and start letting that tactical mind of yours get to work. There’s a waterwheel an hour south of here. We go there, load up, rest up, and then head back out in the morning. Kapeesh?”


  Waterwheel? He’d said that once before and had yet to explain it, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of prying. I waited silently for him to tell me the rest on his own.


  Theo gave a great sigh. “I guess you wouldn’t know. Waterwheels are havens by prags, for prags, totally hidden from the Markers. There, you can make trades, take cover, and they’ve even got water purification systems set in place. That’s probably the most important aspect of a waterwheel. Out here, there aren’t many other ways to get clean water.”


  Clean water—never before in my life had those two words held such importance.


  “So we go to this waterwheel place, then. Fine,” I concluded. I wasn’t keen on wasting time. I turned from the ravine and started due south. After a few steps, though, I paused. “What about our Markers?”


  Theo gave the ravine one hardy look before turning away. “Your tracker just went off, so unless your Marker’s managed to earn mondo amounts of SP in a super short time and picked up a tracker gambit, it won’t be going on again for a while. I mean, usually the dang thing only goes off once a day naturally. Sometimes twice.”


  “What about yours?”


  “Mine?” Theo looked down at the back of his hand with an odd expression. “Who knows if she’ll even…” His voice trailed.


  I cocked my head to the side and he shook his.


  “Don’t worry about Chloe,” he said decisively.


  I left it to myself to start the southward trek, as Theo seemed to be thinking hard about something—something that I didn’t feel like prying into, at any rate.


  On the way to the supposed ‘waterwheel,’ I updated my map, trying as best I could to detail the portion of the journey during which I’d been under the influence of the blue tablet. Theo had told me to let my ‘tactical mind’ get to work, but what did he expect me to do, exactly? I couldn’t formulate any sort of plan based on the little information he’d given me. Theo lagged behind, as we traveled, even slower than usual, bogged down by whatever thoughts were running through his mind. Meanwhile, I kept a sharp eye on the back of my hand, hoping he’d been right that I’d have the rest of the day to rest.


  We carried on that way, in total quiet, until Theo announced, “We’re here.”


  But the land hadn’t changed. Rock, sand, dust—that was all there was from where I stood. I allowed Theo to take the lead. “See that?” he said, pointing ahead of us. “There are two rocks, one on top of the other. See them?”


  Yes, I saw them.


  “That’s the guidepost. Follow me.” He walked to the side of the rock and stomped into the ground three times. Then, he waited, before stomping again twice. Once more, he waited, before stomping a final time. I marked down the pattern on my map.


  “You have to give the signal so that if there’s anyone here, they won’t attack you. One time, I was in one of the waterwheels, and a prag forgot to stomp. A dude jumped up and nearly ripped the girl’s head off before realizing she was one of us. SEE? Aren’t you glad you have me to show you the ropes?” Theo pointed proudly at his chest.


  I’d been right before, at Waystation Zelpha—out here, there were many rules. And we were expected to learn them all on our own. Without Theo, I would have been just like that girl, walking into the waterwheel unannounced—that is, if I ever managed to come across the waterwheel at all.


  Was this the only way to survive out here? By making friends?


  “And who showed you the ropes, Theo?” I asked.


  Theo’s face disfigured. “L-let’s just go down, okay?”


  Though I found his reaction unusual, I said nothing to question it, and Theo himself didn’t offer any further explanation.


  The suspicious boy crouched to the ground and grabbed onto something that had previously been camouflaged in the dust. It was a rusted handle. He gave the handle a swift yank and the ground came up with it.


  “After you, milady,” he said with a bow. I readied my katar just in case, as into the dark, we descended through the trapdoor.


  The way down was less of a staircase and more of a mess of piled rocks. Each step into the unknown made me falter and cling to the rough, rocky wall. I’d never been especially fond of the dark, even back home, where within the dimmest of rooms, the glow from the outside city still managed to creep through shutters and cracks. We were far from the city now, and the only light visible through the darkness came eerily from the backs of our hands.


  “There isn’t anyone in here,” I whispered.


  “Aha! That’s exactly what a Marker would think if they found this place,” said Theo’s voice in the dark. “Tricky, right? Here, take my arm.” His elbow swatted me in the stomach. “Oops.”


  I cleared my throat and took his arm and allowed him to pull me deeper as loose rocks scuttled out from under our feet. At the bottom of the stair that wasn’t really a stair, there wasn’t sign of anything or anyone. We were still enveloped in staunch darkness that seemed even to swallow the green glow of our hands.


  “Now what?” I said. “Should we light a flame?”


  “No, we won’t need to do anything like that.” Theo looped his arm through mine and yanked me close. Normally, I would have disapproved of intrusive behavior like that, but the dark…


  “Okay, remember this, Zill, because it’s the same at each waterwheel,” Theo instructed. “Here—” Taking my glowing hand in his, he pressed it to the wall directly ahead of us. It wasn’t rough rock like the wall I’d clung to on the way down; rather, it was smooth and flat. “Every waterwheel has a patch of wall like that,” he said. “And after you find it—” He started up the same knocking pattern he’d performed before. When he was finished, he slid my hand along the wall to the right side, where an unnatural notch was inlaid. “Feel that?” he said.


  “Y…” For some reason, the word was stuck. I swallowed and tried again. “Yes.”


  He looped my finger into the notch. “Slide it.”


  With only minimal force, the wall slid to the left and the space flooded with light.


  Inside was an enormous cavern, at the center of which, a large brassy contraption stood. Firelight from a dozen torches flickered against the walls, showing off piles of scrap welling in the corners, mats strewn about the floor, and shelves that had been stocked with kindling, containers and other wares. But that wasn’t all. Illuminated by the bouncing torchlight, three people were standing unnaturally stiff, faces disfigured by shadow.


  One of them, a brawny man visibly older than either Theo or me, and with scars up and down his right arm, stepped forward. “Hand?”


  Theo held up his mark and nudged me to do the same. “Peck’s making sure our trackers are off,” he said.


  “You know him?” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth.


  “Mm.”


  With our green light validated, so-called ‘Peck’ and the other two strangers eased up. The one on the left, a girl with short, choppy hair, pushed past brawny Peck. “Theo!” she cried. “You’re back! Did you make it to Zelpha all right?”


  “Yup,” Theo said coolly. He placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Was there ever a doubt, Jozy?”


  ‘Jozy’ wrinkled her nose.


  Theo scanned the room. “Where’s Kipper?” he said.


  “His tracker went off a little while ago,” said the girl—Jozy, apparently—tilting her head and letting her hair swish. “I told him he could use one of my gambits. I still owed him one from that time at the gorge, but he said he’d run it off instead.”


  “Psh. Who knows when we’ll see him again.” Shaking his head, Theo set his eyes on the final stranger, a scrawny girl with black hair. “Who’s she?” he said.


  It seemed not all of them were former comrades.


  Jozy folded her arms. “Oh her? Just a newb. Wandered in from the Southern City ruins.”


  The scrawny girl cleared her throat. “My name’s Alaranda,” she said, voice much stronger than her appearance. “And I’m not a newb. I’ve been out for over a month.”


  There was something familiar about her. I let myself stare without fear of offense.


  Likewise, she set her stare on me. “I know you,” she said.


  Alaranda. Yes, that name was familiar. I’d run into an ‘Alaranda’ around campus; even spoken to her a few times. She was from one of the top-floor classes; B or C, if I remembered correctly. But she looked different now, bony and pale, and with a fierceness to her expression that hadn’t been there before. Her eyes had always been piercingly black, but now they seemed to cut through the air viciously.


  At the sight of her, my stomach jarred. Seeing someone from the real world, out here in the wasteland, was unnerving. Even so, I gave her a nod of acknowledgement.


  Theo gestured to me. “Right! This is Zillow, but she prefers Zillustrious.”


  “Zill is fine,” I corrected, unamused.


  “Ah,” said choppy-haired Jozy. “This your sap, is it, Theo?”


  Sap?


  Neck craning jerkingly, Theo sent a crocodile smile at me over his shoulder. “Eh-heh.”


  I wasn’t keen on being addressed as Theo’s ‘sap,’ but I let the matter fall for now. Three more prags meant three new sources of intel. I allowed myself to study them for a quiet moment as they studied me, and as Theo awkwardly reprimanded Jozy under his breath.


  The one called Peck was suited in a sleeveless shirt that showed off strong, muscled arms. As I’d noticed upfront, his right arm had been cut and slashed from wrist to shoulder at some point, and now harbored deep scars where the flesh had healed. His hair was light, though his skin was dark, and his eyes seemed to catch the firelight no matter where he looked, in a way that made them gleam intimidatingly.


  By contrast, Jozy’s eyes were transfixing under the influence of the firelight, a pretty shade somewhere between purple and blue. Her skin was smooth and even, her face soft and round. With full hips and a full chest, the girl appeared somewhat squishy all over, despite a small frame. But of all her traits, it was her hair I’d noticed first. Choppy, I’d called it, but really, it looked to have been hacked off by a dull knife. The color was sandy, like mine, and might have suited her if it had fallen just a little longer. If I’d ever seen her around campus before, I didn’t recognize her now.


  Maybe that’s how it is, I considered.


  Peck… Jozy… Alaranda—all three were clearly worn in some way. Hardened, malnutritioned, or damaged—the wasteland had gotten to each in turn. Those people I’d seen at Zelpha—maybe it wasn’t that I’d never seen any of them before; maybe it was that they, too, had changed extremely enough that they were no longer recognizable at first glance.


  While I considered these things, Jozy slid over next to me and cocked her head to the side. “How long have YOU been out here—ZILL, was it?”


  I opened my mouth but then closed it again. I wasn’t ready to admit that I was much more of a ‘newb’ than even Alaranda.


  Unlucky for me, my partner wasn’t so coy.


  “GET THIS!” He beamed. “This is only Zillumbo’s second day. Unbelievable, right?”


  Again with the pandering. I sent him a scowl but let it fall as I laid eyes on his dirty face and wondered how much he had changed in the four months since his dispatch. I suspected that his lean frame was a byproduct of living in the wilds. He certainly didn’t seem the type to have taken his training seriously at the University. Did he, like Peck, have any battle scars embedded into his skin? Had he started out even softer than he was now?


  “Dang, Zill, you’re totally checking me out right now.”


  My gaze, which had been eyeing at the muscle behind his sweatshirt, snapped upward. “It’s not what you think,” I said unequivocally.


  “Second day, huh?” Jozy stuck her nose into my personal space. “Not buying it.”


  “No, it really is!” Theo insisted. “I found her last night—her first night.”


  I wouldn’t say one way or the other. I’d let the girl think what she liked. It was Peck I wanted to interrogate most anyway, as he seemed older and hardier than the rest. Surely he’d gathered a fair amount of knowledge in his days in the outlands. After all, something had given him those scars, and whatever something it was, he’d managed to get away with his life. Whether luck or skill or strength, I wanted to know more.


  But as I made a step toward him and Alaranda, Theo took my elbow. “You can get to know everyone later. For starters, I’ll show you how the water works, just in case one of our trackers goes off. The sooner you know, the better. Come on.” He wheeled me to the side of the brass contraption. “Underneath this thing—” Theo tapped its side, “—there’s a natural hot spring. Each waterwheel’s built around one.”


  “Hot spring?”


  Theo waved at the thing, willy-nilly. “I don’t know. I’ve come to think of them as hot spots under the surface of the ground where water pools. The water in an underground spring is hot enough that it boils. This clunker here catches the steam from the boiling water, cools it off, and sends it out the spout. If you turn this knob, you can access the water. See?” Theo twisted the knob and a small stream of water fell out. He caught it in his hand and splashed it over his face.


  “It’s safe to drink?” I said.


  “Yup. Heating up the water and catching the steam seems to clean it somehow.”


  “Distillation,” Peck grunted.


  I studied the facets of the machine. “It’s different from the chemical cleaning the city does,” I muttered.


  While I analyzed the mechanism, brawny Peck was analyzing me. “Hmph,” he said, and looked to Theo.


  I ignored them and continued to study the contraption. If I had the parts, it might be possible to construct something similar that could be used with the heat from a fire. Out here, a portable water purification device would be advantageous, to say the least. I resolved that I’d make a sketch of the machine before leaving the waterwheel.


  “Yoohoo!” Theo waved his hand in front of my face. Again, my eyes snapped upward. He lowered his voice. “They’re going to think you’re weird. I mean, you kind of are but…”


  He was talking about the girls. Jozy and Alaranda were also watching me intently. “Sorry,” I said to them. “My mind’s moving faster than my body at this point.”


  “It spoke!” Jozy cried dramatically, to which Alaranda pursed her lip in disapproval. So far, it seemed like she was far more my type out of the two. Her piercing eyes scanned my face before sliding down to the green of my hand.


  “Has he caught up with you yet?” she questioned in a quiet voice.


  I didn’t need to ask for clarification. Of course she was referring to my Marker. I shook my head. “Has yours?”


  She nodded, but because she didn’t offer up any elaboration on her own, I let the matter fall. “You’ve only been out here a day,” she went on. She wasn’t asking, merely stating.


  “Nearly two,” Theo piped.


  Alaranda was quiet a moment, and then her gaze shot to mine again in a penetrating way. “Thirty-six,” she said quietly.


  “Days?” I said, and she nodded, unblinking. The scrawny girl had been out for thirty-six days, and she looked worse for the wear. “How are you faring?” I asked.


  She folded her arms and the bones of her elbows poked out unnaturally. “I manage.”


  The distiller in the center of the room let out a hiss, and after, there was quiet that ended all too soon.


  “Well, me? I’ve been out for EIGHT months. So take that!” Jozy flicked her uneven hair with flamboyant haughtiness that clashed with Alaranda’s intensive manner. It left a stale ringing in the air.


  Even Theo shook his head. “No use bragging with this guy here, Jo,” he said, pointing to Peck with his thumb. At that, all eyes fell on the scarred man. Within the limelight, his stare found the wall, shifting away from the rest of ours, either uncomfortably or irritably—I didn’t know him well enough to tell which it was.


  Not caring to read the situation, Theo leaned over and started, “Peck’s been out for—”


  “581 days,” Peck finished, clearing his throat.


  I stared at him evenly. So it wasn’t that he was much older than us; he just looked that way from months of wildland living. Over a year and a half—that was how long the brawny man had lasted. No, that was a lie. Lasted wasn’t the right way to put it. 581 days was how long he and his Marker had been playing cat and mouse. I wouldn’t be out here that long. 581 days was too long, plenty of time to end the game. So why, then, wasn’t Peck dead by now or back in the city, living the comfortable life of one who’d passed his exile?


  Though internal, Theo anticipated my qualms.


  “Peck’s a masochist and his Marker’s a sadist,” he said out of nowhere, grin rampant.


  “It’s the other way around,” Jozy countered with a giggle.


  “Fuck off,” Peck grumbled. He looked away stonily. It didn’t offer much explanation at all. I gave Theo a frown to show I didn’t understand, so he expounded,


  “Basically, the pair of them have a weird fetish for each other. They derive some twisted pleasure from beating the crap outta each other.”


  “It’s true!” Jozy said, holding up her finger. “They’ll beat each other to near death but never have the balls to finish the job.”


  “Not this again,” Peck growled, expression dry.


  Jozy looked at him slyly. “Admit it. You get a hard on every time your tracker goes off.”


  Peck’s jaw flexed. “Fuck you.”


  Meanwhile, Alaranda appeared uncomfortable by all of it. Her countenance turned even icier. Because I felt something of a kindred spirit in her collected manner, I decided to steer the conversation.


  “What’s all that?” I asked, pointing to the shelves filled with jars and kindling.


  “That’s where you stow the stuff you don’t have room to carry with you,” Theo said. “Once it’s on the shelf, though, it’s a free-for-all. If you’re in dire straits, you can take whatever you need from there, but only if it’s an emergency, and know that if you take something, you’re expected to bring back two things to take its place.”


  An honor system, I noted. To think, there was something worth honoring out here in the desolates… The world was much more complex of a place than I’d ever guessed.


  “Anyways—” Theo pawed at me, “—are you hungry, Zillentine?”


  “Not really.”


  “Then you should rest up. We’re leaving at first light.”


  The air fell uneasily quiet.


  “You’re really gonna do this, huh?” said Jozy. “You’re really gonna take on that plant?”


  “Hell yes! I got myself a shiny new partner and all, didn’t I? If not now, when?”


  I was his new partner? …Then what had happened to his old? But I would save that question for later. Jozy had a look of malaise about her. She eyed me up and down before making her case: “Look, I get that whatever’s down there is worth a crap ton of points, but if even Craig’s gang couldn’t get it out…”


  “Psh. Craig-schmaig. That guy’s a tool.”


  “You’re just jealous of his beard.” Jozy swished her hand toward Theo before leaning to Alaranda and me discreetly. “Craig’s got a sweet beard.”


  “Right, like having a hairy face takes any amount of skill,” Theo said sarcastically.


  While they continued to bicker, I noticed that again, Peck was studying me. Alaranda was too.


  “Do you have a plan?” I asked her.


  She answered almost automatically: “Stay alive.”


  “Besides that,” I said.


  She didn’t need to answer. A flicker in her drilling stare betrayed that she had none. Solemnness fell around us, and we were both content to let it linger but were interrupted as two arms flung themselves obtrusively into our conversation. Jozy stood in the middle of us, elbows hooked around the back of our necks. “Ugh! You newbs are all the same. You’re out HERE now. It’s all right to let loose, you know.”


  Let loose? It was the same attitude Theo sported.


  “Leave them alone, Joze,” Peck called to her, “and quit pestering Theo about his face.” In a way, he was reprimanding her, but he didn’t seem as stony as before. The gleam in his eye was more of a twinkle now.


  At the University, none of us were friends, not really, because there was always that fear of loss. But out here…


  Again, I wondered, was making friends really the only way to survive?


  Peck massaged at his shoulder and rolled it backwards, as though he’d just finished lifting something heavy. “I told you, kid, you can come with us to Paradise.” He was speaking to Alaranda—his answer to her planlessness.


  Alaranda flicked her stare to him and then to the floor. “Maybe.”


  Theo perked. “So you guys decided? You’re heading back to Paradise?”


  “Uh-huh,” said Jozy.


  “Paradise?” I asked.


  “It’s a prag fortress,” Theo said.


  “Not like this dump,” added Jozy.


  “It’s a real bastion,” said Theo exuberantly. “With walls to keep out the Markers. You don’t even need to worry about your trackers going off in there. They’ve got extensive defenses to keep the Markers away.”


  “And that’s not all,” added Jozy. “They’ve got trees and fields and endless water!”


  A paradise like that existed, with food and water and safety?
“So why aren’t you there now?” I asked, unconvinced.


  “Simple.” Jozy stuck up her finger. “Me, Kipper, and Theo left to earn SP. Peck, on the other hand…”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Peck left to beat up Pennington,” Jozy finished behind her hand.


  The brawny man scowled at the floor. I gathered that Pennington was the name of Peck’s masochistic, or sadistic, depending on who you asked, Marker.


  “Paradise, huh?” Theo chewed his lip. “I’ll meet up with you guys there. After Zillbert and I finish our task, that is.”


  “Your task.” Peck shook his head. “If you’re really set on doing this, you two should tuck in for a few hours.” He nodded to me. “Her especially. I’m not even going to start on what a bad idea it is to take someone as raw as her into the pit.”


  Theo mauled at the air playfully. “Thanks, Dad.”


  Jozy shook her head and her hair swayed. “I still don’t get why you’re hoarding so many dang points in the first place. It’s not like you NEED the points from that mission.”


  Theo put his finger to his lips. “It’s a secret,” he said with a wink.


  A secret. It seemed Theo had his fair share.


  Peck exhaled loudly. “I suppose I’ll keep an eye on your trackers so you can both get a full night.”


  Theo reacted with gusto. “Hear that, Zill? We can sleep together!” He threw his arms out at his sides, but Jozy’s under-the-breath, “Perv,” made them fall. “Well, not TOGETHER together, but you get what I mean.”


  But I didn’t much feel like sleeping, with or without Theo. This was a prime time for gathering intel, and with everything that had happened, my heart rate was far from resting.


  “It’s adrenaline,” Alaranda said quietly. Her arms were folded into herself and she was staring at me deeply, as if to assess my thoughts.


  “Yeah,” Jozy piped. “You’ll crash the minute your body hits the floor. Not to mention, you’ll need all the rest you can get if you’re gonna be with this loser all day. He CAN be tiring.”


  Alaranda flicked Peck a look that surely said Jozy should speak for herself, though neither of them said it aloud.


  I didn’t want to sleep. I had things to do, so before I let them get to me, I sketched out the great machine in the center of the room; I organized my pack, updated my map, and collected my wits, before at last giving into their prodding and retiring into a shadowy corner of the room. I’d packed a thick blanket, which had been spared from the rain by my backpack. I was grateful. Sleeping atop moist cloth wasn’t appealing. Using my backpack as a pillow, I settled into the blanket and watched one of the lit torches dance. Sleeping in the presence of others wasn’t anything new. At the University, eight to ten girls slept within one dorm room. Still, I anticipated that falling asleep in the presence of people I’d only just met would be easier said than done.


  I was wrong.


  I was asleep before the flame could flicker twice.


  




  Chapter 12


  The Sunken Plant


  



  I woke to the nudging of my bright-eyed partner. Theo stood over me, whispering that the dawn was wasting. For at least two minutes, I wanted to kill him. My body ached from sleeping in one position through the night, and no matter how much I told it to move, it responded with defiance. At some point, Jozy had taken over for Peck as watchman, and now the great man was snoring loudly with his arm tossed over his face. Alaranda, a rather light sleeper, from what I could tell, tossed and turned in her own mess of blankets, as Peck’s humming filled the air.


  Theo shared one of his nutrient packs with me and then offered me another pill to chase it down—an offer I not-so-politely declined. I couldn’t wait to have my own store of food. Depending on Theo for sustenance was proving trite.


  “Ready, Zill?” came Theo’s voice, hushed.


  Because the two I most wanted to speak with were now asleep, I had no choice but to swallow my questions, gather my things and follow him out of the waterwheel.


  “Be careful, you dummy,” Jozy whispered as she gave the grungy boy a hug of departing. To me, she offered only a flighty wave. And with that, we were off—off to complete a quest with parameters that had, to me, only been vaguely covered. As we stepped out into the murky light of day, I clutched my backpack strap tighter. Overnight, the whole of the wildlands had become covered in a dense fog, and now it was hard to see much farther than a few feet in any given direction. The world was swallowed by cloud.


  “How keen is your sense of direction?” I asked Theo as I pulled out my own compass.


  He pushed past me. “I’ll get us there. Stay close.”


  Through the fog we swam, tetramark after tetramark, until finally coming again to the ravine where the wreckage of the plant lay. It looked as though the earth there had been sunken in, taking the building down with it. It was all much hazier than it had been the day before. I waved a hand through the air, but though I tried to cut the fog, it lingered heavily.


  “It’ll settle before long,” Theo said. Then, he turned to face me. “All righty, Zilldo, there’s no telling what it’s gonna be like down there, but be ready; and if you see something, speak up.”


  “See something?” The vagueness of it was too much. “What, exactly, do you need me for?”


  “I don’t know yet, but keep your eyeballs peeled. I’m not the best at spotting traps and all that crap, so…”


  “Traps?”


  “Yeeeah, just, you know, do whatever it is you do. Don’t let me fall in a pothole or anything.”


  Fall in a pothole? I studied him for signs of humor. No, he was serious. The reason he’d brought me along was simply to make sure he didn’t screw up. Flat-mouthed, I gestured to the slope. “After you.”


  Giving one determined nod, Theo hoisted his pack and began to move down the decline. The green of my hand was swallowed by wispy white smog. As I watched it disappear, I came to a realization.


  “Theo.”


  “Mm?”


  “Your tracker didn’t go off yesterday,” I said.


  “…Nope.”


  I couldn’t clearly see his face through the fog, but the tone of his voice wasn’t quite right. Disappointment?


  “But they usually go off once a day?” I pressed.


  “It depends…” His voice trailed. “Hey, is it just me, or is it getting warmer?”


  Whether or not an aversion tactic, the heat wasn’t his imagination. The deeper we descended, the warmer the air grew. I placed a hand to the ground. “It’s coming from here,” I noted, before looking up at him sardonically. “Just what IS this place?”


  “I told you, a plant,” he said with a shrug. But at my unappreciative silence, he went on, muttering, “Hell if I know.”


  Thought so.


  As we trekked on, the heat intensified and the fog faded away with the dawn. We shuffled over uneven earth, clinging to the bristly stalks that grew from the warm ground whenever we lost balance. After twenty minutes, I’d done a proper job of keeping Theo from falling into potholes—not that there were any potholes to speak of. There were, however, malicious bits of metal that longed to gouge us as we passed. They scratched at our skin and nipped at our clothing, and would have skewered us through the middle if given the chance. Maneuvering through them was a tiresome task, and one that made the going slow. How wrong I’d been about the nature of living as a marked one. I was fast, maybe even the fastest, and yet ever since meeting Theo, we’d done little more than slug along.


  “Don’t worry, Zilluminati,” said Theo, reading the tenseness in the air. “If your tracker goes off, you can use one of my gambits. It’s places like this I’ve been saving them for.”


  But my tracker didn’t go off through the morning, and eventually we came safely to the center of the ravine, a place where the majority of the factory rested. Lopsided, the right portion was sunken into the ground and hung over the edge of an even deeper portion of gorge, while the left jutted unevenly into the air. From what I could tell, we’d come to the backside. There were no signs of entryway, at any rate. Up the back, strange metal tubes weaved in and out of the building, large enough for a person to slide through, though many of them were broken and some bent from the building like stiff arms, leaving holes in the wall where they’d once attached. Roughly, the structure was six or seven stories high, and massive enough to cover a wide stretch of ground.


  “It’s as large as a hospital,” I observed, though it clearly wasn’t a hospital. Firstly, a giant wheel-like contraption extended out one of the sides. Secondly, a handful of circular stacks were situated on the top, though most of these were crumbled and destroyed. Thirdly, the backside had a noticeable lack of exits and windows. Coupled with the metallic tubes, it was most likely that it had been a plant of some sort.


  “What ‘cha thinking?”


  It hadn’t occurred to me that while I’d been sizing up the plant, Theo had been watching me.


  “What am I supposed to think?” I countered.


  Theo squinted at the building with forced interest. “Once we get inside, the retrect will be marked by a red light. The tricky part’s gonna be getting inside. Also, we gotta figure out why everyone else had such a hard time with this mission, and then… do the opposite, I guess.” He nodded to himself with a goony look of satisfaction.


  He thought he was brilliant for coming up with something so basic?


  I exhaled through my nose, but before I could anger too quickly, I was stricken by the former part of his statement.


  “A red light?”


  Theo nodded.


  If that were true, then…


  Earlier, I’d questioned what we’d do if another prag had already managed to remove the retrect from the premises, but now I doubted that would be the case.


  I turned sharply to Theo. “The Directors are the ones that put in the bulletin board requests?”


  “Yup-yup.”


  “They aren’t real requests,” I said flatly.


  “Huh?”


  “Whatever it is we’re retrieving, they don’t really need it. The missions are there for another reason.” It was obvious. “They’re staged.”


  “What to you mean?”


  “If a retrect is marked by a red light, obviously someone placed it there, right?”


  “Well yeah, but I never really thought about it that much before.”


  “And even if a retrect is removed from the site of a failed mission, my guess is it’s returned in time for the mission to be renewed,” I said. “What I mean is, if someone manages to grab the retrect but doesn’t make it back to a waystation within three days, the retrect is probably replaced for the next prag that takes on the mission. That’s why you haven’t had an issue with retrects missing or moved.”


  Theo shrugged. “Makes sense, but why does it matter?”


  “If they don’t actually need the items we’re hunting, then the missions serve a different purpose,” I said.


  “To reward SPs?” Theo suggested.


  “True, it could be just to maintain the framework of their ‘game.’ Maybe giving us a goal to work towards drags the game out longer and makes it more enjoyable for the unholy ones, but why place the artifacts in intentionally difficult places if there’s no one to see us get them? They could just as easily place things out in the open. It would occupy us just the same.”


  Again, Theo shrugged. “To give us a challenge? Who knows what those Western City crazies are thinking.”


  “But it’s not just them. It’s our own Director, too,” I said.


  Now wasn’t the time to dwell on it, though. Theo was becoming impatient. “Who cares?” he said, antsy. “Look, let’s go over there and see if we can find a door or something.”


  Fine, I would allow him to lead the way for now. After all, my purpose here was to help him complete the mission. After that, I’d be free to question him about whatever I wanted.


  We made our way down the side of the building and around the corner with the large wheel. On that side, the ground was covered in pieces of torn wreckage, but more remarkable than that, there were clumps of brush, more prosperous than any of the sickly trees we’d passed on the way down.


  “I don’t understand what happened here,” I said. “Was the plant swallowed by a sink hole?”


  “Could be,” said Theo.


  “Then why does it look as though it blew from within?”


  “Maybe a combo of the two,” said Theo.


  “And why is the ground so warm?”


  “Because it’s closer to the earth’s core?”


  I shook my head. “No, but I wonder if it has something to do with why the plantlife down here is so much more abundant.”


  “Hey, hey, hey, Zillnibago. I get that you’re curious and whatnot, but don’t forget we’ve got a time limit. After we return the retrect, you can come back to this place and analyze the crap out of it. Kapeesh?”


  Again, I’d lost myself in scrutiny, and again, Theo was growing impatient.


  I moved past him, through the brush and metal, and around the wheel, forcing myself to ignore the mystery of its purpose. Because that side didn’t lend itself to ground-level entry, we moved on to the front of the factory, but luck wasn’t on our side there either. The front was nothing more than a bleak sheet of metal decorated with two large shafts running up the center, both of which were sleek and without plausible means for climbing. The two shafts were comprised of a different material than the rest of the building, and they reflected the light distinctly, looking almost tinny through layers of dust. Stretched horizontally over the two shafts, symbols and characters peeked through the caked-on dirt, though they were in a language neither Theo nor I could understand. It was a shame. Knowing the building’s identity before entering would have been beneficial, undoubtedly.


  Other than that, the front was plain and adorned with no more windows than the back. Together we moved up and down the wall, searching for openings, though only a few slatted ones peeked out from the ground, most likely part of some ventilation system. Those had long been filled in with rock and earth, though, and held no discernable cracks large enough for us to squeeze through. If the building had ever had a natural entryway, it was on the side sunken into the gorge—a place unreachable without proper climbing equipment, and thus unreachable by my partner and me.


  “Damn,” I muttered.


  Theo perked. “You swear?”


  “Occasionally.”


  “Huh. Anyway, you’re right. This is lame.” Theo kicked at one of the plugged up slats. “Maybe this is why no one’s been able to finish the mission. No one can figure out how to get inside the freaking building.” His large eyes tossed me a look reeking of desperation. “Come on, Zill, tell me you’ve got something.”


  “I actually don’t think getting in will be a problem,” I said bluntly.


  Theo shot a bit of precious water from his mouth. “What?! You been holding out on me, Zillmeister?!”


  “Not really. My thought is to scale the wall and enter through one of those ducts on the backside.”


  Theo tilted his head to the side. “Ducts?”


  I nodded. “You can see from the ones that are no longer attached that there are holes where they used to meet the wall. Using that logic, the ends that are still attached should also have openings where they meet the wall. All we have to do is reach the end of one of the detached tubes and crawl in through it.”


  “Ah, okay…” Theo seemed to visualize the plan in his head. “You think there’s even enough foothold to scale the wall and reach them, though?” he concluded, uncertain.


  “Maybe not, but that wheel contraption has small hooks on it that would be easy enough to climb. If we can at least make it up that side, we could walk across the roof and drop down on the backside. From the roof, we should be able to see if any of the tubes are reachable.”


  Theo responded to the idea with gusto. “Yeah. Yeeeeeah. Okay!” He hooked his arm around my neck and let out a calculating laugh. “Zill, Zill, Zill, you had me worried there a minute. Why didn’t you say so sooner, eh?”


  I shook my head. “The problem is getting back out. I’d prefer to have an exit plan before entering.”


  “Out-shmout.” Theo waved my opinion away as though it were nothing more than a silly notion. “I say we get in while the getting in’s good and figure out the rest later. It’ll be easier to see openings from inside, anyway, because the light will shine in. I mean, that makes sense, right?”


  “I suppose that’s true…” It wasn’t ideal, but Theo was right. We were under a time constraint and entering while it was still light was our best bet for finding a way out later. As I weighed the options in my head, it was almost as though I could hear the tick tick ticking of the clock on my classroom wall so very far away. Only it dared to speak of time’s passing. But whether or not I wished to admit it, time would continue to pass, in the way it always had, and sooner or later, it would take me to a moment when I’d again come face-to-face with the scarlet-haired, icy-eyed stranger that was after me.


  “Very well.” I shook Theo’s arm from my shoulder and gave the plant one determined nod. “Let’s go while we still can.”


  




  Chapter 13


  One Eeeensy Little Thing


  



  Climbing the wheel proved to be as easy as I’d anticipated. I was strong, after all, and Theo was too. Though soft in nature, his body was hardened from his months in the outlands, and his arms flexed and pulled him upwards with each movement. Our only trouble came when coming to a portion of the wheel where the dangling hooks had rusted away. For those, we used the available handles to swing to an inner portion of the wheel where a second track of hooks dangled. In this way, we swiftly made it to the warm top of the sunken building. Once there, however, we were forced to take greater caution. The slanted roof was made of metal, like the rest of the building, and because of its angle, one wrong move meant sliding down the surface and into the deeper reaches of the ravine.


  Theo’s balance was surprisingly steady. He moved ahead of me, planting his feet firmly after each inch forward. I made small steps, concentrating my weight on the balls of my feet and glancing every so often at the green mark on my hand.


  Once at the other side, Theo put out his hand to hold me back as he leaned over the edge of the roof. Immediately, he snapped upward and let out a “Phooo!”


  “What is it?” I pushed his hand away and leaned over to see for myself.


  “It’s high!” he said, and his voice echoed through the ravine.


  I rolled my eyes at him. “Of course it’s high. Here, let me see.” I positioned my hands on his shoulders and leaned around him to get a better look at the tubes. But in response to having the extra weight on him, my burdensome partner grabbed onto the thighs of my pants and pushed himself away from the edge with a,


  “Watch it, Zill!”


  Thanks to the rashness of the motion, we both teetered.


  I did my best to regain balance, completely releasing the fool and crouching to the slanted ground. Meanwhile, Theo staggered backwards several seconds before straightening out. In the aftermath, he reeled around, reprimanding, “What the heck are you trying to do, push me off?!”


  I placed a hand to my temple and gave a great sigh.


  Only a little while longer, Zillow, and then you’ll be free of him.


  Swallowing my pride, I implored the fuming boy, “Hold me back. Make sure I don’t fall,” and offered him my elbow. He took it with begrudging, as again, I leaned over the edge of the building. One of the tubes was not so far down, and its end spouted upwards. Running and jumping for it would be too much of a risk, but if we hitched a rope and released ourselves down the side of the building…


  “That one,” I told Theo. “You have rope, don’t you?”


  “I have some rope,” he answered.


  “Enough for yourself?”


  He nodded.


  “That’s fine. I have some too. Follow my lead.” I removed a stretch of rope from my pack and tied one end beneath myself, so that I was sitting into it. Then, I tossed the other end around a small smokestack sticking from the top of the plant and gathered up the slack. “I’ll go down first,” I told Theo. “Once I’m down, bring the line over the top of this smokestack and throw me my excess before hooking up your rope and coming down after me.”


  Theo looked from the stack to me and again to the stack. “You’re, what, repelling down the side of this deathtrap?”


  “Exactly.”


  His face went white, but I didn’t give him time to protest further. With one concentrated exhale, I released myself over the side of the roof. For whatever reason, my hands were shaking. My knees were, too. Calm down, Zillow. Breathe. I regained myself, planted my feet against the dirt-crusted wall, and then released a bit of slack. My body dropped. Along with it, my stomach dropped, too. I gripped the rope tighter. Breathe.


  I saw Theo’s open mouth gaping over the edge of the roof. I understood his reservation, but now wasn’t the time for cowardice. If I set an example for him, maybe he’d get over his fear, out of provocation or embarrassment at being shown up by a girl. I released another bit of slack, and once more, my stomach fell. I felt the weight of myself placing strain on the rope, and for a flashing moment, I imagined the wound thing snapping and sending me to a deathly fall. I swallowed, choking down the thought, and released another bit of slack. In this way, I bounced down the side of the wall until I was within reach of the broken tube's end. At that point, I gave one great push against the side of the building, but misjudged the duct’s opening, and crashed into its side. I heard Theo give a shout from above, but I refrained from looking up. Looking up or down in this situation would only make me lose focus. A second time, I pushed myself away from the wall, this time making contact with my goal. The momentum attempted to return me to the building, but I hooked onto the opening of the duct with my foot and forced myself backwards, afterwards releasing my greatest amount of slack and dropping into the hard metal of the tube. Not only was it hard, it was warm. Warm essence was streaming from within the building.


  “There,” I called up to Theo. “Are you able to do that?”


  “Daaaaang!” came Theo’s answer. “I mean, I’m sure I can, but—”


  “Throw me the end of my rope,” I cut him off. Conserving resources was essential.


  I caught the rope and returned it to my pack before again calling to Theo, who had disappeared onto the roof. “Are you ready?”


  His answer was delayed, and for a split second, I worried that my partner had abandoned me, but eventually he came again to the edge of the roof, looking worse for the wear and with the rope tied securely beneath his bottom.


  “Don’t think too much,” I told him. “Just do it.”


  “Yeeeeah, I don’t know if you realize this, but you’re tough as fuck, Zillow Stone.”


  “Not really,” I admitted. “My hands were shaking the whole way down.”


  It was the wrong thing to admit.


  “GREAT! If you were scared, how do you think I’ll feel?!” Theo rubbed his marked hand over the whole of his face before cupping his mouth.


  “You’ll be fine, I’m sure,” I said, regretful.


  “Gee, thanks for sounding so sure of yourself!” Theo lashed.


  “No.” I shook my head. “You will be. Your balance is even better than mine.”


  “Oh.” Theo calmed. “Really?” I nodded, and he put a hand to his hip. “And what’s with this ‘even better’ business? The girl’s hot and she knows it?”


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” He continued to grumble even after his back was turned. He edged up to the side of the roof and took a hearty helping of preparation time before dropping himself over the edge.


  Theo may have had balance, but he lacked in grace; thus, his repelling was much less graceful than mine had been. He kicked his legs awkwardly as he flung away from the wall each time, and when it was time to propel towards the tube, he missed it several times, his body wildly swinging out of reach.


  “Calm down!” I called to him. “Steady yourself and go again!”


  He listened, and when he tried again, he swung evenly into the center of the duct. I backed in as far as I could to allow him room, but still he bowled into me, knocking us both down. When he stood, he was panting.


  “Are you all right?” I asked.


  He held his stomach with one hand and shook his opposite wrist. “Don’t worry about me. I’m a-okay.” But as he helped me to my feet, I felt just how sweaty his hand was—something he also realized. “Sorry.” He wiped it on his thigh. “I’m kind of a clammy person.” For some reason—maybe it was because of how harrowing the task had been for him, or because of his impossibly clumsy descent—I felt the urge to laugh, so I did… twice. His large eyes widened even further before narrowing. “Hey! You’re laughing at me now?! You’re kind of a jerk, Zillow Stone!”


  So he said, but he was also grinning.


  Theo undid the rope around himself, let the opposite end’s slack dangle, and attempted to retrieve it from around the smokestack with a few great yanks. The attempt failed, however, for once the other end was around the stack, the weight of its falling was too much, and the whole thing slipped through Theo’s fingers and dropped to the ground. Theo watched it go with orneriness. “Shit. Guess I’ll have to grab it on the way out.”


  Together, we started our climb up the duct.


  The warm air intensified as we crawled deeper. There was something within this building, causing this heat. That much was certain. I only hoped we were prepared for whatever it was.


  When we came to the end of the tube, Theo punched me in the arm. “Nice work, Zillipede!” I’d been right. The hose extended into the factory.


  “No praise until we’re back outside,” I told him, though truthfully, I felt a small sense of pride that my plan had worked.


  On the inside of the building, the duct was even warmer, nearing on hot. We’d be in trouble if it reached scorching. A short ways in, the tube branched into two paths. I paused at the fork. I’d assumed that once inside, the passage would end abruptly, opening into a larger area. It hadn’t occurred to me that the ducts might be part of a larger network like this. So be it. Our new goal was to find a way out.


  I fished about in my pack, retrieving my length of rope a second time. I gathered up equal slack on each end and wound them into two bundles, then handed one to Theo. “You go down the right passage. I’ll take the left. If you find a way out, give the rope three strong tugs and I’ll come to you. Be sure to keep the line tight. Drop slack only as you go, otherwise I won’t feel it even if you tug.”


  Theo wiped away the perspiration dripping at the side of his neck and looked to the rope in his hand with determination. “Got it.”


  He wasn’t the only one sweating. As I moved down the left stretch of duct, the heat affected me similarly. The air within the tube became more and more difficult to swim through, the deeper into the factory I probed. It was hot and moist, and eventually I could no longer tell if the wetness on my skin was due to my own perspiration or the settling dampness of the air.


  When I came to another branch in the path, I took the left, but had no luck that way. The bundle of rope was dwindling and I realized it would run out before I’d get to explore the path completely, so I backpedaled, this time taking the right. I crawled in deeper. After a helping of minutes, I’d still felt nothing from Theo’s end of the rope, and it was getting harder to breathe the longer I explored the cramped space. It wasn’t that I minded tight spaces. It was that the passageways were also dim. I didn’t like the dark. I never had. Darkness hindered perception, and perception was one of the most important skills for those of us destined to be hunted.


  Not to mention, the green glow of my hand only served to make the atmosphere eerier than it ought to have been.


  But no matter how eerie, I preferred that glow to what came next.


  When it happened, I realized it immediately, though it took me more than a few seconds to react. That glow that bathed the silver ducts, mellow and haunting, suddenly and uncompromisingly flicked from green to red.


  As I stared at the red glow I hadn’t seen since the previous day, my chest began to pound. I was stuck within a series of tubes, and my Marker, icy-eyed unholy one, now knew my exact location.


  Louder and louder, my pulse raced in my ears. I began a hasty scamper towards the other end of the rope. Theo had gambits he’d been saving for something like this. I needed to find him as quickly as possible—before my Marker realized where I was trapped. My Marker… I had no idea what resources he had. For all I knew, his tracker was incredibly detailed. For all I knew, it showed the function of this very factory even we had yet to identify.


  With these thoughts running through my mind, I was spastic at first, perilously hustling over the bumpy ridges of the duct; but then, my demeanor cooled as I came to an understanding: Even if my Marker knew where I was, there was no telling how far away he was from me at this exact moment. He could be innumerable tetramarks away from my location. For all I knew, it would take him hours to reach me, and even if he were somehow, miraculously within reach, he wouldn’t have such an easy time entering the building.


  Even knowing that, I felt urgency as I collected the rope and made my way for the only person that could provide salvation: my wide-eyed partner.


  “Theo!” When I came to the place where we’d separated, I began to call for him. “Theodorius!” But there was no response, nor was there tugging along the rope line. “THEO! MY TRACKER WENT OFF!” My voice echoed and bounced along the metal casing.


  Drenched in ominous red light, I barreled through the ducts, taking a right branch where the rope led. I followed it diligently until—


  “THEO?!”


  I understood what had happened the moment I saw the wreckage. A weak stretch of pipe had torn under Theo’s weight, and now there was a large opening where the duct had separated from itself. Pushing myself forward on my knees, I made my way toward the opening, skin rawing against the unforgiving metal of the duct.


  Though I’d found what I’d been looking for—a way out—this was far from the way I’d hoped to find it.


  “THEO?! ARE YOU OKAY?! CAN YOU HEAR ME?!”


  I hoisted myself out of the tangle to see that I was stories above the ground in a muddled cavern of winding tubes and hissing machines. From the looks of it, the tube had given under the strain of my partner’s weight, and Theo had fallen somewhere into the tangle of hoses. I imagined that at one point, there’d been rhyme or reason to the placement of the tubes, but now, in its dilapidated state, the inside of the factory was a mess of fallen conduits and mechanical parts gone wrong.


  I felt along the wrecked portion of pipe for something strong enough to support myself. “THEO!” Cautiously, I climbed to the topside of the downed duct and inched myself along it. “THEODORIUS!” I shouted for him, but received nothing in the way of an answer. Anxiety-ridden, I transferred myself from duct to duct, but it was a challenge to maintain my footing because the tubes were slippery on the top.


  No, that was a lie. It was I who was slippery. The hot moisture of the air coated me, betraying my palms so that they struggled to gain traction at each pass.


  This was no good. I needed to reach the ground before I fell to the ground. I needed to reach Theo.


  The red mark on my hand taunted me, a reminder that for now, I was a sitting duck, and that the unholy one, born with an extreme lust for my people… no, born with an extreme lust for me, knew where I was.


  And he would surely come for me.


  I was the pink flower, and the black rose was coming.


  




  Chapter 14


  Retrect Rampage


  



  From the moment I met him, I’d thought of my partner as a hindrance, even though he held knowledge and resources that I needed.


  Now, for the first time, I saw Theodorius as salvation. I needed to reach him, and I needed him to be alive.


  Outside the ducts, the factory was still just as dim and just as warm. The air hummed with manufactured energy. I used the red light on the back of my hand to check for safe footing as I sloshed and slid from one tube to the next, until my wet palms couldn’t take it anymore. Yet a story from the ground, I slipped and my body went bouncing through the remaining ducts.


  I landed on the ground with an UMPH!


  My shoulder smarted from the fall and my knees and elbows were bleeding from my rapid pass through the tubes. Nonetheless, I pushed myself to my feet and again began to call for Theo.


  “THE—”


  I saw the green glow of his hand before I saw him. I quickly ran to its source. The grimy boy was caught between two rigid ducts some yards up, neck twisted awkwardly to the side.


  He’s… dead?


  It was the first thing I thought.


  He’s dead!


  It was the second thing I thought.


  Yet, my mouth continued to call for him. No, it screamed for him. “THEO! WAKE UP!” Body drenched in moisture from the air, I clawed at a low-hanging duct, wildly trying to climb up to where he was, but it was no use; I was too slippery.


  If I made it out of this, the first thing I’d buy with my rewarded SPs would be a pair of hide gloves.


  As my mouth continued to call for him, I waited for any sign of life. I hated this moment and the knowing that I was useless. I was a proactive person. I’d always been that way. I was strong and fast, and there was no way I’d let this game get the best of me, and yet…


  There was nothing I could do to retrieve my fallen partner, nor to put an end to the red glow of my mark.


  There was nothing I could do.


  I let myself think that way for only a moment, before turning my self-pity into resolve. I began to look around the area for something I could use to reach Theo. Out of all of the bits of scrap, there had to be something I could utilize to get to him.


  I was just beginning to heave a round barrel-like tub beneath my partner’s caught body, when I saw the green glow fluctuate against the wall. I shot my gaze upward in time to see Theo’s arm moving. Not only was it moving, it was attempting to push the rest of him up.


  “Y-YOU AREN’T DEAD!”


  I heard him grumble into the side of the duct.


  “CAREFUL!” I shouted. “DON’T MAKE ANY SUDDEN MOVEMENTS! IS ANYTHING BROKEN?”


  “Zill… entine?” With a dazed expression, his head peeked upward from the crossing of tubes.


  A surge of relief moved through me. “You’ve used that one before,” I said quietly, rubbing my brow like a concerned warden. I closed my eyes to let my heartbeat slow. I concentrated on the rapid thudding, bidding it to calm. Theo was alive. He’s alive. I let it sink in before I opened my eyes again.


  By that time, the living boy had successfully pushed himself into a sitting position. “Ouuuch,” he sang as he rubbed the side of his neck.


  “Is anything broken?” I asked again.


  “No, don’t think so…” But he continued to creak and groan.


  “Let yourself down gently,” I instructed.


  He twisted his neck to the other side, let out another loud griping, and then set his eyes on me, where they widened into a state of emergency. “ZILL! YOUR TRACKER!” I’d forgotten, in lieu of my relief for Theo’s recovery, but at his mention of it, the red glow seemed to swell and fill the hissing, metallic place with a dreadful urgency.


  “It went off a little while ago,” I said, veins racing, but fighting to keep composure. “Hurry and come down here.”


  Suddenly, my concern wasn’t at all for Theo’s wellbeing; it was for my own. By now, my Marker had used whatever tools he had to pinpoint my exact location. By now, he’d realized that I hadn’t moved from it. If he had any sense at all, by now, he’d realized that I was stuck here.


  Understanding the danger of my lit hand, Theo did his best to scamper through the remaining mess of hoses, but he was disoriented from the fall, as well as filled with panic over my tracker’s glow. These combined made his descent ungainly. Arms thrashing, he came crashing to the ground.


  I rushed to his side. I didn’t bother to see if he was okay.


  “A gambit! Quick!” I barked.


  He let a pained sound out through his teeth as, holding his neck with one hand, he used his other to madly sift through his backpack, ultimately pulling out a small leather binder. “Everything I’ve got’s in there!” he spat, wincing from the pain of his neck. “Go for a decoy one!”


  I began to leaf through the binder, which on each page had slots where round discs, roughly the size of tokens, were stuffed. Those discs were gambits? I hadn’t seen one before, aside from the animated depiction on the vendor screen. Each was sliver thin, and transparent in the center, though each one was tinted a different color, depending on type, I figured. Only the rim of each disc was opaque and etched with the name of the gambit.


  20-Min W Decoy was tinted orange in the center. “This one?” I flung the open binder up for injured Theo to inspect.


  “West?” Theo chewed his lip. “Not ideal. Don’t I have a North in there?”


  20-Min N Decoy was also tinted orange. I pulled it from the binder and held it out to inspect it. “What do I do with it?”


  “Oh right, I guess you wouldn’t know. Press it to your mark.”


  “Like this?” Chest thudding, I fought to keep my anxiety under control as I pressed the thin disc to the back of my right hand.


  “Yup, now hold it there until it changes,” said Theo, favoring his neck.


  Droplets of moisture rolled from the tips of my nose and chin and fell onto my chest while I waited for the mark to react. My chest moved in and out, absorbing the droplets. My hair was matted to my neck, sickly and feverish. Each breath I drew felt like an eternity until, finally, the red mark flicked blue twice before returning to red; although the red was no longer a constant glow, but a soft, fluttering fluctuation.


  “There,” said Theo, exhaling loudly. “That’ll do it.”


  “If we’re lucky,” I added. If we were lucky, my Marker would fall for it. If we were luckier, my Marker was too far away to follow the tracker anyway. When I removed the disc, it was no longer tinted orange. Now, it was clear and colorless. I moved to return it to the binder.


  “Chuck it,” said Theo. “It’s useless now.”


  I let the disc fall to the ground, then released an exhale to rival Theo’s, before turning to attend to the damaged boy. “Let me see.” I took the side of his head and tipped it the opposite way.


  “Ow, ow, ow, eeeeasy, Zill! I’m fragile.”


  I pressed against the side of his jaw. “Does this hurt?”


  “No.”


  “How about this?” I shifted my hand to the pocket where his jaw met his neck and pressed.


  “YOW!” He shot his wet hand over my fingers on his neck.


  “You’re just bruised,” I said. “You didn’t jar anything too badly. You’ll live.”


  “Ah. Well, that’s good because it feels like I’m dying,” said Theo.


  I rolled my eyes at him, suppressing a grin evoked by impulsiveness. Theo let his hand fall, but I let mine remain on his neck. Today, being caught in this sunken plant, unable to escape the red glow, was the first time I realized exactly how much I needed a partner. It made me realize how much I needed Theo. He’d shown me where to get water, he’d shared his food with me, and today, he’d come through when I needed him. No matter how much I hated to admit it, I owed him one. No, that was a lie. I owed him more than one.


  My hand on his neck, I caught his gentle gaze with mine. His eyes were soft and feminine and didn’t match his physique. His eyelashes were long, and made him look sweet and innocent, though he wasn’t really like that at all.


  “Thank you, Theo.”


  At my offering of gratitude, his jaw tightened as his teeth pressed together, and in the aftermath of the expression, he winced from the pain it caused him. “For what?” he asked.


  “The gambit.” I left it at that, and let my hand fall. Then, I gathered up my pack. “Let’s find the retrect and then find a way out of here.”


  Theo was fully in agreement.


  The floor of the plant was littered with shredded conveyor belts and upturned machines, torn apart by whatever had massacred the building. Some of the machines continued to fizz, though they no longer functioned as they were supposed to, while others were silent, and still more, those higher up and secured to the wall, hummed and let off bouts of steam and heat. As we made our way through the interior of the factory, Theo lagged behind, hawing over his bruises and scrapes. Maybe he didn’t understand that he should have been lucky to be as intact as he was. I was lucky too. The fall I’d suffered left my shoulder throbbing, but the absence of bones protruding from places they shouldn’t was enough to make me grateful.


  I knew that twenty minutes had passed when the fluttering of my mark shifted from soft red to strong green. Again, I released a long exhale of relief. To my Marker it would look like I’d gone off the grid somewhere to the north.


  We ventured deeper.


  Eventually, we came to a hallway where even the glow of our hands was stifled by the dark, and throughout the blackness, the beady lights of machines glistened like the eyes of unknown creatures hidden just out of reach. I shuddered and trembled, despising my own weakness, until Theo removed a flashlight from his pack and used it to illuminate the way.


  “I wasn’t aware that you had a flashlight,” I said through my scowl, flummoxed and ornery.


  Theo tapped his chin. “Batteries are hella expensive. I only use it when I absolutely have to.”


  We slid beneath cords and tucked around gears. This whole place was like a jungle—not that I’d ever seen a jungle in real life, not that jungles yet existed in this dying world. But that was what I thought dipping over root-like hoses and vine-like cords. Each foreign sound could very well have been that of a beast. After all, machines were beast enough.


  We trekked on, without any sign of the retrect, and becoming wetter and wetter the deeper we crawled inside the factory’s belly.


  “It’s hard to breathe,” I observed after some time.


  “Sure is,” Theo panted. “Let’s hope we find it soon. I’ve never been soggier in my entire life.” Theo switched off his flashlight periodically so that the ‘red light’ of the retrect would be more noticeable; but as the day waned on, there was still no sign of any such red light, aside from the one that had been streaming from my hand hours earlier.


  I was just beginning to feel the first pangs of hunger when I saw it. True, I’d been expecting a red light, for that was what Theo had called it, but I hadn’t been expecting…


  “That’s it!” My partner exclaimed exuberantly.


  As we passed from one room into another, I saw a floating cylinder hovering like a beacon in the corner, blasting bright light that was more firelike than the ‘red’ I’d been expecting. Indeed, at first glance, it looked like a great fireball suspended in the air. The room was cluttered, like the rest of the factory, and the light cast drowsy shadows over everything, disfiguring the machines and rubble. The overhead beacon was blinding, in contrast to the darkness everywhere else. I stopped to gawk at it, but Theo took my moist hand in his and yanked me behind him.


  “Come on, Zill!” Pushy, he drew me after him through the messy space, eyes fixated on the firelike beam. But while he was transfixed, I was thinking. This retrect we were after—it was supposedly much sought after, though no one had managed to capture it yet. The reward was supposedly much greater than the other fetch quests.


  True, it had been a struggle entering the building, but surely others had made it in. Why, then, was this particular retrect so…?


  While Theo’s sight was lost in the beam, I was looking elsewhere, rapidly surveying our surroundings for sign of a trap.


  If others had made it this far, what had stopped them from claiming the retrect? What had…?


  “STOP!”


  I put my full weight into holding Theo back, and though his momentum was strong, I was strong, too. I managed to keep him from making the same mistake others undoubtedly had. Sharply, the ground ended just before the cylinder, though it was hard to see because of the way the shadows were cast from the gleaming overhead light. The floor in the corner of the room was missing, and if there was a bottom below the cylinder, it was too deep and dark to see. Adding to the illusion, several of the cords continued on over the dead space like tightropes, and even some of the beams, though I wouldn’t trust them to hold any great weight. The retrect’s placement was intentional. If Theo had kept going, he would have run straight over the edge.


  Realizing his folly, my rash partner stumbled backwards into me. “Hell!” he shouted, and then after tiptoeing to the edge of the abyss—“H-how’d you see that?!”


  “It’s my job, remember? To keep you from falling into potholes.”


  “Har. Har.” Theo shook his head. “Damn, though. Did someone plan it that way?! That’s downright malicious!”


  Yes, it was malicious, and I still didn’t understand the point of it. Even if we’d fallen into the trap, there would have been no one to see it. None of the unholy ones could have gained any pleasure from our failure. Why, then, make such a trap? Unless… A test?


  “Well, shit,” Theo grumbled, peering over the edge of the floor. “Where’s the retrect, then?” He searched the black hole, taking out his light and probing the deep reaches, to no avail. Meanwhile, I was looking up.


  “Is that it?” I pointed to a small golden thing attached to the wall beside the glowing cylinder. “It sticks out because it’s cleaner than everything else in here. It isn’t tarnished or rusted like the rest.” Theo followed my point. He squinted at the golden thing, turning his head this way and that until—


  “Probably. We won’t know until we get it down, though. How the hell are we supposed to do that?” He frowned at the artifact. “It’s not like we have a ladder, and even if we did, there’s no floor to prop it against!” Theo shook out of frustration and little dribbles of water fell from various parts of his body.


  I maintained my composure. “Let me see your light.”


  “Huh?”


  “Your flashlight, Theo, let me see it.” I held out my hand expectantly and he handed it to me. I shined it on the wall. “See that?” I asked. “There are little indents.” I moved the light along the wall, to the edge reachable from where we stood. “They continue to here. I think it’s a path. I think we’re supposed to climb it.”


  At the suggestion, Theo’s eyes bulged. “Climb THAT?”


  I nodded.


  Theo looked from the wall to the beacon and then to the hole in the floor. “Are you crazy?! If we fall, we’re totally goners! I can’t even see the bottom of this pit from here! Who knows how far down it goes!”


  “We won’t fall,” I said calmly. I put a hand into the lowest groove.


  “Suuure. Easy for you to say. How are we supposed to climb all wet like this?”


  “Watch,” I said. I removed the blanket I kept in my pack and used my katar to slice off four strips. “Tie these around your palms,” I said. “Once they’re a little moist, they’ll help us keep our grip. Also, the wall here looks roughed up. I don’t think it will be that bad.”


  “Phoooo.” Theo’s face scrunched as he weighed my plan. “Really? Do you reeeeally think that’s the best thing to do? Like, is it even viable?”


  I gave one firm nod. I saw no other option. “I’ll prove it,” I said. “I’ll go first.”


  First tossing Theo his flashlight, I wound the strips of blanket around each palm, and again made my way to the side of the wall. I placed my hand into the first groove and used it to pull myself up. My hand slipped from my weight and Theo gave a start. “It’s fine,” I told him over my shoulder. I let the cloth soak up a bit more moisture before trying again. The second time, I gained a firm hold. I used the first several indents to lift myself off the floor.


  Theo stood yonder, mouth hanging. “I mean, if you’re sure you want to do that, Zillhammer… We don’t BOTH need to do it, though, right? I mean, you can just grab the retrect and come right back down, can’t you?” He forced a chuckle laden with apprehension.


  “No,” I countered. “The path keeps going higher beyond the retrect. I think we should follow it.”


  Theo was quiet a moment. Most likely, he was waiting for a punchline from me, though thus far I hadn’t proven myself comical. When one didn’t come, he shakily offered, “Oooh, okay, sure. Mind telling me WHY you came to that conclusion?”


  “Simple,” I said, pulling myself further up the wall. “I think this retrect quest is a test of some sort.”


  “A test?” Theo repeated.


  I nodded. “Yes, I don’t know why or what they’re testing us on, but we’ve already established that the missions serve some other purpose than just retrieving items for the Directors. I’ve been thinking about it, and… they may be in place to test us. As far as this quest goes, I think the test was that trap. It was to see if we’d go charging in rashly, thereafter falling to our deaths; or if we’d approach the situation with caution, instead discovering the path up the wall. Because we passed, I believe the rest of the way might be laid out for us—a reward, so to speak.”


  “Like a way out?” said Theo.


  “Exactly.”


  “But… how can you know that, Zill?” Theo said, voice unconvinced.


  “I don’t. That’s just my guess.” Taking a deep breath, I moved sideways along the grooved path, over the portion of the room missing a floor. “And it’s all I have to go off of. Now,” I said, moving higher into the firelike light of the beacon, “are you coming, or not?”


  




  Chapter 15


  Crash


  



  “Dang, Zill! Looks like you were right!”


  The golden plaque marked with the Director’s seal was now securely within my backpack. I felt its weight unevenly in the corner, a small reminder that we’d accomplished our goal. After no small share of griping, my doubtful partner had followed me up the wall and out of the room. The grooved path led to a small passage that ran horizontally through the factory—an enclosed catwalk of sorts. Unlike the rest of the plant, the passage was clear of clutter; or rather, it had been cleared of clutter by whoever had devised the retrect’s retrieval task.


  Most remarkable, however, was that no sooner had we entered the passage, we saw the outside light of salvation streaming from above. At the far end of the catwalk was the way out we’d hoped for.


  “It’s one of the smokestacks,” I concluded, peering up. The inside of the smooth stack was adorned with a welded column of bars allowing for an easy exit.


  This time, Theo took the lead. “So it really was all a setup?” he said as he grabbed hold of the first rung.


  “Mm,” I grunted. This ladder only furthered the theory.


  Theo was quiet a moment. He climbed up a few more rungs before offering, “You know, I’m really glad I bumped into someone like you. I expected this whole thing to be hard, but…” Theo shot me a grin from over his shoulder. “There’s no way I could’ve done that alone. If it was me, I’d still be stuck outside, scratching my head over how to get inside! Not even kidding.” Apparently, the thought of being free of the place was enough to make him forget about his injuries. He pulled himself up the peg ladder with ease.


  Together we made our way up the smokestack and into the dusk. At the top, we secured a length of rope to the topmost rung and used it to slide down the high exterior of the stack. Once at the bottom, Theo’s glee turned to reproaching. He glared at the towering thing. “I see how it is,” he said, gesturing. “There’s an easy way in right there, but it’s impossible to get to from down here! That’s tricky as fuck.”


  I was in agreement. The entire thing was tricky, suspiciously so. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on it, though.


  The slanted roof was no easier to cross the second time around, but this time, we were starting from the middle and had only to make it to the edge of the building. We kept the large smokestack at our backs, between the abyss and us, as a safeguard. If we slipped, we’d have that to catch us. Very carefully, we inched along the roof, clinging to any stacks within reach, until safely to the edge of the building where the great wheel was waiting.


  I’d never breathed a greater sign of relief than I did when my feet hit the outside ground. Dusty and warm, it received me with solidarity. It wasn’t the only one to do so. Theo flung his arms around my neck in a hearty, choking embrace. “We did it,” he said into my hair. “Wait till Peck and the others find out! That’ll wipe the smug smirk right off of Kipper’s fat face. Heh. Heh. Heh. We really, really…” His body jolted and he removed himself from me, keeping his hands firmly on my shoulders and peering into my eyes with determination. “But we aren’t done yet, Zillness. We still have to get it back to a waystation, and we only have a day to do it. Now that we’re out, let me have a look at that thing.”


  I retrieved the heavy plaque and tossed it to him, and as he began to study it, I removed a canteen from my pack and took a few vigorous glugs of water. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, stared into the dimming sky, and allowed myself to smile. We’d done it. We’d retrieved the retrect, and now I’d have more than enough SPs to get by. I’d purchase my own gambits and nutrient packs, and Theo would share his knowledge with me. I was in a much better place than when I started. From here on out, I’d conquer the wastelands, I’d take control of my cursed status, and I’d beat my Marker at his game. I’d beat the Directors at their game.


  I was fast and strong and smart. I, Zillow Stone, was a marked one, and I was going to win.


  Letting the smile swell, I started along the wall of the factory. “Are you coming, Theo?”


  “Hell yes. Get me out of this shithole. But go ahead. First I gotta take a piss.”


  I shook my head at him before cutting through the gnarled bushes and rounding the corner to the backside of the building. The day was at its end, but the dawn of my time in the wildlands was just beginning. I’d made it this far in only a few days. I’d make it farther. I’d make it farthest.


  I’d—


  I stopped dead in my tracks, for there, at the backside of the plant, sitting leisurely upon the heated, dirty ground that had welcomed me with such reassurance, was a person in a black jumpsuit.


  The person had hair of fire and eyes of ice and a flat mouth that was curled up in one corner.


  When he saw me, he stood.


  My katar was already unsheathed. I held it in preparation.


  “I caught up to you, Zillow Stone,” the person said with quiet amusement. “That didn’t take long.”


  I didn’t know what to say, but my mouth had been trained. It said the only thing it knew how to respond:


  “My Marker.”


  




  Zillow Stone
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    Act 2


  


  




  Chapter 1


  Crashing


  



  I stood at the back of the plant, katar at my side, entered in a stare-down that was nearly impossible to withstand. Somehow, the gaze of the icy-eyed unholy one was more intense than I remembered. Mine, by comparison, was weak. Still, I held it, determined not to fall first, even as he started to approach in easy strides.


  I said nothing but dug my toes into the ground as I leaned forward, prepped and ready to attack.


  In contrast, my Marker had no weapon at the ready, at least not one I could see. He merely drilled into me with his stare and continued to approach with his mouth in a curl. That was good. I was confident I could take on any unarmed person, no matter who they were.


  Theo was still elsewhere, taking his ‘piss,’ and I waited in anticipation for the moment he’d round the corner. His entrance would provide a distraction for my enemy. I’d be ready for it. I wouldn’t flinch.


  I’d use the moment to attack.


  “Put your weapon down, Zillow Stone,” my Marker commanded, voice light and calculating.


  I didn’t obey; rather, I held my weapon tighter.


  “Down,” he said again, pressing his stare into mine.


  I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


  “Trust me,” he said, lip curling even further into a snarl, “you don’t want me to use this.” At that moment, he turned over his bronze hand and revealed a small, opaque disc between his fingers—a gambit.


  At the sight of it, my pulse kicked. I’d come to understand that there was power in the tiny trinkets. And he’d already earned enough SPs to purchase one? But how, when we were only a few days in, and when he’d focused his energy on staying close to me?


  I responded nothing, though I felt my chin tense up in a way I hoped wasn’t noticeable. Letting him sense weakness would only be detrimental.


  The boy’s gaze trailed lazily over my face, down my neck, and to my chest. There it stayed while I fought the impulse to turn away. “Did you get it?” he said, jawbone tilted haughtily. He nodded to the building looming over my back. “Did you get the thing you were looking for?”


  Not that it sounded like he actually cared.


  I intended to remain silent, to keep him from reading me until Theo returned. For whatever reason, though, my mouth became reckless: “How did you catch up to me?” it blurted, lacking poise.


  There it was.


  I’d been pushing everything back, suppressing my frustration over being found by my hunter, but with my mouth on the loose, my body soon followed. My legs crouched, prepared to lunge—though I wasn’t forced to act quite yet.


  Just then, Theo rounded the corner.


  It wasn’t the sort of entrance I’d been expecting. He didn’t flounce into view, unaware of the danger in our midst; instead, he stepped darkly onto the scene, a pair of long hunting knives clutched in his hands. So he hadn’t been relieving himself an unnaturally long time. He’d heard my Marker’s voice and he’d been preparing for battle.


  His face was stern, his fists tight, and his gaze steady. It wasn’t a look I’d seen on my haphazard partner before, but no matter how unnatural, I was grateful for his sudden air of confidence.


  As he rounded the corner, he called to the unholy one in a casual voice, “Whatcha got there?” and the unholy one responded by flicking the gambit into the air and catching it in a swiping motion. In his opposite hand, he held the pen-like applicator he’d pierced into my hand at the beginning of our game. For now, the pen’s indent was lit green, in sync with the mark it had given me.


  Threatening, my Marker brought the tip of the pen nearly to the center of the gambit, turned his eyes deadly, and bade Theo,


  “Back off.”


  Theo eyed the pen and gambit stonily before clicking his tongue. “What’s your plan here, pal? Let’s be honest. Even if you initiate that gambit on Zillumptous, there’s nothing you can do to slow me down. You know what I think? I think you should shove off and try again later when I’m not around.”


  My Marker’s sneer deepened. Overhead, the day was muted to dusk. From within, an anger clutched me, but it wasn’t at its fullest. There was also something unnerving about my Marker’s confidence. He was outnumbered, seemingly weaponless, and yet he was clutching the gambit as though it were his saving grace, and he wasn’t backing down.


  What ability was stored in that minute, slender disc? Something powerful enough to give him a sense of security.


  Whatever it was, it didn’t matter.


  Let him activate it, I thought. It won’t matter either way.


  Once activated, I’d be given a warning period, during which my mark would blink a series of notifying lights. That was when I’d act. I’d take him before the gambit’s effect set in.


  I heard Theo let out a shout as, with a concentrated exhale, I made a start for the sneering hunter.


  Yes, I’d take him down. I’d be the first prag ever to win the game within the first week. I’d—


  I was caught around the waist from behind by a strong arm, as—“STOP, ZILL!”—Theo’s panicked voice broke me out of my rage. Meanwhile, the unholy one was standing ever still, watching us with eyes difficult to read.


  I fought to shrug Theo from myself, but he was stronger than he looked. Either that, or his determination was fueling him beyond his natural level of strength.


  “ZILL!” he shouted again. “THAT GAMBIT—”


  “That’s right,” my Marker chimed, in a way that made my rage return just as quickly as it had gone.


  “What?” I seethed, throwing a vehement look at Theo.


  Theo didn’t bother explaining. He swallowed loudly enough that I could hear it. “How do you have one of those already?” he said to my Marker. “Even Chloe…”


  “Let me go, Theo,” I said, resentment tight.


  “No, Zill.” Theo’s grip weakened. “Just stop. He’s got you.”


  I whirled around violently and demanded, “What do you mean he’s got me?” From where I stood, I had a pretty good shot. No matter what the gambit’s power, I was confident I could take him before it hit me.


  “That’s a Poi-7,” Theo said.


  “And?”


  Theo was silent.


  “AND?” I demanded.


  “It’s one of the most dangerous gambits there is. One of the most expensive, to boot.” Theo locked eyes darkly onto my Marker. “How a newb like him got one is…”


  My Marker did nothing but grin deeper.


  “And just what does a Poi-7 do?” I pressed, annoyed by both the unholy one’s countenance, as well as my own lack of knowledge.


  Theo was silent. The icy-eyed boy nodded at him. “I’ll let you tell her.”


  “Ugh.” Theo let out a groan. When he spoke again, he did so sounding defeated. “If he activates the Poi-7, it’s over, Zillow. A small amount of poison will be released into your bloodstream, through the implant on your hand—a little every day for four days. If you don’t find an antidote by the fourth day…”


  Theo didn’t need to finish. I understood the situation perfectly well. If activated, the gambit would kill me in four days.


  “And the antidote could LITERALLY be anywhere out here,” Theo continued. “Finding it would be… well, to say ‘a pain in the ass,’ would be putting it lightly. It would be pretty much impossible, even for you.”


  I stared down my Marker and mulled over everything Theo had told me. “He’s bluffing,” I concluded. “It’s a fake. If he’s got a gambit like that, why not use it before now? Why not activate it and then track me down when I’m already weak?”


  “I wish you were right.” Theo shook his head. “But that’s the real deal. It’s a close-range gambit, meaning he’s gotta be in close proximity for it to activate.”


  “How close?”


  “A deca-tetramark.”


  About ten paces.


  Then I knew what I had to do. Without verbal warning, I tore away. From my Marker, from my partner, from the sunken plant, I fled. If all I had to do was maintain a distance of ten paces, the situation was manageable.


  And so I ran, not giving thought to which direction I was headed. Theo and I needed to get to a waystation by the following night, in order to cash in the retrect, but for now, that didn’t matter.


  All I needed was to run.


  




  Chapter 2


  A Beast among Beasts


  



  “Z-Zill!” Theo let out a protest of surprise from behind my back, though I soon heard him at my heels, struggling to keep up.


  Good. At least he wasn’t still gawking at the unholy one. At least he’d been competent enough to take off after me.


  “Just run, Theo!” I ordered as I tore up the incline of the ravine, never looking back, pressing the muscles in my legs tighter with each stride. A small amount of excitement and a great amount of adrenaline moved through my body as I ran. Maybe it was because this was what I’d trained for. Ultimately, this ‘game’ was a game of chase, and I was faster than fast. For the first time, I was using the full extent of my speed.


  By the time I reached the top of the slope, my calves burned and my lungs heaved, but still I trotted on. Though I knew my partner was struggling far more than I, I didn’t care. It was his own fault that he hadn’t trained properly.


  “Theo! Is he behind you!?” I called over my shoulder.


  “Fuck if I know!” Theo panted between words. “Where are you running to?! Do you even have a plan?!”


  No, I didn’t have a plan. Not at first, anyway, but soon my body began to shift in direction, moving northerly. There was only one place I knew of where I’d be completely safe from my Marker’s reach.


  “The waystation!” I shouted to Theo.


  “No way!” Theo chugged. “You’re not planning on sprinting all the way there, are you?! That’s downright cray-cray, Zill!”


  I slowed my pace only slightly so that he could run up beside me, and shot him a glare. “And do you have a better plan?”


  Red-faced, Theo frowned. “Well… no.”


  “Then shut up and keep up.”


  We ran on as day dawned.


  After some time I realized that the only footsteps I heard resounding upon the dusty earth were Theo’s delayed ones echoing my own. I slowed to a jog and concentrated on listening.


  Theo noticed. “L… lost… him?” he heaved, hopeful.


  “Shh.”


  After a stretch of listening for distant foot clamor, I still heard nothing in the way of pursuit. Maybe we were fine after all. Maybe my Marker wasn’t as fast as we were. Maybe we were safe.


  …


  In truth, we were far from safe.


  …


  No sooner had I let myself ease up, than I heard an unnaturally loud rumble in the air that made me stop in my tracks. “Thunder?” I wondered, though the day wasn’t marked by storm. I just didn’t know what else it could be. It wasn’t a sound I believed my Marker capable of making.


  I turned to my winded partner, who looked on the verge of death. “Did you hear that, Theo?” I asked. “Was it thunder?”


  Doubled-over, he shook his head, but was breathing too heavily to respond.


  “Then what?” I said.


  BOOM! The world grumbled again.


  Theo’s body heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. Again he shook his head and attempted to speak, but the words weren’t discernable through his labored breathing.


  He continued on like that, only mustering enough energy to make a swinging motion with his hand. Dimly, he caught the bottom of my shirt and gave it a tug. I was growing impatient, and the thunder was growing louder. I looked to the sky, in search of accompanying lightning, but found none.


  “What is it, Theo?” I demanded.


  “M—”


  “M?” I repeated.


  The world gave another giant boom.


  “Theo?”


  “M-MOVE!” he managed. “Keep moving!” And then he forced himself to start up again.


  This time when we ran, it was he who was leading me. With frenzied, struggling steps, he drew me across the wasteland, fighting his own body to keep moving forward.


  He was no good to me like this.


  “Wait!” I swatted his hand away from the bottom of my shirt. “Stop. Catch your breath. My Marker isn’t near.” I tore into my backpack, removed a canteen, and shoved it into his chest. “Drink.”


  He poured the water sloppily into his mouth, and it dribbled down the corners of his face. Afterwards, he sputtered and choked, and wiped his mouth on his shoulder. He caught his breath, and when he was again capable of speaking, he swore, “Damn! It was fine when we were running, but once we stopped, it all sort of hit me.”


  “Adrenaline,” I explained.


  The desert boomed louder. Theo looked shiftily over his shoulder. His doe eyes were wide, showing flashes of true fear. I looked in the direction he looked. The rocky distance showed no signs of change.


  “What, Theo?”


  The fazed boy shook his head. “Not anything good, Zillan. Not anything good. You remember those beasts you were talking about before?”


  “Before…?” I clenched my muzzle. “The ones that hardly roam in this far?”


  “Yeah, well hardly doesn’t mean never, and that’s why we’ve got to—”


  “RUN!” I finished, for just then I saw a great galloping thing come over the horizon. It was a mammoth or an elephant or any one of the tusked beasts that had long been extinct, those I’d seen only in film and picture. It was an enormous, gray thing, callumping along on four thick legs. Two large tusks rose from its head, or maybe its back, spearing towards the sky. With each thundering clap upon the ground, the mammoth’s body jostled, like an unstable grouping of mass. From where we stood, I couldn’t tell what matter its body was made of, flesh or metal, but from its sides, flashes of mechanical light broke through the dust.


  That was all I saw of the creature before turning head and sprinting faster than I ever had before.


  Keep a calm head, Zillow Stone, I commanded myself. “Theo!” I shouted over my shoulder. “Can we fight it?”


  He lagged behind in a panic. “Hell no, we can’t fucking FIGHT it!”


  And outrunning it was impossible. By the sound of its thunderous steps, it was steadily gaining on us. Our only hope was to get out of its reach.


  “Is there high ground anywhere near here?!” I called to Theo. “A structure? A mountain? Anything?!”


  “I don’t know!” Theo’s earlier confidence was gone. He hightailed from the threat with wild barreling movements.


  “THINK,” I pressed.


  “Uh—um—eh—” Theo fumbled for an answer. “Th-that way!” He pointed at a mound on the horizon. “There’s a fallen outpost!”


  I veered my direction, over the rumbling ground. I didn’t know whether or not the creature was aware of our presence. I only knew that if it detected us, or if it continued on in the direction we were running, eventually it would take us, and that ‘eventually’ would happen sooner than later.


  As we raced toward the mound, I didn’t look back to see whether or not the beast followed our path, but the sound of its footsteps trailed us at a distance that was ever shrinking. A cloud of amber dust began to reach at us from behind. The momentum and weight of the creature’s stomping created a great flurrying of sand that arose across the plain. Soon, we were encompassed in dust. I coughed and swatted at the cloud but didn’t allow myself to slow. I needed to keep this speed. I needed to—


  “This way, Zillow!”


  Theo latched onto my elbow and gave me a tug. The thundering boom was close, shaking the ground where we ran. I chanced a look over my shoulder but could see nothing through the din. And then I saw them—the blinking lights cutting through the sandstorm.


  The mammoth was close.


  Theo was tugging me at something I couldn’t see. By my calculation, we hadn’t yet reached the mound on the horizon, so where—?


  “WATCH YOUR STEP!” Theo’s cry sliced through the sand flurry.


  The ground dropped suddenly.


  I wasn’t prepared for it.


  My foot caught on something and I, along with my partner who was still attached to my elbow, went careening down the side of a pit—as over our heads, a great blinking mass of animal and machine leapt. The lighted beast flew through the air before landing onto something solid.


  Theo and I had fallen into a narrow gorge, while the creature jumped across. We were safe.


  No, that was a lie.


  As the dust began to settle, I realized just what unfortunate danger I was in.


  The person clutching my elbow wasn’t Theo.


  




  Chapter 3


  Between the Earth


  



  “Y-you!” I loathed the way my lips trembled. But I couldn’t help it. The person who’d pulled me into the pit had hair of fire and eyes of ice, and the very sight of him made my mandible clench.


  Again I seethed, “You!” I wrenched my elbow from him, but he held on tightly.


  The bronze boy smiled halfway in a manner that wasn’t kind. “Me.”


  The rumbling steps of the mammoth quieted as quickly as they’d escalated. I listened to them trail away and bade my rushing heartbeat to do the same. “You—! You—!” I looked to the small crevice we’d found ourselves in, a sliver where the earth had cracked from some amount of expansion. “You… saved me.”


  My Marker was crouched to the ground, firmly gripping my elbow, eyeing the top of the crevice, as though awaiting the beast’s return. Only when the thunderous galloping was little more than a distant thump, did the unholy one release my arm and sink against the loose wall of the rift.


  I scampered away from him and waited for him to speak.


  Keep calm. Anticipate his movements. Be ready to counter.


  My Marker yet held the Poi-7 somewhere on his person, and he was now within range. If he decided to activate it…


  Very slowly, the boy’s eyes slid sidelong onto me. I held my chin stern. “Are you bleeding?” he asked. He wasn’t curious or concerned or hopeful. He wasn’t anything, really. I didn’t answer him, and his eyes released mine, slipping instead to his own jumpsuited body. “I am.” I saw then that there was a wide gash through the leg of his pants, where the fabric was quickly turning crimson.


  He was injured, there was nowhere to run, and the only way out of the gorge was up. If I was going to defeat him, now was the time.


  But first I had to calculate my outcome.


  What if he enabled the Poi-7 before I managed to kill him? Then I’d have four days to find the antidote, but at least I’d know he was dead. It was worth the risk. Wildly, I began to analyze the best, swiftest course of attack.


  As he removed a roll of gauze from the front pocket of his pack, I gripped the handle of my katar with grave intent. The sturdiness of the hilt made my hands even, gave me confidence. I was going to fight him. And I was going to win.


  My Marker took the end of the gauze in his teeth. “What happened to your companion?” he asked, muffled. Again, he didn’t sound curious or like he really cared in the least.


  I wasn’t about to answer, but the question aroused an anxiety in me as I realized I had no idea where or when I’d been separated from Theo. I also didn’t know if he’d even survived the stampede of the mammoth. Knowing him, chances weren’t great. “I don’t know,” I admitted, more to myself than to the unholy one, and as I thought on Theo’s whereabouts, my grip on the katar lessened slightly. When I noticed, I was quick to grip it tight once more. I wouldn’t let the Western demon distract me. I had to strike while he remained vulnerable.


  The air was stiff and cool, and the pores of my skin pricked. Don’t think about it, I commanded myself. I willed myself to plunge the katar into the Marker’s abdomen. He wasn’t even looking. He’d never even know what had hit him. It would be quick and clean, and then I’d return home to Eastern City and start my life.


  The unholy one tore the gauze with his teeth and began to wind it around his bloody leg, and as I began to slide my weapon from its resting place, his icy gaze shot to my determined one. I stiffened.


  “You saved me,” I said again, slow and controlled, partially to distract him from my blade, and partially because I was curious. “Why?”


  “I wondered,” he answered, with no show of emotion.


  It wasn’t the sort of answer I was expecting. I stiffened further but relaxed my weapon. “You wondered?”


  Flat-mouthed, the boy nodded. “About you.” He worked to dress his wound, and although I didn’t press him, he went on. “They paired us, so I wondered.”


  Yes, they’d ‘paired’ us, Marker and marked, hunter and prey.


  “I rank highest in speed,” the unholy one went on, winding his leg. “I expected to catch you within your city’s limits.”


  His cockiness put me off. I narrowed my eyes. “I’m fast,” I said, chin up. “Maybe even the fastest.”


  The Marker’s lip curled. “Not the fastest, Zillow Stone,” he said. “That’s me.”


  I wasn’t keen on his self-assuredness. “What could possibly have been worth waiting for?” I asked, tight-mouthed.
“You could have killed me. You could have won.”


  “I still can.”


  My fingers responded by swiping the katar across my body. It was my protector, glinting dangerously, though the sun hid. I held it between the over-confident Marker and myself.


  He didn’t flinch, merely returned to his task of winding his leg, and said, “If you try to fight me, you’ll lose.”


  “Don’t be so sure.”


  The Marker stopped what he was doing and turned to face me fully. His pupils sat unnaturally in the center of electrically penetrating eyes. For a moment, my breath was caught. “I don’t want to end this just yet,” he said.


  I swallowed and managed, “Why?”


  “I told you, I wondered.”


  Around us, the world was silent and still. There was no sign of Theo or the mammoth or any other wasteland scavengers.


  My Marker finished tying up his leg and then dusted off his hands. He looked to the katar stretched dangerously between us. “Trust me,” he said, lip cocked, “you’ll regret it.”


  Because I didn’t ‘trust’ him, not even a little, I left my weapon where it was.


  “Consider this preliminaries,” he continued. He rubbed his thumb lightly along the gauze that was beginning to stain red.


  “What do you want from me?” I asked, shrewd.


  “There are rumors,” the boy said enigmatically. “I wondered if any of them were true.”


  “What kind of rumors?”


  The unholy one didn’t answer straightaway. Instead, he allowed his eyes to trail down my neck, to my chest, and then lower, to my waist. It was all I could do to keep from utilizing the power I knew I possessed. That isn’t to say I knew why I was holding myself back.


  After a time, his icy gaze returned to my face. “Address me,” he commanded.


  I felt a growl rise up in my throat.


  “Address me,” he sneered again, this time with greater authority.


  In the way it had been trained, my mouth obeyed: “My Marker.”


  The unholy one tipped his head to the side. He was unreadable, and I despised the fact that I couldn’t decipher him. “From now on,” he said, “address me as Crash.”


  At his request, something moved through my tense body—a trickle of fear or doubt. This was trick or a trap, I knew it for certain, and it felt even more harrowing because I couldn’t perceive why he’d demand something like that of his prey.


  “Try it now,” he said, daring me to disobey with his unavoidable stare.


  “Crash,” I said, scathingly.


  My Marker let his eyes linger an unnaturally long time on my mouth. “Hm,” he said, before standing. Then, he gave me a nod. “Let’s go.”


  “Go where?” I said through my teeth. I was strong and fast and smart. I wouldn’t let this foreigner, my enemy, lead me anywhere. I was capable of acting on my own.


  “You lost your companion back that way. I’ll take you to him.”


  I felt my throat tighten with rage. Before, when he’d asked where my ‘companion’ was, he already knew the answer. The rage continued to boil in my throat, but I swallowed it down. I didn’t need or want his assistance. What I wanted and needed was to put an end to him. It only made matters worse that I didn’t understand his actions. All the same, as he set his pack onto his shoulder and turned his eyes to the sky, I realized that in this situation, maybe it was better to be led. Maybe I could use it to my advantage. As soon as he turned his back, I’d plunge my blade into the center of his jumpsuit, and that would be the end.


  But I didn’t get the chance to carry out my plan.


  Crash’s hearing was keen, and at every minor movement I made, he turned sharply, mouth-downturned, daring me to act. Even the slightest unnatural ruffle of my sleeve set him off. I had no choice but to hold myself tense and wait for something to distract him.


  In that way, we made our way up the gorge. I watched his red hair cross over the back of his tanned neck. He walked with an unnatural gait, shoulders hunched forward stalkingly. He was a predator.


  As we came to the top of the gorge, the settling dust revealed a series of similar cracks in the earth. Over the ground, large fissures shot here and there. There was no sign of Theo, but my Marker walked with direction, leading me back the way I’d initially come.


  He’d wondered about me, enough so to keep from using his trump card, the Poi-7. He’d wondered, but what, exactly, had he wondered? And why? And what were these ‘rumors’ he’d mentioned? My pride wouldn’t let me ask, and Crash himself offered nothing but a menacing glance over his shoulder every time I shifted toward my weapon.


  Eventually, he stopped and pointed and I heard the faint cries of my partner.


  “There,” Crash said, emotionless. Then, he turned to me. “Next time…” His eyes drifted to my chest.


  I stabbed my glare into him.


  “Next time,” he said again, “we fight. You’re fast, but are you strong?” And then he made the mistake of turning his back and beginning to walk away in his perusing way. He underestimated me. Without a sound, I held up my weapon and charged.


  THUNK!


  But it was I who had underestimated. Just when my blade was at his back, the unholy one dipped low, turned sharply, and rammed his palm into my lower stomach. At the same time, he grabbed hold of my wrist and threw me into the ground. Before I could react, he was over me, knees holding my hips into place, and hands gripping my wrists. I wriggled and kicked with my legs, but his hold was too strong.


  “Hmph.” He let out a cocky sound through his pursed lips.


  “Tch!” I let out an annoyed one. I’d been bested by the fiend.


  He held me like that until I stopped resisting. Afterwards, he held me transfixed by the ice of his eyes, and asked something very strange: “Right now… Zillow Stone… what emotions are you experiencing?”


  Anger. Rage. Wrath. Disgust. And also… shame.


  I felt all of those things, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.


  Although I didn’t answer, the demon muttered something else before releasing me: “Interesting.”


  With that, he lifted lazily to his feet. The gauze around his leg was freshly wet. His defense had put strain on the wound.


  Good, I thought. I wanted him to suffer.


  This time, as he retreated, I didn’t try to attack. Instead, I watched him go. I was fuming, but there was something more important. Again, he’d let me get away. Again, he hadn’t tried to kill me. Why?


  Theo’s cries caught my attention. I started to back in their direction, never taking my eyes off of the unholy one who’d spared me.


  Crash.


  I wondered about him until his frame dipped below the horizon and I could no longer see him. Only then, did I turn and answer my partner’s shouting.


  “THEO!”


  I trotted towards a particularly steep cut in the earth.


  “Zill?! ZILL! Thank GOD almighty!” Theo’s dirty face lit as I peered over the edge of the fissure. “Holy crap-oli! Thought I was Marker fodder! Anyway, there’s nothing to grab onto down here! The wall’s too slick! Throw me a line or something!”


  But I was out of rope. I surveyed the landscape.


  “Move along the crack,” I instructed. “There’s rubble over that way. I’ll shift some rocks down and you can use them to hoist yourself within reach. Then I’ll pull you up.”


  Before following my direction, however, Theo wiped his forehead and looked up at me with a furrowed brow. “Everything all right, Zilltar? Your voice is off.”


  I hadn’t noticed.


  “I’m fine,” I lied.


  The truth was that I was shaken, confused, enraged, and a whole other array of unpleasant emotions. Keep your head, Zillow Stone, I told myself. Don’t let the unholy one’s mind games get to you.


  He was a manipulator. That was all there was to it.


  “Zill?” Theo’s concern was more blatant than ever.


  “I’m fine,” I lied again. “Let’s just get you out of here and then get back to Waystation Zelpha.”


  




  Chapter 4


  Paradise


  



  “Welcome, Zillow Stone. Congratulations! You have earned: Three Meal Tickets. Limited Water Access. 9.03 Hours of Rest. 301 SPs.”


  “And you’ll get even more once we turn this sucker in.” Theo held the golden plaque in the air triumphantly.


  The trancelike music of the boxy waystation throbbed in the air, clashing with the throbbing of my head. Once more, Zelpha’s lights danced through the night.


  Inside, the mustached man was gone. In his place, a small woman with a flaringly bright pink bob stood at the podium. She held a small screen in hand, over which she swiped her fingers rapidly.


  Theo presented her the plaque marked with the Director’s seal. “Retrect retrieval,” he said, a little proudly.


  “Hold on a sec.” The woman chewed her lip in concentration and continued to swipe at her tablet. Her swipes turned more and more vigorous, until—“Argh!” She let out a disgruntled and defeated cry and slammed the screen onto the podium. Then, she looked up at us sheepishly. “Can never get past that level. Sorry.”


  Theo waved his hand at her, willy-nilly. “Naw, it’s all good. Say, mind checking this in for us?” He handed off the golden tablet, and the woman’s eyes widened.


  “It’s a heavy one,” she said. “Must’ve been a fight to get it.” She looked to me for an answer, but I looked away. I wasn’t in the mood for conversing. Instead, I’d observe the retrect check-in process for future reference.


  “Hmph.” The woman made a displeased sound and motioned for both of us to scan our now-blue marks before the wall monitor.


  “Congratulations, Zillow Stone. This is your fourth day in the outlands. You have earned: Three Meal Tickets. Limited Water Access. 9.03 Hours of Rest. 301 SPs.”


  Theo’s SP count was a great deal higher, over 4000. I attempted the math. If I’d earned 301 in just a few days, it made sense that someone who’d been at it for months would have a decent amount stored, although the nutrient packs and gambits and other supplies offered at the vendors weren’t cheap, so to amass any great amount would take careful planning.


  I thought back on what Jozy had said at the waterwheel. She didn’t understand why Theo was ‘hoarding’ so many SPs in the first place, to which my enigmatic partner had answered, ‘It’s a secret.’


  A secret.


  Once we were both scanned into the system, the woman reached below the podium and pulled out a gun-shaped tool. When she pressed the tool’s trigger, a grainy light emitted from its snout. This, she passed over the Director’s mark on the face of the golden plaque. The tool responded by letting out a high-pitched beep.


  “Go ahead.” The woman again implored that we press our marks to the monitor implanted in the wall.


  “Congratulations, Zillow Stone. This is your fourth day in the outlands. You have earned: Three Meal Tickets. Limited Water Access. 9.03 Hours of Rest. 2301 SPs.”


  “T-two thousand?!” I could help but stutter.


  Theo grinned triumphantly. “Told you it was worth it, didn’t I? Bet you’re glad you teamed up with me now, eh, Zillowillow?”


  It was true. Just like that, I was in a much better position than I’d been moments earlier. With such an amount of safe points, I could buy my own nutrient packs, supplies, and gambits. And there was something else. Now that the retrect was safely returned, Theo would share with me his knowledge of the wasteland. The next time I encountered Crash, I wouldn’t make a fool of myself.


  From the podium, we passed through the cavernous room full of people with vacant stares. We filled our canteens and washed our feet, and afterwards, I perused the vendor room. Theo and I partook in a meal—a sort of loafed meat coated in gravy—and then he went to take a hit of dandriel with the other vacant wastelanders, while I purchased a few decoys, a new stretch of rope, a moderately expensive pair of climbing gloves and a hearty stash of nutrient packs. Afterwards, I retired into one of the resting pods in the room at the end of the hall.


  The pod’s mat was cold and hard, and at first I didn’t think I’d be able to easily fall into sleep. However, once the top of the chamber closed, the air filled with a smoky incense that held a flowery scent, and I immediately felt my eyelids fall.


  The world was black, all but for the glowing circle on my hand.


  It hurts.


  It was throbbing. It was searing. Hotter and hotter, it flared outward, spreading to my veins, rising along them up my arm, entwining my flesh. It came up the side of my neck and hit me in the soft part under my chin.


  My eyes flew open from the shock of it. Cool wind filled my nostrils. I was floating above a grassy gully. The ground was a blue lake, shimmering and rippling. On the banks of the lake, dozens of people stood, waving colorful flags. All up the sides of the valley, people cheered and waved. Small buildings, painted bright, littered the grass, some topped with a colorful umbrella wide enough to cover the roof.


  This wasn’t right. The world wasn’t this vibrant. The world was dull and dusty.


  I was floating.


  No, I was standing.


  I was on a wooden ship, but the ship wasn’t resting on water; it was floating stories above the rippling lake. It rocked and creaked beneath my feet, succumbing to the pressure of the wind. I gripped onto a mast for support. I wasn’t alone. A dozen others, all dressed brightly, leaned over the side of the small ship, laughing and ahhing.


  Were those people, far away on the shore, waving at us?


  The air was fragrant, like that of the monumental conservatory in Eastern City. I brought it deeply into my lungs.


  The wind was playful. It was a sylph. It tossed my hair, the grass, and the top of the water, letting all know of its presence. It fluttered the skirts of the women in the distance, turning the whole crowd into a ruffling blur of colorful, moving fabric.


  Beside me, stood a man with a black and white striped top hat and a curling mustache. The sight of him made me unusually excited.


  The mustached man!


  No, this one was thinner. Thin enough to be a pole, and his hat was thin, too. The longer I watched it, the higher it stretched and the taller its stripes grew.


  “What’s going on?” My words were wispy. They floated away before they were fully out.


  Conversely, the mustached man, who wasn’t THE mustached man, had a voice that was fierce: “Almost time!”


  “Time for wha—”


  A shadow cast over my face, as over the side of the ship, a large creature swooped. The force of its presence pushed the boat sideways, causing a few of the women onboard to squeal and cling to their bonnets. Such was the folly of bonnets. All around the valley, the crowd cheered in response. The creature, I saw, was a whale. It swam through the air, splashing wind here and there with its massive tail.


  “Look closer,” the mustached man whispered. As I watched the whale swoop again, it slowly transformed into something else. It was a blimp. It was a massive whale-shaped balloon.


  “Three! Two! One!” The mustached man cried a countdown and—


  POW! A shooting of glitter erupted from the fake whale’s blowhole.


  Everything was drowned by the cheers of the valley. Fine glitter fell over my face; got caught in my lashes.


  I closed my eyes and a new voice spoke:


  “Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.”


  I knew that voice.


  “Yes,” I murmured. “My Marker.”


  When I opened my eyes again, a beeper was going off and I was hugging my body in sleep.


  “Your preset time of 7 Hours has exhausted, Zillow Stone. Please scan your mark to add additional chamber time.” The message repeated itself twice before I rolled from the pod.


  




  Chapter 5


  Hunter and Prey and Loomer


  



  True to its promise, the sleep had been restful, and my body no longer ached in the way it had when I’d entered the waystation. The whale, mustached man number two, and the explosion of glitter quickly began to fade in my mind. I wasn’t one for dreaming. Very rarely did I wake with made-up memories. I shook my head to shake the last of them away, then slipped into the watering hole a second time before going to locate Theo.


  I found him in the vendor room looking much cleaner than I’d left him.


  “Feeling better?” he asked, bright-eyed.


  I was about to tell him yes when I noticed that the vendor screen before him—the one that sold gambits—was flashing in a strange way, and pixelated words sported a warning message: The Grav-100 will cost 5000 safe points. Are you sure you wish to proceed?


  “5000!?” I looked from the flashing screen to Theo. “There are gambits that expensive?”


  Theo’s expression turned strange. “It’s one of the most expensive,” he said with slight trepidation.


  “But that’ll be most of your SPs.” I considered how obvious the statement was. “Er—what does it do?”


  “T-tell you later!” Theo’s answer was off-key. “I-I don’t want to waste any more rest time here, you know? Are you about ready, then?” With a fidgety rub to the back of his head, he stepped between the vendor and me. “Eh-heh. Meet you outside?”


  I gave him a suspicion-filled nod that seemed to satisfy him, and he turned his back to me and tended once more to the machine.


  With that, I turned on toe and headed toward the entrance to the waystation. I wasn’t about to let it go, of course. My partner’s behavior was enough to spark anyone’s intuition. Might as well have sent off distress flares into the air and proclaimed, ‘I’M HIDING SOMETHING!’ Instantly, I began to sift through the brochure of gambit information I’d taken on my first visit to Zelpha. 5000 SPs was a hefty price to pay for anything, let alone any one thing. Surely there were more important things, namely food and weapons and clothing. My reckless partner didn’t strike me as the sort to make wise consumer decisions, and judging by his shifty behavior, I didn’t believe he’d offer me the gambit’s definition anytime soon. I ran my finger over the list of gambit abbreviations before settling on Grav-100.


  Reading the definition, I cocked my head. “Once activated, the gravity gambit forces a Marker to come to its target. The Marker must then stay within a deca-tetramark radius of its target for two hours, or suffer the penalty.” I looked up from the pamphlet. “Two hours?”


  Enough time to determine a winner.


  Essentially, the Grav-100 was a way for a prag to declare war on its Marker. It was a way to force an end to the game.


  I returned the gambit booklet to its resting place and waited for Theo. Come to think of it, my partner’s tracker hadn’t gone off since I’d met him—at least, not that I knew of. Supposedly they went off once a day or so naturally. Mine had gone off several times, yet his…


  Was that why he’d purchased the Grav-100? He was hoping to force a showdown with his Marker?


  Overhead, the sky was a kind of gray, stained subtly with hints of morning. I stared into it. The interaction with my Marker had left me confused. Humiliated, too.


  Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.


  That dream hadn’t done much to help. But it wasn’t productive to think about that. Instead, I’d concentrate on the bizarre nature of the one pursuing me.


  He was out there somewhere, under these earliest moments of day. If my mark turned red again, would he come to kill me?


  Or would he only come to manipulate me?


  At that, my throat made an uncooperative growl. If I knew one thing for sure, it was that I refused to be his, or anyone’s, plaything.
The next time I saw him, I’d let him know: I wasn’t one to be taken lightly. He wouldn’t best me again. He wouldn’t be given the chance. My blade would find his softest parts and—


  “Hey-ho, partner! Ready to hit the—whoa! Why so tense!?”


  I didn’t realize how tightly my fists were balled until Theo’s voice broke over the booming soundtrack of Zelpha.


  I let them loosen, though my teeth remained tight.


  “What now?” I said. “Where are we headed?”


  Even to myself, I sounded stiff and unpleasant.


  Theo eyed me up and down. “Dang. Someone’s cranky. Thought you caught up on your z’s in there, Zillmeister.”


  I eyed him back, thinking of the Grav gambit now within his leather binder, though I chose not to press him about it. There were things he was keeping to himself, and I had better things to worry about. It was time for the large-eyed boy to share with me all he’d learned in the wasteland.


  “Where are we headed?” I asked again. “Back to the waterwheel?”


  Theo shook his head resolutely. “Nope. That way.” He pointed into the west.


  “What’s that way?”


  Smiling brightly, Theo wiggled his eyebrows up and down. “You’ll see.”


  His brightness made me even cloudier. I wasn’t in the mood for games, and I let him know so with a begrudging grumble as I hoisted my backpack and started off in the direction he’d chosen.


  My sleep had been restful, but I was far from at peace. I felt fouler now than ever that Crash had invaded my sleep.


  But maybe it was unavoidable.


  With an epiphany, I twirled to face Theo. “Does the gas in the sleep pods make you dream?”


  Theo’s ears perked. “Not that I know of. Why?”


  Not the answer I’d been hoping for.


  “Never mind.”


  Foulness returned to every inch of my being.


  Thud. Thud.


  As day broke, the dust of the ground broke too, with each step away from the sanctuary of Waystation Zelpha. It faded into the distance, the further we trekked, and once we could no longer hear the echoes of trance-like music set to lights, I picked up another sound—faint shouting on the horizon ahead.


  I held up a hand to brake Theo, but Theo had already stopped and was straining his ears. “Sounds like someone’s in a scuffle,” he muttered.


  Although I couldn’t distinguish the words, a series of frantic cries was coming from across the desiccated plains. Moments later, a figure came into view, steadily moving towards us, sprinting in the direction of the waystation. My first instinct was to dart behind something, a large piece of wasteland debris or an upturned boulder, to avoid detection. But there was nothing of the sort—no place to hide and no time to react. Dumbly, we stood, hands to hilts, as a brawny brunette girl raced at us holding a sort of club.


  Instinct took over. My hand was already at the shaft of my weapon before I willed it to. I was just beginning to pull the gleaming thing from its resting place when I saw the flash of red on the girl’s hand.


  She was like us.


  “Out of my way!”


  And she was past us in a flash.


  Where there was a prag running, a Marker was sure to be close behind. With that in mind, I finished drawing my katar, paying no attention to the girl now at our backs. If a Western demon was in our midst, there was little else to do but prepare.


  But Theo didn’t feel the same. He wasn’t worried at all, apparently. “Don’t bother,” he said, waving at the air. “Another prag’s Marker has approximately zero business with us.”


  I wasn’t convinced. Theo noticed.


  “Look, Zillusion. I’ve been out here for months. I’ve seen more than my fair share of Markers. You don’t have to worry about a single one but your own.”


  So he said, but I couldn’t help noticing the way his voice wavered at the end.


  Still, he was right. Not a minute later, a second figure appeared on the horizon, this one a chiseled boy with yellow hair and tattooed triangles under his eyes. They were just like my Marker’s tattoos—like Crash’s. How convenient that all unholy ones were branded the same. The Marker was holding one of the indicator pens out before him like a compass, which was glowing red to match its prey.


  As he came upon us, he locked eyes with me and crooned: “Move it or lose it, sugar tits!” But when he saw the way my katar twitched, he amended, “I was talking to him, obviously; not you, doll,” and nodded toward Theo, clearly the less threatening choice.


  And that was that. The yellow-haired Marker disappeared after his prag and the girl’s cries disappeared into the distance.


  Something dawned on me then.


  The yellow-haired Marker was like the Marker I’d first encountered after leaving Eastern City. She hadn’t bothered to fight me either. She’d even helped me, by pointing me to the glowing messages left by other prags. That meant that Theodorius, and all his nonchalance, was right; Markers had little reason to trifle with the prags of others. This wasn’t a war.


  Then again, it had never claimed to be.


  In the yellow-haired Marker’s absence, Theo stretched his arms behind his head. “See?” he said. “What did I tell you?” I ignored him, and instead stared off after hunter and prey, wondering if we should have intervened. Theo read my mind. “She’ll reach the waystation before he catches up to her. Besides, he didn’t look in the killing mood, did he?” he said.


  Did he? Who could tell? The demons of Western City weren’t like us.


  I shrugged.


  “Hrm. Didn’t take you for a vigilante type, Zill. Seems to me you’re more self-centered than that.”


  I wasn’t offended. And he was right. I cared about myself more than that stranger. Leaving the pair to their own demise, I turned again to the west. “Let’s go… sugar tits.”


  Theo put up a fuss, and assured me that the remark had been intended for me from the get go. I knew this, of course, but there was a certain amusement to tormenting him. I felt my mouth turn up in the corner. Maybe I liked punishing him for keeping things from me.


  “Are you ready to tell me where we’re going yet?” I asked.


  Perhaps Theo had also seen my katar twitch, for he was much more cooperative this time around. “Not where,” he said. “Who.”


  “Who we’re going?” I rephrased.


  He rolled his eyes. “You get what I mean. Quit being so snippy.” He cleared his throat. “WE, my Zillentine, are off to meet with a dear, dear
friend of mine, one by the name of Kipper.”


  “The one with a smug smirk and a fat face?” As he’d said after leaving the sunken plant.


  Theo cleared his throat again, making no attempt to deny it. “I’m upholding my end of the bargain, here, Zillow Stone. Prepare to learn something new!” With that, he took his bag from his shoulder and began fishing about in the frontmost pocket. The bag was dirt-worn and sun-stained, much like Theo himself. After a moment, he removed a small, silver ball, one no larger than a plum. “This,” he said, brightly, “is a loomer.”


  “A loomer?”


  “That’s right! An extraordinary, rare, and useful thing! One of these puppies costs a hefty sum of SPs, AND they can only be found at a select few waystations. Thyronnia—way north of here—and Edon, which is really far west.”


  Thyronnia and Edon—I’d be sure to record them on my map later.


  Theo plopped the ball into my palm. It was dense for its size, much denser than a plum. “What does it do?” I asked.


  “I’ll show you.” After allowing me to study it a moment, Theo took the ball between his thumb and index finger. “There’s a button on each side of it. For starters, you press them both in at once.” He demonstrated as he spoke, and the loomer made a series of tiny computing sounds in response. Correspondingly, a sliver of blue light ignited around its circumference.


  It was a machine, a small and meticulous device.


  “It’s revving up,” Theo explained. There was a clicking noise, followed by a hitching sound, and lastly, a miniature triangle extended from the face of the ball. With the triangle in place, the contraption resembled a bird, all of a sudden. If the ball were its body, the triangle was its beak. “Kinda cute, isn’t it?” said Theo.


  I squinted at it. Cute or not, I was more interested in the practical uses of such a machine.


  The belly of the bird gave one loud beep.


  “DELIVER TO KIPPER EISENHOWER,” Theo spoke into it loudly.


  The loomer beeped again.


  So Theo started again: “MESSAGE: Kipper, it’s Theo. I’m heading to Plot 2 tonight. Meet me there by tomorrow morning and I’ll make it worth your while… and don’t even THINK about running off with this loomer. I’ll beat your ass, man. Not even kidding. END.”


  This time, the loomer beeped twice before replaying the message Theo had just recorded. Once it was finished, Theo nodded and said, “CONFIRM.”


  From within, the ball made a second string of processing noises. There was another loud click and a small panel on the bottomside of the ball opened up, letting out a bluish substance. The substance was something like fog, or light, or a mixture of the two. The beam was denser—thicker than regular light, though, and it seemed to linger beneath the ball, taking on a discular shape. The consistency reminded me of a holoprojection, like the grainy ones found in the old movie-houses of the lower district that we’d gone to see as children.


  I squinted at it. “How…?”


  “Now’s the fun part.” Theo released the bird and it hovered in the blue light, before—ZING! It zipped away like a bullet.


  Theo brushed his hands together. “There you have it! Our very own message delivery system. Pretty rad, right?”


  I wouldn’t have put it that way, but—“Yes. How does it fly, though?”


  “I don’t know.” Theo shrugged. “Magnets or something.”


  No, it wasn’t magnets, but there was no use discussing it with someone like Theodorius. I’d ask Peck, if I ever saw him again.


  “I seriously recommend buying one when you get a chance. That one’s my second. The first got stolen by this asshole who’s probably dead by now anyway.” Theo returned his bag to his shoulder with a heave. “That’s the one downfall of the system. You’ve got to trust that whoever you send it to will give it back. You also have to know the full registered name of the person you’re sending it to. The loomers are linked in with the waystations, so whatever name they announce at the waystations is the name you’ve got to send it to. Loomers won’t recognize nicknames or aliases or anything like that.”


  Noted.


  “Well, what do you think, Ziller?” All of a sudden, Theo was in my face, eyes round and probing. “Useful. Knowledge. Shared. All good things, am I right?”


  Yes, it was all useful knowledge, though I didn’t expect to be in the outlands long enough to utilize it.


  But because Theo’s eyes were too eager for dismissal, and because something about their softness or their deepness made me look at them just a little longer than usual, I gave him a, “Thanks, Theo,” before stepping around him completely.


  He grinned. “What are partners for?”


  They were for sharing information. He’d said so himself. “What’s at Plot 2?” I asked.


  Theo grinned deeper. “You’ll see.”


  




  Chapter 6


  Rivals


  



  Plot 2 was nothing more than a tall post with a scrap of browned fabric at the very top—the remains of a flag, I guessed. The one called Kipper was a tall, thin boy with a space between his front teeth. When we came upon him in the early evening, he was leaning against the pole with his arms crossed over his head, staring up at the fabric scrap as it twiddled in the wind.


  “Kipster!” Theo crowed a greeting that seemed friendly enough, though there was something in the way he smiled afterwards that was reminiscent of a wolf—the kind drawn up in storybooks. Maybe Kipper sensed it too.


  WHOOOOSH!


  Without offering a greeting, the lanky boy hurled something small and silver straight for Theo’s head. Theo caught it with ease and threw Kipper something in return—a smirk that was wider than any I’d seen from him before.


  “Gonna have to do better than that one, pal,” Theo said.


  The small, silver thing was the loomer, returned to ball form.


  For a moment or two—or maybe even three—tension shot between the two boys, like static. We didn’t have time for tension. We didn’t have time for static. And we certainly didn’t have time for rivalry. I was about to tell the pair of them so, when Kipper kicked himself from the pole and began a lazy swagger to where we stood. Still, he didn’t offer a hello, but he flicked his wrist in my direction, and said, “Who’s the girl?” in a voice that was raspy to the point of squeaking.


  Theo started, “That’s—”


  “I’m Zillow,” I said, content to answer for myself. “Zillow Stone.”


  Kipper didn’t say anything. He didn’t react as any normal human would. Instead, he leaned forward, flared his nostrils, and—


  If I wasn’t mistaken, I was being sniffed.


  “Tsk! Tsk!” Theo tutted. “It’s not polite to smell a girl on the first date, Kip.” He put his hand to the side of his mouth. “Besides, you’ll want to be careful with this one. She’ll neuter you for looking at her the wrong way. My Zill is a strong and powerful Zill.”


  Kipper turned his back to us. “She reeks of the city. Must be a newb.” He glanced lazily up at the sky.


  “W-well! She is newish. Okay, she’s very new, but that doesn’t mean squat. You should see her in action.”


  Kipper ignored him. “So then, what have you and the newb been up to?”


  Theo gnashed his teeth over being ignored, but recovered quickly. “Not much.” He waved at the air, hoity-toity. “Just retrieved a certain S-class retrect. No biggie.”


  Kipper stiffened. “The one in the canyon?”


  Ah, now I understood Theo’s quick recovery. This was what the doe-eyed boy had been waiting for. At once, smugness became apparent in all parts of his body, down to his left eyebrow, which perked unusually high. Meanwhile, his mouth curled up evilly at both corners. “That’s the one! It was easy, reall—”


  He stopped because my elbow had just broken into his side. Pissing matches were amongst the things we didn’t have time for. The mark on my hand gleamed green in the dusk. My Marker was still out here, on the prowl, and our rematch would come sooner or later. I wanted to gain as much knowledge and experience as I could before then.


  Never again would I let him hold back. Next time we fought, it would be all out. And I would leave the arena a victor.


  With my elbow pushed into the softness of his side, Theo frowned at me, but asked of Kipper, “Er—how about you?”


  Kipper turned around in a flash, eyes afire, mouth wrenched, and suddenly exhibiting smugness similar to—perhaps even greater than—Theo’s. “Just had a showdown with Abby,” he said. “Managed to land a few good hits. She ended up running away. I got pretty close this time, though.”


  The statement seemed to tweak Theo in a particular way. I saw a flash of ache roll over his expression before it transformed into nonchalance.


  “Abby is Kipper’s Marker,” Theo explained, with a second hoity-toity wave of his hand.


  “Yes, and she’s feisty,” said Kipper.


  “Not half as feisty as Chloe.”


  “Please.” Kipper shook his head. “Chloe’s a petal compared to Abby. Abby could cut a man to shreds if she put her head to it. Did you know that the hide she wears around her wrists was salvaged from an actual wilderboar she killed? That’s crazy! Have you seen one of those things? Their tusks are longer than my arm!”


  “Yeah, yeah, Chloe isn’t stupid enough to get caught by one of those things in the first place.” Theo’s left eyebrow was higher than ever. “She spends her time doing, you know, useful stuff. Geomapping… Engineering…” He glanced at me sideways to see if I was listening.


  If he was baiting me for awe, I couldn’t give him any. Instead, I gave him a hearty dose of disbelief. Boasting and gloating? I looked from scruffy boy to lanky boy. The two prags were actually bragging about the qualities of their Markers.


  There were things about this game I didn’t understand. And the list was growing steadily.


  I prodded Theo in the shoulder before he had a chance to go on. “Why are we here?” I asked. Night would soon be falling and I wanted to prepare for the awakening of my tracker, which was inevitable to come sometime in the following day.


  “Yes, why are we here?” said Kipper.


  Theo lowered his pack to the ground and withdrew a clear bag filled with blue pills—looking suspiciously like the one he’d given me at the site of the downed crawler. This time, he didn’t offer me any; rather, he extended them to Kipper. “A gift.”


  Kipper folded his arms. “Theodorius Biggsburg doesn’t give gifts.”


  “An offering, then,” Theo said, looking slightly offended. “IF you do me a teensy, eeensy favor.”


  It sounded like something I’d heard before.


  “That’s more like it.” Kipper eyed the bag warily. “What favor this time?”


  “Simple. Accompany me and Zillabago here to the pit.”


  I didn’t know what ‘the pit’ was, but the mention of it did nothing to sway Kipper’s wariness. “And then?” he asked.


  Theo shrugged. “Stand guard. Simple, am I right?”


  “Deal.” Without waiting for further explanation, Kipper swiped the bag of pills and stuffed them into his shirt pocket. Then he turned on heel, stuck his thumb over his shoulder, and ordered, “Let’s go.”


  You wouldn’t hear me complain. Walking was the most productive thing we’d done since meeting Kipper.


  The night was warmer than the past nights. Even the ground was warm, as it had been at the sunken plant. The wasteland nights shifted from cool to warm without regard for those who traveled through. I would need to buy more clothing to adjust. Perhaps the next waystation we traveled to would have greater offerings.


  We three ventured on, eventually coming to a place that looked more preserved than the rest of the outlands. At first I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. A sprinkling of white stones sprang from the ground in even lines.


  “Gravestones,” Kipper explained.


  “Whose?” I asked.


  “Fallen prags.”


  Fallen prags. Our brethren, mercilessly hunted by the Western demons.


  Each stone was without engraving. The fallen Easterners rested below, nameless. Those who failed their markings weren’t worthy of recognition. I wondered if Othello was among them.


  “There aren’t very many,” I noted, drawing my eyes to the horizon. “There must be other burial grounds out here.”


  Theo nodded in agreement. He, too, drew his attention to the horizon, though it wasn’t because of sentiment. His eyes widened in conspiracy. “You know, dudes, not many bastards ever make it back to the city in one piece. MAYBE there aren’t any other cemeteries. MAYBE this is it.” He began to illustrate his point with wild hand movements. “See, my thinking’s that prag remains aren’t usually together enough to bury.” He shuddered. “If you get me.”


  We did, but he couldn’t refrain from adding,


  “Mangled.”


  “Yeah, yeah, we get it.” Kipper pushed past him. Then, he slid his finger along the top of a grave and proceeded to sniff it, narrowing his eyes shrewdly at the result. Maybe the lanky boy’s sense of smell was more fine-tuned than a normal person’s.


  I didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust my partner either, to be fair, but of the two, I trusted Theo more.


  Afterwards, I stayed at my partner’s side, probing him about this so-called ‘pit.’ Questioning him about Plot 2. Interrogating him about the prag fortress called Paradise, where Peck and the others planned on traveling, and which I reckoned was nothing like the one from my dream. All of this I did, while reading both his and Kipper’s reactions. None of my questions resulted in much, though, and I was beginning to grow moody, when Theodorius finally decided to cooperate. He agreed to mark down all of the known waterwheels and waystations on my map, if I agreed to keep any and all questions to myself until we reached the pit.


  It was a start—though I didn’t take kindly to ultimatums.


  “These aren’t all of them, mind you,” he said as he scrawled. “Just the ones I’ve heard of. Here—” He circled a few of them, including Zelpha. “These are the ones I’ve ACTUALLY been to. Haven’t verified the others, so your luck’s as good as mine.”


  “Let me see.” Kipper snatched the map from Theo, adding a few more circles, and drawing arrows to indicate where Theo’s estimates had been off. Theo grumbled in response. After, they argued about the placement of a particular waystation in the far north, leaving me to study the updated map.


  Inconsistencies aside, at least I was better off than I’d been.


  At the University, we’d taken classes on orienteering. We’d been dropped in the center of the city, with nothing more than a pencil and pad, and vague instructions on how to reach some statue or billboard on the far border. On these outings, we would map our routes and in the end, compare them to one another’s. Karán had never been good at it, always producing disproportionate maps that resembled the doodles of children, so she’d stick by me, copying my estimations. I didn’t mind, though it was a habit that wouldn’t serve her well in the outlands. Not that I could picture out here, clawing her way through ruin and rock, in the first place.


  Then again, she’d never have to. She’d never do any of this. That was the fate of those who’d skipped their markings.


  Neither Kipper nor Theo nor I had been that lucky.


  Not that I’d ever necessarily felt unlucky.


  I hadn’t had time to even give it thought.


  I turned to Theo. “Do you ever feel unlucky?”


  “Zill.” Theo looked at me stone-faced. “That’s technically a question. But now that you ask—no, not really. I mean, I ran into you, didn’t I? My mondo badass loner on her first day. That was reeeeally lucky. If I hadn’t found you then, someone else would’ve nabbed you up for shiz! We managed to get that retrect and everything.” He grinned widely—but it was only with his mouth. His doeish eyes were solemn. I attempted to scrutinize him, but he noticed right away and tried to deflect. “Now, no more questions, Zillusion! A master never reveals his secrets all at once!”


  A master? I severely doubted that Theo had ever been, or would ever be, a master of anything. But I’d let him have it. He was behaving boldly in the presence of Kipper. The play of boys was foreign to me, having never spent any great length of time around a pair of them before. I’d leave them to their devices and observe their mannerisms, if only to understand Crash’s better.


  No, that was probably futile. The Western demons weren’t like us.


  They were unholy.


  Did that make us holy?


  With a sigh, I squeezed the strap of my backpack. Contemplating like this wasn’t bringing me any closer to winning the game.


  Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.


  That didn’t help either. My Marker’s voice popping into my head, out of nowhere, was a distraction I didn’t welcome.


  I found a small piece of wood buried in the dirt and busied myself with whittling the end of it. Before long, I’d made a pipe-like object that served no real use.


  “Here.” I tossed it at Theo.


  “Uh, thanks?”


  I whittled four more before growing bored with it.


  As we continued on towards the unknown pit, the two boys continued to bicker. Kipper’s voice rasped in the night, always sounding as if he’d recently been in a shouting match. For all their banter, the pair seemed comfortable together. Maybe they were friends. I couldn’t really tell. Eventually the group became quiet, and Theo fell behind. He fiddled with his pack for a bit but didn’t seem interested in talking to either Kipper or me. When night became deep, I began to notice something across the wasteland. Small green lights glowed here and there. At first I thought them the marks of my fellow prags, but soon realized that they were glowing insects, zipping in the night.


  The mark on my hand continued to match them.


  But rather than comfort me, it only made me restless.


  




  Chapter 7


  The Truth about Theo


  



  The air surrounding the pit was a furnace.


  That was because the pit was nothing less than a break in the earth. Hot magma lay in a large pool, the size of the University grounds or bigger, with cavernous sides rising like a basin all around it. The hot liquid within the basin was unnervingly still—a color my eyes had never seen before. It was blindingly red-orange, and not unlike the neon lights found in the more unsavory parts of Eastern City. Over the top of the pool, a bridge-like formation of rock rose, leading from where we stood to the far end of the basin, though there didn’t appear to be any sort of outlet on the other side.


  Kipper didn’t need instruction. He dropped his pack at the foot of the bridge and took a squatting position.


  Meanwhile, Theo kept on, starting across the rocky structure.


  I, however, rooted myself next to Kipper. I could feel the hair of my arms singeing because of the lava’s radiation. Traveling across the bridge, deeper into the lava basin, hardly seemed like a sane decision. “What’s the point of this?” I asked Theo.


  But my partner was strange. He didn’t turn around. It had taken almost a full day to get here, during which Kipper and I had had to use misdirecting gambits, and the longer we’d traveled, the less energetic Theo had become.


  That was to be expected, I supposed, but…


  He’d been unusually quiet for the last hour or so.


  “You can’t see it,” he started, slowly, “but there’s a cave on the other side of the pit. It’s carved out of the rock over there. There’s something useful inside.” His shoulders tensed. “Help me get it, would you?”


  Something was wrong. His body was stiff, his voice empty.


  I didn’t believe him.


  Instinct told me there was no cave on the other end. Instinct told me this was a trap. I turned to Kipper, but he was already busy patching a hole on the side of his boot. Either he was completely uninterested in Theo’s quest, or he was very, very good at hiding his feelings.


  “Come on, Zilluptuous.” Theo was pleading now. “I know YOU of all people can help me get it.”


  That was probably true… if there even was a cave, let alone something inside of it.


  Finally, Theo shot a feeble look over his shoulder. He was forcing a grin, but it didn’t come off well. He looked sort of ill. “This is the last thing, Zill. I promise. Help me out, and I’m all yours. I’ll bring you anywhere. I’ll tell you anything. Fuck, I’ll be your slave.”


  This was very odd. I eyed the glowing pool of magma and considered just how odd it was. How had we gotten here? We’d retrieved the golden plaque, earned our points, and now, rather than preparing to take on our Markers, we were at the entrance of a natural furnace, doing God knows what, and Theo was again begging me for assistance. When I’d met him, he’d promised me knowledge in exchange for help retrieving the retrect. Here he was, asking for my help again, when he’d shared with me only a minimal amount of knowledge.


  I wasn’t keen on bamboozlement.


  Yet…


  Maybe it was his desperation, but I felt my foothold on the ground lessen a little. What was I wary of, exactly? Though untrustworthy, I didn’t think my partner capable of foul play, and even if he was, I knew I could take him in any match.


  I studied the meager boy. This Theodorius was far different from the Theodorius I’d first met. Somewhere along the way, his doe eyes had lost their shine. Somewhere in the last hour, he’d lost his energy. At one point or another, dark circles had crept beneath his eyes.


  He was plagued.


  Had this been a sudden onset, or had I not been paying enough attention to notice? No, I’d seen glimmers of it; I’d simply chosen to ignore it.


  Whatever he was hiding I wanted to know.


  I wiped the beading sweat from my forehead before starting across the molten lake. Theo’s false grin fell in an instant. “Z-Zill?!” I was doing what he had just begged of me, yet he didn’t look any cheerier.


  Well, it was too late. I had decided to cross the pit, and that’s what I was going to do. I pushed the plagued boy aside and made my way into the scorching air.


  The mouth of the bridge was wide enough for two people to stand side-by-side, but it narrowed drastically toward the center, to the point where I had to turn and inch along it sideways. The rock was uneven and decided to jut wherever it pleased, and more often than not, my steps kicked loose gravel into the lava below. The fall was too long to hear them plop. Still, the heat of the pit radiated upwards, engulfing everything along the way, me included.


  More sweat accumulated on my neck.


  “Ick.”


  I didn’t turn back to see how Theo was faring. I kept my sights set on the far side of the structure, where the supposed cave lay.


  When I was two-thirds of the way across, I noticed a shadow on the wall. No, it wasn’t a shadow; it was a hollowed out groove in the wall of the basin. I couldn’t tell how deep from where I was. As far as a cave was concerned, I guess Theo had been telling the truth.


  It was at that point that I finally turned to check on the boy. He was crawling on all fours along a particularly unsteady portion of rock.


  I shook my head at myself for ever thinking him a threat.


  When at last I reached the end, my shirt was painted to my back. I took a generous portion of water from my canteen, while waiting for Theo to finish his trek. When he reached me, he was in even worse shape. His face was red, his hair soaked, and it was impossible to tell that his shirt wasn’t part of his skin—attributed to how badly it had been bonded on with perspiration.


  Way to lead us to such a lovely spot, Theodorius.


  “This had better be worth it.” I muttered. “We’re going to need to restock our water supply soon.”


  But Theo wasn’t paying much attention to what I had to say. He was distracted. He kept looking over his shoulder at Kipper, who hadn’t moved in the time it had taken us to cross the pit.


  “Theo,” I said again. “Water.”


  “Right.” He shook his head to shake off some of the collected sweat, forcing me to lean away to avoid salty splatter. “Don’t worry about that, Zillster. There’s a sorry excuse for a waystation not too far.”


  He looked over his shoulder again.


  That was when I made my move.


  In a flash, I had him pinned to the wall, one of my arms across his neck, my hip thrown into his groin.


  “Z-Zillow?” He released his fist and something small and clear fell onto the ground.


  I neared my sweaty face to his. “What’s going on, partner?”


  “I—”


  “Tell me.”


  I felt his adam’s apple bob against my arm. “L-let’s go into the cave, okay?” he said. Since when had he turned into such a stutterer? I waited for his eyes to betray the answer. His eyes were reluctant, however. They fled from me, falling over my shoulder in search of relief.


  But whatever they saw there only made them further troubled.


  Eyelids widening at an alarming rate, Theo took in a short, sharp breath.


  On your guard, Zillow Stone!


  I released him and spun.


  My intuition was right. There was movement on the far side of the bridge. A very short person was sprinting over the rocky bridge, much swifter than should have been possible. It most certainly wasn’t Kipper. It was a girl, with bouncing red hair tied back at the top of her crown.


  Head down, Theo put a hand on my shoulder. “Kill her,” he whispered to me, before dropping his forehead to my shoulder. “Please kill her.”


  




  Chapter 8


  Murderer


  



  I had never killed anyone before. And I wasn’t about to waste my first kill on a stranger.


  That I was saving for Crash.


  I grabbed Theo by the collar and pulled him upright. “That gambit,” I said rashly, eyes fixated on the red-haired girl. “The Grav-100. You used it. That girl is the one, isn’t she? It’s Chloe.”


  Theo stiffened, indicating that I was right. “I’m sorry, Zill. You have to do it! PLEASE. I can’t.” He shook his head. “I’ve tried and I’ve tried, but I just can’t.”


  Theo’s desperation had reached new levels. He was more than weak; he was pathetic.


  “Then train, you dimwit!” I gave him a shake. “Mold yourself. Become stronger and faster until—”


  “Well dang! That’s not the point!”


  Theo’s Marker was closer now. She was moving across the bridge like a nymph.


  “What do you mean it’s not the point?!” I scathed. “That’s the whole damn point, isn’t it?”


  “NO. I mean, I could kill her, but I can’t.”


  I didn’t understand.


  “Every time I try…” He didn’t finish. Instead, he twisted away from my grip and turned his attention to the cave. “This place has no outlet, so she’ll be trapped. This is the only time it’ll work. Do this for me, Zillow Stone, and I’ll do anything you want. Just…” His eyebrows dipped in the middle. “Don’t make me watch, okay?”


  Make him watch?


  Annoyance hit me, sharp and direct. I folded my arms. “Kill her yourself.”


  This whole partnership was a joke. Theo had been using me from the moment we’d met. He’d used me to retrieve a retrect costly enough to buy the Grav-100. He’d used me to help him get to the pit. And now he was coercing me into finishing the game for him. Rather than spending my time hunting down my Marker, I’d been tricked into following a weak, broken boy from ruin to ruin, all in the hopes of gaining knowledge he probably didn’t even possess. I was days behind where I could have been, had I not met him. I could have killed Crash by now. I could have returned to the University a victor.


  If I finished the game for Theo, here and now, he would go home, and I’d be stuck out here, none the wiser.


  Theo was a con.


  The conniving boy was taken aback by my response, as if he actually expected me to agree to something so stupid—as if he really thought me that foolish. Panic was apparent on his brow when he realized I was going to do nothing of the sort. Kill his Marker for him? What rubbish!


  I wasn’t going to help him and there was nothing he could do about it. The one who was most certainly Chloe had just made it over the bridge, in nearly half the time it had taken me. I was faster than fast, but as it turned out, she was fast too.


  “Tch.” I felt my mouth object.


  When she reached the edge, she fell onto her kneecaps.


  “Made it,” she panted. “With seconds to spare.”


  She was holding her tracker close to her face and watching it intently as it blinked red. The glow of it flickered against her cheeks and reflected in her eyes, quickening faster and faster until—


  It stopped. And the pen-like object lit up vibrant blue. Theo’s mark copied, basking his hand in blue glow.


  Chloe let out a heaving breath of relief.


  From what I gathered, the blinking had been a countdown, and that countdown had just run out. The effects of the Grav-100 were set; if Chloe moved too far away from Theo at this point, she would suffer a penalty. Whatever the penalty was, the gambit pamphlet hadn’t been clear. Maybe Markers, like prags, had implants that could disperse shockwaves or poison when triggered.


  No, that didn’t make sense. Why would the unholy ones allow themselves any disadvantages within their own game?


  “Chloe.” Theo’s voice wobbled as he said it. His cheeks had taken on an ashy appearance, despite the heat of the air.


  The girl was fair, with a dainty nose and high cheekbones that kept her face on the borderline of being gaunt, though she was too pretty to be considered so. Her hair was vibrant red, to an unnatural extent. Starting tied up high, it reached to the center of her shoulders and wiggled against her black jumpsuit like a thick snake. The space beneath her eyes bore those trademark trios of upside-down pyramids.


  A Marker through and through.


  “Theodorius.” She didn’t pay any mind to me. She went straight for her mark, interlocking her gaze with his in a delicate yet steadfast way. “Are we going to fight?”


  She didn’t necessarily sound happy about it.


  Theo looked in no position to fight, either. He was juddering slightly, and struggling to find something to say. The pair of them stared at each other a minute or two, while I stood on awkwardly, before Theo finally nodded. Mouth grave, he dropped his pack to the ground and set about retrieving one of his long knives.


  That was when Chloe finally acknowledged me.


  “Whose are you?” she asked.


  I wasn’t property, but my mouth was trained. “Crash is my Marker,” it said, through bared teeth.


  “And you and Theodorius…?” she continued.


  I shrugged. We were no longer partners, as far as I was concerned. We were nothing.


  But Chloe left the question hanging in the air and I began to wonder if she was implicating some sort of romantic interest.


  Ha! That was laughable.


  “It’s not like that at all, Chlo!” The protest came from my former partner, who was suddenly fired up and shaking his head feverishly.


  He was worried that she’d think so? And why would she even ask in the first place? And had Theo just used a nickname for his Marker? I surveyed the pair of them.


  “Please don’t interfere,” Chloe told me. “You can watch, but please don’t interfere. I don’t desire to hurt one of Theodorius’ friends.”


  “Have at him.” My arms remained crossed. I wasn’t planning on interfering; I was planning on watching Theo get smoked.


  Chloe stowed her tracker somewhere on her person and stood with her knees bent in readiness.


  I didn’t expect much from Theo; he was an uncollected mess.


  Perhaps that was why I was so surprised when he suddenly charged at Chloe, menacingly enough to make me back against the mouth of the cave.


  Maybe this would be a proper showdown after all.


  Theo’s attack may have been fierce, but agility was on Chloe’s side. She zipped around her prag, landing an elbow into the back of his neck, while at the same time kicking in the back of his left calf. He staggered forward, but came up from the crouch, recovering with a twist of his hips and swinging his blade across Chloe’s shoulder. She let out a yelp and grabbed at her shoulder, and Theo took the momentary weakness to reach around behind her and grab firmly onto her ponytail.


  How quickly he’d resorted to hair-pulling. I shook my head in disapproval.


  Chloe used the move to her advantage. She grabbed ahold of his forearm and with her opposite hand, made a chopping motion, landing hard on Theo’s wrist. This time he was the one to recoil.


  “Hell, Chloe!” he barked.


  “S-sorry!”


  Sorry?


  It was hard for me to digest what I had just heard. Theo’s Marker was apologizing to him? What was the point of that? To catch him off-guard? To trick him into lessening his attacks? No, the apology had been more effortless than that. It had come out as naturally as when two people bump into one another at the market.


  Their people were born with extreme lust for ours… except this girl, with her delicate yet steadfast demeanor, didn’t seem all that lustful. If anything, she seemed indisposed.


  Maybe this one wasn’t as bloodthirsty as the rest. Maybe she was unique. After all, she didn’t appear to be taking any pleasure in the brawl. She didn’t smirk in the same disgusting way MY Marker did.


  That’s exactly what she wants you to think, Zillow Stone. I told myself. Don’t fall for it.


  Theo charged at her again, and she held up her arms to block, but he hooked his arm around her neck and readied his knife. It was a clear shot, yet somehow, Chloe’s vigorous clawing at his arm was enough to make him loosen his grip. She pivoted and rammed her open palm up the side of his cheek. From somewhere around Theo’s mouth, a spurt of blood escaped.


  Something was off.


  Though Theo’s shot had been clear, he had stalled.


  His fighting wasn’t bad. Aside from the hair-pulling, he was a better fighter than I anticipated. Not to mention, he had that knife, and although he’d only unsheathed one of the pair, Chloe didn’t have any weapon to speak of. Surely in the months that they had met and matched, Theo could have taken her. She was fast, but he was clearly stronger. Size alone gave him that. So why…?


  Theo punished Chloe by grabbing her around the waist and throwing her into the wall of the pit. Still, his weapon remained widely unused, hanging limply in his hand. Aside from that initial slash at her, he hadn’t put it to use, and now it was acting more as a hindrance than a help.


  Regardless, that last bash was enough to leave Chloe against the ground. Sweaty, she gripped at the wall in an attempt to pull herself up, but the thick and heat of the air were getting to her.


  Theo watched her struggle from a distance. His mouth appeared to move, but I couldn’t make out the words.


  “What are you doing, Theo!?” I shouted. “You have a clear shot!”


  Theo threw me a grimace that wasn’t fully readable, though it looked something like contempt. He was mad that I’d left him to do his own dirty work. Despite this, he obeyed me, coming directly over Chloe and raising his knife. She was clutching her torn shoulder again, while laboring to stand. The fight had been quick but intense, and it was now apparent that Chloe had borrowed whatever energy she had exerted. She hadn’t been properly prepared for this fight.


  She didn’t look like an unholy monster.


  She looked like a girl.


  Holy. Unholy. Marker. Marked.


  Theo put the tip of his knife against Chloe’s throat and held it there. At its kiss, she stopped struggling, and instead braced herself against the wall. Theo’s knife held resolute for a helping of seconds. In the meantime, Chloe began to speak. Though it was too soft for me to hear, it reached Theo and his shoulders hunched in response.


  This wasn’t at all what I had expected.


  Theo couldn’t kill her, not because of physical weakness, but because of another form. Theodorius wasn’t the killing type.


  Was I?


  I approached them. I came right up behind them. I put my hand over Theo’s fist that was still grasping the knife. Theo gave a jolt when he felt me there but did nothing to rebuke it. His knuckles were pronounced beneath my hand. Never before had I felt so strongly the line between life and death. There was something powerful about it, and it sent a shiver up my arm. I wondered if Theo could feel it too.


  If I pushed his hand, we would become murderers together.


  I understood then why Theo had asked for my help. Because he would never be able to win the game on his own. He didn’t possess the gumption to follow through.


  Did I?


  I told myself that the girl was unholy; that she would have done the same to me, if given the chance. I told myself that this was practice for Crash; that it was his neck beneath my
blade.


  I watched Chloe’s pupils as they stared Theo’s down. Now that I was nearer, I saw the spark of life yet lingering behind her eyes. She didn’t read as broken—not fully. If she wanted to, I suspected she could have mustered enough energy to fight back. She didn’t look angry. She didn’t look defeated. She merely looked tired.


  “Go ahead, Theodorius,” she said. “But if you do it, please do it on your own. Otherwise it won’t count.”


  Her words were partially meant for me and they hit me quite sharply.


  She had a point.


  This wasn’t my fight.


  I let my hand fall and I stepped away, feeling daft for ever having approached them to begin with.


  And then the pretty girl, with red hair stuck to her cheeks by sweat, did something strange: She smiled. It wasn’t a full smile; it was something much softer. “Last time I told you that when we met again, this would end, Theodorius, one way or another. We can’t keep prolonging it. These dunes are going to ruin us. They’ll change us. I’d rather it end now, while I’m still me. So please—”


  Thunk!


  Theo’s hunting knife made a dull sound as it hit the ground.


  “Damn it, Chloe!”


  Just like that, the tension was broken.


  “I told you, I can’t do it if you’re watching me like that.”


  Chloe turned frantic. “S-sorry! What am I supposed to do? Where else do you expect me to look?”


  “Let’s just call it a day, all right?” Theo wiped his mouth on his shoulder. “Screw what you said last time. It should have ended then anyway. You had me and you let me go, so I owe you one. I can’t kill you when I’m in your debt. I’d never live it down, Chlo.”


  Chloe tucked her sweaty hair behind her ear. “Oh stop. I had no choice last time. It wasn’t a fair fight. You were worn out from that do-in at the marsh. Not to mention your foot was all messed up. It wouldn’t have counted if I’d beaten you then.” Her eyelashes fluttered. “If I’m going to kill you, I’m going to kill you at your strongest. I won’t settle for less.”


  I squinted at them, studying as Marker and prag bashfully reminisced on their previous fights. Chloe was growing softer by the minute and Theo was sporting an idiot’s grin. I didn’t know much about the relations between men and women, but I was quickly coming to a conclusion, and it was one I didn’t understand.


  “WHAT THE HELL?”


  Rather abruptly, the pair of them ripped from their intense focus on one another and snapped heads to me. I hadn’t planned to uncork my aggression at them this way, but I couldn’t help it, foolish beings they were.


  Theo’s eyes opened wide in shock. “Uh, Zillster?”


  “You don’t want to kill each other,” I accused. “You enjoy each other.”


  Crash’s taunting face flashed into my mind. Markers were evil. And we were their prey. Few Easterners ever returned from their stints in the wilds. Knowing that, how could Theo hold back? How could he look at her, a Marker, that way?


  They were the enemy.


  “Zill!?”


  “You’re not a warrior, Theo. You’re a—”


  I was about to go on when I realized the expression on Theo’s face wasn’t due to the allegations I had just made. No, his wide-eyed attention was directed at a very specific part of me.


  “Zillow! Your hand!”


  …


  At some point during the fight, my mark had flicked from green to red.


  …


  My veins reacted first by accelerating. I wanted a rematch with my Marker, but I didn’t want to be cornered in this hell pit when it happened. Gambits wouldn’t work now. There was only one way to go and no place to misdirect to. That left one option and one option alone.


  We had to get out of here, and fast. Theo’s unnatural relationship with his Marker would have to wait.


  




  Chapter 9


  One Four All


  



  Three prags and one unholy one fled through the dusk. According to Kipper and Theo, there was a waystation an hour west, close enough that I wouldn’t need to waste any gambits on misdirecting Crash again. Chloe kept close to her mark as we ran, not wanting to endure the penalty of defying the gravity gambit, whatever it may be.


  I observed the pair of them. Now that we were out of the pit, they acted as though they’d never battled in the first place. They recollected and made small-talk, and Chloe gave Theo pointers on capturing wild game. While it went against everything I knew, Kipper didn’t seem to find their relationship strange at all, although I suspected that was due to his complete disinterest, over anything else.


  There seemed to be very little the prag was actually interested in.


  When we first neared Waystation Ollopto, I expected to hear the familiar boom of music set to lights, though there was none. Waystation Ollopto, as it turned out, was a simple place, shabby in comparison to the gaudiness of Zelpha. A log cabin lit by one flickering post sat amidst a thicket of dead wood. What once may have been a forest was now a dried graveyard, marked by the skeletons of downed trees.


  The flickering lamppost was deceiving. When I passed through it, my mark flicked from red to blue, though there was no robotic voice to accompany the change. It was here that I finally let my legs rest. Crash knew where I was, undoubtedly, but at least I’d have time to prepare if he showed up.


  “We rest for one hour,” Theo stated. “After that, we’ll find a waterwheel.” He scratched the back of his hair embarrassedly. “Obviously you can’t come, Chlo.”


  Kipper rolled his eyes. “Obviously.”


  The inside of the waystation was dimlit by collections of lights hanging from the ceiling. There was no bouncer to welcome us this time—just a scanner, alerting me that I hadn’t earned many SPs since my last check-in. For the most part, the place was deserted. One small row of vendors lined the back wall, over which a plank of wood hung, engraved: ‘Follow your dreams.’


  “Pff.”


  The main area held a scattering of wooden tables with benches. A small room to the side housed a few sleep pods, the casings of which were marked with fingerprints and grime. An adjoined room held water access.


  A ‘sorry excuse for a waystation’ is what Theo had called it. Seemed accurate.


  While Theo went to find a helping of dandriel, I washed up quickly before returning to the main room, vision locked on the entrance, waiting for an icy-eyed stare to enter at any moment.


  Kipper didn’t bother with washing up; and because he saw it fit to relieve himself in the open whenever the need arose, he didn’t bother with the toilets, either. He, too, went bartering for dandriel. Chloe wasn’t particular to the drug, so she busied herself with the vendors, even stopping to look through the list of available gambits, though it seemed pointless, given that she’d just spent an extended period of amicable time with her mark.


  It was unnatural.


  And it made me curious.


  So I approached, just as she was in the middle of ordering a meat-filled pocket of bread that had a peculiar, gamey smell. My mouth simpered upon finding that the food offerings given to the Markers were no better than ours.


  “Is this how most of the waystations are?” I asked.


  The pretty Marker jumped at the sound of my voice. A surprise attack, just as I’d intended. Relentless, I continued, “Are most of them like this? Is Zelpha an anomaly?”


  “O-oh. Well, they’re all a little different, from what I’ve seen,” she said, catching her breath. She looked beyond me, at Theo, who was rubbing his nose furiously. I groaned in detest. He was a moron. Whatever inebriating thing he’d just done, he had better be over it within an hour or so help me.


  Dagger-eyed, I shook my head at him and then returned to Chloe: “What is Western City like?”


  She jumped at this question, too, but in a different way. “I’m…” She looked at the ground. “We can’t answer things like that,” she said slowly.


  They couldn’t? Fine. Then I’d move on while I had the chance. This time, I went for a bigger punch: “You don’t want to kill Theodorius, do you?” I wasn’t asking so much as stating.


  Chloe put up her hands in defense. “Of course I do! More than anything!” Her eyes were big, insistent and nervous.


  I studied her. “You get along with him.”


  Again, she looked to the ground for solace, and again I was relentless.


  “Why do you want to kill him?” I asked.


  “That’s…”


  But she wasn’t able to finish—not that it mattered, as any answer would have been a lie anyway—for suddenly, the person we had just been discussing was in my ear, firing off a fevered warning: “We need to leave NOW, Zillow. I’m not kidding.” In addition, his whole body was shaking from whatever stupidity he’d just done in the corner.


  Served him right.


  I was about to ask why we needed to leave, when I saw the answer for myself. Standing in the doorway, hands in his pockets, was the thing I loathed more than anything. At the sight of him, my body locked up. I turned from person to mech. My joints could not bend. I hadn’t had time to prepare.


  Crash.


  I rapidly began to rationalize the situation.


  Somehow, he’d managed to stay close enough since I’d last seen him to catch up to us here, and he wasn’t alone. A second Marker, also adorned in black jumpsuit, was beside Crash. This one had the sides of his head shaved and a small strip of hair right down the middle. He was short and thick and he pointed at our group without discretion.


  Blood flushed to my cheeks. I tried to suppress it, but it came on strongly and wouldn’t subside. My face was hot, my neck too, as I locked eyes on the filth pursuing me. Instinctive, my fingers twitched around the handle of my katar. Crash’s gaze was as electric as ever; his hair as scarlet; his mouth as mocking.


  “Damn,” I uttered


  “Right?!” Theo was still in my ear. His pupils were larger than normal, his eyes glossy. Kipper was nowhere to be seen. Chloe, meanwhile, was frowning and looking about, apprehending the situation.


  “That’s Zillow’s Marker,” Theo explained, “and he’s hella…”


  “Dangerous,” Chloe finished.


  “You know him?” I asked.


  She shook her head.


  Theo tugged at my sleeve. “What should we do?”


  “He’s already seen me. If we try to slip away now, he’ll only follow. I have no choice but to fight him.” My fingers clenched around the cool bar of my weapon’s hilt. My heart pounded at the touch.


  It ends today.


  But before I could get too riled, Chloe stepped between Crash and us. “When was the last time you slept?” Her pretty face was furrowed in concern.


  I studied her warily. Why should she care when the last time I slept was?


  “We slept on the way to the pit,” Theo said. “Only for a couple of hours, though.”


  “You shouldn’t fight him yet, prag Zillow. Use whatever time you have to rest up. Eat something. There’s a pill in that machine over there called ENER-EX. It can make up for lost sleep.”


  “Oh yeah,” Theo agreed. “One of them suckers’ll shoot you full of adrenaline!”


  I took their advice, shuffling over to purchase an ENER-EX, all the while feeling the stare of my Marker piercing into the back of my neck. I hated the self-conscious feeling that came along with it. No sooner had I swallowed the ENER-EX, than he made his way for me in stalking, hunched strides.


  Apparently Theo harbored no ill feelings that I hadn’t killed Chloe for him, because he stepped between my Marker and me as ferociously as he had at the sunken plant. “Long time no see, buddy.”


  This confrontation was a moment of truth. I couldn’t afford to look weak in front of Crash. I stepped around Theo and locked eyes with the one pursuing me. The low-lit room seemed to slow. My pulse gave a kick in my neck.


  Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.


  Ever, the remnants of the dream plagued me.


  “Let’s go,” I said, careful to keep my voice steady. It was important I not show weakness.


  I wasn’t convincing enough. The side of Crash’s mouth curled upwards.


  From behind, Chloe gave a sound of disapproval. This caught my Marker’s attention and his eyes flicked to her. Soon after, they shifted to Theo. “You two,” he said, attention returned to Chloe. “Is he yours?”


  The question turned Chloe territorial. She nodded and the tail of her hair danced.


  “I see. And do you—”


  Whatever Crash was about to ask, he was unable to, for at that very moment, the dim chandelier at the center of the room flared to an alarming level of brightness. The burst of light was sudden and intense, and as I moved to shield my eyes from blinding, a hand slipped around my waist.


  For a moment, I wondered if Kipper had somehow caused the blast. Perhaps he’d seen what was happening and was allowing us a moment of distraction to escape. Perhaps Theo was the one who had grabbed my waist, and perhaps I wouldn’t have to fight my Marker on an empty stomach, after all.


  I was wrong. Kipper was nowhere to be found. The hand around my waist wasn’t Theo’s. And the blast had been caused by a figure in a fitted bodysuit and shiny black helmet. The bodysuit was black to match, with vibrant pink and green stripes up the sides. The figure to which it belonged was pointing a small remote at the chandelier, which was slowly dimming to its original brightness. The helmet was equipped with some sort of built-in voice amplification system, for very soon, a woman’s voice blasted out of it, filling the room with the following decree:


  “THEODORIUS BIGGSBURG AND CHLOE LOCK. YOU ARE HEREBY UNDER ARREST FOR VIOLATION OF THE MARKING. DO NOT ATTEMPT RESISTANCE. THOSE WHO RESIST WILL BE TREATED WITHOUT MERCY. ANY KNOWN COMPANIONS STEP FORWARD FOR INTERROGATION.”


  Something about the woman’s voice clicked in my mind, but I wasn’t able to think into it further. A scuffling of combat-booted feet filled the area as half a dozen people in similar black bodysuits and helmets, though lacking the stripes, overtook Chloe and Theo.


  The hand around my waist was Crash’s. And when I realized it, a pang of anger traveled up my chest. How dare he touch me?! I pushed it away furiously and started for Theo’s aid, but Crash caught me again, this time with more force. As I attempted to hurl him away, he spoke something rapidly into my ear, but the sound of my heartbeat was as loud as the booming of Zelpha, and it drowned out whatever he was saying.


  Theo was standing in front of Chloe, hunting knives drawn, ready to defend her like a knight. Meanwhile, Chloe was pushing at his arms, pleading with him to stop, her pretty face distorted in angst.


  They didn’t look like a prag and Marker; they looked like equals, friends, even lovers.


  Their relationship wasn’t natural, and it was about to cost them their lives. Of all the things I expected to encounter in the outlands, this was the last.


  “THEO! DON’T!” I shouted.


  His eyes shot in my direction. Deep and large, like two earthy pools, they bored into me. “GET OUT OF HERE, DUMBASS!” he yelled.


  Like hell.


  I rammed my elbow into my captor’s stomach, but his hold remained tight. He was dragging me, saying something about getting out of there before it was ‘too late.’ Too late or not, it was now or never when it came to helping Theo.


  The scruffy boy let out a warrior’s cry as the crowd of soldiers overtook him.


  “NO!” Chloe’s shriek was louder and higher than mine, though they were belted in unison. Mine was a cry of frustration, hers a cry of anguish.


  Theo was a fool.


  But he was my comrade.


  I scanned the room, searching for anything in the way of aid, and at last caught wind of Kipper. The thin boy was standing calmly in a corner near the front entrance with his arms folded. I caught his eye only briefly before something hit me hard at the back of the head and everything went black.


  




  Chapter 10


  Caught


  



  Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.


  I was standing on a roof of bright orange shingles, atop a cottage built into the side of a grassy valley. Wind tossed the valley’s grass back and forth playfully. So too, it tossed my hair into my face. On the horizon, a large creature swam through the air, soaring over a distant cheering crowd.


  “It’s that whale again.” I brushed my hair away for a better view.


  “No, kitten. It is a blimp,” someone behind me replied. I spun to face him, but couldn’t make out his features through the mess of my own hair blowing in my face.


  I reached out my hand and felt his hair—hot, like fire. I trailed my fingers over his face, coming to rest them on his eyelids. The eyes behind were chilled, like ice.


  I withdrew my hand and pushed the hair from my face.


  Crash was standing with his hands in his pockets, head tilted to the side, and grinning. He wasn’t wearing his regular getup; rather, he sported a pair of loose pants that were rolled up at the ankles and a vibrant aqua shirt with buttons down the front—one that made his eyes look even bluer than usual, to a haunting extent.


  At the sight of him, I reached for my katar, but found a yellow parasol in its place. I threw the useless thing to the ground and looked about for a blade, expecting one to be lying amidst the shingles.


  Crash continued to grin at me while I searched.


  “You won’t find one,” he said, amused. “There’s no need for things like that in Paradise. And besides—” He took my wrist in his hand. “Wouldn’t you rather do this?” He drew his face very close to mine, so that our noses were almost touching. I felt his breath against my lips as he exhaled. I felt the cold of his icy stare as it drilled into me. Then, without warning, he wrapped both arms around my middle and hurled us from the roof.


  Though we fell, we didn’t hit the grass. We simply continue to fall, straight downwards, feet to the sky and faces inches apart, as the world around us melted into a blaze of color. Faster and faster we fell. Faster and faster and—


  I bolted up. My chest and veins were racing. My blood was pumping. Though I’d just come out of sleep, I felt as though I’d been running.


  It was false adrenaline. The ENER-EX was in my system and the effects of it were at peak. I couldn’t have been out for long.


  I used the stolen energy to jump to my feet. I was within a structure—something metallic, and with spots of night sky showing through the top. And I wasn’t alone. Even in the dark, those eyes cut through. Was it possible they were glowing? Or just reflecting some small piece of light.


  I felt around for my katar, but both weapon and pack were gone, stolen by him. I was defenseless.


  Why, then, was I still alive? I’d been knocked out and dragged from the waystation, yet my Marker hadn’t killed me. Why?


  Easy, because he wanted to play with me first.


  I let a growl out through my teeth.


  I would beat him, even unarmed.


  “Zillow Stone.” His voice was cool and calculating.


  “My Mar—” I remembered what he’d ordered of me, and corrected myself: “Crash.”


  “Come.”


  Beside him was an opening to the outside—a tear in the metal wall. He stepped through it, beckoning me to follow with a flick of his hand. I moved after him through the opening and into the night.


  The air outside was dead—still as still could be and warm. I saw now that the structure we’d been in was a silo, tipped sideways due to ground erosion.


  It was only slightly brighter out here. There was no moon, but blots of star hid behind the haze of the sky, allowing enough light to make the area visible. Coated in thick, patchy weed, the ground here was rougher than the wasteland I’d previously trodden. The remnants of a metal fence poked about from the ground, like rutty claws, in a half-circle around us.


  Waystation Ollopto was nowhere in sight. Neither was my partner.


  Theo!


  I couldn’t help but worry about him. I couldn’t help but wonder about the woman in the helmet and her pack of soldiers. But those feelings were clouded by something much stronger: RAGE.


  Crash had apprehended me from that place against my will. He had knocked me out and detained me. If he hadn’t interfered, I could have gone to Theo’s aid. Together, we could have fended off those soldiers and fled from the waystation.


  Now, who knew what fate my foolhardy partner may have.


  Crash’s eyes glinted in the dark. They caught me, almost magnetically, and tried to hold me in place.


  But I pulled away to do a second scan of the area. I was already formulating my next move. My pack was nowhere in sight; neither was my weapon. Running away without them would be senseless, especially when I had no idea where I was.


  Besides, the energy in my veins was thumping, bidding me to do one thing and one thing alone: fight.


  I would use this area to my advantage.


  As if reading my thoughts, my Marker caught my stare again and he nodded. I read the nod, though I’d never seen it before. It was an invitation, a challenge.


  I nodded back.


  And then I ran at him.


  But I didn’t run to him. Instead, I slipped around his side, focusing on one of the jagged fence posts jutting from the ground. I pulled on a loose-looking one and uprooted it from the ground. A heaving of dirt came up with it, flinging into the air and peppering the ground around us.


  Crash didn’t falter. He darted at me, dodged my swing, and grabbed onto the end of the post, exposing his left side to me. That was a mistake. I used my upper strength to yank him further to the side, via the pole in his hand, releasing it just in time to make him stumble forward. Then, I rammed my full force into his ribcage, finishing what his momentum had started and knocking him to the ground.


  YES! You have him! Now focus, Zillow Stone!


  In a zip of speed, I hopped over him. I straddled his arms to the ground with my knees—the same way he had previously done to me. The tables were turned. Triumph overtook me as I regained control of the pole and held it to his adam’s apple. So quickly he’d—


  “UMPH!”


  With a burst of power, Crash threw me from himself as easily as if I were a blanket. I hit the ground hard, while he pounced to his feet and began brushing himself off, smirking in a sickeningly victorious way.


  I scrambled to my feet.


  In the aftermath, we were at a standstill, mere strides apart, each crouched in readiness. Each prepared to lunge.


  I was strong, but so was he.


  I would try a different approach. This time when I came at him, I distracted him with a faux punch to the face, at the same time lifting my knee high into his groin. He anticipated the attack, nevertheless, caught my wrist in his hand, and blocked my knee with his. The crack of bone on bone reverberated through my leg.


  I cringed at the pain of impact, but pushed it from thought before coming at him with another assault. I’d always been a decent kicker. At University, we practiced weekly on threadbare hanging dummies in the back corner of the old gymnasium. Each kick to a dummy’s soft core sent a flurry of dust particles to the gymnasium floor. Our power was measured in bursts of powder.


  But the dummies weren’t all. We’d also practiced on one another. I’d landed Karán at the medic’s on more than one occasion, and Othello even had a scar on her jaw where I’d hit her too hard.


  That was before she was sentenced to the outlands, of course.


  I would put the practice to good use. I wouldn’t let Karán’s agony be in vain. Picturing Crash like one of the limp, hanging dummies, my intent was to knock him off balance with a rounded kick to the side, one that would be followed by another, sharper kick.


  However, in addition to being strong, the unholy one was also fast. He leaned out of the way at the last second, turned on heel and pummeled me off-balance with a similar kick.


  I lent myself into the fall and crouched in landing to absorb the shock of the ground.


  My shoulder smarted from that last hit, and there was wetness at the side of my face. Sweat or blood, it didn’t matter. My pulse was kicking in my neck and wrists. My muscle was shaking beneath my skin. I was going to kill him and it was going to be tonight.


  And I was going to revel in it.


  I bolted at him once more, swooping to the ground as I came, to collect a handful of dirt. I threw it at his face and used the momentary distraction to land a solid fist at the side of his mouth.


  Crack!


  When he brushed the dirt from his face, he was no longer grinning.


  This time it was he, who charged me. With a flat palm he slashed at me once, twice, a third—and I dodged each in turn, but I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t notice that he was intentionally backing me against another of the fence posts. The fourth slash pushed me too far. The post rammed into my back, causing a sharp pain and another feeling of wetness.


  Enough!


  In a fury, I ripped its neighbor from the ground and came swinging at my challenger, landing at least one hit against him. I heard him cry out, and I inhaled in satisfaction. I would wear him down slowly if I had to. I would stay at it until the sun rose if I had to. I managed to land a second hit before he caught the end of the makeshift weapon, same as last time. But he had learned his lesson, and this time he thrust the pole in my direction—which shoved me off balance—before ripping it from my hand and swinging it high over his head. He came down sharp.


  I didn’t have time to react.


  I threw my wrists over my head in defense.


  It was a thoughtless motion. The impact of metal against something as tender as wrists would only crush them.


  Regardless, that was the position I took, and had Crash followed through with the swing, he would have injured me, to say the least. He might even have won.


  But we would never know.


  In that brief moment, while I took on an instinctive last pose, Crash abruptly halted his swing, instead flinging the pole against the silo—the latter of which clattered in response. My body was tensed. It took me a passing of seconds to realize what had happened.


  I had been spared.


  Confused, I dropped my hands from overhead and rose to standing.


  Crash was bleeding from the mouth and both arms, and he was heaving great breaths of recovery. I was too. I hadn’t realized it until that moment.


  In the sudden release of tension, my muscles loosened. My whole body ached.


  My Marker was bent forward, hands to knees, yet his eyes were still firmly on me.


  Though I was wounded, I still had fight left in me, and all other emotions were quickly turning to anger.


  There was nothing more offensive than pity, nothing.


  “Don’t!” I shouted at Crash. “Don’t YOU DARE!”


  I ran to him, pushed at his chest and shoulders, swatted at his face. He backhanded me with enough force to sting, but still I kept on, furious at myself for my lack of strategy; furious that he’d dropped the post, mid-strike; furious that he’d shown me mercy.


  I clawed at him, leaving a trail of red down the side of his face.


  That was when he caught me around the neck—and squeezed.


  Using whatever might he had remaining, he took me by the throat and slammed me against the side of the silo, again making it shriek in metallic retaliation. I battered at him and twisted, but he ignored it all.


  He watched me with a dead expression until he grew bored of it and neared his face to mine.


  Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.


  With his cruel blue stare permeating into me, I half expected him to say it. But instead, his mouth lay flat and he whispered, “Do you want to die, prag?”


  I wrung my hands around his wrist and attempted to wrench him away, but his grip was almost as stern as the metal silo at my back. My adrenaline-fueled pulse beat hard against his clutch. Being that close to him, locked by his choking grasp, I had nowhere to look but at my Marker. Sweat was collected at the base along the edge of his hair. The corner of his mouth dripped red. He licked it as he studied me, as I felt the air cut off from my lungs, as I felt my body reel for more.


  For the first time I noticed: with the shape of his eyes like almonds, and that indent above his lip, he almost resembled a feline.


  Before my eyes, his tattoos melted down his face and became whiskers. They blurred.


  The oxygen was leaving my body, and I was beginning to see things that weren’t there.


  Meanwhile, my hands were doing a laughable job of fighting back. I swung them in slow motion, but they felt numb and heavy at the same time and barely managed to make contact.


  I was going to die and I knew it.


  Crash knew it too. And for whatever reason—


  “Enough.”


  All at once, he released my neck.


  I fell into the silo. There, I coughed and heaved and swayed under my own weight, but he took my cheeks in his hands and lifted my face to his. He continued to stare at me with a flattened mouth. I wanted to retaliate, but my body was focused on oxygen recovery and nothing more.


  “How do you feel, Zillow Stone?”


  I glared up at him venomously. Again, he’d had my life in his grasp and again he’d allowed me to win. How did I feel? If I had a weapon, I would plunge it into the softest part of his stomach.


  “Argh!”


  Throwing his hands from my face, I turned my back to him.


  I was strongest and fastest in my class, and had I been paired with someone like Theo or Chloe or even Kipper, winning this game would have been simple.


  Instead, I’d been paired with him. Him, who was able to counter most of my attacks. Him, who was able to stay hot on my trail. Him, who smirked so loathedly.


  “What do you want with me?” I demanded.


  He didn’t answer right away. He was gearing up for something sadistic.


  “Help me bandage this.” He pointed to the backside of his ribs, where I’d nailed him with the post. I couldn’t see the wound through his jumpsuit, but the fabric clung grossly to the place where I’d struck.


  Good.


  And I wasn’t about to help him fix it.


  “Do it,” he said again. “I will give you glue for your shoulder.”


  “Glue?”


  He nodded. “Mediglue. There isn’t any out here. I took it with me from Angeles—the place you know as Western City.”


  “Wh—”


  I nearly fell into the trap of conversation. My mouth wanted to ask what Western City was like. It wanted to ask where the great generator was. It wanted to know about the upbringing of demons.


  Crash realized this. His mouth curled up disgustingly at the corner. “I will tell you about it if you help me bandage this.”


  Again, he motioned to his back, which was darkening quickly. His request was suspicious. His whole manner was. What was his game?


  He didn’t wait for an answer, just proceeded to unzip the front of his jumpsuit.


  I watched him slip his arms from the sleeves and tie the extra fabric around his waist. His shoulders, chest and stomach were bare. They were pronounced, like one who’d trained hard for the chase, like me. But unlike me, his body was tan. The wound on his back was wet with fresh blood.


  “Stay here.” Without waiting for my consent, he left, around the side of the silo, giving me the perfect opportunity to run. I didn’t, though. I didn’t even try. I was tired. But I wasn’t too tired. I also needed my belongings. But I didn’t need them that badly. The truth was that I was interested. I was suspicious about why the unholy one hadn’t killed me, when he’d had ample opportunities. I was even more curious about the land from which he hailed. That aside, he was injured and willing to let down his guard. If there was ever a better time to strike…


  He returned a moment later with a clump of items in his holding. He tossed my backpack to me, but not my katar. That, I assumed, he was keeping as leverage.


  I hadn’t realized just how dependent I was on weaponed fighting until now. My katar was an extension of my arm. Without it, every punch felt light and every strike fell short. From now on, I would train equally without it, so that next time I had to fight unarmed, I’d be prepared.


  Not that I expected there to be a next time.


  I would get him tonight, one way or another.


  Crash rustled around in his pack a moment before pausing to look at me. No, that wasn’t quite right. He wasn’t capable of merely looking at a person. Every time his eyes hit me, they seared.


  Saying nothing, he continued to sear at me. What the hell was he looking at?


  Giving no explanation, he eventually flicked his eyes to his pack and pulled out a small tube.


  “I’ll do you first,” he said.


  Like hell. I wasn’t about to let him touch me.


  He read my expression—“Fine. Bleed to death.”—and shrugged. Then, he unscrewed the cap of the tube, felt for the scratches on his face, and squeezed out a messy line of clearish, bluish paste over them. The paste turned pink with the mixing of his blood.


  And then something incredible happened.


  As Crash smeared the mixture away, blood and all, he was no longer bleeding. In fact, the wound was hardly visible.


  Whatever that paste was, it had fused his opened flesh together in a matter of seconds, whilst leaving the healthy parts of him alone.


  I couldn’t help myself. “Let me try.”


  Eyes dark with amusement, Crash summoned me over with his index finger. I didn’t even care. The healing qualities of the paste were amazing. I wanted to know its composition. Something like that would be a great aid out here in the wilderness, if only one could find a way to replicate it.


  I slipped the shoulder of my shirt down just far enough to expose the gash. It was trickling more than was healthy.


  I watched as Crash drew a much neater line, now that he could see what he was doing. He covered the full extent of the wound, and then pursed his lips together and blew on it gently. The blowing was unnecessary, for he hadn’t needed to blow on the ones on his face. I scowled at him, but quickly lifted the scowl after he smeared the paste away with his thumb.


  My skin was closed.


  “Amazing!”


  I snatched the tube from his fingers and squinted at it, disappointed to see that it was lacking an ingredients list. That was fine. Given enough time I would discern the ingredients and replicate the paste.


  “Why didn’t you use this when you tore your leg before?” I asked, turning the tube over in my hand.


  “What?”


  “When we encountered that mecha-beast, you only used bandage.”


  “Oh. I’d lent it to a friend.” Something about it seemed untruthful. I studied him. “My turn,” he said.


  The tattooed boy turned his back to me and bent sideways. I hesitated. The request was an odd one, given the circumstances. To be fair, the wound on his ribs was at an awkward reach for him, and a great deal of paste would have been wasted, had he done it himself.


  Still, to expose himself in that way…


  For a split second, I imagined myself hitting him in that tender spot with a nearby rock.


  But something about it felt unsportsmanlike. I, Zillow Stone, was above cheap shots. I’d beat him, and I would do it fairly.


  I placed the nozzle along his wound and he winced. I pressed the tip just a little harder against him than I should have. Next, I squeezed the tube, drawing a thin line of glue that gleamed unnaturally in the night.


  The air was silent, until, out of nowhere, Crash said, “What’s in it for them?”


  I stopped mid-line to study him. “What?”


  “We beat the shit out of each other. Do you think the Presidents ever so much as stand up?”


  I assumed he was talking about the Directors.


  It was strange to hear it put that way, especially from a Marker. I hadn’t really given thought to what the Directors got out of the game—at least not since realizing the trap in the retrect was staged. University teaching was that Markers were the ones with something to gain. This chase was their amusement. They got sick pleasure from watching us squirm. They were hunters and we were the ultimate game.


  Then again, what proof did I have of that?


  The first Marker I’d encountered had offered me assistance, by directing me to the secret prag markings. The yellow-haired Marker outside of Zelpha hadn’t so much as stopped to bother with me. And to top it off, I strongly suspected that Chloe felt some kind of infatuation for Theo. Even my Marker… even Crash had spared me several times now. He’d saved me from the mammoth. He was sealing my wounds.


  It’s a trick. Don’t fall for it.


  I needed to remain on guard, just in case.


  “That’s enough.” Crash pushed the tip of the tube away. “This one is too deep. The glue is just to get it started.” He pulled from his pack a roll of gauze and began wrapping it under his arms, around his body, paste and all.


  When he was finished, he brushed off his hands and nodded to the tube. “Use as much as you need.” Then, as I set about repairing any remaining wounds inflicted in the fight, the unholy boy drew from his bag a small clear container that held a stack of opaque discs. He gave them a shake.


  “And now, Zillow Stone, you have a choice.”


  Rather abruptly, his smile took on an evil glint, one that made me halt what I was doing and clutch at the dirt of the ground in defense. Looking increasingly more devilish, the unholy one came sauntering over.


  “Option one:” he said, “RUN.”—The stipulation being that he would keep my katar and that the next time we met, we would fight to the death.


  He planted his feet next to mine and leaned over me.


  “Option two: FIGHT.”—Which I had a hard time mustering for, as I’d just been pitifully let live.


  “And option three?” Crash was leering over me dangerously, extending the small container pinched between his fingers. “Why, option three’s a whole mess of fun, Zillow Stone.”


  




  Chapter 11


  Unholier than Thou


  



  I fled through a field of scorched grass.


  I was farther west than I’d ever been. The sun was more visible than it had ever been. It beat down, into my hair, heating the whole top of my head. I wondered if it was turning me bronze like my Marker.


  It was tempting to waste a day’s worth of water dousing myself.


  Thud, thud, thud!


  There was someone streaking through the brush behind me, and my strongest desire was to outrun him, as if keeping ahead of him would prove my worth. I could hear my pursuer close behind me, his breath at my neck, his feet propelling through the grass. My Marker was in hot pursuit.


  I would never let him catch me. I ran with my all, losing myself in the feeling of winning, until—


  “Stop here,” Crash said.


  I stopped in my tracks. I had no choice but to comply. He and I had stricken a deal.


  Back at the silo, I’d been given three options.


  I’d chosen option three. Not willing to give up my katar, and too worn down to fight properly, it seemed the most logical decision.


  Within Crash’s container of fun, he’d offered me a selection of gambits. Naturally, the Poi-7 was there, along with a gambit that would zap its mark with paralyzing electricity every time water was ingested. The third gambit was similar. Its design was to electrocute its mark every time they traveled faster than a walk. The last, most obvious choice was a prolonged tracker—one that would allow Crash to know my location for two days straight.


  I had already come to the conclusion that he didn’t want to kill me. At least not yet. But he did want me—to serve some purpose I had yet to discover. We agreed to two days of peace if I would use the gambit and accompany him to a place out west.


  I didn’t know his motives, but I had my own. Running away was pointless, as the tracker would lead him right to me, so instead, I would stay with him. I would study my enemy. I would learn his stalking gait and his manners, and then when the time came, I would spring on him when he least expected it. If I couldn’t beat him with strength and speed, I would beat him with wit.


  For the entire morning, we hadn’t spoken much at all. We had simply run, in the direction he instructed.


  Each time he ordered me to stop so that he could check his map, he did so with smug satisfaction, and each time, it plagued me with annoyance. I wanted to know where we were going. I wanted to know about Western City. I wanted to know about life as an unholy one. Crash had promised to tell me about his homeland if I helped him seal is wound, but that had yet to happen and I was too proud to ask, so we ran in silence mostly.


  I was surprised how much I noticed Theo’s absence. I caught myself wondering if he was dead. I also caught myself hoping that he wasn’t. And each time I thought of him, I felt a pang in my chest. For all of his deception, this was my first time in the wasteland without him.


  I… missed him.


  Now that woman had him, and Chloe, too.


  The Markers and wilderness beasts weren’t the only ones on the prowl out here, it seemed. Quite possibly, there was a whole faction of people tasked with collecting those that didn’t abide by the game’s rules. It was curious that in a dying world, the Directors wasted such manpower. Then again, maybe overpopulation drove them to dispose of inhabitants any way they could. Better out here than in the crowded city, or something like that. Maybe the more curious thing was that during an energy crisis, the leaders of humanity saw it fit to fuel Waystation Zelpha with pumping music and dancing lights.


  There was much I didn’t understand about this world.


  Crash’s ‘map’ was far different than mine. Apparently, his tracker synced with a clear pair of contacts he wore over his frost-colored eyes. These contacts allowed him to see far off indicators and beacons, so long as he input them into his tracker pen first. This he did, by using a thin pad he occasionally wore on his hand. After seeing him use it a few times, I came to understand that the pad was a small computer screen. Every so often he would order us to stop so that he could retrieve the pad from his belt, strap it to his hand, and then begin doodling symbols on it with the tip of his tracker. The pad would often light blue in response—though sometimes it would reject whatever he was inputting, by giving off an ugly beep and a flashing of red. When successful, Crash’s eyes glowed even brighter blue for a second before returning to normal.


  It was the same technology that allowed him to see where I was whenever the tracker went off.


  That device was definitely an advantage. If it ever found its way into the hands of a prag…


  Most of my training had relied on the use of natural resources and intuition without the aid of technology. Evidently, the Western demons took on a different approach.


  “Come on.”


  This time when he was finished scanning the area, the mocking-mouthed boy retired his tracker and pad and motioned for me to follow him down the side of a vast hill. The elevation gave a stretching view of the area. Remnants of skyscrapers poked from the earth. Some were missing their tops. Others remained intact. I imagined what kind of resources were held within—the things one could craft if given some metal and binding.


  In the days since starting the chase, it had become such habit for me to glance down at my hand, that I found myself doing it even now. Every time I caught a glance of the red glow of tracking, my heart jolted, though the feeling soon dissolved into disillusion: there was no threat coming, for the threat was already at my side.


  As we descended the neck of the hill, Crash took ahold of my arm and pushed me ahead of him. “Stay in front.”


  So that he can watch my back.


  I was wrong.


  “If the Presidents scan the area, it needs to look like I’m pursuing you,” he explained, dull-toned. Heat flushed to my cheeks when I realized that the only reason I’d been outrunning him all morning was because he’d been letting me.


  I took out my aggression on an unassuming rock, which went whizzing far into the distance at the force of my kick. I smiled to myself only a moment before—


  “Feel better?”


  It was as though my Marker’s voice was always whispering in my ear when I wanted it least. Not that I ever wanted it, really.


  I ignored him and started trotting off towards the line of sunken skyscrapers.


  We ran on that way for hours, always at that silhouette of skyscrapers, always prag before Marker. The closer we came, the more desiccated buildings began to scatter the area, until it got to the point where we were crawling through piles of rubble. My climbing gloves were getting their fair share of work. I was glad to have purchased them.


  When the day was on its descent, we stopped to eat, painted in the amber glow of the sun as it reflected against the sea of fallen buildings. I ate from one of the nutrient packs as quickly as I could, so as not to let it hit my tongue. However great my efforts, a healthy splattering managed to find my taste buds, setting my mouth in repulsion.


  “These never get any better,” I told myself, mid-cringe.


  Crash was leaning against the remains of a structure, silently eating, when out of nowhere, he chucked something at me. Quick-reflexed, I caught it just before it hit my face, and threw him a scowl in return.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” he sneered. “It’s unbecoming.”


  My scowl deepened.


  “Try putting that on there.” He nodded to the thing in my hand, which turned out to be a bottle filled with red liquid—poison, most likely.


  “Hot sauce,” Crash said, and to prove it wasn’t poison, he took a mouthful of his own nutrient pack, which had already been doused in the stuff.


  It wasn’t a good idea to eat something willfully given by an unholy one, and the last time I’d taken food from a stranger, I’d ended up incapacitated.


  That said, it was all I could do to keep the sickly gruel down, and I needed the vitamins held within to fuel me with strength. I was no good to anybody, weak and undernourished, let alone to myself. At this point I was willing to try pretty much anything. Against my better judgment, I sprinkled a few drops of the red sauce into the opened portion of my food pack, before squeezing the slop onto my tongue.


  Crash was right. It was extremely hot.


  I fanned at my mouth to fan away the biting hotness, giving my Marker something new to smirk at. I glowered at him with silent bloodlust. Eventually, however, my tongue became used to the hotness and the flavor was a great improvement to the bitter slop. I finished the pack off, washed it down with water, and let out a deep breath.


  Crash opened his palm, indicating that I should return the bottle. “What did I tell you?”


  I wailed the bottle at him as aggressively as I could, angry that he’d been right. Nevertheless, he caught it with a single swipe of his hand, and in the aftermath, showed off a gut-wrenching smile.


  How I hated that smile.


  We continued on through the fallen city, until finding an even stretch of ground. Someone or something had plowed aside the wreckage, and without bothering to consider what creature of mass had created the path, we took advantage of the openness, returning to a healthy running pace.


  For the most part, the world was quiet, though as the evening settled, ugly birds with balded heads and short, shrill cries watched us from whatever vantage points they could. Crash had a severe disliking for the birds, and I noticed him eyeing them mistrustfully whenever they perched too close.


  There weren’t many birds in Eastern City; the acid rain drove most creatures away, so to see so many out here…


  “Are there birds in Western City?” I asked. It was impulsive. I didn’t want to speak to him, and I didn’t expect him to answer.


  “There… aren’t.”


  Surprised that he’d replied, and unable to stop my inquisitiveness, I went on: “Is the rain of your city toxic as well?”


  “My city has no rain.”


  He didn’t elaborate. Silence overtook us again, until being broken by the piercing cry of a particularly grotesque looking bird that appeared as though its hind feathers had been ripped out by some wilderbeast. Crash glared at it foully, and afterwards asked something very peculiar of me: “Do you have a family?”


  It was the last thing I expected him to ask.


  “No,” I said, slowly and suspiciously. “I had a grandfather, but that was a long, long time ago.”


  “Did he love you?”


  I threw him a puzzled glance. I had been wrong before; this was the last thing I expected him to ask.


  Because I was taking too long to answer, Crash’s tone turned demanding. “Did he love you?”


  My curiosity overruled the urge to tell him off. “I suppose he did. He often spoke of me fondly.” I waited for his response.


  Crash exhaled through his nose. “I see.”


  “Why?”


  He shrugged. “I didn’t know if prags had families or if they were raised up like animals.”


  A guttural sound rose up in my throat. I was about to let him have it, when I realized he hadn’t meant it as an insult. There was something naïve to the way he’d muttered it.


  “Are your kind raised up like animals?” I asked.


  “Of course not!” Crash threw me a look similar to the one he’d just shot the grotesque-looking bird.


  Hypocrite.


  Maybe realizing this himself, his expression reverted to its original level of flatness. “I had a brother,” he said.


  That was a surprise. Siblings were incredibly rare; at least in my city.


  “Are siblings common among the unhol—” I stopped myself, “—among your people?”


  Crash knew what I’d been about to say, and he shot me a glance even more murderous than the last. “Siblings are not common,” he said.


  He had had a brother. He did not have one. Did that mean his brother had fallen?


  “Was he like you?” I asked.


  Crash stared at me blankly.


  “Was he a Marker?”


  Crash nodded, though he appeared distracted.


  “And did he win?”


  Too abrupt, Crash stopped his sprint and turned to me sharply. “What do you consider winning?”


  Though his brevity put me off, I held my ground. “I mean did he catch his mark?”


  Crash shrugged and stared off into the melting sunset. “Who knows?”


  And that was that.


  The remainder of the evening passed quickly and uneventfully, save for the overhead passing of a miniature drone marked with the Director’s seal on the side. When Crash heard it buzzing in the distance, he ordered me to mock fight him, insistent that we needed to keep up the charade of chasing. I came at him a little more forcefully than was necessary and landed a satisfying hit on his jaw. He returned the favor, hitting me upside the face and drawing a small amount of blood.


  I rubbed it away disgruntledly and watched the drone fly into the distance.


  Was Crash right in thinking that if we didn’t act as Marker and marked one should, the drone would report us to the helmeted woman and her clan? And if so, how did he know? He’d been in the wasteland only a short while more than I, and yet, he seemed to know a great deal more.


  …


  When the moon began showing over the horizon, Crash stopped me. “Do you need to rest, Zillow Stone?” He looked me over with an even expression.


  I needed to, yes—we had been on the move ever since leaving the silo—and judging by the circles forming behind his tattoos, Crash needed to, too. But neither of us trusted the other enough to sleep in their presence.


  Crash exhaled, lifted his face to the sky, and chewed at his nail in thought. “We need to figure something out. We can’t go on like this much longer. And I’ll be damned if I let you slit my throat in the night.”


  But I was already far ahead of him. I turned my attention to the nearest skyscraper. “I have an idea.”


  …


  An hour later, we were in a room with only one discernable exit. Situated between us was a heaping of chairs, desks and any other debris we could find—larger pieces strategically balanced atop smaller ones. This was a makeshift alert system, devised entirely by one, Zillow Stone. If the unholy one came for me, I would hear the falling of clutter first. The same went for him. Crash was on the side with the door, so he had no reason to fear me stealing away while he slept—plus, he was holding my backpack and weapon as collateral.


  All in all, it was a shoddy plan, one out of which I certainly could have found a way, but it was enough to imbue us both with a false sense of security. For now, I would trust that my neck would remain unscathed through the night. It had been a very long time since I’d last slept, and truthfully, there was nothing in that moment that I wanted more.


  Curled up over a pile of tattered fabric remnants, sleep hit me, quick and without mercy.


  …


  For a long while, I didn’t dream. My slumber was heavy and dark. It was only after I woke to some far-off noise that I settled back into dreamful sleep.


  




  Chapter 12


  Dreamscaped


  



  I found myself in a valley, surrounded by deep, deep grass that came up to my face. Wind swayed it all around me so that I couldn’t make out any person or thing. I only knew I was in a valley because I’d been there before, and the wind tasted and smelled the same.


  “Welcome back, Zillow Stone.”


  A hand reached from the void, took my wrist, and drew me through the grass. I let it take me, and as we moved forward, the grass began to shrink, shorter and shorter with each stride. When it was below my chin, I looked up and found the sun. This sun was much kinder than the one I knew. Its touch was soft. It settled over everything in a warm glow.


  This is what it meant to be basked.


  As the grassline continued to lower, I saw that the hand pulling me was attached to an arm that was attached to a lanky, boyish body.


  It was Kipper.


  “Have you seen Theo?” I asked.


  He ignored me, and then he was gone, and the hand pulling my wrist was my own.


  It started to rain, but it wasn’t ordinary rain. It wasn’t wet. It didn’t saturate. It glittered. I caught a handful of it.


  “It’s from that whale, I guess.”


  “I told you, kitten, it’s a blimp.”


  Now Crash was the one pulling my wrist.


  “A blimp,” I said. “That’s right.” Glittering rain continued to fall over us. It landed on my shoulders. Crash shook it from his hair and a splattering of glitter hit me in the face.


  “If you will come with me, I’ll tell you a secret, Zillow Stone.”


  I wasn’t about to let him pull me around.


  But he didn’t wait for an answer.


  Suddenly, we were at the edge of the grass, looking over the valley’s glimmering lake. A floating ship, boarded by women in bright fluttering dresses and bonnets, was hovering over the water. This time, the whale wasn’t in sight, but I suspected it wasn’t far, for the cheers of the crowds dotting the landscape impregnated the air, as glitter continued to fall.


  “I’ve been wondering about something for a while now,” Crash said, voice collected.


  With that, he reached forward and grabbed the air, like it was a painting. The air complied, becoming palpable matter within his fist. He pulled on the image, and the whole thing crumpled as though he were ripping off a sheet.


  All sound died abruptly.


  For behind the sheet was a world much more akin to the one I knew.


  The valley was dead, the lake dried, and the airship rooted in the sand. There was no color. It had long since fled that world. There was neither crowd nor clamor.


  “I’ve been wondering something for a while now,” Crash said again, this time a whisper.


  “What’s that?”


  Suddenly, he was in my ear and the world was quickly darkening. “I think these dreams are planted.”


  My skin pricked up all over.


  I woke up wet with sweat as the clattering of movement alerted me that someone was disturbing the makeshift wall.


  “Zillow Stone.” Crash’s voice was muffled through the mess. Soon, however, he’d pushed aside enough wreckage to be clearly heard. His eyes glinted in the dark. His mouth sat dull. “How do you feel?”


  Uneasy, but rested.


  That dream was more disturbing than any of the others, and in its aftermath, my skin continued to prick.


  “How long were we out?” I asked, attempting to deflect.


  “You slept longer than I did. I was out scouting. It is the middle of the night.”


  I imagined the demon watching my glowing silhouette through his contact while I slept. Vulnerability was an infuriating thing to wake to.


  “Eat something.” He tossed me my pack. “Tomorrow is a big day.”


  I didn’t know why it should be any bigger than any other day. Reveling in my ignorance, Crash’s mouth twisted at the corner. “Tomorrow, Zillow Stone, you are going to help me infiltrate Paradise.”


  




  Chapter 13


  Mankind is a Tragedy


  



  Paradise, the actual Paradise, the prag bastion with trees, fields, endless water, and with a wall to keep out Markers—why should Crash want to go there?


  Whatever his reason, it would be of great benefit for me to follow him. The following night, the prolonged tracking gambit would run out. Whether or not we reached Paradise by then, at least I would be better off than I was now: I would be near my fellow prey. I might even reconnect with Jozy, Peck, and Alaranda.


  And if the chance arose to take on Crash before then, so be it.


  With the sun yet resting, we made our way to Paradise. How he knew its location was a mystery. It was extremely likely that we were heading somewhere else entirely, and that Crash was merely using the thought of Paradise as bait for me to follow. Either way, I told myself to take in my surroundings, watch the hills for any threats, and be on the ready to attack.


  For an hour or more, things kept on as they’d been. The massive city shifted around us from skyscrapers to squat shops to mountains of rubble that appeared to have been intentionally stacked. This city was so vast. I wondered about its fall. There had been many great cites, and most had fallen, until all that remained were us… and them. The ruins had a story, though there was nothing left to tell what it was.


  Unless…


  Very suddenly, something occurred to me.


  “Is this Central City?!”


  Crash looked at me like I was daft. “Of course it is.”


  I’d been so distracted by the game, my Marker, and the thought of Paradise, that I hadn’t given much thought to where we were. All this time, the ruins we climbed, they were a piece of history. The University priests who had spent so many hours teaching me that history would be ashamed by my ignorance.


  “This was the first of the nine,” I said to myself.


  Crash tipped his head forward darkly. “This was the beginning of the end.”


  So Westerners learned the same history.


  Yes, Central City was the first to go.


  Long ago, long before even my grandfather was born, there were nine great cities left in the world, each city blessed with its own unique resources—resources that could be bartered with the rest of the world, so that all might have what nature had otherwise lacked them.


  I recalled the lectures of the priests.


  Central City, being located at the center of a great desert, had no natural resources of its own; thus, it was wholly reliant on the other cities. Yet, what it lacked in resources, it could offer in location—something invaluable to the functionality of the bartering system. And so Central City became the heart of commerce, a central meeting place where representatives from all other cities could meet, exchange goods, and distinguish law.


  For many, many years, the nine cities lived in peace, sharing what they had, and meeting quarterly to discuss order and law.


  The world was dying, but our alliances made us strong.


  That was before fear changed the hearts of the northern leaders.


  The south came under misfortune. It is not clear what caused them to lose their forests. All that is known is that suddenly, they were left without goods to share, or even to supply their own people. The Central City government decreed that the northern cities, who were situated near a great lake, share their resources with the failing cities in the south, though the south had nothing to offer in return. The northern cities argued that their lakes were drying and that they had hardly enough resources to feed their own. They insisted that they could not give without receiving in return. Central City challenged them, and the three upper cities, Northern, Northeastern and Northwestern, formed an alliance, destroying Central City and all of its laws.


  The fragile framework holding society failed and mayhem ensued.


  Out of desperation, Southern City and Southwestern City invaded Northern City. Victorious, they transported the last of its resources to the south. Northwestern and Northeastern came to Northern’s aid, and in the battle, Northern City was destroyed. Southwestern City joined the fight, helping the other southern cities to occupy and destroy the remnants of the north. Northeastern and Northwestern cities fell, and civilization was shifted south.


  Time went on.


  Southeastern City was the next to go. With its immense fields of grain, Southeastern had plenty to feed the remaining cities of the world, yet fearing climate change, the next generation of the city’s leaders horded its resources in underground storehouses, forgetting former alliances in the wake of a changing world. With the help of my own Eastern City, Southern City turned on its former ally, overthrew its leaders and distributed the grain to the remaining cities of the world, leaving Southeastern with little. The following years were dry, as the leaders of Southeastern had predicted, and without food to feed its people, the city fell.


  Generations later, Southwestern City fell not due to war, but to illness. A great plague overtook the city, killing ninety percent of its population in a matter of weeks. The survivors of the plague now called the Silent Death, fled to the other three cities in search of respite. But the other three cities closed their doors to the refugees, for fear of spreading the illness to their own. It was at this time that we Easterners constructed the massive wall that now surrounds our city.


  We remaining cities, Western, Eastern and Southern lived on for many, many years, scarcely making contact with one another. Eventually, we formed an alliance with Southern City, for there were whispers that Western City was working on a bomb capable of wiping out entire regions.


  Together with Southern City, we infiltrated Western City, found not that they were building a bomb, but that they were constructing a massive generator, capable of changing the face of the world. We slinked back to our respective cities, forgot our alliance, and set about engineering our own products to rival Western City’s masterpiece.


  An age of innovation befell Eastern City. We of the east found a way to purify the acid rain of our city, and around the same time, a great inventor produced an artificial light source that could feed vegetation. We used these inventions in conjunction to feed underground crops, shielded from the acid rain, which we in turn used to feed our people.


  Meanwhile, Southern City suffered a great drought. Lacking ingenuity of their own, the Southern leaders came to us, asking us to share what we’d learned—pleading with us to divulge our secrets, but the leaders of my people, coveting leverage, turned them down and they attacked. Hearing of our recent innovations, Western City came to our aid, and the south was destroyed.


  One last alliance was formed. Western City, land of the sun, would fuel us with solar energy, fed through their generator, and we, in return, would send them our food. This partnership went on as long as it could, until we had no more food to share. It was then that the leaders of Western City proposed a new deal: their energy in exchange for our youth. Thus, the first marking beset our city.


  I stared at the ruins, reflecting.


  Maybe Crash was doing so, too, for he gazed at a beheaded marble statue and muttered:


  “Mankind is a tragedy.”


  For once, I was in agreement.


  We reached the edge of the city while the world was still dim and afterwards, we walked on through the wasteland. The day was cool and silent. When our shadows were starting to show, we came to a gate. One red gate—like that at the foot of a shrine—stood unnaturally out of the dirt. It looked newly painted and out of place against the harsh landscape. We passed under it.


  “Let me know when you see it,” Crash said, taking on a restless posture. “It should be soon.”


  “It?”


  “The way to Paradise.”


  I didn’t know why he should need me to tell him, for when I saw it, it stuck out rather magnificently.


  A towering metal statue rose from the sand in the distance. The statue was a figure, manlike, but with wings, and a body that melded into an upside-down pyramid. The whole of it looked slightly alien.


  “What is that?”


  I started off hesitantly, but soon picked up my pace with excitement. It was an angel or a sphinx, but most of all, it was a feat of architecture.


  When I reached it, I placed a hand to its cool metallic body. “Who put this here?” I marveled. “The Directors?”


  “Do you see any others?” Crash was standing stiffly a short distance from the pillar.


  Now that he mentioned it, there was another in the distance, rising like a beacon. I started for that one, and Crash trailed behind.


  When we reached the base of the second statue, I noticed another on the horizon. Again, Crash stood stiffly, as though he were avoiding the metallic things altogether. “Where is the next one?” he said.


  It was strange that he was asking me, but when I questioned him on it, he didn’t divulge. He merely ordered me to move on to the next, and to the next after that.


  I was fine with it. Each step closer to Paradise—if that’s where we were really going—meant getting closer to Jozy, Peck and Alaranda. It meant sharing in the prag resources. It meant gaining an advantage in this game.


  When the sun was just starting to rise, we reached the final statue.


  That was when I saw it.


  A massive stone wall ran across the desert. Laid in brick, it looked like something out of a storybook—something that would usually surround a castle. There was no castle, but there was a gate, embellished with stone symbols I couldn’t decipher, behind which peaked turrets rose brilliantly into the air.


  I knew in an instant what it was. ‘Extensive defenses to keep the Markers away’ had been accurate description.


  PARADISE.


  Crash hadn’t been lying. And now his fate was sealed.


  Chest welling, I made a run for salvation.


  “Wait.” Crash had a hold on my collar. “You might want to put gloves on. I doubt they’ll let you in with that on your hand.”


  He was right. My hand was glowing red offensively. The prolonged tracker was still active. I moved to put on the hunting gloves, which I’d removed upon leaving Central City. Crash yet held on to my collar. “What do you see?” he asked.


  I eyed him suspiciously. “I see the wall and the turrets, why?”


  “What do you hear?”


  I focused on the sound coming from behind the wall. “It’s cheering.” My heart quickened at the sound. “There are many people inside.” But surely he could hear that for himself.


  The excitement of Paradise was distracting. Now that we were here, it occurred to me that I still didn’t know why we had come in the first place. Crash wanted me to help him infiltrate the fortress. How were we supposed to do so with that impressive gate and wall?


  As if to read my thoughts, Crash shook his head. “Go on. Go in there. I’ll wait right here. It would be in your best interest to return to me within two hours.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. He was going to let me go? On word alone that I would return?


  His eyes gleamed evilly. “I will hold your weapon, of course.”


  Of course.


  “And if you do not return in two hours, I’ll use the Poi-7,” he said.


  My throat made a sound of rebellion. He couldn’t actually activate the dastardly thing, as it was a close-range gambit, but even so, he still had the upper hand. Poi-7 aside, there were several other gambits he could use to keep me from running, and until the prolonged tracker ran out, his contact would allow him to see my silhouette wherever it went.


  “What exactly am I to do once inside?” I asked, hand to hip.


  “Keep yours eyes peeled. Watch for anything unusual. I have a theory and I want proof.”


  “What kind of a theory?”


  “Just go, before I change my mind.”


  Fine then. I would enter Paradise, gather whatever weapon I could, and when I returned in two hours, I would challenge him, defeat him, and then retreat once again to the fortress.


  Giving him a nod, I, Zillow Stone, ran to the gates of Paradise.


  




  Chapter 14


  The Prag Fortress


  



  I had two hours. What I didn’t have was a clock.


  I would have to guess.


  As I made my way for the gates of Paradise, the ground below me began to transform. In an ombré, it shifted gradually from parched and patchy to green and grassy. With each stride towards Paradise, the ground below my boots filled in with lusher and lusher plantation.


  The dead world was waking.


  The staleness of the air was lifting.


  I didn’t need to knock or announce my arrival. The great iron gates lifted when I neared, welcoming me to a world too bright for my eyes.


  I drew up a shielding hand and waited for my pupils to adjust. The sun was high, within the walls, blindingly so. Funny, I could have sworn it was only dawn…


  But that couldn’t be right. It was the heart of the day, and the world was alive.


  Behind the gates, a boundless green valley stretched. Small cottages, topped with brightly colored roofs, poked from the swaying grass. These were shaded by willowed trees. The gully dropped, quite drastically, until reaching a shimmering pool of water, in which darkened shapes swam just below the surface. I hadn’t had fresh meat in a very long time. If only I could locate a spear and a net.


  The air here was fresh and warm and soft. I drew it in, let it fill me beyond the reach of my lungs. The more I took in, the more my heart eased. Here, my brethren and I could live free from the terrors of the wasteland, and free from the decay of Eastern City. Why would anyone ever choose to leave a place like this?


  It is important to earn Safe Points.


  That was true. SPs were very important.


  There weren’t any people, as far as I could see, yet the hills were filled with cheering and motion. Yes, there were people here somewhere. There had to be, and I would make it my mission to find them.


  As I moved through the grass, a tiny notion hit me.


  Hadn’t I seen this place before?


  No… it was my first time entering Paradise, though I had heard about it from Peck and the others. That was why it seemed familiar.


  I tried to think on it deeper, but the memory evaded me. Recalling it took more energy than it was worth. Instead, I’d let myself feel respite for the first time in a very long time.


  Something flashed behind or in front of my eyes.


  For a brief moment, I thought I saw someone—a girl with short, choppy hair—sitting directly in front of me in a chair.


  “Jozy?”


  But I was mistaken. There was no chair. There was no Jozy.


  Still, the image haunted me enough to pull me out of the air’s warmth. I remembered why I’d come. I needed to find a weapon before my two hours ran out.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  Yes, it was important to concentrate on Crash. I needed to think of him often if I hoped to beat him. His eyes were rather intoxicating, weren’t they? I would return to him soon.


  I trotted to the door of one of the cottages. It was too small for a family to live inside of comfortably, but a single person might be able to manage just fine. I knocked once before twisting the brass knob and slowly pushing open the door. For a second flash, I thought I saw someone sitting before me in a chair. This time, it was a person I’d never seen before. A boy with dark circles under his eyes.


  Geez. Give her more. This one’s new.


  For an even briefer flash, I thought I heard a woman’s voice in my near vicinity, but instantaneously, I realized I was wrong. There was no boy. There was no chair. There was no voice.


  The cottage housed a quilted bed and a small nightstand, atop which sat a basin full of water. Instinct told me I needed to drink it. I ran to the basin and began to guzzle mouthfuls of cool, refreshing water, purer than any I’d had since leaving the University. I felt it cool me all the way down to my stomach. When I was finished, I dumped the last of the stale water from my canteens and replaced it with fresh liquid from the basin.


  It is important to share your water.


  Yes, I would give some to Crash when I returned to his side.


  I wondered what he was doing now.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I wondered what Crash’s motives were. I wondered why he’d refrained from killing me when given the chance. Usually, it made me angry. Now, however…


  It is important to be grateful.


  The area beneath my ribs felt soft and warm, just like the air.


  All of a sudden, I felt a prick on my finger.


  “Ow.”


  I looked to see a yellow bee go zipping away.


  “This is strange,” I muttered to myself, glancing around the cabin and nursing the sting.


  This is very strange, Zillow Stone, my self agreed. Be on your guard.


  It is important to earn Safe Points. It is important to think about your Marker. It is important to earn Safe Points. It is important to win the Marking.


  All of those things were important. They were more important than feeling strange.


  I left the cottage and set about trying to find a weapon.


  Traveling further along the gully, I found a second cottage, this one sporting bright blue shutters. Inside was unremarkable for the most part, aside from the peculiar, caustic smell. Out the back door, I swatted away the arms of a willow that brushed at the ground. Its boughs were heavy with greening buds, yet somehow the tree looked sadder than any person I’d ever encountered.


  The crystalline lake at the bottom of the gorge caught the sun and shined brilliantly. I blinked and for a fleeting moment, the water turned to ice—like my Marker’s stare.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  No, that wasn’t right. It had been water all along.


  There were cheers in the air, yet no people to be found.


  Despite that, I felt the presence of others.


  Around the bend I encountered a third cottage. This one had a crooked chimney poking from its roof. The door handle wasn’t brass-knobbed as the others had been. Instead, it had a spiraling lever that twisted around the wrist when wrenched.


  I pushed the lever and opened the door to—


  Starkness.


  This cottage wasn’t like the others. The inside was white from top to bottom and was without furniture, save for a monitor in the back corner. Not only was the room empty, it made me feel empty, as though it were capable of pushing itself onto me. If I stayed too long, would I become empty too?


  I approached the monitor and it lit up.


  “Welcome, Zillow Stone! This is your eighth day in the outlands.”


  The first real voice I found in Paradise didn’t belong to a living thing. The monitor blinked in sync with the words of a robot that was neither male nor female. “Please take a short survey to assess your stay.”


  I contemplated that my ‘stay’ had felt much longer than eight days, and although I only thought it to myself, I swore I heard a distant laugh.


  Blinking again, the screen showed two boxes. This time when it spoke, corresponding words scrolled across the top: “Do you feel you are equipped to handle life in the outlands? Check box 1 for yes. Check box 2 for no.”


  I pressed box one and a trumpet sounded. The screen reset.


  “On a scale from 1 to 10, how well do you know your Marker?”


  I did not know him well. I touched the “3” along the sliding scale the monitor produced. The trumpet sounded again, but this time it sounded as though it were dying.


  “On a scale from 1 to 10, how well do you work with your peers?”


  This time, I touched the 6 and felt a minute pang of worry over whether or not Theo was dead.


  It is important to forget those we have lost.


  Was that really okay?


  “Thank you.” The screen flashed several times. “Now, Zillow Stone, please affirm whether or not you agree with the following statements: 1. During my time in the outlands, I have constructed a shelter.”


  The screen didn’t give me an option to press.


  “No?” I said uncertainly.


  The screen flashed.


  “2. During my time in the outlands, I have engineered something of worth.”


  Again, I answered no, and the screen flashed.


  “3. During my time in the outlands, I have made a discovery.”


  Had I made a discovery? I needed more elaboration. Did the prag markings outside of Eastern City count? What about the golden Director’s plaque? Half-heartedly, I answered with a ‘yes.’


  The screen flashed more rapidly than any of the other times.


  “Thank you, Zillow Stone. That is all for now. Remember to check in often and as always, follow your dreams.”


  The screen went blank, and though I prodded at it, it refused to wake up. This whole thing was puzzling. What kind of questions were those? I didn’t have time to worry about it now. As I started for the door, I heard a ca-ching! sound, and turned to see the monitor spit out a slip of paper.


  Good for 1 meal from any of the outland wagons.


  It was a meal ticket.


  On the backside, in tiny letters, there was more:


  Grade: F


  Whatever the purpose of that questionnaire, apparently I had failed.


  I let out a sigh. I was wasting time. I only had two hours in total to find a weapon and return to Crash, and with all of the abnormal events that had happened within the walls of Paradise, it was getting harder and harder to gage how long I’d been here.


  I exited the cottage and scanned the area for any signs of human life.


  That was when my mark began to flicker blue.


  It was a warning. My time was up, and true to his threat, Crash was about to use one of a stack of unpleasant gambits on me. Had it really been two hours? It felt way briefer. I needed to explore Paradise further, but I couldn’t do that if I was being electrocuted every time I moved faster than a walk. I would have to think of something else. With a grimace, I began a sprint through the grass, up the ravine, and towards the elaborate gates of Paradise.


  As I went, I noted that although I had seen turrets from the outside, I didn’t see any now.


  The thought faded just as quickly as it had come, and before I knew it, I was running down the ombré path to my Marker, weaponless and no better off than when I’d left.


  




  Chapter 15


  Run, Zillow Stone


  



  In the near distance, a boy in a black jumpsuit was waiting for me, hands in his pockets, head tossed lazily to the side. His mouth was flat, his posture hunched. He looked particularly grouchy.


  “What was it like?”


  It took me a moment to register what he was saying.


  “Paradise?” I asked, somewhat dazed.


  “What else would I be referring to?” he seethed.


  “Right…”


  I didn’t answer straightaway.


  Well… it had been… like…


  What had it been like?


  Now that I was outside the prag fortress, I couldn’t clearly remember my time spent inside. I also couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why I’d left empty-handed, or why I hadn’t fought harder to find another living person within the walls. There were people in there, I was sure, but for whatever reason I hadn’t encountered any. It made my head fuzzy to think about—too fuzzy, in fact, that I had to keep checking over my shoulder to make sure that the great stone wall surrounding Paradise was even still there. The meal ticket in my pocket was proof that I had actually entered it. Beyond that, though…


  From outside, the place still appeared a fortress, but inside had been something else altogether. Some manner of technology was concealing its true self—holoprojection?


  “What happened to your glove?” was the second thing my Marker asked.


  “My glove?” I looked down to my marked hand to see that indeed one of my gloves had been removed. Funny, I didn’t remember taking it off. “It must have fallen off at some point…”


  But I was convincing neither Crash nor myself.


  “And what happened to your finger?” He indicated to a spot of dried blood.


  “A bee… I think.”


  “A bee?” Darkness looming around his face, Crash peered over the top of my head to the prag bastion.


  “Yeah, it seems bizarre now.” Again, I squinted at the fortress. Still there. Though I almost expected it to disappear at any moment.


  “So you saw a bee,” said Crash. “What else?”


  “I don’t…”


  I wasn’t inclined to answer. I was still attempting to collect my thoughts and catch hold of the hazy memory. A bee… a monitor… a lake? Yes, that all sounded right. But it was hard to explain.


  Something was wrong with me.


  Crash grew impatient. He grabbed my chin and steered it to face him. “Answer me, Zillow Stone. What else did you see? I command it.”


  Now I was getting annoyed. I couldn’t tell him what I’d seen, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.


  I all just felt so…


  I couldn’t quite…


  And why did he care so badly what was behind the bastion’s gate, anyway? Markers supposedly didn’t bother with the prags of others. But I had come to find that there were exceptions to most rules. He was probably attempting some sort of mass slaughter. Maybe killing me wasn’t enough for this particular Marker. Maybe he also needed to kill the others to feel fully satisfied.


  And all of that aside, he ‘commanded it’?


  In a burst of strength, I took Crash’s arm and threw him to the ground—which welcomed him with a loud fwomp!


  I gloated, but not for long, because before I knew it, I was also on the ground. He had seized me around the waist and taken me down with him. Whatever satisfaction I felt over knocking him down transformed quickly into defeat.


  Now I was even more vulnerable than I’d been before.


  “I suggest you tell me what you saw in there, prag,” he jeered.


  My expression narrowed into something sour. “Why do you even care? Don’t you have your own Marker fortress somewhere out there? And why haven’t you killed me yet?” Partially due to frustration over my fuzzy memory and partially due to irritation over the unholy one’s demands, my words became infused with shaking fury: “You aren’t supposed to lead your prag around like a pet.”


  But my venomousness only made his mouth kick up in the corner. Amused, he neared his face to mine, close enough that I could feel it when he exhaled. “A pet, hm?” he said. He mulled it over and then let off a light laugh. “I will kill you, Zillow Stone. But first, you are going to help me find something.” He brought his face even nearer to mine, so that I could smell him. He smelled like sand, mixed with a scent I had no name for—one that wasn’t necessarily unpleasant.


  His scarlet hair fell around his face, creating a fiery frame for a cold, cruel stare. His pupils were isolated in a sea of iciest blue. I stared right back, determined that my gaze combat him, even though the rest of me had been bested. I yet had resolve left in me, and I would exert it until my body wore thin and my mind went vacant.


  “I’m the strongest,” he said after a moment, “but that means you’re second strongest. I’m the fastest, so you must be too. They pair us according to compatibility, or so I’ve heard. That means you, out of all the prags, are my best bet. NOW, tell me what you see when you look at that place.”


  Even my stare gave in, for his was too intense to keep up.


  Still on the ground, I craned my neck to get a better view. “I see a great wall, an elaborate gate, and stone turrets, capped with flags marked by the Director’s seal.”


  “And inside?”


  Half-begrudged, I relayed as much as I could make out from the drifting parts of memory. I remembered that questionnaire and the bee, and… the sun? But how, when the sky was now overcast?


  When I was finished, my Marker considered all that I had said. Very gradually, he released his grip on my wrists and sat up, allowing me to become unpinned. Afterwards, he stared across the field shrewdly. “You asked why I care.”


  He chewed at his thumbnail thoughtfully before continuing,


  “I care because what you see isn’t what I see, Zillow Stone.”


  This piqued my interest, enough to make me sit up and study the wall with even more scrutiny. “What do you mean?”


  Lost in calculation, he played with the side of his hair. He spoke absentmindedly: “I don’t know how to make you see… I’m guessing it is this.” He intrusively poked the mark he’d given me. I curled it to myself, and he let out a deep, tired sigh. “Believe what you want, but what I see is a building made of concrete. That’s all.”


  Liar.


  Crash read my expression and rolled his eyes.


  But what did he expect? There was clearly a wall and a gate and all the rest. He was trying to trick me. For what reason, I had yet to deduce.


  “How long do you suppose you were gone?” he asked.


  I contemplated it. “It didn’t feel like very long. Did you call me back early?”


  Crash let out a sneer. “Early? Try hours late. When you didn’t come back after the first few, I assumed you were doing something useful—for example, gaining intelligence, scoping out the place—you know, anything.” His expression fell. “That clearly wasn’t the case, as you appear to have spent the majority of your time with an imaginary bee.”


  My fists balled.


  Crash kept on, “The only reason I called you back is because your tracker is going to run out in a few hours and I couldn’t afford to lose sight of you.” He smiled wickedly. “Not that it would take me very long to find you.”


  “Want to try m—”


  He cut me off. “Look at the sky.”


  I folded my arms.


  “Look at it.”


  I gave in, and what I saw took me by surprise. I had only been gone a very short while, but the grayness of the sky and the lowness of the sun begged to differ. Judging by the position of the heavens, I had been gone for much, much longer than a few hours.


  I had been gone all day.


  At the realization, my heartbeat picked up. That place… the whole thing had been off. Now that I was out, I understood it, and something about Crash’s assertion was sinking in. I’d seen flashes of people while in Paradise, hadn’t I? I’d heard them, too, but my vision had been of a different world, one where no one else existed.


  Which was the truth? And what technology was misconstruing everything?


  I squinted at the wall before us, trying to see it as anything other than a wall, and for a diminutive piece of time, it almost looked like something else—though it was just a trick of the mind. The wall remained.


  All over my body, my hairs pricked up, as a shiver passed down my neck. Completely forgoing formalities, Crash drew a finger along my raised skin. “I’m right, kitten,” he said smugly. “And you know it.”


  From deep down inside, I felt a kick in my chest. Kitten. I’d been called that before, but never while awake, and the sound of it brought about a whir of emotions: annoyance, alarm, and something else that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


  I was about to offer him a piece of rebuttal, as well as to inquire why he’d suddenly chosen to call me that of all things, when from overhead, I heard a familiar buzzing.


  It was another drone.


  No, that was a wild underestimation.


  It was many drones, a dozen or more.


  “Shit.” Crash swore under his breath, just before making a lunge at me. “Quick! Fight!” He caught my arm and twisted it around my back.


  Gladly.


  I came at him without reserve. To me it wasn’t mock fighting anymore. It was practice for the day I would end him—and he was giving me more and more reason to want to end him.


  We fought until we drew sweat, but this time the drones didn’t pass over us as the last one had. Instead, they fell. They descended all around us like a miniature army, each one’s egg-shaped body marked with the seal of the ones who’d given us this fate, each one buzzing from within.


  In silence, we nodded to one another. Without other options, we would continue fighting until they left; we would make them believe we were adhering to the rules of the game; we would—


  “ZILLOW STONE AND CRASSTOFER RADE.” From one of the drones, a woman’s voice came echoing through the wilderness.


  Again, my Marker swore under his breath, and this time I joined him. We had heard that voice before, and the last time had not ended well.


  “YOU ARE WANTED FOR QUESTIONING. REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE. WE WILL COME TO COLLECT YOU SHORTLY. DO NOT ATTEMPT RESISTANCE. THOSE WHO RESIST WILL BE TREATED WITHOUT MERCY.”


  Immediately, our battle halted.


  This was dangerous. I could feel it deep inside, in a place that always warned me when it was better to flee than to fight. Nothing good had come of Chloe and Theo, and now Crash and I were in a similar situation. My Marker knew it, too. I expected he felt it in the same place I did, for just as he had on the day of my marking, he came right up next to me, pressed his lips to my ear, and whispered:


  “Run.”


  




  Zillow Stone


  MUST DIE


  ✽✽✽


   


  

    Act 3


  


  




  Chapter 1


  The Prag and Her Marker


  



  All I needed was to run.


  I was no longer running in front of him. Crash was at my side, keeping even strides with mine, as a fleet of miniature drones hummed at our backs.


  We tore through the desert, evenly matched in speed.


  We were faster than fast. We were stronger than strong. We—


  “Ah!”


  Before I knew what was happening, I felt a sting shoot up the side of my leg.


  Down I went, into a wounded position. My foot had caught against a hard-rooted stone, one that wouldn’t give, and I’d landed wrongly, put too much weight against my opposite ankle.


  The desert had betrayed me.


  Crash saw me falter. He was at my shoulder in an instant, hoisting me up. “No time!”


  That’s right, Zillow Stone, come on!


  I knew instinctively that the moment I put weight onto my ankle, another sting of pain would sear up the side of my leg, but I vowed to run through it. After all, I had trained to endure worse than a weakened ankle. This would be nothing. I was confident I could overlook any pain.


  I was wrong.


  Stepping onto that foot made a swear discharge through my teeth.


  It hurt. But it wasn’t that the pain was too much for me; it was that my ankle was too weak to support me. Sweat set in with the realization that I wouldn’t be able to run on it. I could barely stand on it. Each time I tried, it gave way without hesitation.


  The buzzing of the drones was drawing closer, and my ankle wasn’t only tender; it was injured. I was no good to anyone like this.


  Suppressing panic, I locked eyes with my Marker. He and I both understood what was happening and what the outcome would be. I was a wounded animal in front of a hunter. I was prey, easier than I’d ever been. If my Marker wanted to outrun the drones, he would have to leave me behind.


  That, or kill me first.


  I scanned the wasteland for a solution. There was nothing behind which to hide. All there was, was rock and sand and pieces of misshapen metal jutting from the dunes.


  Metal…?


  I looked to the ground.


  The revelation struck me, in the way my foot had stricken that galling stone, which upon second inspection, wasn’t a stone at all, but rather the tip of some destroyed metallic device. Me jarring into it like that had shaken some of the surrounding sand, revealing a larger buried portion.


  That’s it!


  “Crash! Help me!”


  I began to tug and tear at the metal piece, in an attempt to unsheathe it from the ground. If it were big enough…


  “Those drones probably have recording devices, but they aren’t intelligent on their own,” I said, rushed by the ever-loudening hum of the approaching machines. “So if we use one of these to shield us, there’s a chance they’ll pass right over.”


  Crash frowned at me as I struggled to pull up what was turning out to be a lengthy strip of metal. “Slim chance,” he said.


  I threw him a venomous scowl and continued to pull at the metallic sheet. A chance was a chance. And if I couldn’t flee, the only option was to hide. I had to provide him an alternative to killing me or leaving me behind.


  Hummmmm—by the sound of it, the drones were very near, nearly upon us. I struggled with the metal slab that had been my undoing, and understood that we probably weren’t going to make it in time. But still, I would fight. I would fight the drones. I would fight the ground. I would fight the desert that had betrayed its flower.


  “Umph!”


  With a mighty heave, Crash finished the job I’d started, uprooting the sheet, and at the same time, circling my waist with his free hand and pulling me down on top of him. I gripped the edge of the metal slab to keep it over us, as together we dropped into the sand.


  The sand welcomed us in a flurry.


  I held my breath against Crash’s chest and waited for the overhead buzzing to draw near. I expected it to come to a halt. Surely the sand had been too much of a giveaway. Even now, the dust was kicked up around us in an obvious way. Surely the minions had detected us and would soon descend.


  Crash was pinned beneath me, motionless and warm—warmer than a normal person, I thought. I could feel his breath in my hair, near to my ear, in tune with each rise and fall of his chest. Other than that, his body was completely still. Mine, on the other hand, was adrenaline-fueled. His sudden involvement had caught me off-guard. I’d been subdued mid-motion and my body had yet to recover. My pulse was thudding too quickly.


  Calm down. Be still. Avoid detection.


  I focused on the rate of Crash’s heart. I told my veins to match his.


  It worked.


  Even-pulsed, I lifted my face from his chest and waited, listening. The humming was directly over us, now, but it wasn’t clear whether it was passing or hovering.


  Beneath me, Crash appeared bored. His eyes were dull through the darkness. His hand was placed tightly at the small of my back—where it had landed as he’d pulled me on top of him. Invasive, I thought, though I didn’t want to chance detection by shifting. I could feel his sweat through his shirt, the way he could probably feel mine. Annoyance caused my jaw to grind. We could have fallen into a better position, had he not grabbed me like that. There was no need for us to be pressed together this way, intermingling sweat and breath.


  I didn’t want to be this close to him or anyone else. I would make myself a shell. I would turn off my skin so that I couldn’t feel him at all.


  Or so I thought, until his thumb made an unassuming movement against my spine and my abdomen suffered a dropping sensation in response.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  Tch!


  As soon as we were in the clear, I would bend that thumb backwards until his wrist cracked.


  My face must have contorted at the thought, for Crash’s bored eyes suddenly appeared amused.


  I pushed it from my mind. Moving was not an option. We had to remain still if we hoped to avoid discovery. I stared at his forehead, through his forehead. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of eye contact.


  My body was tense, so that I was aware of every part of myself. I concentrated on the humming, which seemed neither to be passing nor descending, and wondered if the drones were hovering. If so, what were they waiting for…?


  Maybe my senses were dull from days of continuous motion. Maybe the impending danger had flared my instinctiveness but clouded my logic. Either way, I’d overlooked something critical, and in that moment, pressed between Crash and the metal slab, realization flooded back to me.


  My mark. Or more specifically: THE TRACKER!


  Without a doubt, the Directors would be able to track me anywhere, using the implant in my hand. Hiding was a primitive instinct, one without rationale. And it wasn’t my imagination; the drones were hovering above us. Crash and I were sitting ducks, foolishly buried beneath the rubble while the floating army waited for its master to arrive.


  I scowled at myself for not realizing the futility of our position sooner. I wasn’t as sharp as I needed to be. I cursed the mark Crash had given me—the one even now illuminating his foul smirk in faint blue glow.


  …Blue?


  Trying to keep the metal piece steady, I carefully slipped my hand from whichever part of Crash it was buried in—puzzled to find that it wasn’t lit the red of tracking, or the green of haven; it was most certainly blue.


  I hadn’t noticed, in lieu of everything else.


  The corner of Crash’s smirk began to curl.


  Quickly, I felt behind my back to his hand that was yet holding me, to discover the tracker pen sandwiched between us.


  Crash had been waiting for this all along. His mouth curled even deeper.


  My pride singed in defeat. He’d anticipated what I’d only just realized—that the drones were undoubtedly capable of tracking—and he’d enacted some sort of gambit in the hopes of throwing our pursuers off.


  “Inv-4,” Crash breathed, nonchalant. “You’re temporarily invisible to trackers.”


  I was faster, stronger, and smarter than anyone at University.


  But out here… beyond the walls of the city, there was someone with whom I was evenly matched.


  Someone who was maybe even stronger.


  I felt the reverberation of a snarl forming in the back of my throat, but it was drowned by the buzzing army that had, at some point, begun to fade into the distance.


  Despite everything else, my anger subsided into relief. So, it seemed to have worked. Whether because of my concealment attempt, or because of Crash’s gambit, the drones had passed. Succumbing to relief, my forehead fell against the unholy boy, this time near his shoulder. I didn’t mean to smell him, but there it was again: a scent like sand, mixed with something I had no name for—something that wasn’t necessarily unpleasant.


  For the first time since landing beneath the rubble, I noticed the aching of my ankle. The throbbing, burning sensation of skin swelling. Even if the drones diverted, my ankle was another obstacle to overcome.


  I loathed the thought of it, but… if I hoped to survive, I would need to be reliant on my Marker.


  Maybe letting him kill me was the better option.


  I had to be careful with how I proceeded from here.


  When the drones were too distant to hear, I shifted my weight in an attempt to crawl from our shelter, but Crash’s hand on my back held me in place. “Wait.”


  “What is it?” I perked my ears to listen for whatever threat he was sensing.


  But as it turned out, Crash’s attention was directed at me. “Zillow Stone,” he said, expression flat. “You have yellow powder in your hair.”


  “What?”


  He shifted, loosening his other hand and taking a portion of my hair in his fingers. I held my breath.


  “Hmm.” He was inspecting whatever yellow residue was in my hair, but he boldly redirected his attention to my eyes soon after. “Tell me the emotions you are experiencing right now,” he demanded.


  Humiliation. Detest. Nausea.


  But that wasn’t all.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I shook my head. “I feel repulsion.”


  Ice-gaze steady, my Marker moved his other hand downward an inch or so along my spine. My stomach reacted in the way it had before, as though I’d just missed a step.


  In one defying sweep, I threw the rubble from over us, weak ankle and all, and rolled away from the obtrusive boy, coming up into a squatting position and scanning the ground for a weapon.


  Though my foot stung in the aftermath, it was worth it, to squash the unwelcome sensation that had accompanied his action.


  “Easy.” Crash was also straightening. He brushed the sand from his pockets and scanned the distance, ears perked—looking more like an animal of prey than a predator. If the roles were reversed, I imagined he’d look that way all the time.


  Once satisfied that the threat was gone, he turned to me with an inspecting air. “Now then, kitten, what am I to do with a wounded prag?”


  Don’t call me that.


  Protesting aloud would only cause him glee.


  “Here.” He shuffled about on his person a moment before tossing a glinting thing into the sand at my feet.


  “My katar!” I started for it but stopped. “Why give it to me now?” I said slowly.


  Crash studied his fingernails, disinterested. “So we’re even. A wounded prag without a weapon is easy. Defeating you like that would be nothing to boast about.”


  I believed him. Even if the thought of him boasting over my demise was an irritating one. I finished what I’d started, taking command of the weapon and admiring it against the drab landscape.


  “Shit,” Crash said after a moment, “it’s just a weapon, Zillow Stone. No need to get aroused.”


  It was a dangerous thing for him to say, having just handed me a blade.


  Noting my murderous intent, he rolled his eyes boredly. “Kidding. But I think it’s safe to say you desire that weapon more than any person, correct?”


  “Desire?”


  “Mmhmm.”


  I looked from him to the weapon. I didn’t know what he was getting at.


  “So we’re clear,” said Crash, not waiting for me to come to a conclusion, “I’m not planning on challenging you, at least not until we find what I am looking for. That said, if you try anything, Zillow Stone, anything at all, I will not hold back.”


  He said it darkly, but I wasn’t planning on ‘challenging’ him until I could hold my own weight, even if he was purposely trying to get a rise out of me.


  Keep your cool. It isn’t worth it.


  He came up beside me and started to place his arm around my waist, but on instinct, I backed away, fingers twitching against the place where my weapon was now comfortably resting. The movement made my ankle sting and my face wince.


  He folded his arms. “Honestly?”


  He had a point. I couldn’t hope to hobble out of this area on my own. I was at his mercy.


  With a sigh, I let him put his arm where he wanted this time, and returned the gesture by positioning my arm around his back. If I used him to shoulder some of the weight, we could keep on for several hours, at least.


  We started out of the rubble and onto more solid ground.


  My Marker’s body was warm, and I wondered if it was a quality of Westerners or just males in general. The thought made my abdomen unsettled, so I pushed it from mind and continued to let my burden fall to him.


  In this way Crash became my crutch as we made our way through the wilderness in search of the nearest shelter.


  




  Chapter 2


  Sheltering


  



  “It is going to rain,” Crash observed. “We’ll never make it to Waystation Pnumra before it does. Not at this pace.” He peered through his contacts at a far-off marker he’d previously placed. I didn’t ask how he knew Pnumra’s location, but it coincided with what Theo had marked on my map. The nearest of the waystations, we’d set it as our next destination, fully aware that doing so was a dangerous decision. Traveling to one of the game’s designated safehouses would be risking apprehension by the drones and their commander.


  But we didn’t have much of a choice.


  “By the way,” I said, eyes on the darkening sky, “what happens if the drones catch us? Do you know?”


  True, the entire point of the marking was to outrun or outfight one’s Marker, but in training, we’d never covered any sort of consequences for defying the structure of the game. Violation. That’s what the helmeted woman had called it. Violation of the marking. What penalty was there for violating the Eastern and Western Directors’ rules and cooperating with a Marker? What fate had befallen Theo and Chloe? If caught, would our punishment be the same as theirs?


  No… theirs was a crime far worse. They were fond of each other.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  “NO it’s not!” I threw my hands over my ears to drown out the thought that was becoming louder and more obtrusive every time it forced its way into my head.


  Crash raised an eyebrow at me… and my outburst. Apparently he’d just been in the middle of saying that those apprehended by the drones neither returned home nor were ever seen again in the wasteland.


  “I-I see.” I compartmentalized my embarrassment. “How do you know that?”


  “I’ve… heard rumors.”


  He’d heard a lot of rumors for being exposed to the wilderness only a short while longer than I.


  “Now,” he said, eyes again to the horizon, “we will not make it to Pnumra. Time for a new plan, kitten.”


  I scowled but didn’t protest. His thinking was justified. Though the rain was nonacidic, we couldn’t afford to get caught in it. We were at a disadvantage as it was, and it was only a matter of time before the drones and their master came for us again.


  I studied my map. There was a waterwheel much closer than Waystation Pnumra. But… Crash, a Marker, wouldn’t be welcome.


  Then again, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. If a wounded prag showed up with a Marker, any other prags would be quickly on the defensive. They might even charge first and ask questions later. If they came at Crash, it would give me the upper-hand and a chance to defeat him, once and for all.


  Not that I wanted to win that way, especially now that he’d shouldered my weight for the last several hours.


  I sighed.


  The other issue was a matter of loyalty. Showing a waterwheel to an unholy one was something like treason, wasn’t it? If I were caught inviting the enemy in for respite, I would be seen as a sympathizer.


  No, I wasn’t thinking about this the right way. A collective ‘enemy.’ ‘Treason.’ These were things of war.


  And I’d already come to the understanding that this wasn’t a war.


  At least not one between Easterners and Westerners.


  The waterwheel was our best and only real bet. It was as it had been from the beginning: My survival mattered more than the survival and the approval of my peers.


  “Head southwest,” I instructed. “I know a place.”


  Crash didn’t respond. He was looking into the distance, at something even farther off than the waystation, with an intrigued expression.


  “Come on.” I pushed my weight against him to lead him in the right direction.


  The sky overhead was dimming quickly and dangerously. By Theo’s calculation on my map, the waterwheel wasn’t more than an hour southwest of our general area. But it was just an estimate. I hoped he’d estimated in our favor.


  Theo.


  This time when I winced it wasn’t from the pain of my ankle. Theo’s absence always troubled me when I least expected it.


  “Look for something like a… large battleax?” I squinted at the doodle on my map. Theo’s drawing skills weren’t anything great to speak of.


  “A battleax?” Crash’s browline fell flat.


  “Guess so,” I muttered, reanalyzing the sketch. “In some fashion anyway. Most likely it’ll be a rock formation or something.” I chewed at my lip and tilted the map for an ulterior angle. “Yes, if I’m interpreting this right, the guidepost to the waterwheel will look like an ax.”


  Crash’s forehead remained unimpressed. “From where do you get your information, Zillow Stone?”


  I snarled to myself and hoped that Theo’s map markings would come through for the win, though there was no way of knowing whether or not I’d interpreted his doodle correctly. I soon had a moment of gloating, however, when we encountered a massive weapon upturned in the sand—a battleax to be exact. My mouth fell open slightly, from the magnitude of the armature. I’d expected a rock formation, but this was an actual ax, made of iron, and sized for a giant.


  “What kind of being could wield a weapon this massive?” I circled the blade, which was chipped and dull. “Or could it have been decorative? Perhaps it marked the gates of a fallen city.” Though there wasn’t the rubble sufficient to back up the theory.


  “It was from the days of the Nine,” said Crash.


  “The nine cities?”


  He nodded. “They say there were mechs that stood on two feet. Some had weapons and fought like men.”


  I had never heard of them. I pictured beasts the size of the lighted mammoth coming at one another, brandishing arms and battling in defense of territory and supplies. “Did you learn of this at University?” I asked.


  Crash didn’t answer. Instead he grabbed up a handful of his shirt, at the chest. Odd.


  Markers were frustratingly close-lipped about their homeland.


  “Where is the place you mentioned?” he said dully. “I see nothing.” His mouth suddenly grew amused. “Or were you luring me away so that you could kill me?”


  “Shut up. I’m looking.”


  “Shut up? Awful bold for an injured pet.”


  Ignore him, Zillow Stone. Focus on the task at hand.


  Suppressing the growl at the back of my throat, I examined the base of the ax, hoping the prags who’d come before me weren’t foolish enough to hide a waterwheel so predictably. No, the ground was sound. Good. I restudied the map. I should have looked closer. According to Theo’s marking, the waterwheel was ten minutes or so due south from the guidepost.


  We headed that way, until we found a lone tree, far decayed, yet propped upright in the dried earth. The patch of ground beside it didn’t sound quite right when I stomped on it. I was returned with a hollowness that meant we’d reached our destination.


  I took a moment to reconsider what I was about to do. If there were prags inside, they might attack us the moment they saw Crash’s tattoos and markless hand. I preferred not to let them do the work for me.


  “Be ready for a fight,” I cautioned.


  “Great.”


  The sky overhead was dark enough to feel like night. I acted as Theo had our first time at the waterwheel, stomping three times, pausing, then stomping again twice and waiting; before stomping a final, singular time.


  Crash observed, arms folded and mouth mocking, but his demeanor fell when I bent down and grabbed hold of a lever, previously concealed in the dirt. It was just as at the other waterwheel.


  On one foot, I lifted the trapdoor and motioned to the darkness below. “After you.”


  Crashed raised a smug brow at me before scooping his arm around my waist and pulling me along with him. My abdomen suffered the falling sensation I’d felt previously. That was getting rather old. I pushed it from thought and descended alongside my Marker.


  We went down a short distance before reaching what seemed a dead end.


  “Behold, a wall,” Crash taunted. I was quick to bring my hand over his mouth. If there was someone on the other side, I wanted to be aware of them before they were aware of us. I remained still a moment, hand pressed over Crash’s lips, waiting in darkness, while listening for signs of company. Sensing none, I let my hand fall from Crash’s face.


  I brushed my palm against my thigh to remove any lingering bits of his saliva that might have transferred over, uninvited.


  I repeated the knocking pattern Theo had taught me, then felt about the wall for the inlaid notch that would allow us entry.


  This time, when I drew open the wall, there was no flood of light. There was no sound or movement. If torches lined the walls of this waterwheel, they had yet to be lit. That meant there was either no one here, or that they were lying in wait, in dark; and if that were the case, they were not the sort of they we wanted to encounter.


  I mourned the fact that Theo and his flashlight weren’t with us. Being that I hadn’t yet obtained a flashlight of my own, my best bet was to start a fire and hope the space had adequate ventilation, as the last had.


  But first, we had to secure the area.


  Crash was of the same mindset. I felt him shift. He seemed to be reaching for something on his person. A weapon? I, too, called my katar’s hilt to my fingers. The coolness of the weapon tempted me, reminding me that this would be a perfect opportunity to strike. In the dark, unassuming, weapon-wielding…


  But I couldn’t overlook the unsportsmanship of it. And to further my budding guilt, Crash said, “Hold on. I will make sure it’s safe for you.” There was a beeping noise first, then followed by a small beam of light streaming from some part of Crash. Though small in diameter, the light cut into the darkness and bounced off of a collection of brass at the center of the room, illuminating our surroundings.


  Crash was utilizing his tracker as a miniature flashlight, which was more powerful than I would have expected. He did a quick sweep of the cavern, showing it home to the same brassy water-purifying contraption as the last. Finding no mischievous prags tucked away in the darkness, my Marker approached the distiller and shone his light around the backside, leaving me alone at the door. I did another scan of the room, eyes shrewd, until satisfied that we were alone. Only then did I slide the door into place, using the green glow of my hand to illuminate the nearest wall, where indeed there was a torch waiting to be lit.


  But I didn’t need to tell Crash. He was already moving. In a matter of seconds, two of the room’s five torches were ablaze.


  “That should be enough,” he said, dusting his hands and turning again to the water device. “What in the hell is this lug?” he muttered. He gave it a tinny rap with the back of his hand.


  Meanwhile, I made my way along the wall, to the backmost part of the cavern, where a heaping of supplies was stored, in search of something to aid in the recovery of my ankle. This waterwheel was better stocked than the other. There were jars of various ointments and pastes, none of which were marked, so I began to smell each one, hoping to recognize something from my days of herbology. It had been a long time since the Karán and I had studied medicinal properties of wasteland herbs, but if I recalled correctly, there was a type of cactus that was capable of reducing swelling.


  Crash was busy studying the workings of the water device, but as I began to shuffle through the wares left behind by other prags, he straightened up. “What’s all that?”


  “Those with extra to offer store things here for future use,” I said. “We’re allowed to take from the supply, as long as we return the favor when we’re able. By the way, do you know of a cactus that reduces swelling? I’m trying to remember…” The jar in my hand smelled too sweet to be what I was looking for. I replaced it and moved on to the next.


  “Extra to offer?” Crash stared at the shelves blankly. “You buy that?”


  “What do you mean?”


  He picked up a makeshift ax from a pile of nearby scrap, studied it a moment, then tossed it away. “The cactus you’re looking for is the yellow moon. The last one I saw was on my way to retrieve you from your city. The likelihood of someone scavenging a rare thing like that, mashing it into a paste, and abandoning it here is pretty slim, wouldn’t you say?”


  He had a point. But it was still worth checking.


  “Let me see that.” Crash snatched the container of brownish liquid from my hand and squinted at it. He gave the bottle a shake, revealing a flurry of greenish berries floating within. “Tell me, Zillow Stone, why one of your comrades would leave a jar of poison here, where any uneducated person might find it and mistake it for medicine.”


  He was right. Bitterberries, once fermented, were capable of sending a person’s nervous system into shock—inflicting paralysis before death. Perhaps a prag had concocted it with the intent to poison their Marker?


  Crash clicked his tongue with disapproval, the way the University priests often did. “The berries are hard to come by and the fermentation process takes weeks,” he said. “Why leave it here after all that work?” He wasn’t asking for my opinion. He was baiting me into something.


  “Have you considered that a prag left it here TO ferment?” I fired.


  Crash folded his arms and scoffed, “Can you honestly think of a scenario where poisoning one of us would be a practical defense?” Under his breath, he added, “Like I would drink anything you offered me.”


  “Then what?” I scoffed back.


  “If a prag made this and left it, it was never intended for one of us. And unless you’ve got a prag-killing prag in your midst, I’d say it was planted.” He gave the jar another shake before returning it to the shelf.


  “Planted?”


  “As I suspect most of this collection was.”


  “What are you suggesting?”


  “Come now, kitten. Don’t play dumb. I know you’ve picked up on it.” He flicked me in the center of the forehead.


  I caught his hand and threw it back at him.


  If his theory was correct, it coincided with my theory that the retrect Theo and I retrieved had been planted, and that the abyss within the sunken plant had been a trap.


  “Is it for entertainment?” I asked more to myself than to Crash. “How, though? They can’t see us in here.” Unless they could. I was immediately on guard, scanning the ceiling for signs of hidden surveillance equipment. Finding nothing worthy of inspection, I turned to Crash, who was watching me with flatness. He shook his head. “Not entertainment. They are weeding us out.”


  I hadn’t necessarily conjoined my thoughts in that way, but it wasn’t an impossible notion. I was penance, after all, a pawn necessary to maintain the subsistence of my people. The marking was an exchange—my participation for Western City’s energy, my sacrifice for my city’s survival. All that mattered, really, was my contribution, win or lose, but we Easterners were indebted to the Westerners, so why shouldn’t the odds be turned against us? Surely the Western Director would be on board with that, and even the Eastern Director would have no inclination to speak against it, as long as his city continued to receive the energy it needed. When you got down to it, his announcements through the city’s speakers had always remained chipper, even as prags were running for our lives out here every day.


  “They think it necessary to put us prags at even more of a disadvantage?” I fumed, “What a joke! The terrain and your technology are already against us.”


  “Not just you,” Crash said, to my surprise. “Us too. That plated beast was proof. It did not discriminate.”


  He was speaking of the mammoth we’d encountered. He thought even it was a thing planted against us? Say it were true, the question still remained as to why. The game was challenging enough as it was. Weaklings would be picked off, even without the added challenge.


  So why?


  Before I could ask the question, Crash anticipated it and shrugged. “How should I know?” He rolled his shoulders, cracked his neck, and then motioned to my ankle. “Better rest up. Your yellow moon isn’t here.”


  I checked just to be sure.


  With a sigh, I hobbled to the water contraption, washed up, rebandaged my ankle, and gulped down a sloppy nutrient pack, before settling into a corner of the cavern. I wanted to sleep, but I didn’t trust that the unholy one wouldn’t attempt to slay me while I did.


  No, that was a lie. Deep down, I knew he wouldn’t. Not without a fair fight. He’d had countless opportunities already. Yet instead of taking advantage of the situation, he’d aided me. Perhaps it was true, what he’d said:


  ‘I will kill you, Zillow Stone. But first, you are going to help me find something.’


  Whatever it was, it must be something pretty important for him to crutch me along this far.


  The torch flames danced against the rocky walls of the cavern. The brassy machine made a bloop sound every now and again. Crash was settled directly across from me, legs crossed and eyes keenly in my direction.


  Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t sleep with him staring at me like that.


  Bloop.


  I couldn’t…


  Bloop.


  The world was small.


  I was on a platform overlooking a mess of colors, at the center of which, a distant glistening lake rested. I was teetering on the edge of a miniature platform that swayed back and forth with each wind’s whims. The certainty of falling made my stomach drop—preemptively feeling what it was like to plummet.


  “That’s not it.” The wind spoke. “There are other reasons you might feel like that, Zillowillow.”


  I knew that voice. I knew it well.


  Theo?


  Theodorius?!


  Theohoffer!


  Theontine?


  I tried to call out to him, but my throat wouldn’t open. It was clogged by something else. A different word, aggressive and surly, occupied the passage, and it fought for dominance: “Crash!”


  “Right-o, Zillenpuff!” said the wind. “A good rule of thumb: If you feel like you’re falling, you probably are!” With that, I felt a great push from behind as I was careened over the edge of the platform, instantly engulfed by that same dropping sensation, now tenfold. I released a scream, but instead of sound, it came out in a flash of color.


  As I fell, the world below widened. Shapes became distinct from the mash of colors. Hills, cottages, and a massive whale-shaped shadow hidden beneath the surface of the crystalline lake—


  I was in Paradise.


  But as soon as I acknowledged so, the world flickered to gray. The landscape became a scene of decay. The sun shriveled; the lake dried, and at its center lay the remains of a giant creature.


  “Can you see the truth?” The wind’s voice changed. “Do you know what they’re doing to us?” Crash’s arms were around my middle and we were falling together. His voice was in my ear and he was whispering, “Can you help me find him?”


  “Get up!” I woke to Crash’s hushed voice. The flames in the cavern were out. We were lost in cold darkness. My Marker was crouched over me, indecently.


  I shuffled to get away from him. “Wh-what the hell?!”


  “Shh.” This time Crash’s hand pressed to my mouth. “There’s someone here.”


  




  Chapter 3


  Wounds


  



  The knocking pattern against the door proved it. I sprang to a crouch, forgetting the tenderness of my ankle, but winced through the pain and readied my katar, ensuring to conceal the light streaming from my marked hand. A moment later, the door slid open and the silhouette of two people entered, one dragging the other.


  “We made it, lady! It’s going to be okay!” A male spoke with a voice that was rowdy and at the same time winded. The second person—the one being dragged, apparently—said nothing in response. Perhaps they were incapacitated.


  Crash and I were silent. What was the plan, here? Charge first, ask later? Wait for the unidentifieds to light a torch?


  No, think.


  There we were, hunkered in the dark, in wait—the very sort of persons I’d feared encountering when we first entered the waterwheel. We were the suspicious ones, in this situation. Still, if the newcomers were prags, as they probably were, they should have no reason to attack me. Crash was a different story.


  Maybe he realized this, because he suddenly took action.


  A small beam of light appeared from his tracker and lit up the entry to the cavern.


  The stranger in the doorway all but dropped his seemingly injured friend. “Hot hell! You scared me!”


  He was a sizeable guy with his hair tied back into a bun and sweat collected all about his face. By his features, he was around Crash and Theo’s age, but by his girth, he seemed much more mature. In his marked hand he held a pair of backpacks; in the other, he was supporting someone—a girl with dark hair and gaunt cheeks, as thin as the stranger was bulky.


  I’d seen that girl before. The last time had been at a waterwheel.


  “Alaranda?”


  “Hear that, lady? Mystery voice knows you!” Enthused, the stranger gave Alaranda a shake, for which she was unresponsive. Then, he nodded in our direction. “Now how’s about getting that damned light outta my eyes and helping me save her?”


  Alaranda’s face was even paler than the last time I’d seen her, though the side of her neck was flecked with blood that had dried to brown. Her eyes were open no more than a sliver. Her head rolled about sickly on her shoulders.


  Not quick to trust, Crash held the light a moment longer, taking in the full scene, before complying with the stranger’s wishes and shining it away. The stranger nodded in gratitude and then propped Alaranda against a wall. I approached, cautious, hand ready to withdraw my weapon, if provoked. I had to consider the possibility that this person was the one responsible for Alaranda’s debilitated state. “What happened to her?” I asked.


  “One of those unholy bastards nipped her. Blade was infected.”


  “Blade?” Crash had been working on lighting a torch. He turned to let out a scoff. “Westerners don’t use weapons.”


  “Well, this one sure as shat did. Anyway, it isn’t anything a little InfecTonic won’t fix. Problem is, I don’t have any and the sky looks like the devil’s anus out there. I can make it alone, but DRAGGING the girl along with me? No thanks. Not with a storm that size on the way.”


  Crash’s eyes shifted over to me in a knowing way. In my current state, I was very much a hindrance to him the way Alaranda was a hindrance to this burly stranger.


  My nails pierced at the skin of my palm within my clenched fist. Determined not to let my Marker see my provocation, I crouched to examine Alaranda. There was a fresh wound near the pocket of her shoulder, roughly the width and length of a dagger entry-point. It lined up with the stranger’s story, at least. I massaged the side of my temple and considered our options. Using Crash’s mediglue would be unwise, now, as it would only seal in the poison. The area needed to be cleaned, though, and that was something I could occupy myself with.


  “Who are you?” I asked the bun-wielding stranger, taking to dabbing at Alaranda’s shoulder with a moistened rag.


  “Name’s Victorum Satorum. V.S. for short. Class Q. Eight months out.” He wiped his hand across his sweaty head before extending it to me. I pretended not to notice and continued busying myself over Alaranda’s wound until ‘Victorum Satorum’ let his hand fall in defeat. “Er, who’re you guys?”


  “I’m Zillow,” was all I offered, “and this is…”


  I dropped the rag in panic, having just realized that I’d done nothing to address what was about to become a serious issue. Crash’s jumpsuit was one thing—hypothetically a prag could have obtained one during the chase to use as a disguise—but his tattoos and markless hand were a dead giveaway as to his identity. If he presented himself as a Marker now, it would complicate things. What if Victorum decided to attack Crash?


  After the aid Crash had given me, my pride wouldn’t allow it.


  We needed to proceed with caution.


  Frantically, I looked to Crash. I hadn’t focused on it before, but he had been hanging to the shadows, turning away strategically whenever Victorum looked up. Even now, he was turned away partly, disguised in a cluster of shadow. As long as he stayed there, we would be okay.


  I had barely made the thought when Crash stepped blatantly into the light.


  Don’t! I put up a hand to stop him, though it was unrequired.


  Inadequacy overcame me when I realized that again, my Marker had thought ahead. Again, he had used his wit to solve a problem I had completely overlooked.


  While Victorum and I were preoccupied with Alaranda, Crash had taken the necessary precautions to conceal his identity. There was a small strip of bandage under one eye, and a splat of dried dirt smudged under the other. These served to cover his triangular tattoos—a hasty disguise, to which he’d added legitimacy by applying a similar strip of bandage along his chin. He looked as though he’d just come out of a scrap. That was all well and good, but…


  I let out a small exhale. At some point, he’d donned a pair of thin, leather-like gloves. An adornment I didn’t even know he possessed.


  To me, he looked suspicious, but with Victorum Satorum fully concerned with broken Alaranda, it just might be…


  “Passable,” I said.


  “What?” Victorum perked up.


  “…That’s his name,” I covered, nodding at Crash.


  Crash answered with a glower, but hung back in the shadows.


  “Strange name,” Victorum noted. “What class?”


  “Homeschooled,” said Crash.


  “Huh?”


  “Ignore him,” I said. “He’s concussed.”


  “Yeah, looks pretty banged up,” Victorum observed. “You don’t look so great yourself. Need me to grab anything for you, seeing as I’m heading to Pnumra anyway for the girl?”


  I studied him for signs of ulterior intent. Finding none within his earnest expression, I drew the conclusion that this person was just abnormally concerned with the wellbeing of others—too concerned. He was going to get himself killed.


  My Marker was fully willing to take advantage of the offer.


  “An icestick and a PainGa,” barked Crash. “We’ll reimburse.”


  “You got it! Watch the girl for me in the meantime, will you? I’ll be quick.”


  What other choice did we have? My ankle was still too swollen to walk on.


  As Victorum worked to refill his water supply, I sat near Alaranda and finished swatting her wound. Her breaths were short; her skin ashen. I tucked her damp hair behind her ear and felt her cheek: hot at the center and chilled at the edges. “When did the two of you pair up?” I asked.


  “Funny story, really,” said Victorum, somewhat abashed. “The pair of us were actually competing for the same retrect at the sinking pits a few hours east of here. There was a round dome, destroyed-like, where the retrect was supposed to be. I saw the little scamp head in just ahead of me. Thought I’d make a game of it and race her to the prize.” He splashed a helping of water at his face. “Well, I made it to the retrect and grabbed it, with no sign of her. Thought she’d skedaddled. Imagine my surprise when I found her back outside, with a Marker standing over her, holding a knife and just staring, blank-like at her.” Victorum shivered. “It was spooky the way he was staring.”


  “You fought him off?” Crash sniffed.


  “Naw.” Victorum shook his head. “I’ve learned it’s best not to meddle with other folks’ Markers. The guy saw me and went running. Just like that. Weird as weird can be, if you ask me. Not like a Marker to give up that easily.”


  “Did she say what had happened?” I asked.


  “She was already pretty much out by that time. So I carried her as far as I could. But even a small thing like that gets heavy after a time. Luckily she came to after a spell, and was able to limp along enough to give my arms a rest. She was real confused-like. Kept calling me ‘Peck’ when slipping in at out of coherence. Whatever a Peck is.”


  Hm, I could see the resemblance, stature-wise, between this bun-wearing prag and the one with the scarred up arms I’d met at the first waterwheel. I hadn’t thought about Peck for a while, now. I wondered if Alaranda had been with him prior to her injury. If she came to, maybe I could ask her for news of the others.


  Maybe she’d even heard news of Theo.


  “Anyway, she stirred enough to give me her name,” continued Victorum. “She also kept asking me for a bowl of rice and a hot bath.” He let out a laugh. “Poor girl. I was planning on leaving her alone here while running to fetch the detoxin. Was hoping there might be someone here to look after her. It’s real luck finding someone that knows her, though! Better than I could’ve, would’ve, and/or should’ve hoped for.”


  He was right; the timing was lucky.


  The self proclaimed ‘V.S.’ stood and wiped his hands on his pants. “ANYWAY, I’d best get heading out here pretty quick. That’s one hell of a storm that’s on its way. If you get a chance, go out and take a look. It’s like the bowels of hell are ripping open.” He made a tearing motion with his hands.


  “Nice,” Crash said, foul.


  Leaving one of the backpacks at Alaranda’s feet, Victorum hoisted the other and started for the door. Before making it all the way, however, something occurred to him.


  With a hesitant look in Alaranda’s direction, he retraced his steps, approaching unsuspecting Crash with enough determination to make the Marker crouch forward in defense. But Victorum Satorum wasn’t looking for a fight. While Crash stood on wearing a look of disgust, V.S. cupped his own mouth over the unholy one’s ear and uttered something too low for me to hear. Then he gave us each a firm nod and continued out of the cavern the way he’d come.


  “I have reservations about this,” I told Crash, the second the wall was firmly back in place. “Firstly, did his name sound made up to you?”


  “How should I know?”


  Right, names probably varied greatly between our cities.


  “More importantly,” I continued, “what happens if the tracker goes off and her Marker shows up? We can’t afford to keep exhausting gambits.”


  “If her Marker comes, I’ll talk to him,” said Crash.


  I let out a sigh. That was hardly a plan.


  I positioned myself against the wall beside Alaranda and rested my elbows on my knees. It felt good to sit. My whole body took the opportunity to slump. “What did he just say to you, just before he left?” I asked.


  “Oh.” Crash tipped his head absentmindedly. “He said that if the girl dies before he gets back, we’re free to leave her body here. He will take care of the disposal.”


  “Why would he only tell you that?” I said.


  “Apparently he did not think you could handle it.”


  I narrowed my eyes at the assertion. “I’ve already given it thought. There’s a very good chance she’ll die.”


  Crash’s mouth curled up haughtily. “I know. That prag wasn’t a very good judge of character. You’re more pragmatic than you are empathetic. Anyone can see that.” He thought about it and motioned to the door. “Well, not anyone, apparently.”


  “That makes me sound like a sociopath.”


  “Maybe you are,” he said.


  “Ha!” I rebuked. “You Markers are the ones that get some sick pleasure out of killing us.”


  I expected rebuttal, but when Crash emerged from the shadows, his stare was peculiar. It was inquisitive. “You think we get pleasure from killing you?” he asked.


  He had to be joking. Of course they did.


  I thought back to the very first Marker I’d ever encountered, after just leaving Eastern City:


  ‘I’m not going to fight you. I’m only interested in him. He’s getting so sneaky lately. It makes me want to find him even more. Well, good luck!’


  That lively girl had rung of excitement at the thought of catching her prag. I stood by my allegation. “Yes.”


  Crash’s stare didn’t break. It didn’t betray any signs of insincerity.


  He sauntered over to me, keeping that odd expression. His eyes stared at me and through me at the same time, as though he were probing the stone wall behind me for an answer to a complex question.


  Then, he did something too sudden and too bold for me to react.


  He crouched into a squat and placed a fingernail at the center of my neck. “I’ll admit there is something satisfying about the hunt,” he said slowly, eyes vacantly fixated on my throat. “The thought of obtaining you is a uniquely desirable concept. Don’t ask me why. There’s nothing special about you from what I can tell.”


  I scowled at him, intending to swat him away, but for some reason I was stuck there, held to the wall, as though by an invisible magnet. His stare was hard and fascinating. It was the opposite of Theo’s. With Theo, you could become swallowed up by those fragile, deep pools, but with Crash, his pupils shot through that icy blue, unreadable and enigmatic, and they pierced you in place, like you had just been speared through the center of the head.


  Maybe the word was captivating.


  “Yes, I suppose the chase is pleasurable. I couldn’t speak on the kill, however, as I’ve yet to conduct that portion…” His words trailed as he nibbled at his bottom lip.


  Inside my neck, I felt my veins begin to pulse. It may have been from anger, or it may have been from something else. I couldn’t discern the feeling, but whatever it was, that falling sensation returned to the pit of my abdomen, and before I knew what was happening, my breaths were as short as injured Alaranda’s.


  I didn’t welcome it.


  I slapped his hand away.


  He caught my wrist.


  He held it against the rough wall.


  He bored his ice-ridden eyes into mine.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  This time, the thought wasn’t only in my head. It was in my body, in my muscle, and in my joints. There was something about those words. They joined with my blood, became my life force, and compelled me with an urge to act. Those words weren’t normal; they held some mystical power. They had infiltrated me back at Paradise, and now I wasn’t in control of myself.


  I wasn’t sure if it was him, if it was me, or if it was a joint effort, but one way or another, our faces were brought together, an inch or less apart, so that I could feel the heat of his body against my pores.


  It is important to—


  “Rice?”


  Alaranda gave a sudden stir from her state of incapacitation, snapping me to my senses and driving my face away from my Marker’s. My skull went back to the hard wall just a little too forcefully, and throbbed in the aftermath. His remained where it was, though, while his eyes continued to drill me. He was studying my reaction, or maybe he was studying the moment in general. Either way, he was thinking over something heavy.


  What in the godforsaken earth are you doing, Zillow Stone?


  I didn’t know what I was doing, but one thing was certain:


  There was something very, very wrong with me.


  




  Chapter 4


  Things Learned in the Dark


  



  “V-Victorum Santorum wasn’t kidding.” I attempted to recover from the moment. “About the rice thing.”


  Alaranda stirred, muttering, “Rice…” once more before slipping into unconsciousness.


  I owed her. Her intrusion had saved me, broken me from the spell of those words that refused to let me be.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I clamped my hands over my ears and bade the words away.


  In the coming hours, I slept on and off, keeping an eye on Alaranda’s condition, which neither worsened nor bettered, and also keeping an eye on Crash, whom I caught staring at me more often than not. Each time he was studying me with an intensity that made me feel eerily aware of myself. Every motion I made, with his eyes pressed into me, felt forced and unnatural.


  I tried to ignore him, but even when my eyes were shut, I could feel his gaze searing through the dimness.


  The waterwheel sheltered us from the storm, which was only distantly discernable, save for a particularly ornery battering of thunder every now and then.


  When I finally reached a sleep so dark that I could no longer feel the piercing of Crash’s gaze, it was short-lived. I was woken with a shake. The torch was out again, but the ceiling shone with red and green glow.


  The green was mine.


  The red belonged to Alaranda.


  “Alaranda’s mark?” I said, rubbing the drowsiness from my eyes. “Damn it!”


  “You don’t miss anything, do you?” Crash said dryly. “It has been that way for at least two hours, idiot. Her Marker probably used a prolonging gambit.”


  I clenched my mouth in irritation. Apparently I’d slept longer than I thought.


  “More importantly,” Crash continued, ear pressed to the door, “I think there’s someone here.”


  I strained my ears. All traces of the storm were gone. But there was something… a dull shuffling coming from aboveground.


  Crash was right; there was someone here.


  Probably not Victorum. Whoever, whatever, it was, it sounded like it was trying to find a way in, as though it didn’t know about the hidden entrance. If Victorum had thought to cover the trapdoor with enough dirt on his way out, the storm would have certainly worked in our favor and added a layer of mud, making entry even harder for a stranger.


  That, or washed it all away.


  “Her Marker?” I said, listening as the unknown person thudded about.


  “Could be.”


  If it was, what would I do? I shot a look at frail Alaranda, crumpled and on the verge of death. It was best not to get involved in the affairs of others. The safest thing to ensure my survival would be to hand her over. I knew that.


  Yet…


  I recalled the way Theo had leapt between Crash and me and the fallen plant, the ferocity of his expression, and the way he had transformed when given something to protect. If it were Theo, I would leap to his defense, why should Alaranda be any different? My head knew the safest course of action, but the right answer was easy for my soul, easier than I expected, really.


  Without much thought, I took a defensive stance between Crash and Alaranda. “I won’t let him get to her. Not in her current state.”


  I challenged Crash to contest me. I knew he couldn’t possibly care about the wellbeing of a random prag. If Alaranda’s Marker was here, surely Crash would deem it best to just hand her over and be done with it. I’d considered the same, true, but the truth was, it was barbaric. It wouldn’t be a fair match; it would be a slaughter.


  And I couldn’t stand by and let that happen. I wasn’t a sociopath.


  I gouged him with the most menacing look I could muster.


  “A vigilante, are we?” derided Crash.


  Theo had said something similar once.


  “Anyway, you’re running away with wild ideas on your own,” he said flatly. “I’m not a monster.”


  The sort of thing a monster would say.


  “As I said before,” he continued, hissing, “I will handle it.”


  And with that, he slipped out of the room faster than my, “Wait! Stop!” could hinder him.


  I tore after him, but he was already gone before I’d even made it halfway up the steps. In the aftermath, I squatted, just below the trapdoor, which was dripping with muddy moisture, listening for sounds of a struggle and attempting to ignore the throbbing of my ankle.


  The storm had died down, so that the only pangs of thunder were distant ones.


  Eventually, I came to hear murmuring, muted by the heavy trapdoor. I failed to make out the nature of the voices, and could not discern any of the words, except that it was an exchange. Whomever Crash had encountered, they were neither arguing nor fighting; they were conversing.


  It went on for a few minutes, until the trapdoor’s handle made a noise of tension and the hatch began to lift. I scurried back through the darkness, to where Alaranda was, and waited, katar prepped.


  As the voices moved down the steps, they became distinguishable at last. “… just a big concrete building,” Crash was saying. “And they have no recollection of it.”


  “That’s truly odd, man,” a second voice, male, responded. “At least you made it that far. And you haven’t found any more drops from Keegan, huh?”


  “Just the two so far,” said Crash.


  “Shit, dude. What the heck happened to him out here?”


  “I wish I knew. I am definite about one thing, now, though. ”


  “Yeah?”


  “Everything they ever told us was a lie.”


  “Right?! For starters, they aren’t like animals at all! They’re intelligent. Real people! What was all that crap about their evolution being stunted or whatever? And is it just me or are they weirdly… eh-heh… you know. I mean, how do they expect us to—?”


  “I’m starting to think they don’t,” said Crash.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ll get back to you on that. There is another thing. Do you remember that skinny kid that was always hanging around Central Angeles?”


  “You gotta be more specific, man.”


  “He was friends with Nect. Tall, skinny, kind of a weasel,” said Crash.


  “Oh! Right! What did they call him? Kipster?”


  “Kipper, I think,” said Crash. “He was the President of Angeles’s nephew, or some bull, so he didn’t have to take combat with the rest of us. He even had the President’s seal tattooed on his back.”


  “Yeah, what about him?”


  “I saw him out here the other day.”


  “Ha! Guess even the President’s kin can be a chosen one. Kinda ironic, IMHO.”


  “No, I saw him out here… and he was marked.”


  “So? They give us all the eye markings before they send us out.”


  “I mean with an implant.”


  There was a moment of silence before Crash’s acquaintance answered, “That’s impossible. Had to be someone else. Guy wasn’t that uncommon looking.”


  “Maybe,” said Crash. “But I swear it was the same weasel.”


  “You think he somehow became a prag? Crash, that’s pretty… out there. Heh. Guess if you ever find him again, you’ll just have to get him naked and check his back for that tattoo.”


  “Oh, I intend to.”


  I sat holed in the darkness, trying to make sense of what I’d just heard. Were they talking about Kipper-Kipper? As in Theo’s friend Kipper, the lanky boy with a penchant for sniffing people?


  But there was no time to ponder. Then came a rap at the wall.


  “Open up, honey,” Crash barked. “I’m home.”


  




  Chapter 5


  A Bowl of Rice


  



  Crash’s acquaintance had a lantern that cast long shadows about the room. Maybe it was my imagination, but being lost in shadow seemed to make my Marker’s movements even more skulking than usual.


  The newcomer was a young male of average build, with short hair and a scruffy beard. He glanced at me only briefly before setting his focus on Alaranda, at which point his eyes widened, glossy with…


  Excitement?


  It was disgusting.


  “Is this her Marker?” I asked Crash, stance firm.


  Crash folded his arms stonily.


  I’d take that as a yes.


  I stood between the wounded girl and the predators, ready to fight if necessary.


  “Move.” Crash spoke with an authority that instantly set my blood to boil. He hadn’t done anything to keep Alaranda’s Marker away; rather, he’d led the hunter right to its prey. I was foolish to trust him.


  I wouldn’t make that mistake again.


  I prepared to lunge, but before I could so much as flinch, I was distracted by Crash’s hand on my forehead. “I said move.”


  Like hell I would move! He was willing to stand by and allow a slaughter? No, not just stand by; he had enabled it. He was every bit as unholy as I’d always thought him. The aid he’d shown me was nothing more than manipulation, tricking me into letting my guard down. “This is inhumane, Crash,” I snarled. “I thought you weren’t a monster.”


  “There you are, running away with wild ideas of your own again.” He looked sidelong at the other Marker, sighing, “I suppose it cannot be helped.”


  With that, he darted at me. I anticipated it. But though my reaction time was sharp, my ankle caused me to lag. I staggered. He took the opportunity to knock my weapon from my hand with a quick jab of his elbow, sending the blade across the cavern ground with a shaaa. In the same moment, Crash hooked me around the middle and too easily scooped me out of the way, taking me down onto the ground with him. He wrapped his arms around my body, pinning my elbows to my sides and locking me in place awkwardly.


  I was caught, and now the Marker had a free pass at Alaranda.


  “NO!”


  I wriggled in Crash’s warm arms, while Alaranda’s Marker stepped over her.


  “Kitten.” Crash’s mouth was at my ear. “Watch.” His breath against my hair resulted in a panging sensation at the side of my abdomen. Frustrated, I swung my head at him, but he rested his chin into the valley between my neck and shoulder and pressed downward in a threatening way.


  Meanwhile, the other Marker fumbled around in his pack, until drawing out an opaque disc, which he held to the lantern. Seemingly satisfied by its purple hue, he crouched down, took Alaranda’s frail hand in his and met the gambit to her skin.


  Her mark reacted a series of blinking blue lights, before settling on a soft, fluttering blue.


  “There,” her Marker said, watching with hungry, demonic anticipation.


  He was killing her. I was sure of it.


  Crash lessened his hold.


  Maybe there was still time. Maybe if I acted quickly enough—


  Crash caught me by the wrist just as I hopped to my feet. His pupils were small amidst the glacier blue of his eyes. “Trust me.”


  Trust him?


  No.


  But there was something in the earnest way he said it that caught my attention. And it held my attention until Alaranda’s Marker spoke up: “You said you had medical glue, right, Crash? From one of Keegan’s drops?”


  Crash released my wrist before answering, “Yes. Here.”


  I would probe him on the Keegan thing later. What was important now was…


  Insipid Alaranda was undergoing a change. As the Marker busied himself with sealing her wound, the infected girl’s skin began to flush and fill. The dark circles beneath her eyes began to lift. She was a hollow person, as it was, but as the fluttering light came over her, she began to look slightly more whole.


  That gambit was healing her?


  “Why would he save her, when he’s the one that stabbed her in the first place?” I said, dumbfounded.


  “Hey! I didn’t stab her!” The Marker shot me an accusing look. “Well, I’m sure it would look that way. But I didn’t! Honest. She’ll tell you so herself when she gets up.”


  When finished applying liberal amounts of mediglue, the Marker tossed the tube back to Crash, then softly patted Alaranda on the cheek, muttering, “Come on, Al. Come on,” worry apparent—though it was hard to say whether it was real or feigned.


  I furrowed my forehead at Crash. “Who is he?”


  But Crash wasn’t the one to give me my answer.


  With an unexpected burst of adrenaline, Alaranda’s eyes shot open, and she piped, “Rice!” with more gusto than I’d ever seen her exhibit.


  I realized it then. Alaranda’s incapacitated desire hadn’t been for food. The ‘rice’ she’d been requesting was—


  “Rice, you’re here.” The fragile girl placed her face into the bearded Marker’s shirt.


  Rice was a person.


  Crash shot me a look of smugness. I was too stunned to fight back.


  The two were still for a moment, until Rice wrapped his arms around the bony girl’s shoulders and whispered into her hair, “Sorry, Al.”


  Alaranda peeked out from his shirt. “I was out, wasn’t I? What happened?”


  “It was a booby-trap,” Rice said, relief-filled, “The sinking pits were full of them. To be honest, I dunno if it was you or me that triggered it, but one of us must’ve stepped on a panel or something and… well, the knife only skimmed you. Problem is it was infected, and neither of us thought to bring any InfecTonic along. I was trying to figure out what to do when another prag caught us. Big guy, looked like he wanted to butcher me. So I took off to grab your meds, and—”


  Alaranda’s face distorted. “Seriously, Rice?!” She pushed the Marker away at arm’s length. “You left me with some stranger!?”


  No, this was the most gusto I’d ever seen her exhibit.


  “Well… eh-heh… h-hey!” Rice scratched his head guiltily. “The guy looked all right! And I didn’t have much of a choice. You were going to die without the tonic; I wouldn’t make it in time if I took you with me, and I couldn’t leave you alone at the sinking pits. That dude showing up kinda seemed like fate!”


  Alaranda’s eyes pierced through the air at him, though not as viciously as the last time I saw her. They were sharp as ever, but less cold. There was something about them that made Rice look away, abashed, and his voice softened a little. “It was a chance I had to take, Al.”


  That alleviated her. “Fine.” She let her forehead again fall against his chest.


  “A-anyway…” Rice gave a nervous laugh. “Dude! Did you know they’ve got InfecTonic in gambit form now? Crazy!” He looked downward at her and swallowed. “Crazy.” He pressed his cheek to the top of her head, not with intention, but rather as a force of habit.


  I studied the pair’s interaction the way one dissects a page of written word. It was easy to see them, but I wanted to understand their motives. They were comrades, Marker and prag. Alaranda’s direct gaze made Rice uncomfortable, but he seemed to enjoy it. It seemed to ensnare him. He couldn’t keep from touching her.


  He pushed her dark hair out of her face, and I questioned how it had come to be this way. It hadn’t been that long ago that I’d seen Alaranda at the first waterwheel. She was different then: like a cornered animal, worn and fierce from the game, and ready to snap at any moment.


  How could such a short amount of time change a person so drastically?


  I cleared my throat. “Alaranda.”


  The scrawny girl jerked in Rice’s arms, having not realized there was anyone else in the room. Crash and I had been hanging back, giving them their space, and looking on like shameless intruders. At my interruption, Alaranda searched through the shadows until—


  “Zil… low?” When she saw me, she scooted away from Rice in a crab-crawl, until smacking against the wall with a—thwak!—where she was left to clam up defensively. “It’s not what it looks like.” Her voice wasn’t as steady as she tried to force it. I sensed she was feigning composure.


  Ah. She was worried I might have a bad reaction to her friendliness with Rice. Little did she know, I’d already experienced an abnormal Marker-prag relationship in Theo and Chloe. This was the second.


  No, it was the third, if you counted Peck’s supposed masochistic ‘playtime’ with his Marker.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I cleared my throat louder to cover up the intrusive thought.


  Following her frantic scoot away from Rice, Alaranda collected herself. She let out a perturbed exhale, steadied her jaw, and sternly told me, “They aren’t all bad, you know.”


  There was the Alaranda I recognized.


  “It’s okay,” I said. “My Marker is here too. Crasstofer.” I let his full name roll off my tongue. I wasn’t sure why I said it that way; it was like I knew it would bother him.


  “Crash,” he spat.


  No, that was a lie. I knew it would bother him enough for him to correct me, in the hopes that it would appear a playful exchange between Marker and prag. I wanted Alaranda to find solidarity in our relationship. I wanted to gain her trust.


  It worked.


  From there, the skinny girl began to deshell and recount how she’d come to be sided with her Marker. After the waterwheel, she’d separated herself from Peck and Jozy, who had gone on ahead to Paradise. She didn’t give a reason as to why she’d left the others, but by her tone, I suspected it wasn’t a happy parting. Not more than a few days out on her own, she encountered Rice. The pair had fought, and Rice had won, but he couldn’t bring himself to finish her. “We fought before,” Alaranda said, coolly. “But this time was different. I was on the ground and he was looking down at me. I could see it. I could tell he wasn’t like the others. He didn’t want to do it; he was just doing what he was told, like I was.”


  “All that with just a look, hm?” Crash cooed sarcastically.


  “Sh-shut up, man!” Rice, said embarrassed.


  “Something just clicked,” continued Alaranda. She looked at Rice. “In both of us, at exactly the same time, and we realized each other weren’t the enemy.”


  “Then who is the enemy?” I asked.


  “We aren’t sure yet,” said Alaranda. “But we realized that to find out, we’d have to gather as many safe points as possible, and the fastest way to do that is to tackle retrects. That’s what we’ve been doing for the last week or so.”


  This ‘connection’ of theirs… it had been instant. Had it been instant for Theo and Chloe too? I studied my own Marker as he chewed his nail. If something like that happened to us, what would it feel like?


  Crash spoke up: “Was that before or after you banged her, Rice?”


  Alaranda’s pale face flushed to red.


  “You’re an asshole,” said Rice.


  Crash’s sported a wide, forced grin—though his eyebrow twitched dangerously. I sniggered to myself over his reaction. Maybe there was something ‘special’ about this bearded Marker after all, to be able to make Crash twitch like that.


  With that, the two Markers started a pissing match similar to the ones I’d witnessed of Theo and Kipper. Maybe young males were the same everywhere.


  “Alaranda, can I talk to you alone?”


  Eager to get away from Crash, Alaranda complied.


  Crash kept my katar as collateral, but agreed to let me go. Alaranda, on the other hand, needed no permission from Rice. If her actions towards him were a strategy, it was a good one. He trusted her completely.


  We left the boys to their devices, making jabs at one another, and headed out into the wet, cool night. In the distance, the sky flickered, though the rain had stopped. All around the desert glistened with the remnants of the storm. The ground was sopping and moist; the air fresh. In the city the air was thick following toxic rainfall, but out here, everything was crisp.


  “Alaranda,” I started, “I need to ask you some things.”


  “I gathered.” She folded her arms.


  Her tone was reluctant. I deemed it best to jump in and extract as much information as possible, as quickly as possible, before she returned to a crustacean state.


  “Is gaining your Marker’s trust part of your strategy?” I started.


  “No.” The answer was defiant.


  “Everything you said was true, then? You’ve decided to work together?”


  She nodded, eyes set on mine in a challenging manner. She was on the defensive. She expected me to ridicule her. She probably had a plethora of responses lined up on the tip of her tongue. Reading people wasn’t my skill, but it was growing. I assumed it wasn’t the best time to ask, but I didn’t want to waste time:


  “Do you feel something for him?” I already suspected the answer. But I needed to hear her say it, for my own purposes.


  “What are you getting at, Zillow?” Alaranda tucked her arms even closer to herself.


  “I mean, do you enjoy your Marker?” If there was a better way to phrase it, it didn’t come to me.


  With the question hanging in the air, Alaranda transitioned from defiant to uncomfortable. Her gaze found the ground and remained there. I no longer needed her to say it. This was an admission of guilt if I’d ever seen one.


  With that out of the way, there were more productive things to discuss.


  Alaranda’s mark yet fluttered blue, wan compared to my green one. “You’ve been to Paradise, haven’t you?” I asked. I remembered talking to Peck and the others about Paradise at the first waterwheel, but Alaranda hadn’t spoken up then.


  “Just the once,” she said, seeming glad to be rid of the former topic.


  “Me too. What did you think?”


  Alaranda took her time answering. She was searching the ground for the proper way to form her thoughts. “It was unusual.”


  I nodded. “The more I think about it, the more unusual it is,” I told her. “I thought it was just me.”


  This seemed to pique the scrawny girl’s interest more than anything I’d said thus far. “I think it works better on some people and worse on others,” she said, looking up to meet my eyes.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Jozy and Peck, they lap it up. They think it’s some wonderland fortress for prags. The first time I met them, they went on and on about it. But I’d been there before. An older girl brought me there when I first came to the wilderness.”


  “And?” I prodded.


  “What the two of us saw there was totally different. Othello said she saw a—”


  “Othello!?” I had to make sure I’d heard her correctly.


  Alaranda didn’t take kindly to being cut off. She frowned. “That’s what I said.”


  “That’s who took you to Paradise?” I said. “Tall girl with light hair?”


  “Light?” Alaranda shook her own dark hair. “That’s an understatement. Her hair would have been white if not for the dirt.”


  That sounded like the same Othello. “She was from my class at the University,” I said slowly. “When was that, though? You haven’t been out that long, and Othello died months ago. We held a tribute for her and everything.”


  Everyone from my class knew of Othello’s fate. Karán and I had been chosen to hold the flags at her parting ceremony.


  “Couldn’t have been the same person then, could it?” Alaranda said, snarky. “I saw her about a month ago. I heard that she killed her Marker and returned home shortly after I met her, too. Supposedly she backed him over a cliff.”


  That didn’t add up. Was it possible that there were two Othellos, both tall and both with hair so light it was white?


  Alaranda tapped her foot impatiently. “Look, are we going to be out here a while, or…?”


  “No.” I shook my head, afraid to lose her cooperation. “Apologies. Go on. What happened when you two went to the prag fortress?” I asked.


  She shrugged with haughtiness. “Well, I knew right away there was something wrong with it.”


  “How so?”


  “It just didn’t feel right, you know? Even though Othello and I entered together, I was alone. I saw nobody else the total time I was there. For me, the whole thing was hazy. Creeped me out, too. After we left, all Othello did was talk about how great it was, the things we’d eaten and the people we’d met. But my memory was totally different than hers. And when I tried to tell her that, she acted like I was stupid. But I knew what I saw. So I left her and was on my own for a while.”


  “And then your Othello supposedly defeated her Marker and returned to Eastern City,” I said.


  Alaranda nodded, continuing, “When I met Jozy and Peck, it was the same. I told them what Paradise was like for me, and they acted like I was daft; called me a ‘newb.’ They all think my mind is broken from being out here. They don’t think I’m suited for the chase. But I know what I saw and felt, so when they invited me along to Paradise, I couldn’t go with them. I refused.” She let out a sound through her teeth and waited for me to respond.


  What she said made me feel better, though it brought no clarity to the truth about Paradise. At least I wasn’t the only one that had had a strange experience within the fortress walls.


  “It was the same for me,” I admitted. “The weather changed when I entered. I knew it was wrong, but my reasoning skills were dulled. Time was inconsistent, and even though it felt real, it didn’t at the same time. Crash, my Marker, he said that all he saw when he looked at Paradise was a concrete building. How can that be?”


  The news wasn’t news to Alaranda at all. “Rice mentioned something similar,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot, to tell you the truth. Paradise is different than the waystations. When you enter a waystation, your mark turns blue. The game halts. Waystations are highly regulated. Enough to remind you that this is a game.” She paused to swallow her resentment, before continuing,


  “But Paradise isn’t the same. They say it was built for prags, by prags, so when you go in, your mark doesn’t turn off. That means it’s not truly a safe zone. Hypothetically, your Marker could still get you. Despite that, Markers can’t seem to get in. And even when a Marker uses a gambit on a prag who’s inside, the prag doesn’t seem to suffer—or at least they don’t remember it happening.”


  Alaranda went on, “Say it really did have a giant wall around it—don’t you think Markers would still find a way to get in? Or at the very least, their gambits would still be able to hurt us while we were inside. Even so, supposedly no Marker has ever entered Paradise. Rice has been to the area before, not with me, but with a group of other Markers.”


  “What did he see?” I asked.


  “When I asked him about it, he said he saw a concrete building too. The place has a garage door, kinda, and it only opens when a prag goes near. If a Marker is too close, the door won’t rise at all.”


  “Interesting.” I mulled it over. “So what are you saying? Someone is manning the place, letting prags in and keeping Markers out?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And I don’t think whoever is monitoring it is a prag.”


  “Hm.” She had a point. And it matched up with the things Crash and I had experienced. “Makes you wonder,” I said, “if it really is such a great place, why do people leave it? When I went, I had Crash holding me hostage—long story. I couldn’t stay. But what about the others?”


  “When I was there, I felt… I don’t know, compelled to go out and gather more SPs. It’s hard to explain, but I knew I couldn’t stay there forever,” said Alaranda.


  Yes, even with Crash hounding me, I too, had felt a need to go out and continue the chase.


  “I can’t help thinking we’re being brainwashed,” I muttered. “I’m just not sure how.”


  “And I can’t help thinking this whole thing isn’t for penance,” fired Alaranda. “I can’t help thinking the priests were full of it.”


  “What do you think it’s for, then, if not for penance?” I asked.


  “I don’t know yet, but Rice and I are going to find out.”


  “You really trust him?”


  Alaranda looked away, callously. “Yes.”


  “Hm.” The longer I was out here, the less anything made sense.


  When I said nothing more, Alaranda added, “Once it clicked, it’s like I’d known him forever. It’s like…” She shook her head. “Ugh. Never mind.”


  There was something I didn’t think I was going to ask, but it felt right:


  “Do you dream about him, Alaranda?”


  I wasn’t trying to be taunting, but the scrawny girl took it that way. She clammed up once more, retreating into a shiny new shell, and took to examining the ground ferociously. “I don’t remember my dreams.” But even in the dark, I could see a slight coloration on her cheeks. It was hard to miss against her otherwise pallid skin.


  If she was having dreams similar to the ones I was having… maybe it wasn’t a coincidence. I shot a suspicious glance at each of our marks: “Maybe these things are affecting us more than we think.”


  “What?” Alaranda inspected her hand.


  “Nothing.”


  Was it possible that Alaranda’s and Theo’s feelings were forced, somehow? No, I didn’t think there was any scientific thing that could completely force emotion like that. Sure, feelings like sadness and elation could be manipulated, but… affection? And what about the Markers? What about Chloe and Rice? They didn’t have marks, and still they’d become infatuated with their prags.


  Was this all a coincidence? Or would it be naïve to accept it as such?


  “When you draw whatever conclusion you’re mustering over, share it with me, would you?” Alaranda popped her head out of her shell long enough to command.


  I shook my head to break from my thoughts. “When I figure it out, I’ll let you know.”


  




  Chapter 6


  Hostage


  



  Alaranda and Rice slipped away into the night. They determined it best not to be around when Victorum Santorum returned, as there was no way of telling how Victorum Santorum would react to the Marker he’d seen standing over Alaranda earlier with a weapon.


  Theirs turned out to be good timing, for the burly man returned shortly after.


  We told him that Alaranda had gone off on her own—a miraculous recovery, one I suspected he didn’t fully believe. Most likely he thought she’d died, and that we were trying to spare him from the news.


  Either way, he looked at her vacant spot with sadness, but didn’t press the issue.


  The PainGa he brought spread quickly through my body, dulling all pain caused by my ankle. The icestick, as it turned out, was a thin rod filled with elements, which once shaken vigorously, compounded, turning the rod icy cold. Crash strapped it to my ankle with fresh gauze.


  “It will take down the swelling,” he said.


  It felt unnatural to be tended to by him. I didn’t mind it enough to say anything.


  After bandaging my wound, Crash repaid Victorum with a spare 20-Min W Decoy gambit, as well as an Inv-4, alike the one he’d previously used to fool the drones. It occurred to me then that it was abnormal for him to have gambits of misdirection in the first place, when they were designed to benefit prags.


  Something I’d attempt to get out of him later.


  “Pleasure doing business, Passable,” Victorum Santorum told Crash.


  Crash looked confused. I caught my snigger with my sleeve.


  With my ankle no longer causing unmanageable pain, Crash and I also deemed it best to leave the waterwheel, in search of new shelter, before Victorum could see through Crash’s prag disguise, which was, in my opinion, incredibly obvious. Maybe V.S. knew the truth and just didn’t care. Or maybe he was too distracted by the loss of Alaranda to be at his sharpest wits.


  The sky was pink by the time we left the waterwheel. Crash wiped the dirt from his face, exposing his triangular tattoos. From the conversation I’d overheard between Crash and Rice, Markers were also ‘marked’ when selected for the game. I assumed they were talking about the tattoos. But when I asked Crash about it, he told me to shut up and to concentrate on healing my ankle.


  With mind power alone? It didn’t work that way.


  Though I wanted to ask him about Kipper and his supposed ties to the Western Director, I refrained. Crash was especially irritable after leaving the waterwheel, preoccupied by something on his ‘map.’ He was leading us to a preset beacon, but something about the location confused him. He kept adjusting his tablet, peering through his contacts into the distance, and muttering frustratedly to himself.


  “Damn it, Keegan. That can’t be right. That’s right in the middle of…”


  I would remain quiet and listen to his mutterings, picking up whatever bits of information he carelessly left. Rice and Crash had discussed Keegan’s ‘drops.’ Did that have to do with where we were going now?


  Crash had returned full control of my katar to me. It rested in its holster, unassuming. I didn’t try to draw it on him, even though he was distracted. What was I, exactly? A hostage? A partner?


  At some point or another, we had come to a silent agreement that we would carry on together, for now, without attempting a fight. I hated to admit it, but it was by his mercy. I would lose if he challenged me now, with my ankle the way it was. From where I stood, it was beginning to look like everyone knew more than me in regards to the desert and its secrets. It was to be expected, as I’d only spent a short time in the wasteland, but even Crash held insights I didn’t.


  My strategy was to remain close, and learn what I could from him, until he finally decided to let me in on the ‘something’ he wanted me to help him find.


  Or maybe you just like being near him.


  “Do not!” I wasn’t thinking. I punted a nearby rock directly into the back of Crash’s calf, to which he responded with a dangerous craning of his neck and a sinister flash of his teeth.


  “Someone seems to be healing up nicely,” he sneered.


  “Eh-heh.”


  I marched past him, fists balled. “Shut up, Passable.”


  “Call me that again, and it’ll be your throat,” he called after me, singsong.


  As the day carried on, my mark turned from green to red and back to green, though the cloud of drones didn’t return to us. I thought about Theo and his whereabouts. I wondered if I’d ever see him again. I reflected on the things I’d overheard at the waterwheel, fathoming whether or not it was possible that Kipper was actually from Western City, or if it had been a misunderstanding. Maybe there were two people that looked similar… but both named Kipper? And what about the two Othellos?


  “Shit,” Crash swore again, while scrutinizing the distance.


  I ignored him.


  I thought about Peck and Jozy, and wondered if I really had caught flashes of the choppy-haired girl while in Paradise. I wondered if what Alaranda had said was true: that Paradise ‘worked’ better on others; that it wasn’t as dream-like for them as it was for us.


  And speaking of dreams, I wondered if Alaranda had been lying: I wondered if she had them and if they were similar to mine. The dream version of Crash had said they were planted; if so, by whom and for what purpose, and was I really considering taking something said in a dream as valid?


  I read a book once that said that the world wasn’t black and white, but that it wasn’t gray, either. The book claimed that the world was painted colorful, and that there were more colors than a person could imagine. I’d never really understood what that meant, but it was coming back to me now, even amidst the drabbest terrain in existence.


  I wasn’t usually so reflective, but… there was something about that pink sky settling over the monotonous world that reminded me of Paradise.


  I let out a sigh. I seemed to be doing a lot of that lately.


  There was too much, and my interaction with Alaranda and Rice had been both enlightening and complicating.


  “How is your foot doing?” Crash stopped his griping long enough ask. “You should get off of it for a while.”


  “Excellent plan,” I said. “Should I rest in this rubble pile or that one? Or did you want to carry me?”


  “Watch it. I’m already in a bad mood.”


  “I see that,” I said. “It sounds like someone gave you a bad set of coordinates.”


  Careful, Zillow Stone. If you’re going to find out anything, it’ll have to be done with tact.


  Crash expression was dark and cautious. “Yes.”


  “What’s wrong with them?” I said.


  “They’re right in the middle of a lake… I think,” Crash answered, to my surprise.


  “A lake? As in one filled with water?”


  “No, one filled with urine.” He rolled his eyes, sardonically. “Of course it’s water. What else are lakes filled with?”


  His haughty tone made my katar heavy. I struggled for composure. “What I meant was, I didn’t know there were any left out here.”


  “If that was what you meant, you should have said it,” he said.


  My knuckles whitened. “And what are we supposed to find at this lake?” I asked.


  He gave me a dead-eyed stare. “Water, I suppose.”


  “I mean what are the coordinates leading you to?”


  “A lake.”


  He was avoiding the question and doing so in the most annoying way possible.


  I felt a growl beginning to form.


  Crash yawned and twisted at a piece of his scarlet hair. “If you aren’t happy with my answers, you should practice rephrasing your questions, kitten.”


  This time I meant to punt the rock at him.


  He retaliated by dashing at me, coming to a braking halt with his mouth inches from my ear: “Don’t test me.”


  His reflexes were sharp. Knowing that mine weren’t at the moment, made me all the more vexed. I held my breath until I felt pressure building through my neck and chest.


  “Sit down and rest your foot while I figure this out,” he spoke monotonously into my ear. His emotionlessness made me quake with rage. I hated that he could keep his voice and manner that calm and calculated, when my frustration showed on my sleeve. I wanted to get a rise from him. I wanted to see him boil.


  “Yes, my Marker,” I seethed.


  He cleared his throat and waited. Right, he’d ordered me to address him by name.


  “I mean, Crasstofer.”


  That did it. He backed away from me in jerking, mechanical movements. The pressure in my throat was replaced with satisfaction. Crash’s eyes read of bloodlust, but the corner of his mouth betrayed a smirk. As he tipped his head forward to darkness, his smirk disfigured menacingly. “I can’t wait to kill you, Zillow Stone.”


  And I can’t wait to kill you, Crasstofer Rade.


  I had barely gotten the thought out, when I stepped on something squishy. I looked down to find my foot in the center of a deflated sack. Moments later I began to smell something strange.


  




  Chapter 7


  They Who Smelt It


  



  “You’re heavier than you look!” yelled Crash. “But I guess you’re happy it isn’t the other way around.”


  “I told you you don’t have to carry me!” I shouted in reply. I was in his arms, less like a damsel and more like a sack of potatoes, as he galloped across uneven ground.


  “You’re too slow,” he retorted. “We have to stay ahead of it until it dissipates.”


  We were fleeing from a gaseous yellow cloud with a foul smell, and my ankle was inhibiting us in the most frustrating way yet. It was humiliating to be carried like an invalid. But he was right. We were much faster this way, even with him holding my extra weight.


  Still, he wouldn’t be able to keep up the pace for long.


  “How long will it take to dissipate?” I asked.


  “Once it has been set off, roughly ten minutes.”


  Ten minutes. Good, I thought. No matter how ‘heavy’ I was, ten minutes was manageable.


  “What is it, anyway?” I said, waving at my nose.


  “Carafene,” said Crash. “A chemical used in the days of the Nine. There are still pockets of it left scattered around, so next time watch where you’re stepping.”


  “How was I supposed to know?” I hissed.


  Crash darted around a boulder, cursing under his breath.


  “What is Carafene?” I asked.


  “Not anything you want to inhale, unless you want to bleed from your ears.”


  “Leave it to your people to invent something like that!” I said.


  “Actually, I believe it was your people that brought it to the frontlines.”


  Oh. My pride took a hit. I diverted, “I-is it just me or is it following us?”


  The cloud was concentrated, almost an entity in itself, and it was trailing us in such a way that whenever we veered, it did too.


  “No, you’re right,” said Crash, offhand. “It’s drawn to body heat.”


  “Lovely.” I held my nose and waited for the ten minutes of humiliation to be over.


  But when the cloud didn’t disappear after fifteen minutes, we had to rethink our plan. Crash’s pace was already beginning to slow.


  “Hmm.” Crash looked behind us. “Maybe it isn’t Carafene, after all. It could be Daramene.”


  “What is Daramene?” I asked, perturbed that we hadn’t covered either of the gasses in toxicology class.


  “It is thicker than Carafene. Similar smell and color, but it isn’t toxic.”


  “What does it do?”


  “It induces vivid hallucinations. The dandriel they sell at waystations is laced with it.”


  If I had to pick, hallucination was far preferable to bleeding from the ears.


  On that note, Crash inadvertently faltered around a boulder just enough for a large helping of the gas to catch up and enter my nostrils. I flung my face into my arm frantically. “Well, which is it?!” I shouted.


  “Only one way to find out,” said Crash.


  If he was suggesting we stop and take an inhale of the cloud, he was out of his mind. I struggled in his arms. If he was going to stop, he’d better let me at least try to hobble on my own, or so help me—!


  But he wouldn’t release me. And he didn’t stop. He carried on for another several minutes, falling in pace as each second trickled by. I’d never felt so heavy. I thought light, feather-filled thoughts, but it didn’t help. The gaseous cloud was relentless. It was no use, really, judging by our decreasing pace. Whatever toxin the cloud was, we were going to succumb to it eventually.


  If it was heat-seeking, our only hope was to find something warmer than ourselves to direct its target at. But what? The wastelands weren’t exactly abundant with living beings. Maybe we could create a heat source? Start a fire and divert the cloud? Would it be attracted to flame the way it was attracted to us?


  Worth a shot, at least.


  I was just starting to tell Crash my new plan, when all at once, something very unnatural exited his lips:


  A giggle.


  No, it couldn’t have been. It was probably just a burp or a hiccup.


  But there it was again. A self-satisfied little giggle.


  “Do you see that, kitten?” He nodded to the area in front of us.


  I was too off-put to protest the nickname. “S-see what?”


  His mouth grew wide, exposing all of his teeth in a Cheshire grin. “Palm trees.”


  I stared ahead of us, mouth agape. The terrain was as brown and dead as ever. There were no palm trees. What was he playing at? Crash let out another giggle, this one higher in pitch than the last two. “Palm trees, Zillow Stone! Look at the size of those coconuts!”


  He altered his gait, so that he was taking large prancing strides. He altered his course, so that he was running in a circle. “They are everywhere!”


  “You idiot!” I clawed at him. “There aren’t any palm—”


  Suddenly, we weren’t running through barren desert. We were running through an emerald field of swaying grass.


  There were no palm trees that I could see, but there were trees; fruit trees, boughs heavy and dipping with rip fruit. The stenching cloud was no longer at our backs. And Crash was no longer running in a circle. His course was straight; it was the air that traveled around us in a cyclonic motion. Fresh and tinted with a fruity scent, it spun our hair up in it, around and around and around.


  I recognized this place. We’d visited it together many times.


  “Crash! Do you know what this is?!” I sang. “It’s PARADISE!”


  “This is Paradise?” said Crash. He was running faster than fast, but his feet were no longer making contact with the ground. Now, they were hovering just above.


  A looming shadow crossed the sky. “See?!” I cried. “There’s the whale!”


  “Everyone’s favorite whale!” a far-off announcer echoed.


  “Whales are extinct,” Crash said, assuredly. “But what about those?” He gaped straight up at the air. There was nothing there, as far as I could tell. But Crash was sporting a puzzled expression. “What are they doing?”


  “I don’t see anything—”


  “Oh no!” Apparently whatever Crash saw in the sky didn’t appeal to him. “Watch out!” He started running sporadically, weaving this way and that, as though dodging something.


  “Keep it together,” I barked. “There’s nothing there!” I wouldn’t let him ruin my time in Paradise.


  “They are falling! Wahh!” He abruptly halted and dropped to the ground, taking me along with him. The grass was longer than it looked. I fell into it for several minutes, until I grew afraid that I might become lost in it forever. I started swimming for a way out, bobbing above the surface of the grass line, just as Crash did.


  “That was close, kitten.”


  “I’m not a kitten.”


  He peeked up over a particularly thick blade of grass. “Meow meow, meow meow,” replied Crash.


  Yes, I supposed that made sense.


  “Let’s just stay here,” I told him, kicking back in the green and letting the day’s light warm my cheeks.


  “I cannot,” he said. “There’s something I need to find.”


  The reason he was keeping me alive.


  “About that,” I said, closing my eyes. “What is the something?”


  “Why, it’s a meow meow, meow meow meow,” explained Crash.


  Oh, one of those.


  Slowly, I began to sink again into the deep grass, until the sun’s warmth began to grow distant. My eyes remained shut, even after I bade them to open. Darker and deeper I sank, until I felt someone shaking me.


  My eyelids flew open to find Crash peering over me in an unsettling way. Like prey woken in the lair of a predator, I scurried to get away from him.


  “Well, that was fun.” His voice was riddled with sarcasm. He stood up and cracked his neck and paced away from where I lay.


  I’d been spread out in the dirt, in the middle of nowhere—out for some time, judging by the stiffness of my body and the changed color of the sky. There was no sign of the yellow cloud.


  I felt at my ears, relieved to find them free of blood. “I guess we know which toxin it was,” I muttered. We had been lucky, attacked by the lesser of two evils.


  Crash grunted in agreement.


  I rose and set about dusting myself off. Then, I collected my belongings, tested out my ankle, the pain of which was still dulled, and turned to my Marker, who was looking rather uncomfortable. His arms were folded into himself, his face turned away.


  “What’s wrong?” I said.


  “Not a thing.”


  He came across even fouler than usual.


  The reason dawned on me.


  “Wait a minute…” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Did you… meow at me?”


  With the question hovering in the air, a zing shot up my Marker’s back. “You imagined it,” he said hastily, though he refused to look in my direction.


  No, he had definitely meowed at me. And he’d done so more than once. Smugness settled over me like warm, soothing water. Our Daramene-induced trip to Paradise was quickly fading into haziness, but I would hold tightly to the memory of Crash meowing in idiocy. It would become my most treasured recollection.


  “Let’s go,” snapped Crash. “And let IT go. We’ve wasted enough time.”


  I walked past him, hoisting my backpack, and offhandedly said, “Fine. But first… What was it that you thought you saw falling from the sky?”


  He muttered something that sounded like, “Meerkats,” but when I asked him to repeat it, he refused.


  It didn’t matter. The feeling of victory remained.


  “To this lake of yours, then?” I said.


  He nodded and took the front. I followed closely behind, noting that the back of his hair had traces of yellow powder in it. I shook mine out, and a small dusting of yellow escaped. Remnants of the Daramene cloud.


  To think that such a fine powder had such potent capabilities…


  A smirk found the corner of my mouth and remained there for most of the day.


  




  Chapter 8


  Tension


  



  Something was changing.


  The day my ankle stopped hurting was the day I realized it. I no longer feared Crash as a hunter. I believed he was keeping me alive for a purpose, and more importantly, I believed he wouldn’t try to kill me until that purpose was fulfilled.


  But I didn’t feel relief; I felt unrest.


  It wasn’t made better by the fact that every once in a while, when he looked at me in a certain way, I felt that falling sensation in the pit of my abdomen—the one that plagued my dreams.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  The only relief I felt was to provoke him—to get a rise out of his bored mien.


  And because provoking him gave me a small bit of satisfaction, I continued to do it, and he continued to retaliate. It was like I could see a rippling tension expounding from his body and I wanted to be the one to make him snap.


  I suspected he felt the same.


  We grew more and more frustrated with one another the longer we traveled.


  There is something wrong with you, Zillow Stone.


  




  Chapter 9


  The Sand Ship


  



  Crash’s ‘lake’ was little more than a murky pit, more accurately called the remains of a lake. A sick pile of sludge stretched across the center of a dale. Malnourished trees surrounded the area, harboring equally sickly birds upon naked and brittle branches. The birds had a desperate look about them, molting and wild, scavenging off of whatever voles and insects still inhabited the barren place.


  Crash stood at the mud-stained bank, hands to hips, and focusing through his contact lenses. “This ought to be fun,” he muttered.


  He was staring directly at the center of the waterhole. I was sweaty and dirty and tired, and that browned, milky water was possibly the least appealing thing I’d encountered out here thus far.


  “We aren’t going in there,” I said flatly.


  Crash turned to me with the dullest look conjurable and said even more flatly,


  “That is precisely what we’re doing.”


  I felt my eyebrow twitch. “And why is that?”


  I was answered with a threatening pat of his pocket, where resided the Poi-7.


  I folded my arms, testily. If he hadn’t used it yet, I doubted he would use it now. He ‘needed’ me for something, and that gambit would only create an unnecessary detour from whatever his endgame was.


  I considered testing him. I’d decided I wasn’t afraid of him as a hunter. I could prove it to him now.


  Then what?


  If I tested him, the game would change. Once it was out there, it’d be out there for good.


  No, not yet.


  I huffed, knowing it was better to save it for when I needed it most; better to let him think he had control over me. Besides, whatever was in the center of the ‘lake’ was of worth to him, and that meant it was of worth to me.


  With a no-nonsense air, he ordered me to come after him into the mire. I swallowed my pride and followed him.


  For a time, it wasn’t that bad. The mud had patches of dryness, over which we could pass, skipping the deeper, muckier parts—until it got to a point where we had no alternative but to submerge our feet completely.


  “Should we remove our shoes?” I said.


  “You can if you want,” said Crash, “but don’t blame me if a toe gets cut off.”


  I left them on, deeming it best to dry them out later. Crash was right: Who knew what lurked under the cloudy water? There weren’t many things that made me uneasy, but there was something about treading through dark water, unbeknownst to what lay below, that made my toes curl.


  The deeper we went, the more laden with rocks and scrapping the lakebed became. I shuddered every time my boot became caught in an unknown piece of shrapnel. Crash, on the other hand, had no trouble wading in the sludge.


  We went on for an hour or more, as the day grew old.


  …


  By the time the water reached our knees, I saw it—Crash’s true destination.


  In the distance, there were beams, a bow, and a deck, mangled, but recognizable nonetheless. A partially submerged ship, the likes of which I’d only seen in documentaries, lay in ruin at the center of the loch.


  “What’s that doing here?” I muttered, hand over eyes to defer the sun. “That doesn’t belong in a place like this.”


  Crash looked over his shoulder at me, one brow lifted. “You know what it is?”


  There was a strange intonation in his question. It wasn’t challenging or mocking. He was asking out of surprise, but not because he was surprised that I recognized the vessel; more like he was surprised anyone
would.


  “Yeah, it’s a ship, isn’t it?” I said slowly.


  He didn’t answer.


  “From the pre-war days…? Before the days of the nine cities?”


  Still, he said nothing, so I went on,


  “We studied them at Universi—”


  “Just be quiet and keep up.” He turned away curtly and continued his trudge.


  I steeled my teeth. Maybe Markers, with their great technological advancement, didn’t have need to study the pre-war days, the way we lowly prags did.


  Tch!


  Luckily the lake didn’t get much deeper from there. It plateaued and even thinned in terms of metallic litter, though every once in a while, a random piece would still tear at my boot.


  Leaving them on had been a good decision.


  The nearer we moved to the ship, the more curious I became about Crash’s interest with it. Ships like this hadn’t existed for hundreds of years. There was no way one had survived this long out here. Either my history was off, or this was a replica.


  Was it the ship itself Crash was after, or was there something within the decayed frame he was hoping to find?


  ‘I will kill you, Zillow Stone. But first, you are going to help me find something.’


  Those were Crash’s exact words. Was this ship the ‘something’? I doubted it. I hadn’t done much to help him find it. Still, I had to consider the possibility that if it were the infamous something, I’d soon be fair game.


  I’d keep my katar readily accessible, just in case.


  The ship was sizeable, enough so, that even though the back half was damaged and decayed, the front part was intact enough for us to seek entry. Crash and I opted to climb up the side. As there were plenty of broken pieces to use as footholds, this should have been easy. But the boat was slanted and partially submerged, and our clothes were heavy with dirty, dripping water. I was out of breath by the time I made it onto the deck. Presently, I took a hearty helping from my canteen, and then began to ring out whatever pieces of clothing I could. Crash didn’t bother. He was preoccupied, and immediately set about the ship, inspecting every loose piece of plank.


  I watched him, ready to quick-draw, until he disappeared below an opening in the floor, and my weapon relaxed against my thigh. I could hear him splashing and clunking around below the deck.


  I kicked over an old crate, uncovering a stretch of rope. I collected it into a bundle for future use and set off to see what other supplies I might be able to scavenge. A metal bucket with a hole in it… a mess of dirtied strips of fabric that had, by the looks of it, been used as a nest or bed at one point. The cabin of the ship was mostly submerged, the entrance lost in rubble, but if I could pry the decayed boards of the back area away, I might be able to get inside.


  While Crash continued to thump around the bottomside of the ship, I held my katar before me like a knight’s sword.


  “Sorry about this.”


  Though designed for flesh, the blade slid between the softened wood with ease.


  I began to wrest and wrench until a part of the wood came loose. Beneath the damp boards were stronger pieces. I hacked and clawed at them until my weapon had done all it could do without causing itself injury. I set off to find a strip of metal long and thin enough for prying. The first wasn’t strong enough; it bent under the pressure. The second did the trick. With a heave of my full weight, the last piece of stubborn board wrenched free of its fastenings.


  I’d opened a narrow hole into the cabin.


  Crash had yet to emerge from below the deck.


  Maybe he drowned, I thought.


  I looked to the deck floor until hearing the unholy one clamor at something below.


  “Damn,” I muttered.


  I entered the dark space. The cabin was large, though the front half was submerged, leaving only a portion accessible. The insides had been picked over, for the most part, save for larger pieces of furniture that served little purpose for those like us who were on the run. Still, I managed to find a few old books sitting atop a high shelf. Two were in readable condition, though it was too dark to leaf through them now. I stowed them in my backpack to look at later. If they ended up being dead weight, I’d simply toss them. Among my other findings, I collected a sack of something that felt like seeds or beads, another grouping of rope, and a rolled piece of parchment that was suspiciously intact.


  Satisfied that I’d found everything interesting enough to take, I started for the opening.


  That’s when it caught my eye.


  A knapsack, dangling by a strap, was hung upon the back wall, slightly to the left of the hole I’d created. Light from the open hole betrayed that the sack was out of place. It was a modern design, complete with a zippered pouch across the front.


  Whether or not this ship was planted, that sack undoubtedly was.


  I considered the fact that it might be a trap. If there were booby-traps at the sunken plant, and also at the sinking pits where Alaranda was infected, there was a good chance there were traps in a place like this, too. The sack was too high to reach on my own. I pulled a divan towards the cabin opening and hoisted myself up for a better look. First prodding the sack with the tip of my weapon, and getting no response, I inspected the area for tripwire. Once satisfied that there was nothing out of the ordinary, besides the sack itself, I drew in a deep breath and began to saw at the strap holding the sack in place.


  Though tired from its earlier crowbarring, my katar did its job, slicing clean through the strap, and allowing the sack to fall into my possession. I hopped from the divan and dipped outside.


  “There you are.” Crash was cross-legged on the ground, soaking wet and wearing a sour expression.


  It was too late to conceal my findings. My Marker’s eyes darted to the knapsack, and immediately started to gleam. He rolled into a crouch. “What have you got there, kitten?”


  Without waiting for an answer, he nimbly jumped to his feet and started at me in a predatory saunter.


  I gripped my katar in preparation. If this was THE thing, the end-all item Crash wanted my help finding, then there was a chance he would soon try to kill me.


  I tossed the knapsack at his feet, fingers clutching tighter the hilt of my weapon.


  “Careful!” Crash lunged at the knapsack, picking it up delicately between his dirtied hands.


  He proceeded to undo the knot and stretch the mouth of the sack. Gently and cautiously, he tipped the sack upright and let the contents slip into his open palm.


  Gambits. A tube of mediglue. A lighter. A small container of pills. And a tiny square thing I’d never seen before. Of all of the sack’s contents, this was what Crash was most interested in; and at any rate, he was far more interested in IT than in attacking me. He removed his tablet from his belt and slid the square into a slot on the side. The contacts in his eyes flared up brightly in response.


  In the aftermath, he stood stiffly, eyes lit extraterrestrial-like and staring at the space directly next to me.


  And then he began to act very strange.


  He tipped his head to the side, as though he were listening to something. He looked freaky that way, as if possessed by an actual demon. I strained my ears, yet could hear nothing but the creaking of the rotting vessel. He concentrated hard on the empty space beside me, and then eventually shook out his hair and gave out a perturbed laugh, apparently interacting with something that wasn’t there:


  “Damn it, Keegan. You’re joking. Sorry, my ass.” Shaking his head a second time, he exhaled, folded his arms and began to tap his foot. “Oh, is that all? Moronic, good-for-nothing…” He continued a muttered string of insults until his contacts ebbed to their original state, leaving only the iciness of his irises behind.


  He stowed the sack’s contents, then turned to me. “Come on.”


  I rooted myself. “What was that?”


  Crash glowered. Whatever had just happened, it had turned him even sourer. “I said come on.”


  But when I wouldn’t give up my ground, he let out a displeased sigh and then set off in a hasty ramble:


  “It was a microdrive. It allows you to see a pre-recorded projection of someone. This particular person had a message for me and set a new beacon destination for us. Curiosity satisfied?”


  He said it so quickly that it took time to digest.


  Keegan. Keegan’s drops.


  This was one of Keegan’s drops.


  The third if I believed what I’d overheard Crash tell Rice at the waterwheel.


  A wave of understanding fell over me.


  The reason my Marker had obtained an expensive gambit like the Poi-7 so quickly into the game, much to Theo’s disbelief, wasn’t by his own achievement. It had been left for him. Similarly, the reason he hadn’t used the mediglue on himself that first time we’d met wasn’t because he’d ‘lent it to a friend’; it was because he hadn’t gotten it yet… from one of his drops.


  I felt cheated.


  I was at a disadvantage in this game, and it was because this Keegan person had assisted Crash from the get-go. What better position would I be in, had I been able to collect these little care packages from an ally along the way? The whole reason I’d been taken captive in the first place was because of his alarming collection of gambits—gambits he hadn’t even had to earn, apparently.


  All of my frustration from our days of tension released at once.


  With a guttural exclamation, I charged at him. “Cheat!”


  He countered, making contact with my ribcage. “Whatever are you talking about?”


  I slashed at him, catching the shoulder of his jumpsuit with the tip of my blade. He retaliated by catching my wrist and wringing it behind my back. “STOP. NOW,” he commanded.


  I was incensed, my blood hot. And I wasn’t about to back down. As we continued to wrestle, his body hit the outer wall of the cabin with a thunk! I slammed him into it once more before he took me in reprisal and threw me to the ground.


  “If I had used all of the resources available to me, you would have been dead long ago, Zillow Stone! Why do you think I let you go after we met that plated beast?!”


  I wasn’t holding back. I grabbed him around the legs and took him down with me. I came over him, reaching for my weapon, prepared to follow through—prepared to allow it its duty. Crash kicked my katar from my hand, but not before I drew blood. He clutched his torn arm and spat,


  “I believe you will be of use to me, but if you continue to be a nuisance I will end you!”


  I refused to be paraded around like a pet. I wouldn’t be used. Not by someone like him.


  I threw him off of me and rolled over him. “No more.” I caught his eyes and held them in place dangerously. “I also have the power to end you, Crasstofer Rade. Don’t you dare think I don’t!”


  I was over him, while he clutched his wound. I’d never felt more powerful. I’d never been more powerful. I could end him; I knew I could. I could win the game and go home a legend.


  We were dirty and damp and the air had started to chill. Crash said nothing. He stared up at me in that vacant way.


  Kill him, Zillow Stone. Do it now.


  I could. In any number of ways. But for whatever reason, I was stuck, again by some invisible, magnetic force. It was the words:


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  They were controlling me; keeping me from doing what I must.


  I realized then that Crash’s eyes weren’t necessarily vacant. The light quality of them made them seem that way, but in reality, they were fixated on me with intensity. They were fierce. They were conveying something that I felt deep in the core of my abdomen.


  He released his bleeding bicep and drew his hand to the curve of my back.


  I didn’t flinch, and I didn’t protest.


  I swallowed an unnaturally loud swallow. It sounded in my ears.


  “You’re horrible,” I told him.


  The corner of his mouth twitched, amused, before falling into seriousness, as he brought his body to mine. At the same time, he drew me to himself via the hand at my back, stopping only when our faces were an inch or less apart.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  The boiling I’d felt in my blood earlier was still there, but it transitioned into a hot thudding that swelled at my fingertips and resounded in my head. The sound of my own beating pulse overtook everything else as Crash neared his face closer and pressed his warm mouth to the corner of mine.


  




  Chapter 10


  Who is Keegan?


  



  I hated him. More than I ever had. Because now I couldn’t look at him without picturing what had happened.


  “Temporary insanity,” he claimed, but I caught him staring at me more often than usual.


  We spent the night in the sand ship before making the disgusting trudge through the lake. We were silent, for the most part. I couldn’t look at him, let alone acknowledge him. After our… mishap, my mindset changed. I didn’t fear turning my back to him in the slightest, and I found myself going on long tangents in my mind that usually ended in floating whales.


  He, meanwhile, continued to watch me whenever he could, sometimes softly, other times harsh.


  Once we reached dry land again, we cleaned up as best we could. We decided to avoid waystations unless absolutely necessary. The threat of the drones remained, though we hadn’t seen one since the swarm.


  The farther out we went, the more vague Theo’s sketches on my map became. And one that should have been there wasn’t—not even the guidepost, which was supposed to have been at the foot of an alp. Either my measurement was off, or Theo had fully blundered in his estimation.


  In a rare outburst of speech, Crash promised that there was fresh water in our future, but he refused to tell me where. For now, we drank whatever dirty rainwater we could find, following up with TUM-EX pills, to keep from becoming ill. Crash continued to move in whatever direction Keegan had instructed, and I continued to follow him, contemplating everything from my own existence to the reason a particular hair fell a particular way against his neck. This is what our journey had come to: a nameless quest led by a faceless person, in search of an invisible something.


  And always, the mishap of the sand ship hung over us.


  Eventually, I gave up trying to pry him for information.


  The mood was uncomfortable.


  No, it was downright awkward.


  …


  One night, we lit a fire, easily detectable under normal circumstances, though we were positioned strategically amongst the remains of a small city, shielded by mountains of wreckage.


  The heat from the fire felt good. I sat too close, inhaled the woody scent, and counted how long I’d been out here.


  “16 days.”


  “Hm?” Crash looked up from mending his jumpsuit.


  “Nothing,” I said. It felt longer than 16 days. Much. I wondered how many SPs I’d acquired so far. Not many, if they were based on speed and distance kept from one’s Marker.


  The fire crackled.


  Crash kept his sights on me. “Zillow.”


  I saw him out of the corner of my eye, but kept my stare set on the devouring flames. “What?”


  “What emotions are you experiencing?”


  More of this.


  “Nothing out of the ordinary,” I said.


  “What about when—”


  “NO.” There was no way I was about to let him bring up the mishap. That was an off-limits topic; one we would never discuss again.


  He furrowed his brow and chewed at his lip in concentration. He looked like a child, contemplating the workings of birth.


  I leaned backwards in an armchair I’d recovered from one of the decayed dwellings, determined to ignore him. By the look of the innards poking obtrusively from the chair’s cushion, an animal or two had nested within at some point. I’d made sure all creatures, both living and dead, had vacated before dragging it to the fireside.


  “So…” I stared into the foggy night sky. “You seem talkative tonight.”


  He didn’t respond.


  “Is it because you’re ready to tell me what’s going on?”


  Still he didn’t answer.


  “If you truly want my help finding something, Crash, it would be in your best interest to tell me what it is. I’m not much good to you as I am now. I have skills that are going to waste, being left in the dark like this.”


  Was it an olive branch of my cooperation?


  Maybe.


  Crash was silent a moment longer, before, barely audible, he admitted something small but important:


  “I can’t.”


  “You can’t tell me what you’re after out here?” I said.


  “Just be quiet.”


  “Fine,” I said, crossly.


  Why even bring it up then?


  The flames drew my attention, saffron and slightly haematic at the reddest parts. The smoke blew at me, but I didn’t move, merely clenched my eyes and held my breath until it passed. When I opened my eyes again, my Marker was standing, back turned to me, and looking into the distance. In his right hand, he’d taken up a gathering of his shirt, near his chest.


  I’d seen him do that before.


  “You go first,” he said.


  I narrowed my eyes at him in an attempt to discern what he was playing at. “What?” I wasn’t in the mood for games.


  He didn’t turn to look at me. “Tell me everything and I will see what I can do,” he said.


  Tell him… everything? About what?


  “I’m not sure what you—”


  “What does the mark on your hand mean?” he interrupted. “What does all of this mean?” He gestured to the horizon.


  A strange thing to ask, and out of nowhere too. After days of silence together, he wanted to philosophize? I supposed it couldn’t hurt. I wasn’t getting any answers using my own antics.


  “It isn’t a war,” I said slowly, “though I considered that once. No, it’s penance, isn’t it? A sacrifice so that our city can have access to your power.” I thought deeper. “On the narrower scope, it’s the unprivileged bending to oppression. But it’s also a game. I’m just not certain for whose amusement—yours or your Director’s.”


  “Hmph.” Crash threw a haughty look over his shoulder. “As I told you before, I do not believe it’s for anyone’s amusement.”


  “Just penance, then,” I said quietly.


  “And have you ever considered that we are the ones paying penance?”


  He was speaking of himself and the other Western Markers. Surely he was kidding. I watched for a tell.


  But he betrayed none and soon took to staring again at the horizon. “I wouldn’t expect a hotheaded woman like you to comprehend, but what if it isn’t about penance or amusement?”


  “Then what?” I said. “You said before you thought they were ‘weeding’ us out. What for, if not for penance or amusement?”


  “Training.”


  “Training?” I questioned. “What kind?”


  He shrugged. “How should I know?”


  I clamped my teeth in annoyance. A lot of sense that made. The fire licked at me, persuaded into it by the wind. That same wind mussed at the back of Crash’s scarlet hair. Hair like fire. Like the very fire dancing between us.


  “There was a story my grandfather told me once,” I muttered.


  Crash didn’t move.


  I don’t know why I started it. Maybe I was hungry for conversation. If so, it was uncharacteristic. I’d always been happy to be alone with my thoughts. Maybe it was the wind and flames that drew it from me.


  Or maybe it was those bewitching words that had taken hold of me:


  It is important to think about your—


  “On the edge of a desert, one flower bloomed,” I said hastily, to cover the intruding thought, “with petals of pink and a stalk of green. Far, far away, on the opposite side of the desert, another flower bloomed. Its stalk was gray, its petals black as inky night. The two flowers never knew of each other, and the desert liked it that way. It kept them separate for many, many years, until one day, when a great sandstorm arose. The winds tore a petal from the pink flower and flung it across the stretch of sand, reeling and whirling, and when things were settled again, the pink petal drifted from the sky, landing in front of the black flower. The black flower saw the beauty of the pink flower it had never met and it lusted. You are like that pink flower, Zillow, my grandfather told me. And one day, the black rose will come for you.”


  Crash was now staring at me again as he so often did. He pointed a skeptical finger at the center of his own chest, where he’d previously been holding onto the fabric. “I am the black rose?” He chortled. “Sorry to disappoint you, Zillow Stone, but you are no flower.”


  I rolled my eyes at him. I knew I wasn’t a flower. Not really. If anything I was a thorn.


  “Flowers are delicate and easily plucked,” Crash went on. “That is not you.”


  “What, then, a weed?”


  “If you want to be,” Crash sneered. “Fine by me. You’re as resilient as one, anyway. I was thinking more like a tree.”


  Trees were okay, I supposed.


  The fire sparked in agreement.


  “I told you something,” I said. “Now will you tell me who Keegan is?”


  Crash took a seat, resting his elbows on his knees and folding his hands and leaning in towards the fire. He was gearing up to say something. I waited, trying not to show my anticipation. “I will tell you…”


  I leaned in.


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “Bastard.”


  He held up a finger. “Ah, ah, ah. Not so fast. I cannot tell you, but I might be able to…” He put his hands in the air at either side of his face and began wiggling his fingers, expression reluctant and dull.


  What the…?


  “You mean you might be able to show me?” I guessed. He exhaled loudly and let his wiggling fingers fall. I’d take that as a yes. “How?”


  He dug his heels into the dirt and again took up a helping of his shirt at the chest. “Ask me.”


  I didn’t trust him. And I didn’t feel like playing into whatever trap he was laying for me, but I couldn’t resist the possibility that he might tell me something. “Who is Keegan?” I asked, jawbone tight.


  Crash stared at the fire and shrugged.


  Pointless.


  “Try harder,” he grumbled. Again, he brought his hand to his chest and seemed to be clenching at something beneath his shirt.


  Strange.


  “What is this? Are you ‘forbidden’ from telling me? Is it some religious thing?” I folded my arms with skepticism. He’d told me other things, hadn’t he?


  Not much, though. Particularly not about his homeland and past.


  In the absence of an answer, I considered that maybe he really was forbidden from telling me, knowing full well that I might be falling for his manipulation. Chloe had said they weren’t allowed to talk about Western City. If that was the case, who was enforcing that rule? What sort of punishment could be enacted out here?


  But Crash’s strange behavior compelled me to ask again.


  I tried a different approach: “Is Keegan a friend?”


  Without meeting my gaze, Crash shook his head ever so slightly.


  “Classmate?”


  Again, he shook his head ‘no’ with the smallest gesture possible.


  “…Relative?”


  This time Crash didn’t shake his head ‘no’—but he couldn’t bring himself to nod ‘yes’ either.


  A relative? I thought.


  ‘I had a brother.’


  Crash had admitted it once. He’d even admitted that his brother had been a Marker. “Is Keegan your brother?” I asked slowly, watching for any signs of an answer. Crash neither nodded nor shook his head, but he immediately latched his eyes on mine and held them with potency. He looked like he was trying to push an invisible force into me with his stare.


  My stomach jolted.


  “Is that… the ‘thing’ you want me to help you find?” It occurred to me for the first time that maybe the something wasn’t a ‘thing’ at all, but a person.


  Crash swallowed but kept his stare interlocked on mine, crystalizing the air between us with ice; ever, he clutched a handful of his jumpsuit at the chest.


  “Your brother was a Marker…” I said more to myself than to him. “He entered the game before you… and you don’t know what happened to him. But you’re trying to find him.” I scrutinized him. “Is that it?”


  It was a stretch, but something in Crash’s concentration relayed that I might not be that far off.


  “He knew you would follow him into the wasteland someday,” I continued, “so he left a trail for you. One you’re following in hopes that it’ll bring you to him.”


  Crash shrugged again. “Couldn’t say.”


  I went on, “And for some reason, you think you have better chance if I’m with you? I mean, I am fastest and strongest, so…”


  “Pft,” he scoffed.


  I was sure of it now. Keegan was Crash’s brother—the ‘something’ Crash had been after all along—the one he wanted me to help him find.


  “All right.” I nodded. “Got it. But, Crash, why can’t you tell me in words?”


  It was too much for my Marker. He broke the connection by tearing his eyes away and seeking harbor in the crackling fire. “Enough,” he snapped, releasing his shirt. “Go to sleep. I will keep first watch.”


  “I’m not tired,” I said flatly. My mind was racing.


  But before I could start dissecting all that Crash ‘hadn’t’ told me, I was distracted by something shooting through the air, just behind Crash’s scarlet head.


  I leapt from the armchair. “On your guard!”


  But before I could even draw my weapon, the silver thing zipped through the fire, bullet-like, coming straight at me, but to a stop immediately before making contact with my face.


  It was a silver ball, hovering upon a discular cloud of dense light, and with a minute triangle poking from its front, resembling a beak. I’d seen one before.


  “A loomer?” I questioned, frowning.


  Crash sprinted over, and cocked his head at the bird-like object before dropping to his knees and gathering up a long, skinny stick that reminded me somewhat of Alaranda. Then he rose and began prodding at the loomer with deep curiosity. “What is that?”


  I swatted him away. “Shh!”


  The loomer’s body made a series of computing noises—‘revving up’ as Theo had termed it—before starting its prerecorded message: “DELIVER TO ZILLOW STONE.”


  Disbelief and recognition hit me at the same time.


  That voice!


  “MESSAGE: Zilluptious! It’s me, Theo. I hope you’re okay, for realsies. Look, if you aren’t dead or anything, I need your help. Come to Plot 7, ASAP, okay? I put it on your map. You’re never gonna believe what we found. It’s INSANE.” There was garbled shouting in the background. “A-anyway, I gotta go. I’ll be waiting, so get here as soon as you can, okay? END.”


  Upon delivering the message, the light beneath the bird dissipated. Suffering shock, I reached out, and let it fall gingerly into my hand. Then, I just stood, staring at the silver ball that had reverted to its original form, not comprehending fully what had just happened.


  Theo was alive. He was okay. And now I knew where he was.


  




  Chapter 11


  Legs


  



  “This is a mistake.”


  “If you don’t want to come with me, you don’t have to,” I said.


  Crash played with his hair. “And let you off on your own? Now, why would I do that? If I’m going to be the one to kill you, I can’t let you go running off and getting killed by something else, can I?”


  “Yet you’re not trying to stop me, either,” I said, suspicious.


  “Let’s just say that my destination and yours are not that far off,” said Crash. “But it is still a mistake.”


  He was probably right. This probably was a mistake. Maybe even a trap.


  But I had to go. I couldn’t explain it. I’d been thinking about Theo constantly since our separation. I needed to make sure he was okay. And for whatever reason, Crash was letting me go to him. It hadn’t even been a discussion. He’s simply asked me to show him Plot 7, and then started in that direction.


  He’d been behaving different ever since the mishap…


  I caught myself looking at his mouth again.


  I considered taking up self-flagellation.


  “At your precious ‘University’ didn’t they ever tell you not to listen to fluttering balls that come to you in the night?” my Marker droned.


  I ignored him, shoving my map at his face. “Wouldn’t you say Plot 7 is a day’s hike from here?”


  “If you are to trust those scribblings.” Crash turned up his nose. “Is that supposed to be a 7?”


  I tilted the map sideways. “Yes.”


  We continued through the daylight, bantering off and on. Crash trotted at my side, neither leading nor chasing. The changing color of my mark no longer got my attention. Red. Green. It was all the same. I was more focused on external things—overhead noise that might turn out to be a drone. Distant thudding that could be a wildland beast. I completely ignored the fact that the greatest threat was right at my side.


  This wasn’t safe thinking. Crash was ‘letting’ me go to Theo, but I couldn’t forget what he was—a Marker, an unholy one, a Western demon.


  I couldn’t let myself get too comfortable.


  But it was hard not to. It was hard to see him as a hunter, when after our fireside conversation, he was looking more and more like a boy searching for his older brother. It was hard when I thought about falling meerkats. It was hard when I thought about what had happened on the sand ship.


  And it was hard when I could picture it happening again.


  Focus, Zillow Stone.


  …


  Eventually, we came to a place where a deep chasm interrupted the earth, the proportion of which was much smaller than it should have been on my map. Theo had made it look like a valley that could easily be passed around, or even traveled through, but in reality, the gorge was far deeper and longer.


  I stood at the edge and peered downward, and immediately regretted it. The bottom was coated in darkness and too far away to discern. I took a step backward, queasy in the aftermath. Heights weren’t a problem, normally, but a fall of that magnitude was enough to put anyone on edge. The chasm stretched to the left and right as far as I could see. Going around would create several additional days of travel, but there didn’t seem to be another option.


  A ‘day’s hike’ to Plot 7 had been a wild underestimation.


  I swallowed my discomfort. “Thanks for the warning, Theo.”


  I started to analyze which direction would be the better way around, but Crash was already moving along the cliffside. I followed his line of vision, where something silver glinted in the distance. He was jogging towards it with certainty, and looked back only to bid me to hurry.


  “I would have been faster if you’d given warning before hurrying away,” I griped—to myself, apparently, as he was much too far away to hear me.


  The glinting thing continued to glint in the distance, catching the light in a blinding way. When we got close enough, I realized that it was the base of a contraption, a sizeable one. A small cart was docked along the side of the cliff, where a structure housing a crank had been secured into the ground. The glinting was the sunlight-exposed metal pieces holding this structure together.


  “There.”


  Crash pointed to the opposite side, where a similar structure was built into the side of the chasm. By some feat of power, someone had crafted a system of cables, which connected the two stations. Three sets in total, these ran perilously over the hungry mouth of the abyss.


  At first, I didn’t understand the function of it.


  Crash wound the crank. The cable lines began to jiggle. Upon further investigation, we found that the crank was for retrieval of carts along the cables. It was a transportation device. By winding the handle, it was possible to retrieve a cart from one of three tracks, and we figured it could even be used to call a cart all the way from the other station, if necessary. The carts themselves were fitted with similar cranks, so that passengers could propel themselves over the opening, from one side to another.


  If they were daring enough.


  One of the carts was already docked on our side. The second was out a ways over the opening, abandoned—optimistically speaking, by someone at one of the cliff stations, and not by a passenger, mid-ride. The cart from the third track wasn’t visible, probably docked at the opposite station, or very near to it.


  Within the cart nearest to us, there were two seats, each facing inward toward the crank.


  “That would stand to reason that it can hold the weight of two people,” I said to Crash, chin in hand. “Don’t you think?”


  “Depends on their weight,” said Crash.


  That wasn’t comforting.


  From there, we spent several minutes in debate over taking one cart, two, or foregoing the cables altogether and adding days onto our trek, the idea of which wasn’t ideal, if Theo were in some kind of danger.


  I reeled the station crank, which was reluctant at first, until the abandoned cart traveled to where we were. I reeled it the opposite way and watched it travel to the far side before recalling it again. Afterwards, we filled the two carts on our side with rocks, and reeled them back over the opening, inspecting the strength of the cables and steadiness of the carts. After several test runs, Crash spoke up.


  “I’m for it. You?”


  Not wholly, but if it worked, we’d be over the gorge in a matter of minutes, shaving days off of our journey to Theo.


  “I think it will be fine,” said Crash. “We have a similar system in my homeland. I’ve witnessed cables more worn carry loads much heavier.”


  A rare offering of information on the unholy city. I opened my mouth to inquire what the cable carts were used for there, but snapped it shut as Crash dexterously hoisted himself into one of the carts and reached out his hand for mine.


  I had a small urge to begin cranking him away into the distance.


  But his eyes were fearless, piercing, evenly set on mine. He was compelling me to take his hand. The bottom of my abdomen felt heavy, like I’d recently swallowed a stone.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  Before I knew I was doing it, I’d taken his palm and hopped into the cart, which swayed from the momentum of receiving my weight.


  The regret came instantly.


  Crash saw it on my face and began to pedal us away from the edge of the cliff as furiously as he could. There was no turning back. I was trapped within a tiny cart as it dangled over the unseen depths of a canyon. With this realization, I cemented myself to the inward-facing seat, while an evil gleam shone over Crash’s eyes. He was taking pleasure in my discomfort. I refused to give him that.


  As the cart propelled over the opening, I kept my jaw tight and pretended to look out over the abyss, keeping my sight, however, set high enough so as not to see the drop. I took interest in an unassuming part of the cliff’s wall that we were unsteadily traveling away from.


  I was a brave person. I had, and would continue to, endure feats worse than this.


  The cable cart jolted with each turn of the crank, as if to banter my resolve. It chugged along jerkingly to the point where I suspected that Crash might be doing it on purpose, to get a rise out of me. Intentional or not, he was giving me more reason to slay him than ever before.


  “I will defeat you,” I told him, while I kept my gaze firmly planted on that same stretch of rock.


  “We’ll see,” he said. I hated the way his words moved through his teeth, calculated and at the same time effortless.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  “Like hell.” I plugged a finger into one of my ears, but the other hand was needed for holding on to my seat, in case the cart decided to sway too drastically.


  “What?” Crash tipped his head to the side.


  “Nothing.”


  I returned my attention to the stretch of rock that had previously offered me comfort, and shelled myself up, taking a page from clammy Alaranda’s book.


  Only this time the rocky edge of the canyon offered no comfort. This time, there was something there:


  Movement.


  Without a doubt, I saw something move.


  And then I saw another thing move.


  Four things in total were moving.


  “Legs?” I breathed.


  Yes, I didn’t want to admit it, but the movement was attributed to legs. Long, spider-like legs, each one eight or more feet long, were scuttling up the wall, ascending from the depths of the chasm, connected in the center by an egg-like body.


  I’d seen something similar during my first days in the wasteland. Theo and I had encountered one upturned in the desert. Only this one was disturbingly alive. Well, not alive, really. Theo had said that Crawlers weren’t part-animal like the melded beasts of the wilds; they were entirely machine, once used in the transportation of goods.


  If that was the case, this crawler should have no reason to come after us.


  Why, then, did I get the feeling it was moving towards the wire?


  No, it was my imagination. There were remnants of the war scattered all over the wilderness. It didn’t mean all of them were out to get us. I’d grown paranoid. I had to be careful or it would throw off my senses.


  The forced consolation was fleeting, however, as I realized that the crawler wasn’t alone. There was another, this one with five legs, scuttling up the darkness a short distance from the first; and another even further down the wall.


  In fact, there were dozens of them in motion.


  Instinct kicked in.


  “Faster,” I told Crash, not bothering to explain.


  He made some remark about how he was doing all the work, so I took the crank from him and began to frantically pedal us away from the wall of crawlers. I imagined thousands of spider-like machines scurrying around in the darkness of the canyon. I imagined them wild from years of neglect. I imagined them bloodthirsty.


  “Slow down!” Crash put his hand over mine. “You’ll snag up the cable!”


  “Remove your hand,” I demanded. I elbowed him out of the way and continued to wind the crank. Faster and faster and faster, until—


  The cart gave a jerk along the wire, sending a wave through the whole of the cable, leaving us swinging dangerously in the aftermath.


  “I told you.” Crash’s mouth was at my ear. “Let me do this.” But when I wouldn’t budge, he placed his warm hand over mine and forced it to move the crank and added, “I see them. I noticed when we first got here. They are on the opposite side, also.”


  My body tensed up. “And still you allowed us to enter the canyon?”


  “Hmph.” Crash’s amusement was apparent. “Do not tell me the ferocious Zillow Stone is afraid of crawling things.”


  I wasn’t afraid of them. I was cautious. And this situation was a risky one to be in.


  “Admit it. You don’t like the way they scuttle,” Crash mocked. “The way each leg clacks against the crag, like a separate entity from the body.”


  I gritted my teeth.


  “You picture what would happen if they were to take hold of you. Would they stab you through the belly with their pincers?”


  There were pincers? I hadn’t seen any pincers! I wrinkled my face in disgust and focused my eyes to the floor.


  “It makes one marvel over how many are down there. Hundreds? Thousands? Are they all piled upon one another in the depths?”


  “Shut up.”


  Crash’s side was pressed against mine. His hair tickled at my neck.


  “Why do you suppose they’ve all chosen this place to nest? Tourist trap?”


  I’d never before feared crawling things. Insects and the like didn’t bother me, but there was something about this position that made me feel more vulnerable than ever before. Maybe it was the inability to see a way out. Maybe it was the lack of control. I could foresee the danger, but I couldn’t calculate a way against it.


  This wasn’t normal.


  I couldn’t help my squirminess. And the more I tried to resist it, the harder it came on.


  And Crash delighted in it.


  I would get him back for this, if it cost me my life.


  “If you fell over the side, do you suppose they would catch you before you reached the ground?” His mouth was warm against my ear. “Do you suppose they are capable of leaping from the wall?”


  “I will end you.”


  My Marker’s hand continued to bind mine to the crank as he wheeled it around and around and—


  The cart halted abruptly.


  My eyes flew upwards.


  Somehow, we were at the other side of the chasm.


  In lieu of Crash’s teasing, I hadn’t realized just how fast we were going. Even as I foresaw the worst outcomes, we’d been swiftly traveling towards safety. And we’d made it all the way along the cables, unharmed.


  Foolishness swept over me. I’d lost my head. I’d let him get to me. And in doing so, I’d appeared sickeningly weak.


  “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” My Marker said it equably. Then, he hopped from the cart and reached out his hand. “Come on.”


  Unspoken rage welled in my throat. I didn’t need his assistance. I let myself out of the cable cart, snubbing the hand he offered me. Once out, I looked down over the side of the abyss, and found the crawlers widely uninterested in us. Some of them clackered here and there, but none seemed to move with any real intention.


  The perceived crawler attack had all been in my head.


  This did nothing to quash my foolishness. I let out a leveling exhale and turned from the canyon.


  Foolish, Zillow Stone. Keep your head.


  I started away from the canyon and endeavor as a whole, allotting to push it to the corners of memory, but noticed Crash lagging behind. I threw him a scowl. “Are you happy?”


  I expected him to mock me, and so was premeditatedly thinking of comebacks to make myself feel better, but he did no such thing. Instead, his behavior was unexpected.


  Gaze piercing, he marched right over to where I stood and flicked me in the side of the arm. “Everyone fears something, Zillow Stone.”


  And that was all he said. I placed my hand over the place he’d just flicked. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was a shot at comforting me. But why should he, when he’d been the one attributing to my discomfort, just moments earlier?


  Unless—


  I thought of his mouth pressed to my ear, of his hand securely over mine, and of his body sidled against me.


  —the things he said… had been to distract me?


  I watched him saunter away, tugging listlessly at the side of his hair as he went. Was it really possible that he’d manipulated my own rage against me as a coping mechanism?


  Whether or not that was true, my anger melted into something foreign. It was an embarrassed, soft emotion that I had no name for, one uninvited.


  We tramped on in silence, though the theory lingered.


  The rest of the day was uneventful, save for a solitary drone that was hanging abnormally in the air, bobbing up and down and crashing into the top of trees. “It is malfunctioning,” observed Crash.


  Because I was feeling off from my earlier display of weakness, I felt the need to say something: “Is it just me, or have we been unusually lucky not to have encountered any others since the swarm?”


  “Lucky?” Crash glared at the drone. “Sure.”


  He was right. It was suspicious, and attributing it to luck sounded ignorant. My attempt had backfired, and now I felt even more self-conscious. I tried to think of something else to say, except could come up with nothing, so we kept on again in silence.


  I was aware each time Crash looked at me sidelong.


  Focus, Zillow Stone.


  He was driving me crazy.


  Focus.


  I saw his adam’s apple bob.


  “Arggh!” I took out my frustration on a shrub.


  Crash lurched forward at the shrub, prepped to fight an unseen enemy. “What is it?”


  “I hate you,” I told him flatly.


  I left him standing confused.


  




  Chapter 12


  The Return


  



  After running through mediocre terrain for hours, we at last came to a site suitable for camping. I didn’t bother trying to wash up. It was futile. I was sure I was dirtier than even grubby Theo by this point, and I didn’t want to think about how badly I smelled. Crash had promised fresh water in our future, but since we’d altered our course, I suspected that was no longer on the docket. Our stores of nutrient packets were dwindling by the day. Our clothes were ragged and torn. Theo or not, sooner or later, we were going to have to visit a waystation.


  Crash was prowling around the outside of the campsite—patrolling or scavenging—I chose not to acknowledge him. My fingers rested against the hilt of my weapon. I envisioned charging at him and stabbing him through the middle. My survival would be secured if I just killed him now. Then I would return home to food not eaten from a packet, and water not tainted with bacteria.


  His guard is down. Do it. That’s why you’re out here.


  I argued with myself that if I killed him, though, I’d be playing into the game and the wishes of authorities higher than myself—authorities I was beginning to question.


  No.


  That wasn’t it.


  I didn’t care about defiance, at all. The truth was I just couldn’t act. I’d performed the finishing blow in my head dozens of times, yet I couldn’t bring myself to even make a pass at him, because it was becoming harder and harder to see him as an enemy.


  I was losing my edge.


  When Crash finished his skulking, he came to where I was. He had a blasé attitude about him.


  “Can I help you?” I asked.


  He inspected his nails with dull disinterest. “This Theode person—”


  “Theo.”


  “He was the one with you at that factory.”


  “Correct.”


  “The one apprehended by the presidential army when I found you at Ollopto.”


  Presidential army? He meant the helmeted woman. “Yes,” I said.


  Crash didn’t look up from his hand. “Who is he to you?”


  That was easy. “An infuriating moron.”


  “There seem to be a lot of them from your city.”


  A jab at me. I clenched my mouth.


  We left it at that.


  …


  We started traveling early the next morning, and made it to Plot 7 by afternoon the next day. Plot 7 was nothing out of the ordinary. It was a patch of land similar to Plot 2, even adorned with a similar sad, withered flagpost, the scraps of which had nearly been whipped to shreds by the wind. As we took to scouting out the area, one thing was glaringly apparent right away: Theo was nowhere to be found, nor were there the remains of any encampment.


  Maybe we were too late.


  But I didn’t want to give up that soon. I circled the post, checking for any tracks or clues that may have been left in the dirt, anything that could lead us to Theo’s whereabouts.


  Crash was just starting to grumble about ‘wasting time’ and ‘moving on’—peering through his lenses at whatever location Keegan’s drop had instructed—when we heard a revving sound in the distance.


  I put myself on guard, ears perked for the sounds of mechbeast, and watching the skies for signs of drone. That noise wasn’t something natural. Crash bent himself forward, at the ready, sniffing about the air. “This was a trap,” he said, throwing an invisible accusation in my direction.


  Not necessarily. Whatever the revving was, it was possible it had gotten to Theo before we could. Theo wasn’t that fast, nor was he that strong. Mechbeast fodder was a likely end for him.


  Bzzzzzzzzzzt!


  Before we could formulate any sort of plan, the thing responsible for the revving came zipping over the horizon at top speed, kicking up dust flurries in its wake. It was a hovering automotive, sleek-bodied and flashy, and with a course set directly at us.


  “A zipper!?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “Out here?”


  And this one’s rider intended to run us down, apparently.


  It charged towards us at speeds illegal to Eastern City. We would need to move to the right or to the left, and we’d need to wait until the exact last second if we hoped to throw the zipper off track. I studied the way the rider was leaning. Judging by the slight angle… I made my decision. I threw myself at Crash at the last moment to tackle him out of the way, but he had the same idea; for we collided with each other in the middle, our contradicting momentum keeping us planted where we were, in the direct path of the automotive.


  Fortunately, the zipper veered away at the last nanosecond anyway, narrowly missing us, but spraying us with a showering of sand, before coming to a halt. I spit the sand out and wafted at my eyes. As the sand settled from the air, the rider’s identity came into focus.


  The rider wasn’t wearing a helmet; he was wearing a grin, wide and bright against dirt-stained cheeks. He dropped control of the zipper, by switching it off with his foot and letting it fall to the ground, before hopping over the automotive’s body and opening his arms wide, as though beholding something.


  “Zillerpede!”


  That shit-eating grin was unmistakable.


  “Th-Theodorius?!” I stammered. “Where the hell did you get a zipper? You nearly hit us.”


  “Geez! I wasn’t aiming for you.” Theo’s expression turned dark. “I was aiming for him.”


  My astonishment over Theo’s sudden arrival was sidetracked. “Crash?” I said.


  The Marker bore an expression even darker than Theo’s. Precisely, he looked as though he wanted to tear out Theo’s throat.


  “How did you see us out here?” I diverted.


  Theo proudly pointed a thumb at his chest, where dangled a shiny pair of binoculars. “I’ve been on the lookout for you! I didn’t expect you to be with the big baddie, though. We’ll have to deal with him first before we get down to business, Zillster.” He started to slide one of his hunting knives, which had somehow gained a decorative handle since the last time I’d seen it, from its resting place.


  “Hold on!” I held out a hand. “And don’t call me that.”


  I needed a moment to process. Theo was here, alive, and riding a zipper, no less. He had no knowledge of my current relationship with my Marker. Whatever that was. It was more accurate to say that he had no knowledge of what my Marker and I had been through together. To Theo, Crash was still that sadistic hunter at the sunken plant.


  “Crash and I aren’t playing right now. We’ve come to an agreement.”


  Theo didn’t return his knife. “An agreement?”


  I nodded. “I’ll explain later. The important thing is you’re not allowed to kill him right now.” I turned to Crash authoritatively. “And you’re not allowed to kill Theo either.”


  “Who said anything about kill?” The unholy one was crouched forward, gleaming callously.


  “No maiming, either,” I said.


  Crash straightened. “As you wish, kitten.” Except, I couldn’t help but notice the way his eyes lingered hazardously on Theo’s neck.


  Theo’s mouth fell open grossly. “Kitten?”


  “Shut up. Anyway—” I couldn’t contain it any longer. I marched over to where he stood and set a hand on his shoulder. “It’s good to see you. I was worried.” I couldn’t bear anything more than that. I wanted to tell him how much I’d thought about him, how much I’d worried, and how I’d missed him, even, but I couldn’t. There was a force in my throat that caught my emotion before it was released. Theo’s eyes were as deep as the last time I’d seen them. Soft and doe-like, they stared back at me until starting to glisten with moisture.


  “Aw, Zill!” Theo pounced at me, throwing his arms around my body in a wide embrace. “I missed that stone-cold face of yours!”


  “Off.”


  But it felt kind of not so bad.


  Theo pulled away, wiped his face on his shoulder, and said, “R-right.”


  I cleared my throat, this time placing a hand on either of his shoulders, and told him, “I missed you, too.” My face felt flush. I couldn’t meet his eyes.


  Pride was a funny thing.


  But I was trying.


  It only set Theo off into another burst of emotion. “Zillentine!” Before I knew it, my face was squished to his chest and his arms were tightly around me again, and he was rambling off about our ‘partnership’ and how much it meant to him.


  “OFF,” I commanded.


  Crash was staring at us blank-faced; although, I saw the corner of his forehead pulsing with a vein I’d never noticed before.


  “Now, then.” I positioned myself between the two boys, keeping one eye on Crash, ready to act if necessary. “What happened after that helmeted woman found you at Waystation Ollopto? Were you taken captive? And where’s Chloe?”


  Theo looked as though he’d just remembered something very important. “That’s right! Zillow, I have SO much to tell you. It’s kiiind of a big deal. But I want to wait to tell you the plan until we get back to camp. That’s where Chloe is now.”


  “The plan?” I said.


  With that, Theo grew a smile that was wide with cunning. “Chloe and I… we’re gonna burn this mother to the ground.”


  




  Chapter 13


  I’m Not the One You Need to Worry About


  



  Theo offered to let me ride on his zipper with him—hinting under his breath that we should leave Crash in the dust—but I declined, opting to walk. Crash and I followed behind Theo as he zippered here and there, performing risky tricks while waiting for us to catch up.


  “It could still be a trap,” said Crash, watching Theo with apparent disdain.


  “I know. But I don’t think it is. I trust Theo.”


  “You aren’t the trusting type.”


  That was true. But still—“I trust him.”


  Theo cut in front of us on his zipper, before disappearing into the distance, only to come zooming back at us moments later.


  “But he’s still an idiot,” I said.


  Crash grunted.


  Again, the Marker was letting me do as I pleased. And I had a feeling that this time, we weren’t even moving in the same direction as his beacon. He kept glancing over his shoulder, muttering this and that, and appearing stormy.


  Why, then, was he going along with this?


  “What do you want, Zillow Stone?”


  I’d been staring at him.


  “Nothing,” I said.


  Theo led us through the desert a short distance, to what appeared to be a cave at the foot of a rising plateau. There, he released his zipper from hover and waited for us to catch up. The cave’s mouth was slim—a fissure in the side of the incline, easy to miss if just passing by.


  “In here!” The grubby boy was fidgety with excitement.


  I trusted him, but my weapon was wary. It called my fingers to its side, just in case.


  Crash stayed back a ways, trailing Theo and I as we entered the passage. Upon entering the darkness, I noticed something abnormal. “Theo, your mark is out!” No, not quite. But next to mine, it was faint, the green glow of it just barely visible.


  “Yeah. Long story.” Theo thought a moment. “That reminds me. Here—” He fished about in his pack until removing his small leather binder of gambits, leafing through it before locating a 60-Min S Decoy, which he held to my hand. My mark flickered blue twice before returning to soft, fluttering red. “Just in case,” he said, with a definite nod.


  My Marker was already with us, so who was this misdirection for?


  Theo looked as though he wanted to blurt something, but he was holding back, and judging by the way he kept peeking back at my Marker, I assumed why.


  I was right.


  Once he believed Crash out of earshot, Theo began to formulate a plot for taking the Westerner down.


  “What does he have on you, Zill?” he whispered. “Is it the Poi-7?”


  I shook my head. True, my Marker had a myriad of gambits at his disposal, but I wasn’t afraid of them. I wasn’t afraid of him.


  “I meant what I said, Theo. We aren’t playing right now.”


  “Suit yourself, Zillabago.” He looked over his shoulder. “But wink twice if you want me to get him.”


  The thought of Theo ‘getting’ Crash was a comical one.


  We trod through the darkness a stretch, the passage narrowing and widening, before reaching the end, where stood a thick steel door, out of place amidst the rocky crevasse. Theo shone his flashlight on it. There was no handle or latch. Thick bolts surrounded the rim.


  “Strange.” I gave the door a rap. Thick. Solid. “What is this place?”


  “Wait for it—” Theo was still dancing with anticipation. He reached to his waist, revealing a small discular card attached to a retractable elastic-like string. He pulled the card to the center of the door and held it flush, before releasing the card and letting it snap back to his hip. The edges of the door lit violet with light, and next, the whole dense thing began to slide itself sideways, recessing into the rock. We were presented with an opening. Theo stepped through it, beckoning us to follow.


  Crash continued to hang behind. My fingers drummed at the hilt of my weapon, as it bade me caution.


  Both in front of you and behind you, Zillow Stone.


  I shook my head again, at odds with myself, before giving Crash one last analytical look and following Theo through the doorway.


  “What the hell?” My hand forgot about my weapon. It fell limp due to the shock of our surroundings.


  Stepping into the room revealed a clean, modern space—one that was well-lit and painted stark. Various metal instruments and computing machines were housed within, spread sparsely through the room; along with contemporary couches, like those found in the lobbies of Eastern City’s towering office buildings. These were placed tactfully within easy vantage of giant monitors that lined the walls. The monitors were off, but their existence intrigued me. My mind began to race, wild with ideas. What was this place used for?


  Thwack!


  A door on the side of the room flew open and a short girl with red hair tied back at the top of her crown came sprinting in. “Theodorius?” The female Marker came to a halt as her eyes fell on me. “Oh! You found her!”


  In that moment, Theo forgot about me, and quite possibly, everything. The chase, the desert, his own existence. His attention shifted to the female Marker in a magnetizing way. He’d told us Chloe would be waiting at ‘camp,’ but now, he acted as though her presence were a complete surprise. He gawked at her. He stared, obviously, like he was beholding something valuable that might slip away if he averted his eyes for even a second. Then he moved to her—slow and lumbering. “Chlo.” He cupped her face in his hands, and swallowed.


  “Hi,” said Chloe, abashed.


  The pair had bonded since I’d seen them last. I watched them as an outsider.


  “Missed you,” said Theo, transfixed.


  Chloe let out a soft laugh. “It wasn’t that long, silly.”


  The girl’s direct smile made Theo’s flesh tight. Awkward, he let go of Chloe’s face and released a bizarre gurgle from his throat. Smooth.


  From over my shoulder came an, “Ahem.” Crash was lurking in the shadows, also observing the interaction, though his was a look of impatience. When Theo realized he had an audience, his eyes bulged and he took an unnaturally large step away from Chloe, self-consciousness apparent. Meanwhile, Chloe didn’t hesitate to take a protective stance, sights set uncompromisingly on Crash.


  Oh, I remembered. She’d told me before that Crash was dangerous, but had offered little explanation. Now, it seemed she maintained that mentality, reared to dash at him if necessary.


  “Right,” Theo grumbled. “I also found him.”


  I scanned the room, taking in everyone’s prepped stances. No one moved. Everyone anticipated. I came to the conclusion that we’d entered a standoff, whether we’d meant to or not. And if there was one thing I knew about stand-offs, it was that things could get messy at a moment’s turn.


  I played the scenario in my head. It was three to one—us against Crash—if I thought about it that way. The opportunity to end my Marker’s life was more feasible than ever. Theo and Chloe were ready to defend if needed. With their help, my katar, and this enclosed space, winning the game was closer than it had ever been.


  “What do you think, kitten? Is it a trap?” Crash’s voice was in my ear, making me jump. Like the others, he was also readied in defense. But as I digested his words, I realized that it wasn’t for his own sake; it was for mine. Because he didn’t detect any danger from me, his guard was down on that side. Instead, his stance was forward-focused, at Theo and Chloe.


  Crash viewed me as a partner.


  No, that was too presumptuous. It was more concrete to say that to him, we were on the same side, with a possible threat at our fronts.


  “It’s all right.” I took a step forward. “My Marker and I have come to an understanding.” I caught Crash’s eye and added, “For the time being.”


  “Hmph.” He laid off his defensive stance and folded his bronze arms.


  Chloe yet hesitated, surveying my expression, checking for resolution. The air was tense, in the way that if there was any sort of breeze, it was killed by apprehension.


  “Phoo.” Theo let out a nervous noise. “Lots must have happened since we got separated, eh, Zill? Eh-heh.”


  “Like I said, for the time being.”


  Theo wrinkled his nose. “Are you sure, Zillow?”


  Was I? Did I trust that my Marker wouldn’t harm them…?


  Yes.


  Did I have a reason?


  No, not entirely.


  Even so, my mouth gave an answer: “Yes, I’m certain, Theo. You were right, things have changed. I’ll explain everything.”


  Well, not everything. My lower lip begged my attention. The mishap wasn’t worth mentioning.


  Theo studied me for several dragging moments and then—“Okay.” He nodded with determination. “Chloe. If the Zilltastic Miss Stone says it’s okay, it’s okay… okay?” He flashed his teeth in her direction. Control of the situation had been regained.


  But before Chloe could agree to peace, the moment was sabotaged as a certain Marker set off, waltzing across the room like he owned the place. He stopped before one of the machines and began fiddling with its buttons. “I’m not the one you need to worry about, Zillow Stone,” he said.


  Chloe’s guard was up again in an instant. She shifted herself in front of Theo.


  “My Marker?” I implored.


  He gestured lazily at Theo and Chloe.


  “I told you, Crash, I trust—”


  “Think about it, kitten.” Crash cut me off. “We were both there when these two were apprehended at that waystation, charged for violating the will of the game. Then they reappear—” he paused, “conveniently, with a motorized hovercraft and entry to a hidden government facility.”


  Government facility? I looked to the giant wall monitors. Sounded about right.


  “What’s more, kitten,” said Crash, “they don’t look like people on the run. At least not her.”


  Crash was talking about Chloe. My observation was lacking. I’d been so distracted by our surroundings, that I hadn’t noticed: She wasn’t just clean, she was immaculate. There wasn’t a speck of dust or dinge on her.


  No one out here was that clean.


  “Whoa-whoa!” Theo put his hands up in defense. “What are you saying, there, buddy?”


  Crash’s behavior wasn’t making a good impression, but he had a point.


  Crash ignored Theo, continuing, “This place is called a headquarters. Their existence was rumored. Apparently they’re real.” He strolled leisurely towards the next machine, only to look upon it with disinterest and vacancy. The same way he acted towards most things—even his words. He was trying to convince me of something, but his words lacked any sort of conviction.


  Until—


  He halted to abruptly face Theo head-on. “So how did you two gain access?”


  “Wait just a hot minute, scumbag!” lashed Theo. “I think I know what you’re thinking, and I think you’d better think again!”


  Crash laid it on with his most unimpressed look yet. “The reason I am not the one you need to worry about, Zillow Stone, is because the Presidents have a new pair of pets, and you’re looking at them.” He motioned lewdly to Theo and Chloe.


  Almost immediately, Theo began spouting out a string of obscenities at Crash and his accusations. Meanwhile, Chloe was again taking up her warrior’s stance, eyes set on the quickest route to Crash’s neck. I could practically hear the gears turning in her mind.


  I could see where Crash was coming from. Theo hadn’t yet given me a straight answer about what had happened after our separation. Somehow they had either escaped their captors, or avoided capture altogether, in the process obtaining the location and keycard to a ‘headquarters,’ as Crash called it, along with a functioning zipper. Not to mention, the only explanation for Chloe’s clean clothes and appearance was that she’d bathed very recently. Where had she gotten a privilege like that?


  I didn’t know her well, but I knew Theo. Did I think him capable of deceit? Yes, I’d seen it on him before. Still, I trusted him. I didn’t think Crash’s theory was true; at least not all the way. It wasn’t that I thought of Theo as an altruistic person, by any means, but I did think of him as transparent. If he was hiding something, I’d know it. I could trust him to betray his intentions.


  And… I also trusted that his camaraderie with me was genuine.


  “Not to accuse you of anything, Theo,” I said, “but I think an explanation is in order—” I gave a reprimanding look at Crash: “From both parties—before we get too comfortable. Can we all agree on that?”


  Crash rolled his eyes like a disobedient child. Chloe didn’t move from her warrior stance. And Theo just appeared downright guilty.


  “The thing is, Zill,” he said reluctantly. “I want to tell you everything…” He and Chloe exchanged a look. “We both do.”


  “But?” I said.


  “But…”


  Get to the point, Theo.


  He looked at me dead-on. “Your Marker is shady as fuck.”


  




  Chapter 14


  END


  



  I snorted. I couldn’t help it.


  “Well!” Theo threw his arms out at his sides. “Look at him! He’s all shifty and there’s, like, zero emotion going on in there. He makes Chloe hella uncomfortable just to be around!” Theo inched closer to me. “I think…” He spoke out of the side of his mouth: “I think he might be a psycho. As in an actual psychopath.”


  Whether or not Crash took offense, his lifeless expression was doing little to help his case.


  This was humorous to me, for whatever reason, and Theo picked up on it. “It’s not funny, Zillnado! See, me and Chlo, we’ve got a plan! A mondo important one! And you’re part of that plan, but him…” His voice trailed long enough to be an annoyance.


  “I assure you, I want nothing to do with your plan.” Crash folded his arms.


  “Well, good, because you’re not welcome—”


  “Because I have a plan of my own,” Crash said, flatly. “It’s better than yours.”


  “Seriously?” I said, even flatter. “You’re encouraging this, Crash?”


  Whatever he was trying to achieve, it worked. “Doubt it!” scoffed Theo. “You see, our plan—well, let’s just say that it’s LITERALLY going to be the plan to end all other plans.”


  “Not possible. Not with my plan in the works.”


  I looked between the two parties. Theo had a plan, Crash had a plan, and this was looking dangerously similar to those pissing matches I’d previously witnessed between Theo and Kipper.


  And now that I thought about it—


  “Kipper?!”


  Neither of these so-called plans mattered at the moment. I’d been wondering about the lanky boy ever since I overheard Crash mention him to Rice. With my sudden outburst, all pissing ceased as attention turned to me. “Theo,” I said with more enthusiasm than I meant to. “Have you ever seen Kipper undressed?”


  There was silence until Theo cleared his throat. “Uhhh, what?”


  I shook my head. “What I mean is, does Kipper have something on his back?” I said.


  “Well, yeah, but what does that have to—”


  “Kitten?” Crash interjected. I hadn’t yet brought up the fact that I knew a prag named Kipper. To him, this was coming suspiciously out of nowhere, though I imagined he was a keen enough person to put together the fact that I’d eavesdropped on him and Rice at the waterwheel. It didn’t matter; we could sort that out later.


  “Speaking of Kipper,” said Theo, off-topic, “That guy still owes me two rolls of dandriel. Haven’t seen him since Lady Captain took us for questioning.”


  “Lady Captain?” I said.


  “Yeah.” Theo was nonchalant. “The one in that slinky bodysuit. She commands the Directors’ Army.”


  “The helmeted woman—the one that apprehended you—her name is ‘Lady Captain’?” I said. Finally, we were getting somewhere.


  “Naw, that’s just what I call her. Fitting, right, Chlo?”


  Chloe was too agreeable to disagree.


  Whether or not they had accepted Crash’s presence, Theo was distracted enough to forget about his disliking for my Marker, temporarily. Knowing him, he was enjoying the chance to show off his intel. He liked being the one in the know, and he especially liked holding it over me. I would use it to my advantage.


  “You’ve gathered a lot, Theo. More than I have,” I said, feigning impress. “Does ‘Lady Captain’ command those others that were wearing helmets? I noticed her uniform had green and pink stripes down the sides, while the others didn’t.”


  Theo took the bait. His doe eyes widened with eagerness. “Sure does! The others are called guardians. And let me tell you, some of them should not be wearing bodysuits.” He chuckled to himself.


  “And also the drones?” I said.


  “Drones?” Theo wrinkled his forehead. “Oh! Right! Those little flying machines. Yeah, she’s in charge of those too.”


  I threw in a ‘wow’ to keep him talking. “And does she report directly to the Director?”


  “Directors,” said Theo, astutely. “West and East. Their army is conjoined.” He slid his fingers together, crisscross.


  Conjoined. Impressive word for Theo.


  “What do you know about these guardians?” I asked.


  At this point, he really got going. He started to pace about the room, like he was delivering a sermon. “The guardians ride around on zippers, Zill, and they usually travel in a pack. When they found us, they took us to a holding cell on the far north of the desert. There’s a big compound there.”


  “A compound?” I repeated.


  Theo nodded energetically. “It’s weird, though. My memory’s a little fuzzy. They had us on something when we first got there. Actually, I was tripping so much that I thought we were in a second Paradise—remember that, Chlo?”


  Chloe nodded.


  “But it wasn’t,” Theo continued. “It was just a cluster of buildings out in the middle of nowhere. They kept me and Chlo held together in this dinky little cell.”


  That caught my attention in particular. The guardians had kept Chloe and Theo confined together? Why would they allow that, when it was their forbidden collaboration that had landed them there in the first place? I turned to Crash, who was chewing his lip, probably mulling over the same thing. Keeping one eye on him, I asked Theo,


  “What did they do to you there?”


  “They interrogated us, mostly. They had us answer all of these questions.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Well, crap! They didn’t torture us or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said, somewhat pouty. “But they would have, if we hadn’t gotten away! See, Chlo came up with this great plan. She was acting all weak and sickly from the start. So that the guardians that were in charge of escorting us to and from questioning got used to not using much force on her at all. And then when they were least expecting it, she opened up some whoop-ass on them. POW!” Theo punched the air with gusto. He smiled like a goon. “Ahh. It was great.”


  “Theodorius.” Chloe was embarrassed over the praise.


  “A-anyway,” said Theo. “We were able to get into one of their offices using this.” He pulled the discular keycard from his belt. “We stole it off of a guard. Pretty handy. It allowed us to access an archive system on their computers. And what we found out there, well…” He paused for effect. “Apparently, we were on a list of some kind. Along with a whole bunch of other prags and Markers. Don’t worry, Zillow, you weren’t on there. From what we could gather, they seem to be disposing of people like me and Chlo. The ones that…”


  He didn’t need to say it, really.


  “The ones that get along,” he finished, red-cheeked.


  “How do you know that?” I asked.


  “There were pictures. There was even a picture of that demolished plant where you and I found the retrect! Remember that big drop off we narrowly missed? Right in that room. Crazy, right? I didn’t see any pictures of us, but there were others that tried for the retrect and—” He made a slicing gesture across his neck.


  That confirmed what I’d always suspected: That sunken plant was a set-up. They were monitoring us.


  “It gets crazier, Zillingbird. The list that we were on had statuses next to the names. Stuff like ‘confined’ or ‘departed—END.’ Chlo and I were listed as confined, but there were plenty that were departed, which has got to mean ‘dead,’ right?”


  “Dead from their partners?” I asked.


  Theo shook his head. “Couldn’t be. Or that list would’ve been way longer. We think it’s the ones they disposed of. The ones that decided not to play their game anymore.”


  The ones that grew too fond of each other.


  “Do you believe they dispose of them at the compound you were at?” I asked.


  Theo’s eyebrows rose with excitement. “That’s another thing! This is the best thing yet! We got a map. It’s an electronic one, so only Chloe can see it through her eye shields. But it shows where everything is out here. That’s how we found this place. It was listed as ‘inactive’ so we placed our bets that it would be safe. But here’s the cool thing: The map also goes out wayyyy farther than any map Chloe’s ever seen. I even drew out what I know of the world from University, and she said it goes out even farther than that. Tell ‘em, Chlo.”


  Chloe squinted through her contact lenses. “It’s hard to explain.” She reached out her hand gingerly, as though reaching for something invisible. “It looks like there’s a big wall around everything. It encloses the whole wilderness, as well as your city and ours.” She circled her finger. “And beyond the wall, there is more space, but since nothing is marked, I don’t know if there’s land or water or desert. And even farther out, so far that it barely shows, there is something big. It’s labeled as ‘END.’”


  I understood now. “You believe that those who don’t comply with the rules of the game are taken to this place called END and killed?”


  “Bingo!” Theo gave an exuberant thumbs-up.


  It seemed a little far-fetched. “Have you ever heard of anything like that?” I asked Crash.


  He tilted his head, but didn’t give a proper answer. He was preoccupied. “Do you have a copy of that list?” he said. I knew why he was asking. He was wondering if a certain Keegan Rade might be among those named captive… or even deceased.


  Chloe shook her head, to Crash’s chagrin.


  “We didn’t have time to take notes,” said Theo. “These alarms started going on, and we knew we had to scoot out of there, but not before deactivating this.” He held up his hand to show off his dulled mark, which was even dimmer than my gambit-influenced one.


  “You deactivated it? How!?” If there was a way, I wanted in on it.


  Theo nodded. “Using their computer scanners. Chloe figured they’d be able to follow us if we didn’t find some way to turn it off.”


  So she had come to the same conclusion Crash had earlier. Of course we were being tracked. How else would they determine our SPs earned at each waystation? But not only were they tracking us, the Directors were monitoring us for signs of defiance. That meant that I was still fair game for the drones, should they decide to come for me again.


  That explained the gambit Theo had used on me.


  I thought on everything Theo had been through since our separation. He and Chloe had escaped the helmeted woman and her army. They had infiltrated a government office and gained valuable information. Theo had deactivated his mark, and found transportation. He’d even taken a hidden government facility as a base.


  What had I done?


  I’d gotten captured by my Marker.


  “Tch.”


  I didn’t think Theo capable of the feats he was claiming. He wasn’t. Not on his own, anyway.


  But he hadn’t been alone. That was the key. I’d wondered once if the only way to survive out here was to make friends. Maybe in Theo’s case, it was. His strength had come from another. He’d had someone to fight for and with, and so he’d traveled farther and overcome more than I ever expected of him.


  Apparently, for some people, companionship could be transformative.


  “What’s your plan, then?” I asked.


  Theo perked up, hungrily. “Now we’re getting to the good part.” He flashed a boisterous smile. “Chloe and I were thinking. We aren’t going to kill each other. And there are others out there that feel the same way. So…” He rubbed his hands together. “Maybe it’s time to fight back. Maybe it’s time to fight the real enemy. I say we gather up willing prags and their Markers and take a stand. Do it for the greater good!”


  I didn’t believe him. Theo was a Theo-centric person. Maybe Chloe-centric at best. But the ‘greater good’? I doubted he gave squat about the greater good. “That’s uncharacteristically noble of you, Theo.”


  His demeanor fell. “Okay, okay. As it is now, Chlo and I can’t go back home. And we can’t survive out here forever.” Now there was a motivation I could believe. Theo continued, “But if we can just show the Directors of the two cities that we’re done acting out their little power play, it’ll be like a… a… what do you call it?”


  “Revolution,” said Chloe.


  “Exactly!” Theo pounded his fist into his palm. “We are going to start a revolution! We are going to gather as many rebels as we can and take down those mo-fos!”


  “And then what?” Crash interjected, unimpressed. “It has been this way for decades. The Presidents aren’t just going to stop because you gather a little posse.”


  “We know that,” said Theo, huffy. “That’s why we’re going to make a show of our seriousness.”


  “How so?” I asked.


  He leaned in, mouth wide and eyes brooding, like he were about to unleash a great secret. “Simple,” he said. “We’re going to blow up the END.”


  




  Chapter 15


  Our Mishaps


  



  Water streamed down my face, down my hair, and turned the shower floor dirty. Though it was warm, I held my mouth open and took in deep gulps of it. I was aware of every drop that slid down my forearms. I was aware of every drop that traversed my neck.


  Theo’s bunker was housed with a fully functioning bathroom, running water, clean cots, and a myriad of supplies, including dehydrated food and nutrient packs and a storehouse of weapons. This was the reasoning for the ornate handle on Theo’s blades. His originals had been seized upon capture.


  I was fine with my katar, though. It had served me well so far.


  The four of us still had a lot to discuss. Too much for one sitting. Theo had some grand plot to overthrow everything, Crash was anxious to resume his search for Keegan, and I was directionless. The marking angered me, but for so long, my anger had been directed at the faceless Westerners who demanded our penance. Now, I had seen some of the individuals that made up that faceless mass, and I was becoming disillusioned. I was angry still, yes, but I didn’t know where to place that anger.


  Who was the true enemy? Was it the Directors? If so, what were their motives? Were we pawns really able to change anything within a system we didn’t fully understand?


  I let out a sigh.


  It was too much. For now, I wanted only to feel the water.


  …


  In the night, I changed into clean clothes for the first time in weeks. I let my wet hair fall around my shoulders—a reminder of the luxury I’d just indulged in. I allowed my muscles to relax and they ached from the unfamiliar gesture.


  Following Theo’s disclosure of his plan, I sat down with him, upon one of the facility’s modern couches, and recounted what my journey had been. I told him of my capture and the deal made with my Marker at the silo. I told him of my dreams of Paradise that had started at Waystation Zelpha’s sleeping pod, of the peculiarity of my trip to the real Paradise, and what Crash had seen there. I recounted the drones and our flee through the desert—my injury and our Daramene trip. I told him about Alaranda’s near-death experience and her affinity for Rice. I told him of the bun-donned prag named Victorum Santorum that seemingly had nothing better to do than to assist down-and-out prags. I disclosed Crash’s search for his brother, the pirate ship, and Keegan’s drops. Lastly, I told him of my suspicions for Kipper—that the last time I’d seen him, he’d been standing in the corner, looking on while Theo and Chloe were overtaken by the army—and of what I’d overheard Crash tell Rice.


  “Phooooo.” Theo let out a long exhale. “Dunno, Zilltide. Could be that Kipper’s a common name. It is a pretty big coincidence, though.”


  I told Theo everything that I could and then we sat theorizing for a time about the true nature of Paradise, though nothing we came up with made sense.


  “What are you gonna do from here?” he asked, once everything had been unloaded from my chest.


  I didn’t know.


  He told me to think about joining his cause, saying he needed a ‘mondo badass loner’ like me to aid in his retaliation. But I wasn’t so sure. I was curious as to what might lay beyond the walls of the world, but I wasn’t a vigilante. My own survival was, and had always been, most important. Going after the root of this END place would be stirring up unnecessary trouble and risk that would only be a detriment to my survival.


  Then again, I had already taken risks for the sake of others, hadn’t I? Even coming here, under motivation of saving Theo, had been taking an unnecessary risk. Not to mention, refraining from attacking Crash when he was most vulnerable, had been a direct defiance of my instincts.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I was thinking about him. Often.


  Even now, I was aware of him in the corner, showered and hydrated and furrowing over his next move.


  “I’ll think about it, Theo,” I promised.


  His eyes were large and warm. His eyelashes long. “I know you’ll say yes.”


  He jumped up to join Chloe in trying to boot up one of the instruments in the center of the room. Apparently, they’d been trying, to no avail, to utilize the bunker’s technological resources ever since discovering the place. Maybe, just maybe, there was a way here to disarm my tracker, too.


  As Theo reached for the keyboard, he brushed Chloe’s arm, and they both became stiff for an excruciating handful of seconds.


  Humans were odd creatures.


  My fingers found my lips.


  “Argh. That’s enough,” I told myself.


  Observant Crash was analyzing me. “You appear frustrated,” he said. “I would be frustrated too if I were as slow as you.”


  “Shut up.” I was faster than fast and he knew it.


  “Hmph.” He grew a smirk. “Come with me.” He beckoned me to follow him out of the bunker.


  Theo looked like a child who was about to lose his favorite toy. “You’re going?!” he cried.


  “Calm down,” Crash said with a roll of his icy eyes. “We’re coming right back.”


  “Make sure you aren’t seen,” said Chloe.


  That was a laugh. If she only knew what showy tricks Theo had been performing on his zipper just hours earlier.


  With a shake of my head, I followed Crash into the dark passage. My hand was fluttering pale red, under the influence of a new gambit. Luckily, between Crash’s drop-stash and Theo’s bunker-stash, there were plenty to keep my location safely hidden from any prying trackers.


  I followed Crash in silence, out into the open night. The air was cool and dark, and the sky was spotted with stars. “Up here.” Crash began to scale the side of the plateau. Newly clean for the first time since being marked, and running on fumes dangerously close to the brink of exhaustion, climbing was possibly the least appealing thing he could have asked of me. “Unless you are too weak,” Crash added.


  I was up the rock wall in a matter of minutes.


  Crash and I sat at the edge of the rock fixture. It was a decent vantage point of the sleeping desert. I thought back on how much of that ground I had covered. In the distance the glowing lights of whizzing insects flocked together here and there. Other than that, the night was still.


  Crash was staring at me. I felt it before I saw it.


  I looked into the intensity of his eyes only momentarily before returning to the safety of the horizon. “What?” I said.


  “What are we going to do?” he said.


  The question took me by surprise. “We?”


  Crash nodded. “As I told you before, if I am going to be the one to kill you, I cannot let you go running off and getting killed on your own, can I?”


  “So you’re just assuming we’re going to stay together from here?” I said.


  He cracked his knuckles. “Unless you’d rather I get it over with now?” But he was playing. I could tell by his voice.


  He kicked himself back into a lying position, giving him full view of the sky. He patted the space next to him. Defiance wouldn’t let me obey. I remained where I was, stiffly, with my legs tucked into my chest.


  “Much of what your Theode said supports some of the rumors I’ve heard.”


  “Theo.”


  Crash ignored me. “I cannot help but wonder if my destination aligns with theirs.”


  He meant his journey to find his brother, but he wouldn’t say so.


  “My Marker.”


  “Mm?”


  “Why can’t you talk about the thing you’re looking for? Whatever it is, it’s specific, because you told me you had a brother, but you can’t actually tell me that you’re looking for him.”


  Crash said nothing, but turned his head away from me and patted his chest. That explained nothing.


  “Is it the same reason Markers aren’t allowed to talk about Western City? Even Chloe confirmed that you aren’t supposed to tell us about it.”


  Still he said nothing, but continued patting at his chest. He was doing it with intention.


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I said, not in the mood for games.


  He cleared his throat twice and continued to pat at his chest until I got the feeling that he wanted me to do the same. Not with my own chest, though, with his.


  Fine.


  Timid, like someone about to feed a wolf, I slipped my hand over to his shirt, to the area he was patting. He’d changed out of his jumpsuit, into a cloth top. It was soft and smooth. I felt about his chest until finding something there. Beneath the fabric was a small, hard object, like a pendant or a coin.


  Still, he kept his head turned away. “This is awkward,” I told him under my breath. But I was curious enough to proceed. I reached beneath the collar of his shirt and withdrew the item.


  Indeed, it was a pendant. I squinted at it. It was marked with the seal of the Directors on one side. On the other, in small engraving, read the words:


  ~ Zillow Stone Must Die ~


  I returned the pendant to its resting place, unnerved; and started to retreat my hand, but not before Crash turned over and caught my wrist. His jaw was set.


  “Do you all wear those?” I asked.


  He nodded. “The temple priests don them unto us as a reminder.”


  “Of?”


  “Once something is uttered, it remains in the air forever.”


  I waited for him to go on.


  “The more you speak of a particular thing, the more weighted the words become, until finally, mass is formed. The mass is unseen, but once it is there, the Eastern demons have the power to swallow it and bring it to ruin, so say the Writings.”


  Eastern demons? He caught me off guard. The Westerners called us that? I blinked at him, sure he was toying with me; except, after studying him with scrutiny… his eyes were focused, his mouth sincere.


  No, he wasn’t mocking or bantering me.


  Basically, he was saying there was a taboo about being free with your words around prags like me.


  “But you mentioned your brother aloud once,” I said.


  “The words were light then,” he responded, gaze tight on mine.


  “And now?” I asked.


  “They are heavy.”


  So the more intentional something was, the less he could say it, without fear of it being ‘brought to ruin.’


  “Is this a physical thing you fear?” I asked.


  He shook his head.


  “More like bad luck, then?”


  He nodded.


  “And what about everything we’ve talked about until now?” I said. If what he was saying were true, he wouldn’t have been able to speak of the cable stations without fear that I’d somehow cause destruction upon them while we were riding.


  “The Writings do not pertain to matters of the outlands,” he said.


  “So only things like family and your home are off-limits?”


  He nodded again.


  From my perspective, it was a clever way to keep Markers in line, to keep them from divulging Western secrets to prags, and to keep them focused on the game.


  This time I was the one to fall onto my back. I thought on what other differences our cultures might have. I thought on whether or not I might be able to break Crash of his superstitions.


  The very stillness of the world encompassed us.


  Crash threw his hand over his forehead. He left it there two minutes, and then he put it down at his side, settling it so that it was within a hair’s touch of my arm. I could feel his warmth. I was aware of every follicle of my skin on that side.


  “Zillow Stone,” he said after a time.


  “Hm?”


  “What emotions are you experiencing?”


  This again? I flexed my hand flat, in doing so, touching the backs of my fingers to his forearm. He smelled like a clean version of his former self. A familiar missed-step sensation returned to my abdomen.


  I wanted to defeat him. I wanted to be better, stronger, faster.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  What I didn’t want was to be separated from him. Not yet.


  “I don’t know,” I told him. Our fingers found each other. “But I do know I hate you.”


  He snickered. “Sure you do.”


  I didn’t understand how it had come to this.


  This wasn’t like me.


  I swallowed, as the missed-step feeling welled up inside.


  “What are we going to do?” This time I was the one to say it.


  “Isn’t it clear, kitten?” the unholy boy responded, sarcastic.


  It wasn’t clear. Not at all.


  He took his time finishing: “We’re going to burn this mother to the ground.”


  From somewhere across the world, the traveling waves of a deafening sound interrupted the stillness of the desert.
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  Chapter 1


  Return to the Waste


  



  “Stop looking at me.”


  “Well, dang, Zill! This is something like a sweet reunion, am I right?”


  Even though we’d been reunited days ago.


  “Sure, Theo,” I said.


  The grubby boy placed his hands behind his head and stretched his elbows lazily. “I mean, it’s our first solo mission and all.”


  “This is hardly our first,” I said.


  Theodorius was particularly tiring beneath the afternoon sky. If I had my choice, I’d have gone with Chloe. But she was back at the headquarters, along with Crash, who’d agreed to let me go without him… somehow. He hadn’t even demanded a tracking gambit this time.


  Something was different.


  I was no longer prey.


  I was a player.


  We all were.


  “Well—” Theo swooped in before I had a chance to block him. “Ready to get back on!?” Suddenly, his grinning face was up too close to mine. I turned from him curtly and put the helmet back on. He offered me a fist-bump from his deactivated hand—one I begrudgingly returned—before hopping back onto his zipper and darting away across the sand.


  I revved mine to catch him.


  Lifting into the air made the world become weightless. Suspended above the desert that had caused so much ache and sweat, I beckoned the automotive to drive. The sands parted below my hovering command.


  As I leaned to the right, the zipper did too. The wind swiveled and swirled past my hair, now even sandier, caught up in the dust of the dunes. Meanwhile, Theo the showoff swerved here and there, leaving snaking designs upon the upset mounds of sand.


  We were alive. We were free.


  Or at least Theo was.


  My hand was vivacious in comparison to his. If only I, too, were free of this cursed mark.


  But despite her best attempts, Chloe had been unable to crack into the instruments housed at headquarters. Even now, she was back there, tapping away on some pad of keys or another, trying to force her way into the mainframe, like she and Theo had during their earlier incarceration.


  As Theo’s zipper hummed in the distance, I envisioned nothing but green. The green of freedom. And of something else. Each time my mark flicked to red from green, I became green with jealousy over my carefree partner’s carefree state.


  Crash was no longer any real threat, but still I felt captive by him. Even in his absence…


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I pushed the zipper harder and it gave me the extent of its speed.


  Theo was left in the dust.


  He had called this a mission. Maybe it was. One to find others like us. Others who had partnered with their Markers. Others who were defiant to the game. It was Chloe’s suggestion that Theo and I go alone, as the presence of an unknown Marker might serve to put the other prags on guard. Fine by me. I needed some time away from…


  It is important to think about your—


  “Argh!” I pushed the zipper to its full extent. The motor sputtered irritably before complying.


  Chloe had transferred the findings of her electronic map onto my threadbare one—the parchment of which had become tattered and stained in the days since leaving Eastern City. We now had an accurate depiction of the outlands, or so we hoped. There were underground facilities dotting the desolates—ones Theo and I aimed to avoid. These were massive, neither waystation nor waterwheel.


  Yes, funny that even the supposed prag-built waterwheels shone on Chloe’s map.


  A set up. All of it.


  I took my aggression out on the zipper and it sputtered in protest, dangerously masking the sounds of the wild, numbing me to all other sense of sound. I didn’t hear that another vehicle was racing up from behind. I nearly missed it until it was right on my tail.


  “Damn it, Theo!”


  True to his senseless manner, Theo’s zipper darted up from the rear, seeking to cut me off. Horseplay, or something foolish along those lines. I veered my craft to the right to avoid the collision and caught the front end in a stoop of sand. Coarse dust slammed into the air, mixing angrily with the zipper’s innards. The hum of the machine turned into a growl.


  Again—


  “Damn it, Theo!”


  These speeds were too fast for messing around!


  I pivoted 180 and raced out of the sand cloud I’d just created, only to find something unusual.


  Theo had just tried to plow into me, and yet there was his zipper, quite a ways off, racing towards me in a game of chicken, while its rider frantically waved a hand over his head in a trademark Theo way.


  If Theo was way back there, then…


  I swiveled out of the way just in time as the attacking zipper came at me again, this time deliberately trying to kick up a wall of sand at me. I dodged through it, not without taking a masking of sand, and finally landed a glimpse of the mystery rider. Definitely not Theo. Unless Theo had sprouted breasts in the last ten minutes.


  My throat met with my chest.


  The figure wore a fitted bodysuit and shiny black helmet. The bodysuit was black to match, with vibrant pink and green stripes up the sides.


  Once again the desert had tricked its flower.


  Yes, Theo was still a ways off, and the rider beside me was…


  “Lady Captain!?”


  




  Chapter 2


  One Sweet Chase


  



  That was what Theo had called her back at the bunker, anyway. The same woman who had apprehended Theo and Chloe at Waystation Ollopto. Leader of the Directors’ army. Commander of the drones. There she was, right at my heels, attempting to force me off.


  Argh! I’d known this recruitment mission looked too smooth on paper! Not more than a day out and we’d already been discovered. Decoy gambits meant nothing if the other team wasn’t playing by the rules.


  No, if the other team had no rules.


  In a bout of fury, I changed my course, leaving a clear line for Theo to meet me. As we closed the gap, I motioned to him that I understood our position, and that he could stop draining his energy with that incessant waving. Compliant, he swiveled his craft, coming in line just ahead of me. There, he turned to steal a glimpse of the captain on our tails, but I wafted away his attempts with a wave of my hand before bringing my body tight to the zipper.


  Theo’s helmet nodded and he did the same.


  As we raced away, bodies close to the frame of our bikes, I surveyed the skies. No sign of the drones. The woman appeared alone.


  For now.


  What was our plan, here? Keep on until one of our vehicles ran out of energy? What then? My katar was heavy at my side, eager for action.


  Yes, but if I stopped my vehicle to fight, the woman would plow me with hers before I ever had the chance. Just because we let up didn’t mean she would.


  If we couldn’t fight, we could only flee. And there was no telling when Theo or I would wipe out from too sharp a turn or collide into an unexpected beast or boulder.


  Just when we thought we were ahead, the desert always put us in place.


  We kept on through the terrain, and I tried my best to keep track of our direction. No matter where we ended up, we needed to be able to find our way back to headquarters, where Crash was waiting.


  And Chloe.


  Chloe was there too.


  Eventually we came to a wide drop-off—a sort of hole made from rock where various old machines were heaped. Instinctively, I fled down it. We had gained some lead between the lady and ourselves, but her humming in the distance was ever present; and if we could hear her it meant she could hear us. Our zippers were doing us a disservice.


  At the same time, we couldn’t chance stopping. She would hear it if we did.


  So as it turned out, we could not flee, either.


  I foresaw only one way out. And that meant sacrificing something.


  Theo approved the safety of the ravine. He thought we meant to hide down in the depths of it, amidst the discarded metal and trash. So when I started back out of it, he responded with wild protest. I held up a hand and tried to motion out the plan, pointing to myself and bike.


  He didn’t get it.


  Watch me, then.


  With one hand on the zipper, I reached in my pack with the other, in search of a stretch of rope.


  Zippers were somewhat self-balancing—the reason my partner was able to perform such foolish stunts on them without damaging himself. I was counting that they were self-balancing enough to serve as a decoy.


  As I neared the top of the ravine, I readied the stretch of rope around the pedal powering the zipper, securing it to a metal bar alongside.


  My knot was too loose. I tried again, but it was damned near impossible while maintaining the vehicle. I gave up speed, forcing the zipper to sputter intolerably.


  There!


  I managed something resembling a knot. It wouldn’t hold for long, but maybe long enough.


  I waited for Theo to glance behind him again before giving the signal.


  He still didn’t understand. Even as I leapt off of my zipper and held my breath that it would continue on ahead.


  As I fell to the shattering of sand, the vehicle fell to its side—looking like it was going to wipe out—before rebalancing itself with a wobble and zipping off into the stretch of desert beyond the mouth of the ravine.


  It had worked. At least for now. And it would only work until crashing into one of the desert’s many artifacts. We didn’t have much time.


  At last Theo understood. Only after seeing it play out. He veered his vehicle around to come get me, offering me a grimy hand.


  Zippers weren’t meant for two. They performed poorly and ran out of power quicker that way—not to mention I wasn’t keen on the thought of straddling Theo—but for now, we had no other choice.


  I hopped in place behind him like a damsel and then bade him to slow to a crawl, concealed within the heaps of machinery.


  Whether by our plan or some outside occurrence, after only a short time, the sound of the lady’s zipper faded, and we deemed it safe to climb out of the ravine.


  Theo turned to steal a glimpse behind us. Apparently, he liked what he saw, for his pace slowed and he formed his hand into a vibrant thumbs-up.


  But I didn’t trust it. I took control of the pedal and forced us on another fifteen minutes before turning to check that indeed, there was no sign of the helmeted woman or any other pursuer. Only then did I let the machine slow, before falling off the seat into the sand and allowing myself a helping of water.


  I peeled off my riding gloves to find that my mark was green. Had it always been? Or had it slipped into the red zone while we were being chased? It was hard to say. The color usually reflected against the cuff, but I hadn’t thought to check during the chase.


  Theo parked the ride and fell to the ground nearby. “What—the—heck?” he panted. “Not—like—I—was—running—so—why—am—I—so—out—of—breath?”


  “Adrenaline. Tension.” I wiped my brow. “Not to mention you could have been holding your breath every time you turned to check behind us.”


  Theo scratched the side of his head to contemplate it. “Huh. Well good thinking with the old dodge-er-ooski!”


  That wasn’t a word.


  “A-anyways,” he turned sheepish, “how’d she find us in the first place, Zill? Did you forget to turn on a gambit?”


  “No,” I said, blunt. “Which leaves two possibilities. Either we were spotted from some camera planted out here, or they can track us even when my mark is green. Both seem equally viable, in my opinion. It was hopeful to think they followed the same rules as the demons.”


  “Geesh. Are you really still calling them that?”


  “Habit,” I said.


  A lie. The truth was my thoughts continued roaming back to the bunker where Chloe was waiting… with him… and it annoyed the hell out of me. Calling them demons was a distraction.


  “What now?” Theo’s large eyes were probing me for guidance. “Do you have any idea where we are?”


  “A general one.”


  I spread the map wide over my knee and pointed to an open area. “Somewhere over here,” I said.


  “Lucky!” Theo’s eyes were now shining. “There’s a waterwheel not too far off.” He poked at one of Chloe’s markings with his grubby pointer.


  We were a long ways from lucky, but it was a start, so we set the waterwheel as our destination. The map identified a run of mountains. If we saw them it meant we’d gone too far. I told Theo to keep an eye out.


  “Aye-aye, Zillomatopoeia.”


  “Okay, now you’re seriously starting to stretch them.”


  “You should see how stretchy I am, Zillderado.”


  I couldn’t help grinning at that one.


  Apparently, we weren’t as far out as I thought, though. The mountains never came, but a colossal broken-down tower looming on the horizon put us further east than expected. The structure wasn’t a fallen skyscraper like the others we’d seen. This one was made of independently laid bricks—something out of a storybook. A crumbled relic.


  Nope. On closer inspection, the ‘bricks’ were plaster, painted to look worn.


  “This was planted.” I gave it a rap with the back of my knuckles. Had that giant upturned battleax been the same? Had I been too involved in the game to realize other obvious plants?


  It didn’t really matter at this point.


  The day turned to dusk as we corrected course and looked for a flat-topped boulder, marking the entrance to the waterwheel. As we traveled, I couldn’t help stealing glimpses over my shoulder, in search of movement on the horizon. I doubted that woman would just give up, once catching sight of us. We were both wanted, on counts of being close with our Markers. Instinct told me that it was only a matter of time before she came at us again. We were handicapped with only one vehicle, and we needed shelter in order to rethink our strategy.


  For now, we had to press on. This time, we tried to drive close to any covering we could find—brush or boulder—and to keep the zipper at a quieter speed. There were parts where this was impossible, though: open sections of wildland where there was nothing but the stretch of deadness.


  Though the dusk was hot and dry, my skin pricked with clammy awareness that we were exposed.


  “Looks like the top of it got whacked right off!” Theo shouted over the buzz of the bike. He was speaking of the very topless boulder we were in search of.


  I hadn’t even noticed.


  I wasn’t at full focus.


  Keep it together, Zillow Stone.


  Theo was right. The boulder looked to have been sliced clean. I envisioned one of the wilderbeasts walking on two feet, sporting a sword to slash through rock and bone.


  Or was it all the work of the Directors? Had the mechanized beasts ever even existed? Even those crawlers could have been placed here intentionally.


  Now I was getting paranoid.


  Once within reasonable distance, we slowed to a crawl. I worried that coming in too hot would scare away any prospective recruits. At least, it would scare away the intelligent ones. And those were just the sort we needed to find.


  We concealed our bike beside a grouping of debris on the way toward the trapdoor. There, Theo stomped the pattern he’d done our first time out together; then bent down and opened the hatch. The inside was as dark and foreboding as the first time. Only this time, there was a strange fragrant scent coming up from below.


  Theo slunk down ahead of me, coming to rest at the bottom, which appeared to be a dead end, like the others; then, he snatched my hand and held it up so that it illuminated our faces, mouthing: ‘Ready?’


  ‘Your hand is sweaty,’ I mouthed back.


  He smiled the smile of a child caught up in mischief. ‘Secretions.’


  Gross. I took my hand back and started the knocking pattern of the prags, before searching about the stone for the inlaid switch that would allow us entry.


  Sliding the door didn’t amount to much light, but the fragrant scent from before intensified, somewhat sweet and spiced at the same time.


  That’s because the fire in the cave was reduced to reddened coals, atop which a canister was warming—the source of the scent.


  Around the coals, four hooded beings sat cross-legged engaged in strumbles—a game played with a deck and a die—and another was along the wall near the door, crouched and hiding. I didn’t see the fifth; rather, I sensed it—heard the slight shuffle of her or his movement.


  I brought my hand to the hilt of my weapon. The hiding person was this group’s last line of defense, and I reckoned that depending on what we said next, that person would rush us.


  “Oy,” said a raspy voice from the fire as one of the hooded people leaned his head backward lazily. “You guys prags?”


  The room was dim, but the person’s tone was familiar.


  “KIPPER?!” Theo’s response was jubilant.


  




  Chapter 3


  Kipper’s Play


  



  My response was the opposite. I hadn’t expected this. I hadn’t prepared. And the last time I’d seen that person, he’d looked on as Chloe and Theo were apprehended by the helmeted woman.


  Not to mention, there was that bit I’d overheard between Crash and Rice:


  ‘He was the President of Angeles’s nephew, or some bull, so he didn’t have to take combat with the rest of us. He even had the President’s seal tattooed on his back.’


  If what they said was true, then this person was very, very dangerous.


  My pulse thudded against my neck as I tried to remain still.


  This time, my katar slid out of its holster an inch. The hiding person at the side of the wall noticed and shifted in the darkness.


  “Dude! It’s me: Theodorius! And Zill’s here too!”


  “It’s okay, Craig,” Kipper said in his raspy voice while looking from the coals. “It’s really Theo. The girl’s a prag too. I’ve met her before.” He waved at us halfheartedly. Maybe quarter-heartedly.


  Besides that, the name Craig was familiar.


  At last, the hiding person stepped into the light, revealing a long, groomed beard with flowers woven throughout. Theo let out a small groan only I could hear.


  Ah, now I remembered.


  ‘Craig-schmaig. That guy’s a tool.’


  This was the person Theo had mentioned long ago—the person he wasn’t fond of—attributed to the ‘sweet beard’ Jozy had coined.


  But whatever history there was between them, it didn’t matter. I kept my gaze strongly on the backs of those around the fire. When I had sought out to recruit other prags, I hadn’t considered I might run in to him.


  An oversight.


  “Theeed,” said Craig in a brutish voice. Stepping further from the shadows, he punched Theo in the shoulder hard enough to make Theo recoil. “You’re still alive, brah? Penny, you owe me a gambit.”


  A plain-faced girl made a whining noise from the firepit. Apparently Craig and one of his cronies had bet on Theo’s survival. In a less tense situation I would have snorted. I was beginning to understand Theo’s unfondness.


  Theo rubbed his battered shoulder and tipped his head forward darkly. “Craig.” It was as stiff a greeting as I’d ever heard. “Still up to those lame lower-level retrect missions?”


  “You mean lame like the death chasm?” the one called Penny scoffed.


  “Y-you guys took on the death chasm?!” Theo lurched forward in amazement but quickly recovered whatever cool he possessed. “W-well, my partner and I took on the sunken factory.” He motioned to me with showboating. “Isn’t that right, Zill?”


  Bearded Craig picked a flower from his face and challenged the assertion—“You mean this female? Yeah right.”—enflaming Theo in a bragging contest.


  But their rivalry didn’t concern me. The full attention of my fingertips rested against my katar. My eyes were set on the lanky boy crouched at the fire. The one who may or may not have had ties to the Western Director. I was tempted to call him out on it, but out of the six other people in the room, I trusted only Theo.


  If Chloe and Crash were there, we might have had a chance, but…


  The two people on the floor with Kipper and Penny were both built solid and had yet to show their faces. Theo and I needed to isolate Kipper if we hoped to interrogate him. And in my opinion, interrogating Kipper now took precedence over recruiting the rest of them.


  It was imperative we see what lay under Kipper’s shirt.


  I tried to catch my partner’s eye. But alas, he seemed to have forgotten all about our earlier conversation over Kipper’s tattoo. His air towards the suspicious boy was friendly. “Good to see you, man.” He clapped Kipper on the back. “What’s that you’re eating?” He placed his hands on his stomach and took in a deep breath. “Smells like rosewater stew.”


  Really, Theo? Distracted by stew?!


  Again, I tried to catch Theo’s eye, in hopes of conveying a telepathic message, to no avail.


  Before I knew what was happening, the idiotic boy was settling in between Penny and one of the other hooded beings, and helping himself to a spoonful of the simmering liquid.


  “Sure, have a taste,” Penny said under her breath.


  I couldn’t blame her.


  “Wowza!” said Theo. “You put pepperweed in there or what? Spicy!”


  “More importantly,” said Craig, narrowing his eyes on Theo’s back. “What’s with your clothes?”


  True, Theo and I donned the clothing found at headquarters, which though sandy from the day, was noticeably clean and bright.


  “Won ‘em,” said Theo, surprisingly convincing. “Special prize for one of the retrects.”


  “Which retrect?” said Penny.


  “The tumblepit,” said Theo.


  I had no idea what the tumblepit was, but it seemed to appease Penny and the rest. No one said a word as Theo slurped up another aromatic spoonful. Even so, my neck was pulsing, my katar still partially drawn. I made sure to position myself nearest to the door. The plan had been for Theo to do the recruiting and for me to provide physical assistance, should the need arise, but Kipper’s presence had thrown a wrench. Based on what I knew so far, I knew I couldn’t trust the raspy boy, and I could no longer trust Theo to do the talking.


  “I heard something,” I said abruptly. “A noise outside.”


  “I didn’t hear any—”


  “Come on, Theo,” I cut Penny off. “Let’s go check it out.”


  “Naw, I’m good,” he said, fanning over his shoulder.


  I clenched my fist. “What?” Of all the frustrating—


  “You go, Kipper, will you? My feet are sore.”


  Just before I could rule out Theo’s sense, he redeemed himself. He was giving me a chance at Kipper. And if he were smart, he’d be the one to come scout when we didn’t return in a timely manner.


  I folded my arms, nonchalantly. “Fine.” Then, I turned on heel and marched from the room, not waiting to see if Kipper complied.


  “Shlak kahloom,” said one of the hooded players, voice unenthused.


  “No way!” yelped Penny, disgruntled over the game.


  Once outside, I backed away from the door, knees bent and hand at the ready. By now, the sun had dipped low, making way for the milky moon. The earth had begun to cool. I drew in the air that rolled over the desert, waiting an apprehensive two minutes before a head breached the passage.


  When I saw Kipper’s split front teeth, I took an extra step backwards and acted as though I’d been searching the area.


  “See anything?” Hands in his pockets, the lanky boy slouched out from the hatch and kicked at the sand.


  “Yes,” I said, pointing, “over there. Just now.”


  I moved in a trot, using my peripheral to monitor Kipper. The mark on his hand shone bright the color of freedom. Maybe Crash had been mistaken after all. Maybe this wasn’t the same Kipper he knew from Western City.


  But I had to be sure. At the edge of a dune I stopped, cupping my ear, until Kipper was at my side. My chest sounded off with expectation. I didn’t take Kipper for a fighter, but then again, I didn’t take him for a Westerner either. I had to be careful not to underestimate him.


  So, anticipating resistance, I swiveled, charged, and pushed the potential traitor to the ground. For a boy, he wasn’t very dense. He easily fell beneath me into the sand with a thud!


  Before he could gain his bearing, I straddled his side, holding one of his hands secure with my knee and raising the back of his shirt.


  What I saw made me fully unveil my weapon.


  Over a canvas of freckles, the boy’s skin was marked with ink, curled in some places and flat in others.


  It was as Crash had said. The seal of the Directors branded the space between Kipper’s shoulders.


  I was used to wrestling Crash, and by comparison, Kipper’s frame was weak. Easily, I secured his body; easily, I placed my blade to his neck. Kipper didn’t move, but for his face, which he turned profile. “They were right about you,” he said, blinking his eyes half-shut so that they looked bored and vacant.


  An attempt to get me off focus.


  “Is it true that you are from Western City?” I queried, pressing the blade flush to his skin. “Then why do you have the mark of a prag? Tell me!”


  “This?” said Kipper. He wiggled his hand beneath my knee. “Let me go and I’ll show you.”


  “Like hell.”


  I pushed him harder to the ground to reinforce my answer. It was only a matter of time before he’d fight back, though. I strained my ears for signs of Theo.


  No such luck. He was probably still below the ground, shoveling spoonfuls of someone else’s soup down his gullet.


  Tch.


  “Do you want to know what the mark means?” Kipper spoke against the sand, though I hadn’t prodded him. “The one on my back, I mean.”


  “It is the seal of the Directors,” I lashed. “Which means that you’re as good as dead.”


  “Hmmm. We’ll see.”


  He was tempting my patience. And I had very little to begin with. But I had to be careful. I had to retain my wits. This was actually happening. Kipper had the mark of the Directors, just as Crash had said.


  Just like that, I’d found a key to unlocking this game.


  Calm down. You need to calm down and dig out as much information as you can. This might be your only chance.


  “Why don’t you tell me what the mark means?” I said.


  “It means four.” He swallowed against the ground. “Four seasons. Four elements. Four directions.”


  “Maybe I should carve it out of you and study it for myse—”


  “Four eyes,” he cut me off. “They watch you, you know, from the time you’re born… Looking for those who excel…” As he let his voice trail through his teeth, I felt myself stiffen:


  “What?”


  “They do the same in Angeles. Didn’t you know? It isn’t chance or luck that calls you to the field,” he said. “That, my dear, is based solely on skill.”


  I slammed the weak boy against the ground. “What do you mean?”


  “My guess is you were the perfectionist type,” Kipper drawled. “No friends. Concentrated only on becoming better, stronger, faster. Just like my dearest, Abby. Ironic, isn’t it, that in doing so you’ve damned yourself? You’ve groomed yourself into the perfect candidate for the END. You may think you’re fast and intelligent, but the truly intelligent ones are those who don’t hone their skills. And if they do, they never let it show. After all, even if you win this game, there’s no telling what life is really like in the beyond…”


  He sought to distract me, and it was working. Though I had no reason to believe them, the words were out there now—heavy words, like the ones Crash had described—sprouting roots and entwining their way around my lungs.


  We’d learned that the marking was left to fate, but fate was such a vague thing. Could it be true that I’d done this to myself? That those like Karán, for whom the marking had skipped, were the smart ones?


  Impossible.


  Theo was an exception to that logic.


  Surely there were others at University faster and stronger than Theo.


  But Kipper read my mind. “True, that idiot Theodorius wasn’t made for this place. Alas, the skills he possesses are of another kind. And those skills will be needed too, in the beyond.” Staring off to the side, he continued: “Not to mention, his Marker had a pleasurable response to his profile, and that is fifty percent of what counts.”


  I scowled at him. He was making no sense, which meant his time was running short.


  At last he turned to meet my venomous gaze. “But look at me, rambling, when I haven’t yet answered the question you really mean to ask.”


  “Who the hell are you?” I seethed.


  “Promise not to tell?” He waited a moment before sneering: “Just kidding. After all, your very conditioning begs that you confide in the one charged with your pursuit.”


  Conditioning?


  Kipper said, “I am a mod—moderator. Like the elements, there are four of us, and from what I hear, you’ve already met two others.”


  “A moderator?”


  This time, I fully sat up from Kipper, who seemed to be in a talkative enough mood even without the influence of my weapon. Still, I kept it pointed at him, ready to act.


  But it didn’t appear he had any intention.


  The lanky boy sat up, dug his heels into the sand, and stretched his arms over his head to remove the kinks I’d just put there. “What’s a moderator?” he said in a squeaky high-pitched voice.


  “What are you—?”


  “Why what a great question, Zillow Stone,” he said, though he had been the one to ask it. “A moderator is there to ensure that the test runs smoothly.”


  I started again, “Are you mocking m—”


  “Why do you call it a test? Isn’t it a game?” he said in the squeaky voice.


  My eyebrows flattened. I didn’t sound like that.


  “Another excellent question, Miss Stone,” he said in his normal voice. “That’s what the Presidents call it. A test.”


  And with that, the lunatic started up a conversation with himself, while I sat on, knuckles whitening by the second.


  “But what are you testing?” he said in the squeaky voice.


  “Ah, ah ah.” He raised a finger. “Not so fast. Let’s discuss the other question you’ve been meaning to ask first.”


  “How are you related to the Director of Western City?”


  He paused for effect. “Oh, haven’t you heard? He’s my uncle. And so is the Director of Eastern City. The two are brothers, after all.”


  “That can’t be!” I exclaimed, blade sharp.


  “Did you hear something?” said Kipper in the squeaky voice, looking around.


  “Inconsequential,” he said in the normal voice. “The field is full of distant noise.”


  I let out a huff through my nostrils.


  “What about the most important question of all?” he continued.


  He paused, and then—“Who are the other three moderators?” he asked, squeaky and unsure.


  “Tsk. Tsk. Not that question, Miss Stone,” he said, normal.


  I clamped my teeth tight. Now, he was just playing with me. And judging by his sudden silence, he was waiting for me to interject this time. He cupped his ear and raised his eyebrows.


  “Why are you telling me all this?” I barked at last.


  “Bingo. That is the most important question of all. And the answer is easy,” said Kipper, breaking out of his playacting with a shrug. He leaned forward, casting his face in sinister darkness. “I’m stalling.”


  Previously, the Directors’ nephew had kept his marked hand turned inward close to his thigh, but at the admission, he raised it high, fully exposing the unusual state of it. Unusual because the moderator’s mark wasn’t blue or red or green. Instead, it fluttered softly purple.


  Under its glow, his lips peeled back, exposing the gapped smile beneath: “Moderator number one is coming for you, Miss Zillow Stone.”


  I knew who he meant even before I heard the distant hum of Lady Captain’s zipper.


  I bolted up and scanned the horizon, in search of upset dust that might allude to the enemy’s location. “You called her?”


  “Don’t fight it,” Kipper said. “It’s the next phase. Don’t you get it? You’ve already won.”


  But everything within me was telling me to fight it. And nothing Kipper had said had made much sense. I didn’t have time to dissect it now, though. I had to get Theo and get out of here. But first—


  There was no telling if it would work. Kipper’s mark wasn’t like ours. It was a fake, capable of calling the other moderators to his location. On the hope that it remotely followed the same logic as ours, however, I shuffled through my pack for two decoy gambits. The first was for me, the second reserved for Kipper.


  He didn’t put up a fight, just said: “Oh darn,” in the least convincing tone possible when the tinted disc met his skin, continuing: “You know, without your hype man, you’re just another girl. Accredit it to him that people see you in a such a light.”


  ‘Just another girl’ was fine. I could be just another strongest, fastest girl.


  The weapon in my palm petitioned me to put it to use. I envisioned knocking Kipper out with the butt of it—played the scene over in my head—but it was pointless. An unnecessary risk at this point, as the moderator made no effort to do anything but slink back down into the sand to retie his bootlace that had come undone.


  Give me a reason.


  I wanted one. My aggression fought for release.


  But it wouldn’t be fair. Not when he wasn’t even trying.


  So I left him there as I raced away through the sand, ever mindful of the looming buzz on the horizon. From what I’d just heard, Kipper, along with Lady Captain, was one of four moderators planted to keep the game running ‘smoothly.’ Planted like everything else out here. Did that mean that Kipper had been faking everything on our earlier travels together? How long had he really been out here? And how could someone keep up such a façade?


  More importantly, was any of what I’d just heard true?


  Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t see the person tucked behind the flat-topped boulder. Not until—


  “ZILL!”


  Just as I hoped, Theo had found a reason to come after Kipper and me, but the sound of the zipper in the distance kept him from venturing beyond the waterwheel’s entrance. “Yuck. Craig of all people was in there,” he said. “That guy’s a complete and utter fuck. Anyway, you hear that?”


  “Of course I hear that! Come on!” I snatched up his sleeve and tore him along to where our vehicle was waiting.


  “Wait, what happened to Kipper?” He swished his head back and forth before laying eyes accusingly on my weapon. “Oh my GAWD! You killed him!” His voice rose up at the end. “You can’t just go around killing people, Zillow Stone!” he shrieked the shriek of a terrorized bird.


  “Calm down,” I said, dry. “He’s over there, but I should have killed him.”


  “Ohhhh.” Theo’s voice rang with understanding. “I get it. Did he make a pass at you?”


  “What? No! Argh, come on!”


  I didn’t tell Theo the plan. There would be time for that later. For now, I’d decided to forego our recruitment mission. We’d be in a better position if we could make it back to the bunker before venturing out again. The existence of these so-called moderators upset our current strategy.


  What would happen if next time we stumbled onto all four of them at a waterwheel? It was no longer wise for Theo and I to go alone. From now on, we four had to stay together.


  It is important to—


  “Ow, Zillerbean! That’s hella rough!”


  “Oops. Sorry.”


  I’d accidentally just yanked Theo’s arm nearly out of socket.


  Get a grip, Zillow Stone. Focus.


  With any luck, Chloe would have made progress on the bunker’s instruments by now. I concentrated on the image of a freed hand, like Theo’s. Unbound by the limitations of the game.


  More realistic was the hope the dataframe hid the identity of the other moderators. Or to what end we were being ‘tested.’


  The END.


  But all of that would have to wait. First and foremost, came losing our lady pursuer.


  At least one good thing had come of Kipper’s sabotage. From what I could discern, the woman hadn’t known of our location until getting tipped off by her fellow moderator, which stood to reason that my tracker was off, across the board, when lit green. If that was true, we could use it to our advantage.


  “I wonder if a mark still works if the hand is disconnected from the body?” I mused, glancing in the direction of where I’d left Kipper.


  “WHAT?!” choked Theo.


  “Kidding.”


  But as the sound of the captain’s zipper veered in the direction of the decoy gambit I’d used, I quickly piled on another, and another after that. I intended it to look like I’d escaped Kipper and gone on ahead of him. Meanwhile, my partner and I revved our vehicle and took off in the opposite direction, only moderately speeding so as not draw attention.


  Under a heavy moon, we took the long way around, along the mountains that finally exposed themselves jaggedly across the horizon, as we fled back to the place where Crash was waiting.


  And Chloe. Chloe was there too.


  It is import—


  




  Chapter 4


  The Second Marking


  



  It was the wake of morning when we reached our destination.


  On the way, we’d taken two breaks, one to refuel, the other so that I could tell Theo of Kipper’s cryptic-ness. Ever since then, he’d been particularly antsy.


  I didn’t blame him.


  Even now, he bounced around out front of the bunker, jerking at any little sound. “You coming—” He thought a moment before finishing: “Zilllllll?”


  “That’s all you’ve got?” I said.


  “I know. Disappointing, right?” He pointed to the bags beneath his eyes. “Must reset the brain parts.”


  “Fair.”


  “But you are coming, right?” he said. “We have to tell those guys what happened.”


  “I’ll catch up. You’re the better storyteller anyway.”


  He shrugged and left me by myself, staring out at the orangey sky.


  I didn’t want to go in. I didn’t know why.


  I folded my arms into myself and let the heaviness of the day move down my abdomen and into my feet. Lady Captain, Kipper… everything moved quickly out here. Too quickly.


  I waited for a breeze to break the stagnant air. Ah. There it was. Silence. Stillness. And a cool inhale.


  Maybe I was ready to go in now. Maybe I was even eager, like Theo.


  Maybe I was forcibly fighting not to be.


  I searched the seemingly natural landscape for signs of falseness—or worse, signs of hidden surveillance. I had yet to find any, and that was disquieting. Every decayed tree could be house to a camera; every bored piece of rubbish a trap. Was I too unskilled to see it?


  I scanned the top rocks of the bunker where Crash and I had fallen mad. Where our fingers had interwoven for those small mad minutes…


  I gave a jolt. I’d searched for abnormality within the landscape and there it was, rising up on two legs. My feet stammered and my mouth staggered. No, it was the other way around.


  “Kitten.” The blood-haired boy didn’t wait for an answer. He slid down the side of the rock, mouth pursed. “You’re back sooner than expected. I assume you missed me.” His glacier eyes were as intense as the crispest blues of day as he moved towards me, skulking and preditorial. My instinct was to back away. This was a vicious animal.


  But backing away felt like losing. I would hold my ground: “Tch! What are you doing out here?”


  “You messed up,” he said.


  “What do you mean I messed up?”


  “One of the times you used a gambit, there was too much of a gap. I saw your true position.”


  “You were watching me?”


  He rolled his shoulders in a cracking circle. “Mm.” He nodded. “I knew you were on your way back.”


  Annoying. “Couldn’t just take a break for once?”


  “No.” His contacts almost seemed to flare, but it was just a trick of the rising sun. In the after, the word ‘No’ hung there, abnormal and bulky, like a brick suspended by a string, until—“Making sure you don’t stray too far. It would be a bother to hunt after you again.”


  Yet he’d let me go without much of a struggle.


  “Now then,” he said, perching down on a rock coated in dead moss. “Tell me what happened.”


  I raised a brow and motioned to my backpack and riding gear.


  “Meh. Change later.” He moved his head in the facility’s direction. “Those two are probably banging it out right now anyway.”


  Really?


  A snort of air from my Marker’s nostrils made me avert my eyes from the bunker door. I didn’t want to be toyed with. And I didn’t like the feeling in my stomach.


  Fine.


  Setting my eyes distinctly on his, I told him what had transpired.


  If he was unsettled at all, he didn’t let it show. “Knew it was the same weasel,” he said when I finished.


  “Have you ever heard of moderators before?” I asked.


  He shook his head.


  “Not even in Keegan’s drop—”


  The warmth of my Marker’s hand came against my lips. “Careful, Zillow Stone. The words are heavy.”


  Yes, we still had to work on those superstitions surrounding his brother.


  Crash kept his palm there and didn’t look to remove it. I twitched. Annoyance or something other. And I thought about swatting him away.


  Meanwhile, the sunlight spouted halation around his silhouette. His skin was golden, the way mine was beginning to become. The tattoos beneath his eyes were defined at the edges. The light of his eyes seared through me.


  I was staring.


  I was incorrigible.


  And his hand was still there.


  I chopped him across the wrist and turned my back. “What did Kipper mean by I already won, anyway?”


  Crash’s hand fell. “How should I know?” he said, disinterested.


  If there was anything supernatural lingering in the air, it fell too.


  “I don’t expect you to know, stupid. I was asking for speculation.”


  “The kitten bites,” he sneered.


  I ignored him. “There’s something else,” I reverted. “Something about Chloe having a favorable response to Theo’s profile. Do you… know anything about that?”


  It had been on my mind since slipping through Kipper’s thin lips. The thought that our pairing hadn’t been random at all. That maybe Crash had had a ‘favorable’ response to my profile too. He stared through me beneath the shadow of the rising sun, and the wind didn’t so much as cause a distraction. It was awkward, so I busied myself with gathering up my things.


  But Crash was blunt: “You mean did I ‘pick’ you?”


  It wasn’t what I’d meant to ask.


  Or maybe that was exactly what I’d meant to ask.


  I didn’t want it to show, though, especially not to him. “I’m just trying to discern how much of what Kipper said was truth.”


  “No,” said Crash. “I didn’t pick you.”


  “Oh. Then I supposed everything else should be taken with a grain of sal—”


  “Not by my own will, at least.”


  Own will?


  I spun to find him musing at the sky. His posture was always bent a little contortedly as though he were halfway between lunge and falling over. It was disjointed against the horizon.


  How different things were now. In those first days, I would have come at him. His belly was deliciously unprotected.


  “How do you mean?” I said, eyeing his frame.


  With a calculated smile, the crocodile gleamed en route to the entryway of the bunker. “What I mean is I met you before I ever met you, Zillow Stone.”


  But he wouldn’t elaborate until several days later.


  It was when Chloe was leaning back from a contemporary bubble of a chair situated in front of one of the computerized instruments held in the concealed facility. She leaned to gather up her hair and let out a loud grunt of exhaustion. She’d managed to unlock two of the devices—the first a tracker that no longer tracked anything, the other a database of medical stats and other useless information. It hadn’t been updated in several years, and therefore, none of the ‘players’ listed were any we’d heard of.


  “Don’t strain yourself, Chlo. We’ve got all the time you need.”


  Though Theo knew as well as the rest of us that it was only a matter of time before we were found. All it would take is lapse of my tracker in the middle of the night, a small opening without gambit.


  And we still didn’t have a plan. Much less one capable of blowing this ‘mother’ to the ground.


  Plus, Crash was getting antsy to follow his brother’s last drop instructions, the destination of which was ‘close’ to our current location. Again I saw him gleaming through his contacts at the eastern wall.


  Out of nowhere, the crocodile smile returned.


  “Ask me.”


  He felt my gaze at his neck and he knew what I was thinking.


  I knew what he meant without elaboration. Like I’d been waiting for him to bring it up. “Is that necessary?” I said.


  “Ask,” he demanded.


  I sighed. “Yes, my Mark—”


  He shot me a dangerous look.


  “Yes, Crash. You met me before you ever met me…”


  From the corner of my eye, I noticed Chloe jerk.


  “That isn’t a question,” said Crash, fiddling with collar of his shirt and turning to the wall.


  I had nothing better to do than to indulge him. “What did you mean by that, O great Marker?”


  Satisfied, he spun to show another curling grin. “In dreams, Zillow Stone. I met you in dreams.”


  Not what I had expected. He didn’t look to be playing. I moved to the stark wall and crossed my arms. “What sort of dreams?”


  “Not that sort,” he sneered.


  I didn’t know what he meant. He could tell and it amused him.


  “Dreams of Zillow Stone doing Zillow Stone things.” He slid a finger down the wall.


  “Such as?”


  He shrugged. “Sleeping. Eating. Fighting dummies full of dust. Sitting at the top of a clock tower, looking pissed off.”


  I said nothing. And then I did.


  “You dreamt of my life back in Eastern City?”


  “Not just you. Other girls too.” He made a strange, displeased face—“As well as a guy or two.” He shook the thought away. “Imagine my surprise when your city turned out to be just like the one from my dreams.”


  Crash had had dreams of my life.


  The way I had had dreams of Paradise?


  “Chloe,” I made the Marker jump. “Did you have dreams about Theo back in Western City?”


  Theo hadn’t been paying attention to us, but that caught his attention. He looked up from his own fingernails.


  Chloe hid her face in her work. “We aren’t allowed to speak of Western Cit—”


  “Let me rephrase,” I said. “Did you dream of Theodorius before you ever met him?”


  The question hung.


  Chloe was silent, while Theo sputtered up from his seat with energy. “Chlo, what’s she talking about?” He crouched imploringly towards his mistress.


  Finally, Chloe spoke with a voice of frailty. “Y-yes.”


  “Huh? You did, Chlo?” Theo’s doe eyes used their full softness to pry her. “You dreamed about me?”


  Chloe nodded slowly and her newly formed ponytail bobbed brightly against the white room.


  Every part of Theo lit up. “Well, dang! That’s mondo crazy! Guess it’s fate that I’m yours then!”


  The pretty girl’s face became flush. I wondered if mine ever did that.


  Why should I wonder that?


  Anyway, I doubted it was ‘fate,’ but I didn’t have the heart to break it to Theo just now. Instead, I shot a look at my Marker. “Daramene?” I muttered. The same substance that had made Crash hallucinate falling meerkats. The same substance responsible for the vacant stares of those under the influence of dandriel.


  And the substance I’d come to determine was also in the waystation sleeping pods.


  Crash nodded. “Among other things.”


  Like what?


  I didn’t need to ask.


  Crash nodded his head to a door in the back that led to the sleeping area. Whatever he had to tell me, he didn’t want to say in front of the others. The side room housed ten even cots. Chloe and Theo had been sleeping near to each other. Crash and I slept on opposite ends.


  He sat on the edge of an unused cot and patted the space beside him.


  “I’ll stand.”


  But he insisted. Again, I had nothing better to do. Until we could find a way to deactivate my mark…


  The bedsprings groaned under our weight. It groaned louder when Crash fell backwards onto the mattress. I stayed upright. Crash put his arms behind his head and stretched out like a cat.


  “What do you want?” I said, straight ahead.


  “Let’s see if the dreams were real.”


  I didn’t approve of the tone in his voice.


  “One time, when you were young, you went to a crowded street and then to a crowded building.”


  “All of the buildings and streets are crowded in Eastern City,” I said.


  “The building was tall with a cross on the side and you went up almost to the top.”


  A cross on the side? A lump moved in my throat. Surely, he hadn’t had a dream about—“The EOD,” I said.


  Crash furrowed his brow.


  “End of Days,” I said. “It’s a place old people go.”


  Crash nodded. “There were lots of old people, but you went to see one old person, in particular. He had gray and tan hair and a wrinkled face.”


  The lump in my throat swelled.


  “He gave you a button.”


  The lump grew so that it was hard to speak. “How do you know that?” I choked.


  “I saw it,” said Crash, eyes on mine. “Was it real?”


  I couldn’t nod. I was frozen. Of all the things for him to bring up, this was the one I expected least, maybe.


  “The man you went to see wasn’t sick,” he continued.


  But he was old, and Eastern City was a very crowded place.


  I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t breathe.


  There was little in this world that made me feel.


  And there was only one thing that made me feel this deeply.


  “There was a story your grandfather told you once,” Crash started. But he got no further.


  “STOP!” I lashed.


  The bed creaked as Crash sat up from his catlike position. “Was that the last time you saw…”


  “The words are heavy.”


  “Mm. Fair enough.” He paused and searched me, though I refused to look at him or anything else. The memory made me weak.


  I hated being weak.


  “Sorry,” he said, close to my ear.


  “But it really happened,” I said. Though I no longer had that button. I’d dropped it long ago. “Which means those were real memories you saw in your dreams.”


  “Maybe not memories,” said Crash.


  I turned to find him staring.


  “See, that was a dream I had a long, long time ago,” he said. “When I was young.”


  “You think they were showing me to you in real time?” I said.


  He shrugged. “I used to have lots of dreams of different people. And then I only had dreams of you and a few others. And then only you.”


  I didn’t know how to take that. Was I supposed to believe his government had shown me to him in real time, from the time he was very, very young? That they had taken footage of me and fed it to his sleeping mind?


  It seemed outlandish. Like a thing of fiction.


  Yet that first day he’d marched right up to me, taken my hand, and whispered in my ear. He hadn’t wavered. Knew who I was without a doubt. Was it because he felt he already knew me?


  He took my shoulders and pulled me towards him. “What emotions are you experiencing right now, Zillow?”


  I didn’t know what they were. My heart was pounding as though I’d just sprinted and the lump in my throat was back.


  Sadness? Over the memory of my grandfather?


  Yes.


  And something else.


  A shiver moved through me. I felt the weight of my Marker pushing down the bed beside me. I heard the murmurs of Chloe and Theo in the other room. I felt the stillness of the air.


  “What emotions are you feeling?” I said.


  He smirked. “I asked first, kitten.”


  But I couldn’t answer. I saw the red glow reflect against his chin signaling that my mark had just turned a forbidden color. Crash reached in the pocket of his shirt, pulled out a gambit and swiped it over the top of my hand resting on my thigh.


  As he decoyed the cursed thing, his eyes lingered there. “My brand upon your flesh.” Then his face fell as next he said, “If I take away your mark, Zillow Stone, what will you do?”


  That was a funny thing to ask.


  “Will you run?” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “From me?”


  “…No.”


  “Good.” And then, in the stillness of the room, he took my marked hand from my lap and brought it to his mouth. There was something forbidden about the way he watched my reaction. “I will help you remove your mark,” he said, “but in exchange, you must keep this one—” Before I could ask what ‘this one’ was, he touched my mark to his soft lips. “This is your second marking, Zillow Stone. And it’s one you can’t ever get rid of.”


  I don’t know why, but I nodded.


  Afterwards, we speculated over the meaning of the game, and I pretended not to notice that he hadn’t released my hand.


  




  Chapter 5


  Fallen Chains


  



  I came out of the shower the next day with my hair in a towel and urgency in the pit of my stomach. We had grown too comfortable here. And after Kipper’s intel, we had yet to formulate a new plan. I was becoming restless.


  I was about to tell the others so, but was caught off-guard on the way to the instruments room, for Theodorius was waiting on the other side of the door, wiggling about. “ZILLOW!”


  “Theodorius.”


  “Waah! You look pretty crusty.”


  “Crusty?” I felt at my face.


  “I mean in manner, not appearance.”


  So I was behaving in a crusty manner. Well, what did he expect, having barricaded me from the other room without warning?


  “I’m not crusty, Theo,” I sighed. “I’m irritated. We need to give up on those computers and figure out a pla—”


  “What’s that you say?” He turned animated, projecting his voice into the other room where Crash and Chloe were. “Give UP on the computers? Why would we do that, when—”


  With that, he took hold of both shoulders and ushered me out into the other room where I’d been meaning to go all along.


  “Your Marker just figured out the key to your freedom!”


  The… key?


  Indeed, Crash was leaned smugly, elbow resting on the head of a monitor and an effortless air about him.


  I knew what Theo meant, of course, but it didn’t register. The mark on my hand seemed to throb with knowing.


  “Yeah,” piped Chloe. “And pretty easily, too. It’s almost as though he knew how to all along…” The petite girl appeared shrewd.


  Whatever look was upon my face was replaced with a scowl. He’d mentioned the previous night that he’d ‘help’ remove my mark, but if he’d known how to all along, while Chloe slaved away over the machines, and Theo and I were out in the wilderness in danger of being caught…


  I wouldn’t put it past him.


  And the look he was giving now was too effortless. Too smug.


  “YOU KNEW ALL ALONG HOW TO REMOVE MY MARK?!” I was cut off, not by another being, but by my own voice. Remove… my… mark.


  At last, the wave of understanding moved from my pulsing hand, up through my arm, until washing over the rest of me. If I was interpreting the situation correctly, Crash had managed to operate the dead machines. Better yet, he’d followed through on his promise and found a way to remove the cursed mark he’d given me all those days ago.


  I walked with steady, deliberate footsteps.


  Keep calm. Don’t be eager.


  But I was eager. It was all I could do to keep from bounding. Kipper had said I’d already ‘won,’ but I didn’t feel to have won anything. To deactivate my mark would feel like the first battle won.


  Eventually, my feet took me up close to the others. Crash hadn’t moved, but his smirk had grown at my earlier outburst.


  Tch!


  A growl sounded from somewhere.


  It was my own throat. Crash sneered further.


  Meanwhile, Chloe appeared sour over Crash’s sudden breakthrough that seemed too sudden to be luck. The thought of losing my mark elated me enough to overpower the negative emotions, but the same wasn’t true of her.


  Theo was too dumb to notice.


  “What does this device do?” I tried not to sound eager.


  “What do you think it does, kitten?”


  “Don’t call me that.” My voice fell flat.


  “Anything you say, kitten.”


  “Isn’t it great, Zill?! If this works the same way mine did, then we’ll really be able to do it! We’ll really be able to get out there and make some mayhem!” He slammed his fist into his opposite open palm.


  Make mayhem. Sure. I barely heard him. My eyes were transfixed on the screen that was filled with lines of text I couldn’t read. The blue of it lit up Chloe’s cheeks. Mine too, I suppose.


  “Scoot,” said Crash.


  Still perturbed, Chloe rose and trudged away, eyes suspiciously on my Marker’s back. She always had felt uneasy around him. Today’s epiphany didn’t help.


  Crash plopped down into her empty seat and leaned over a flat pad on the desk. Then, he began to slide his hands all along the blank pad and the screen reacted by shifting some of the text.


  “How do you know where to move your hands?” I asked.


  Without a word, he pointed to his eye.


  The contacts. They were connected to this technology too.


  Again, I didn’t want to be eager. “Is there anything else useful in here, or is the sole purpose of this one to deactivate marks?”


  “Oh, did I say this was to deactivate your mark?”


  The wind was knocked out of me.


  “A joke. Don’t be so crestfallen. Haven’t I been a good master? Are you that eager to be rid of it?”


  “Master?” I scoffed.


  “Bater!” chimed Theo from across the room.


  I rolled my eyes. Crash did too.


  When he touched my hand without asking, the wind was knocked out of me again. I reminded myself to keep my wits. There was no guarantee this would work. And if it didn’t, I’d already resolved not to waste any more time trying.


  As Crash took my hand, he brushed the underside of my fingertips with his knuckles and drew me to the pad where his other hand was drumming a repetitious sequence. The scrolling text on the screen continued to scroll and I suffered a moment of déjà vu.


  In paradise, there’d been a screen like this. Only then, I was able to read the script.


  “Ready?” Crash drew me to the present.


  “Yes,” I said, “and if you ask me what emotions I’m experiencing right now I will kill you.”


  “Tell me how you’ll do it,” Crash petitioned. “Leave out no detail.”


  “It would be over before you know it.”


  “Is that so?” Crash squeezed my palm. “Me, on the other hand, I’d draw it out. Savor every last moment.”


  I felt my temple tighten, but that was overcome by the sensation in my hand. My Marker had been distracting me. I didn’t notice that his tracker pen was out until it was plunged into the top of my flesh. In response, the pad beneath lit the outline of a hand. My hand.


  “AH!” The sound came through my teeth as across the room, Theo let out a yelp.


  Crash studied me without expression before placing his chin onto my shoulder. “Only a moment and then it will be done,” he said.


  I nodded.


  With the pen lodged into the top of my hand, I focused on my breathing, in and out of my teeth, removing myself from the discomfort.


  Crash brushed his fingertips over the pad and the screen before us responded. It flashed yellow and so did the pen.


  And, after a moment as Crash had promised, it was over. He rubbed the tip of the pen against his thigh, staining the white fabric crimson, like his hair. Like the liquid bubbling from the top of my hand.


  But the bubbling didn’t bother me, for underneath my skin was muted—the mark that sealed my fate, faded.


  I may have stared for twenty minutes or more at the spectacle and when Crash moved to bandage it with mediglue, I swatted him away. The freedom I’d sought was unrelentingly upon me. If only it would slide down my throat.


  I may have stared for twenty minutes or it could have been ten seconds. Either way, it ended with a boisterous noise:


  “Shebang-a-rang-a-rang-tang-tang, Zillderbeast! I think it worked!” The chair beneath Theo felt the force of his upward leap.


  “Those were words?” said Crash, flat.


  But I was only concerned with the last two of them. ‘It worked.’


  “Just like that?” I said.


  “Yeah, just like that?” said Chloe, still bothered that Crash may have been holding out.


  I was bothered too, but it was a small emotion compared to everything else.


  My katar had been resting, growing lethargic in the other room. It called to me now as the reality of my situation welled up in my lungs. I was no longer prey. I was no longer a player. I was a rogue with the capability to slip between the seen world and the unseen one. No more gambits. No more drones. No more tracker. No more mark.


  Today was the first day of my life.


  “How does it feel, Zill? Pretty sweet, am I right?” Theo was close enough to smell. “Whoa! What’s with that look all of a sudden?! And… are you laughing?”


  Yes.


  I latched onto my first partner’s arm. “That’s right, Theo. And do you know what comes next?”


  He shrunk down like a person about to be attacked. “W-what?


  “Obviously it’s time to burn this mother to the ground.”


  Theo’s eyes were wide—impressed, maybe. “Scary,” he breathed. It wasn’t long before he straightened, mouth kicked up at the corner. “Heh. Real scary.”


  From my other side, a hunter who’d just given up his prey slipped quietly into the shadows. He allowed me three minutes of celebration before offering the truth:


  “That system is connected to a network. They can tell that you’ve been released and they can tell it happened here.” He touched his temple and stared through the wall. “I’d give us twenty minutes.”


  It was then that I noticed that Chloe was already packing.


  




  Chapter 6


  The Four of Them


  



  In the deep of night we stole from the facility. We had been training our cycles, sleeping during the day so that we could be active during the night. My pack was heavy with new rope, gloves, and food capsules.


  Theo’s was heavy with stolen dandriel and bars of chocolate.


  “You could have warned us!” I seethed at the scarlet-haired boy who was running beside me without effort.


  “I didn’t know if I could get it to work or not. Besides, she didn’t make an effort to say anything either.” He motioned to the other fire-haired person within our group—though Chloe’s hair was a much brighter shade than Crash’s. Tied up, it trailed her like a silky serpent. It wasn’t the only thing trailing us. At first, I thought it was a bird—a glimmer on the horizon from the corner of my eye.


  “Still think we’re making a mistake leaving that zipper behind,” said Theo.


  He was right. But there was only one, and we’d opted not to split up.


  “We know where it is if we need it,” I said.


  “Well crap!” Theo had a thought. “If I’d have known it was our last night, I’d have taken a shower! Do I stink, Chlo? Do I?”


  It didn’t matter. He’d be dirty enough before long.


  Chloe’s response was too quiet to hear. She was usually quiet when Crash was around. Or maybe that’s just how she was. Every now and again, though, I’d catch a glimpse of determination about her cheekbones, reminiscent of how she was back at the lava pits. That dainty shell housed a decent amount of fight. Good. We’d need it.


  And sooner than later, it would turn out.


  The fourth time I saw the flash from the corner of my eye, I noticed it had grown. “Nobody stop,” I instructed first, “but there are at least three drones on our trail.”


  Of course, Theo stopped. “HUH?! Where?!”


  Crash rung him around the neck and forced him onward. “To the south,” said the Marker. “They’ve been following for a while now.”


  So I hadn’t been the only one to notice.


  “Yes,” agreed Chloe. “We passed a sensor a ways back, hidden in a pile of lumber. It seems to have set them off. They are having a difficult time finding you without your imprints.”


  So even she too, had noticed. Theo looked like a child left out on a secret. That was fine. According to Kipper, his talents lay elsewhere.


  A thought occurred to me. “But what about your trackers?” I said. “Can’t they track you using your pens?”


  Chloe jogged up beside me. “Pens?”


  I didn’t know the proper word for them.


  She cocked her head. “Ah. You mean the stylus. True, they can track us using those means, but the only time they can do so is when we are actively tracking you. Of course, I’ve disabled that feature,” she said, matter-of-fact.


  “Of course, I have too,” Crash said, condescending.


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “Of course.”


  But it was good news. It meant we had two options: both to run and to hide.


  The latter had worked in the past. Keeping our bodies concealed by whatever wreckage we could, we set our sights on a ruined building in the distance. We weren’t the first to do so. The inside held remnants of a sleeping nest.


  There we waited, breathless, for the drones to near and pass. Only, they didn’t pass over us at all. We had managed to keep enough of a lead on them, so that they missed the building entirely, juttering off a ways south. Still, we gave it an hour before setting out again.


  “Hey, where are we headed, anyway?” Theo was the first one to address it. “Being our recruitment mission failed, and all. Don’t we need some kind of a plan?”


  There was a plan. Theo just wasn’t aware of it. And neither was Chloe. Ours was a plan made in silence, and unbeknownst to the others, Crash had been leading the way.


  “We’re taking a detour,” he said now.


  “Hopefully not to the middle of a shit-lake again,” I muttered.


  He grinned. “No promises.”


  Theo pressed the issue.


  “Don’t fret,” said Crash, eyes not on Theo but on me. “We’ll still help you destroy whatever it is you aim to destroy. But what we need now is information. And I have a surefire way to get some.”


  Keegan’s next drop—Crash believed it would help us end this game. And because we had little else to go on, the other two complied.


  A way to end it that went beyond the rules. I didn’t believe it possible. But I was all out of logic.


  As we traveled, Kipper’s words stayed near me, buzzing in my ear like a fly.


  ‘Don’t fight it. It’s the next phase. Don’t you get it? You’ve already won.’


  If that was so, then what constituted winning? From what I could tell, we were all losing.


  Chloe and Theo. Rice and Alaranda. Peck the masochist and his sadist of a Marker.


  Me and Crash.


  What about the others? Were the rest of them the same? Did they get along with their Markers too? Even Jozy? Even Craig, whom Theo so loathed?


  There was something more going on here, but I couldn’t discern it.


  Why would the Western director show the Markers their prags ahead of time—over the course of their lives even? Almost as though they were weaning candidates for something.


  And how was it that one girl had managed to both win and lose the game depending on who you heard it from? A girl from my own class no less, with hair so light it was white?


  None of it made sense.


  This thing I’d trained for all my life made no sense.


  The pursuit was real. That drive was real. But what of the rest of it?


  Was anyone actually killing anyone out here?


  I halted. The dirt of the ground swallowed my feet. “What if they’re purposely pairing us?” It was something of an epiphany.


  Theo looked like he’d been waiting for an excuse to brake. Not only did he halt, he fwomped to the ground, panting: “Well, yeah. They pair us based on skill, don’t they?”


  “No. I mean, what if they’re pairing us?”


  Chloe understood what I meant. She caught my eye and held it.


  “There are rumors,” mused Crash.


  Yes, he’d said something along those lines before.


  “Theo.” I took the grubby boy’s shoulders and yanked him up, before shoving him directly into unsuspecting Chloe. She caught him with a gasp.


  “H-hey! What the heck was that for?” Theo showed hurt.


  I fell in line beside my Marker and asked: “What emotions are you feeling right now?”


  It only now registered with Theo that he was clutched in the pretty girl’s arms. He looked to the ground and rubbed the back of his head as he stepped away. “Sorry about that, Chlo. Apparently someone’s testy today.”


  I wasn’t testy. I was testing.


  I went up to both of them and put a hand on either of their chests. Both were beating heavy enough to feel through their ribs.


  Just as I thought.


  “What if we aren’t meant to kill each other at all? What if—?”


  My words were swallowed as two bronze arms embraced me from behind. The cool of Crash’s pendant hit the back of my neck. His breath warmed my hair.


  No, Zillow Stone. Don’t start that up.


  I tried to make it stop.


  Like hell I’d let him feel it!


  Damn!


  It was too late. The missed-step feeling was going over and over again in the pit of my stomach as my heart rammed against its holdings. But Crash wasn’t satisfied with feeling it. He spun me around and placed his ear to my chest. When I shoved him off he was smiling and his eyes were dark. I lunged at him, goaling for his chest. Maybe it would stifle the embarrassment if his chest were thudding too.


  Crash dodged me. And again. I came at him, over and over, until drawing my weapon out of habit and angst. “Argh!” My focus was off. He caught my wrist as I came down at him. He squeezed.


  My katar fell to the ground with a dull thud.


  My wrist was captive but I’d lost my will to fight. I was inches apart from my Marker who stared down at me, no longer smiling but eyes still dark as sin. He brought my hand to his own waist, slipped it under the softness of his shirt and drew me upwards over his flesh and muscle to the place his pendant rested.


  I felt it.


  His chest was thudding just the same.


  Tch.


  Something came over me. Embarrassment or other, and I looked away.


  Crash’s chest thudded harder.


  “Okaaaaay.” Always, Theo was too close. This time, he was right at my side, chewing on something. “Not REAL sure as to what’s going on with you two, but you do remember that we’re on the run, right?” He swallowed what appeared to be a large chunk of jerky.


  He was right. I retrieved my katar.


  But when I started forth again, Crash told me I was going the wrong direction.


  Not like I had a magical eyepiece to show me the way.


  Still, the absence of glow from my hand was empowering on its own. Enough to will me on though my purpose felt dead. We would follow Crash’s instruction to Keegan’s drop and then we would make our way towards the END.


  As the night carried on, we managed to stay ahead of any who might be pursuing us and when the morning came, we stumbled upon a new terrain. Mushy ground coated in algae. If Theo was worried about smelling, the stench of the ground was enough to coat even his dankness. The air was moister here than it had been in all of the wilderness. By the third day, we grew used to it.


  It was in the midst of this setting that we saw an algae-coated mound in the distance. We would use the higher ground to gather our bearings.


  But as we came up to the mound, we found that it wasn’t a hill at all; rather the remains of a fallen mammoth, which had been still enough for long enough to welcome the greeny growth of stinking algae. It was massive, far more than even the first mech-beast we’d encountered. This one was shaped like a golem, with stumpy arms and legs and a thick middle.


  Lucky for us, the carcass was immobile.


  …Until foolhardy Theo prodded it with his foot. “Freaky looking thing, ain’t it? With bits of skin stretched over the metal and tufts of hair spouting from the cracks—? WAAAAH!”


  Whatever power or life remained in the beast, it flared at Theo’s touch. One of the lights lit on its back and a fizzling noise expounded from its insides. Theo meant to protect Chloe, but it was she who hopped in front of him before his hunting knives were even drawn.


  The beast lacked the strength to puff again, and so its massive lump of a body concreted against the ashy earth. Would its flesh eventually decay? Would it end up a naked metal skeleton?


  As I watched it settle, I couldn’t be sure—


  It seemed as though Crash was now between me and the creature.


  He had placed himself in front of me?


  Or maybe he hadn’t.


  It was hard to tell.


  “That’s what he gets for poking things that aren’t meant to be poked,” Crash hissed in my ear. So he said, but that didn’t stop him from poking me in the cheek. I turned my head to bite him but he moved away too quickly.


  “Again the kitten nips.”


  I ignored him. “Is there anything useful we can scavenge from this creature?” The sharp pieces jutting from its backside could prove useful to weaponless Crash, who hadn’t bothered taking a spare weapon from the bunker.


  “NAST, Zill! You wanna eat this thing? Look at those spouts of hair! Imagine that going down your throat. Blegh! I grabbed plenty of stuff before we left, if you’re hungry.”


  “I didn’t mean as a food source, moron. Not everything is about food!”


  “Behemoth steak,” mused Crash, hand to chin.


  “Don’t encourage it,” I barked.


  “There’s no need, anyway,” offered Chloe. She pointed to her eye. “The map I uploaded shows everything out here. Restocking supplies will be easier for all of us from now on, even without utilizing the waystations.”


  I wiped my brow of moisture. The day had started to mist. “How much farther until we get to Keegan’s next drop?”


  Crash’s jaw flexed at my usage of his brother’s name. “Today. Evening. Look for a giant whale.”


  “A whale?”


  Crash bobbled his head. “That’s all I know.”


  It was coincidence that I’d seen a whale in my dreams. Nothing more.


  The drizzle clouded the distance and wetted our clothes, but I didn’t mind. Not so long ago, I’d feared precipitation. And now I was free.


  If we weren’t refugees, life out here wouldn’t be so bad.


  There were ample building supplies amongst the ruins. And if we could master the distillation equipment found in the safehouses, we might be able to start a new life outside of the crowded confines of the city.


  I wanted to know what Western City was like.


  I wanted to know how the demons lived.


  I wanted to know if they lost their elderly the way we did.


  I wanted to know if they feared the rain.


  Eventually our clothes turned sopping, clinging to us like skin, as we continued on without much notable event. Though she had spoken of supplies, we were further out now than most things marked on Chloe’s map. There were no waystations or waterwheels waiting in the distance, and therefore no prags running amok.


  Well, except for us.


  Though we weren’t really prags anymore. My hand was proof.


  I was staring at the place my mark used to be, so I didn’t see it at first. Not until Theo yelped as Theos are known to do.


  “Yowza! You weren’t kidding, Mr. Marker. That’s totally a whale!”


  As my eyes searched the distant mist, a massive, robust beast came into focus.


  And it was floating.


  




  Chapter 7


  Amusement


  



  It wasn’t floating.


  Upon closer inspection, the creature was held up into the air by a sturdy pole formerly masked by the mist. The pole itself was orange and rusted, while the body was plaster, I suspected—once brightly painted but faded now from the elements so that it was nothing but stone blue and dusty gray. Its face wore a creepy smile, not befitting of a whale.


  There were buildings scattered around the base of it. For now, we scampered into one that was mostly upright and made it a shelter, as the outside world had become unbearable. We were dripping with warm moisture.


  The building was filled with upturned tables painted with stripes, along with a dusty heap of what looked to have once been stuffed whale toys.


  “Strange how the weather can be so different out here from one place to the next,” said Chloe, ringing her hair.


  “Not really,” muttered Crash, searching the room for usefulness. “I heard they used weather changes as a defense long ago. Even as a weapon. In the days of the Nine, they figured out a way to manipulate the rains.” He flicked his eyes at me. “Even turning them acid.”


  “How do you know that?” Chloe dipped one of her scarlet eyebrows.


  Crash shrugged. “I’ve heard things.”


  Things.


  “My thought is they fucked the weather along with everything else out here,” he continued without meeting anyone’s gaze. “I even knew a guy that saw snow out here once. Rain that was frozen to white flakes.”


  Knew a guy.


  As in a brother.


  “Come on, then.” Crash straightened, tapping my shoulder. “I’m keeping you alive for one reason, aren’t I? Let’s go find it.”


  He cracked an incredulous little smile at my displeasure before heading back out into the din.


  Curiosity overruled annoyance. “We’ll be back,” I bade Theo, before putting up my hood and following the demon.


  We exited into the middle of a gathering of tiny buildings that were dipped this way and that. At first I thought they leaned due to decay, but it was their foundation which caused them intentionally to lean beneath roofs that were mismatched in faded colors. Spouts and spigots and small chimneys without real purpose jutted from the tops.


  “Strange cottages,” I mused.


  Crash didn’t bother agreeing. He was busy sniffing around the base of the whale’s pole. I ventured away from him. Behind the cottages lay a ruin of fallen tracks, mangled into a cluster. An ancient train? No, they were too small to support a locomotive. I found a cart within the rubble, large enough to fit two or three people but not comfortably.


  Recreational?


  Further out, a large wheel was tipped over on its side against the murky ground. I considered it might be a massive waterwheel, though there was no lake in sight. Bucket-like seats attached at three of the joints, and it appeared as though there were once a dozen others.


  I imagined it as a transportation device, but it didn’t seem right.


  After a while, I removed my hood and let the water into my hair. The gesture had no purpose just like I had no purpose.


  It felt all right.


  Maybe I didn’t need a purpose after all. Maybe even before I’d received it, my mark had dictated my being. Without it, what was I?


  I was a girl.


  Outside of my city confines.


  I was alive.


  “There you are.” A figure approached.


  “Did you already shimmy to the top of that pole?” I asked.


  “I did.”


  “You did not.”


  “Fine. I didn’t. But I think I know where it is,” said Crash. “Come with me.” He took me through a maze of painted rubble, within the confines of which I spotted a broken sign on its side. The letters were faded.


  “Musement?” I read.


  “A-musement,” Crash corrected.


  “This was a place for recreation?” Which would explain the tiny carts.


  Crash didn’t answer but brought me to the base of another pole. The top of this one was shrouded in the cloudy above. “Get in,” he said, gesturing to a bucket-like seat similar to the ones attached to the giant wheel. The bucket was situated about an arm-span from the side of the pole and brushed over the ground, suspended by a metal rope.


  I folded my arms. “You get in.”


  “How do I know you won’t drop me?” he said.


  “Drop you?”


  “You’ll see.” With a gentle shove, he forced me into the bucket before disappearing into the fog.


  But I wouldn’t be forced to do anything.


  “Best sit down, kitten!”


  It was the opposite of what I intended to do. However, as the bucket seat began to rise into the air lifted by the metal rope, I had no choice. The weight of my leaning body caused the bucket to wobble and nearly upturn. I clung to the sides of it and worked to evenly distribute my weight.


  Apparently, I was being hoisted—by a turn and a crank, by the sounds of it.


  “Let me know when you’re at the top!” Crash’s voice faded into the grayness below. A ridiculous request. How was I to tell when I was at the top? The higher I rose the more difficult it was to sense my surroundings. And the harder it was to maintain my balance. Every time the bucket started to tip, I’d reach out and use the pole alongside for steadying.


  But there came a point that I was no longer sure which direction the pole was from the bucket and I couldn’t chance leaning too far in the wrong direction to find out. Thus, I hunkered into a squat and put my hands above me, afraid I might come slamming into a whale similar to the first.


  But that didn’t happen.


  As a mass began to form above me, darker than the rest of the grayness, I discerned that while there was a creature at the top of the pole—this one an enormous starfish—there was a hidden opening, not where the pole speared into it, but just off-center, in my direct line of passage. “SLOWER!” I ordered. Maybe Crash heard, but it was too late. The bucket, which was too large to fit through, smashed into the rim of the opening and rocked angrily in the aftermath.


  Crash gave a shout.


  I’d let him think he’d flattened me against the plaster.


  Though afraid of losing my ride back down, I immediately decided against it, instead calling out to him to wait. Meanwhile, I hopped out of the bucket and began feeling around in the darkness. The inside of the starfish was dryer than the rest, though an opening in the top allowing for the pulley system also allowed for the entry of moisture.


  The slippery belly of the sea creature welcomed my fingertips to glide. They traveled the whole of it from edge to edge. This interior portion was small compared to the rest of it. That accounted for how it had held its shape all this time. The plaster was at least a deca-tetramark thick.


  The darkness was doing me no favors. It was the one instance that the glow of my mark would have been useful—but I knew better than to wish for it back.


  I felt about until I was sure I had covered all the wall space, while Crash berated me for status.


  There was nothing.


  Not along the walls, at least, but as I hopped back into the bucket to tell him so, something soft brushed my hair. Dangling from the ceiling—the next place I would have checked—was a soft satchel. I snatched it up. The treasured drop. There was no use searching the contents now, though.


  I had to call to Crash twice before he heard me.


  The descent down was too fast. Once at the bottom, I told him so by socking him in the face, or attempting to anyway. He caught my hand and then held out his other one expectantly.


  “You’re welcome.” I chucked the satchel at him and reveled in the way that he squabbled to make sure it didn’t fall. After, I felt something odd in my chest.


  That was a treasure from his brother. That meant I was callous.


  “Come on, then,” I told him, swallowing. “Let’s go see what you’ve got this time.”


  “Not in front of the others.”


  There was something weighted and at the same time lifting about the way he said it.


  We found shelter under two buildings that had merged into one. This time, the haversack held but one item, a tiny cube akin to the one found previously at the sinking ship. Like last time, Crash removed his tablet from his belt and slid the square into a slot on the side. The contacts in his eyes flared up brightest blue in response. In the aftermath, he stood awkwardly, eyes lit extraterrestrial-like and staring at a blank space on the wall.


  I noticed something this time that I hadn’t before. Crash’s expression was compressed as he listened to the holograph I couldn’t see.


  “Wow, looking a little ragged are we?” Next, he rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you aren’t, but go on… Mmhm…”


  This message was longer than the other. I settled down and watched Crash act like a lunatic. At times he listened intently. Others, he scoffed and talked back as though it could hear him. And then, at the very end—


  “What? Gods damn it, Keegan! What the hell does that mean?” He swiped around the air in front of him. “That place? Isn’t that…?”


  As the light of his eyes diminished, he lowered his hands slowly. I wasn’t used to seeing him with a frown that soft. Usually, his were intentional. This one was…


  “What’s wrong?” I said.


  “It’s over.” He pushed his shoulders to the wall and slid downwards.


  I asked for more, but when I saw he wouldn’t give it on the first try, I gave up. I, Zillow Stone, was not a beggar.


  Together we sat in the darkness. Whatever had happened, it seemed he was in a headspace similar to my own. I could tell the look of disillusion. The look of losing one’s purpose. Whatever quest he had been on had been quashed by that message.


  “Let me know when you’re ready to go back,” I said.


  He was silent.


  I was too.


  And then—


  “Ask me again,” he said.


  I wouldn’t.


  I expected him to make a noise of self-satisfaction. Something along the lines of ‘Heh.’ But that didn’t come either. And eventually, I had no choice but to ask:


  “Argh! Fine. What’s wrong, my Marker?”


  “Three things.”


  He didn’t elaborate.


  I wouldn’t ask him to.


  But after an excruciating amount of silence: “Pray tell, what the hell are they,
O great Marker?”


  With monotony, he held up a finger. “Number one: that was my last drop. Number two: it isn’t called The End; it’s called E–N–D, and it’s my last beacon. Number three: everything they ever told us was a lie.” He paused. “And number four—”


  “There are four!?”


  “AND number four: those moderators you were talking about? I believe to have found the identity of at least one.”


  




  Chapter 8


  Victorious!


  



  But whatever revelations had just befallen Crash, I wouldn’t hear them yet. When we returned to the others, we noticed something strange standing out from the faded catastrophe of rubble, sleek and shiny like a glistening beetle.


  It was a rain-stained zipper and it had no business here.


  On your guard!


  Crash held his hand out to stop me from entering the shack, but that was unnecessary. My katar was already drawn, and I was already making way around the back of the building. With a nod of camaraderie, Crash stole away the other way, fists brutish and posture stalking. 


  Someone had found us after all, and my bet was it wasn’t a prag.


  I found my way to an open part of the wall and listened to the hum of conversation. Non-threatening. Small talk? Chloe… Theo… and another male.


  Crash and I met up in the middle. His usually bored eyes seared intensely. A shiver traveled down my wet spine and nipped at my arm hairs. We were playing espionage. As partners. The corner of his mouth flexed because he could also feel it.


  But at the same time, we came down from it, understanding that soon we would need to fight.


  When we entered the room, my weapon was housed but never far from fingertips that twitched in ready. I would go first and Crash would hang back. We were on the same page without even a word.


  A familiar voice welcomed us:


  “Passable!”


  It took a full four seconds to realize the newcomer was referring to Crash.


  “AND if I remember correctly, the lady is Miss Zillow, eh?” The newcomer clapped his marked hand on his knee and gave a burly laugh. “What are the odds you two’d be here too!?” He was a sizeable guy with his hair tied back into a bun and condensation collected all about his neck.


  And we’d seen him before.


  “Victorum… Satorum?” I voiced. The sight of him was confusing. He was lounged back against the pile of stuffed whale remains puffing on a stick of dandriel. What was the same prag who had ‘saved’ Alaranda from Rice doing all the way out here? If my fingers wanted to relax, they couldn’t. The steel of my weapon gravitated them to it like a magnet.


  To make matters stranger—“Wait, you guys know Artorus Magnorius too?!” Theo yelped.


  This wasn’t right. This was too coincidental to be.


  Or maybe it wasn’t. The green of his mark shone bright in an otherwise markless room.


  “Good to see you’re still alive.” I tried to sound natural. “How do you know Theo?”


  “A.M. helped me and my old partner out of a scrap once back when I was still green. I could’ve died, weren’t for him. Apparently he’s been holed up here for quite a while. He doesn’t even care that Chloe’s a Marker, either. Dude’s like us. Doesn’t discriminate.”


  Yet we’d met him not too long ago, under a different name, and then he’d shown clear prejudice towards Markers.


  The air of the room wasn’t right.


  The pit of my stomach wasn’t right.


  And that pile of stuffed whales definitely wasn’t right. Dirtied and tossed aside, they were as from a child’s nightmare.


  Victorum Satorum was suspiciously kind, suspiciously present—not to mention both his name and story were bogus. He hadn’t been at this place for ‘quite a while.’


  And I’d learned long ago not to trust those who went by aliases.


  My Marker nodded to me with the slightest tip of his head.


  “Theo, this is the prag I told you about. The one who ‘saved’ Alaranda. Crash and I met him while you were incarcerated,” I said, positioning myself so that V.S. was between us. Crash responded accordingly, spacing himself between V.S. and the door. It was the closest I’d ever come to dancing.


  Victorum scratched at his ear. “Crash? Thought your name was—”


  He wouldn’t get to finish.


  The Marker in question leapt forward like a feline on the kill, bringing the suspicious person to the ground. At the same time, my blade was at the nape of Victorum’s throat.


  “Whoa-whoa-whoa!” Theodorius put up his hands as an attempt to make peace. “The HELL you guys doing?” But it was Chloe who stopped him. Maybe she’d had her suspicions all along. Maybe she’d been waiting for us to return.


  “You can cut the charade,” I told V.S., blade taut.


  “Well, balls! Not sure what I did to piss you off but—”


  Crash placed the sole of his boot on the imposter’s chest. “I didn’t like you then and I don’t like you now.” He pressed his weight forward. “Funny we should find you all the way out here, when there’s a whole damned world out there. Now, let’s start again. You fill in the blanks. My real name is… and I actually work for… and I intend not to… unless I’d like to have a… shoved up my…!”


  Someone snorted.


  Ah, it was me.


  I wasn’t the only one. After a brief pause, Victorum—or Artorus, or whatever his name was—laughed. And then he laughed again, and as he did, his adam’s apple brushed dangerously against my weapon’s kiss. “First, marked ones—and yes, I mean all of you—why don’t you tell me what you’re doing alllll the live long way out here?” he said. His eyes appeared to wrinkle with good nature even under the blade of accusation. Meanwhile, Theodorius was crestfallen.


  He was too trusting. Too naïve. Too personable.


  But maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe it was because I trusted no one, that I found something refreshing in the way his face melted over the thought of Victorum’s betrayal. His eyes were moons, diffused at the edges and reflective at the center, like the hurt gaze of an animal.


  As I studied that odd, tender quality, Victorum’s question hung there still, unanswered.


  “Haven’t you heard?” Crash said, smirk wide.


  “We’re going to burn this mother to the ground,” I finished.


  “I’d say it’s about time someone did,” muttered V.S.


  Not the response I’d expected. I bared my teeth at him.


  “Hey, I’m being honest. All of this is getting a little tiring, don’t you think? This play we put on for all of you.”


  The life was drawn from the air.


  “Elaborate,” I said.


  “Passable. Zillow. Theo and his lady.” V.S. put a finger to his temple, as though it were a gun. “Or should I say Crasstofer Rade, Zillow Stone, Theodorius Biggsburg, and Chloe Lock?” He laughed deeply, paying no attention to the dribble of crimson trailing down his neck where my blade had just pressed him. “We’ve had a time watching you four. Beats seeing Peck and Pennington beat the bejesus out of each other… again. Those two are never going to make the docket at this rate. There’s only so much fuel left, after all.”


  “What do you mean by fuel?” Chloe was ever sensible.


  “What do you mean by watching?” Crash was ever ornery.


  “You guys are pretty good at staying under the radar, I’ll admit. We’ve lost count of you countless times, only to have you popping up again at a distant part of the field. Guess I see why now.” He nodded at my non-lit hand. “Deactivation’s no easy feat out here. Good for you. To be honest, it’s the most excitement I’ve had since Othello and Keegan hit the chase.”


  The words were heavy, and although they didn’t affect Chloe and Theo the same, Crash turned pallid.


  “Did you just say Keeg—”


  “I’ve got an idea!” V.S. turned boisterous. “Hows about you quit digging that sharpie into my neck, let me sit up, and I’ll offer you a few tidbits, eh? You can even search me, if you’d like. I didn’t come here to fight. Fighting’s not my specialty, so I’ve got no weapon along. I’ll even be good, regarding this.” He showed us the back of his hand, which was lit green.


  It looked normal.


  But then, so had Kipper’s.


  “No.” Crash ground his heel into Victorum’s chest. “First, tell me what you know about him.”


  “But that’s out of order,” said Victorum. “And what good’s a story if it’s not in order?”


  A scowl tore across Crash’s face.


  I weighed our options. There were four of us and only one of him. If we stripped him of weapons, that would leave only his mark. It was likely our enemy already knew of our whereabouts anyway.


  “Crash. Our odds.”


  Crash’s pale gaze settled on mine, empty. “Theode,” he barked after a long minute. “Search him.”


  “YOU STILL DON’T KNOW MY FLIPPING NAME?!”


  Theo reluctantly began patting down the hostage, but the job was half-hearted and homophobic at best.


  “You need to be more thorough than that, Theo,” I said, dry.


  “I literally checked everywhere!”


  “Now’s not the time to be shy.” Crash knelt down and finished the job. “Clean.”


  I left my blade visible.


  Theo grabbed both sides of his hair and rubbed at them furiously. “Argh! What’s even going on! A.M. is V.S.? You sure they aren’t twins or something? A.M., are you a baddie or what? And if so, why’s it you helped me out back then? Back when…” Theo couldn’t finish.


  “Back when your partner left you for dead?” said V.S.


  Those words were heavy too.


  How had I never realized the weighted quality of words before meeting my Marker?


  ‘Hell yes! I got myself a shiny new partner and all, didn’t I?’


  Oh. I’d wondered about Theo’s supposed ‘first partner.’ He’d never offered up any details, even avoided the subject. Guess now I knew why. Not that it mattered.


  “Fucking Craig,” Theo mumbled at his feet. “Guy’s a tool.”


  Wait. Bearded Craig? That was Theo’s first partner?


  Now I understood his loathing.


  Victorum Satorum sat up and released his hair from its tie. It fell around his shoulders, grime-coated and stale. “For your purposes, I am absolutely a baddie,” he said. “But bear in mind that your purposes are only a small slice of this world’s pie. For instance, I’m a baddie in the sense that I’m aiding our Directors in carrying out their plan. I’m a baddie in the sense that I willingly let them pluck you from your lives and drop you into this.” He motioned to the room. “However, while my directive is to monitor those going rogue and steer them back on course, my objective is to be a useful piece of human flesh. Like that time I found you, Theodorius, dangling over that abyss, left for dead by your comrade. What was it again? He had the option to carry you or the retrect, and he chose the retrect?” V.S. shook his head. “We don’t need that kind of riffraff in the beyond.” He sighed. “A person’s true soul really does reveal itself out there, doesn’t it?”


  No, I was wrong before.


  NOW I truly understood Theo’s loathing of Craig. And Theo was absolutely right; Craig was a tool.


  Yet even with that sort of history, Theo was that optimistic, trusting moron who had offered me his hand on my first day out. He had placed his life in my hands. Never doubted me. My fingers squeezed my katar tight enough to whiten.


  If I ever saw Craig again, I would gut him.


  “No worries, mate. Last I heard, that one and his wretched crew are on their way into a trap as we speak. I doubt he’ll make it out. And even if he does, he and his Marker haven’t quite lived up to our expectations. They’ll be left to rot with the rest.”


  I tried to meet Theo’s doe eyes, but they were hidden on Chloe.


  “What do you know about Keegan?” Crash was impatient.


  “Not anything I can divulge, really. Except I know that he holds the same surname as you. Oh right! And that he also made it to the end. He fought hard and long, too. In the end he ended up killing two of us mods. He was a real problem for the Directors. But it was a riot. I followed his story closely, all the way up until the end.”


  Crash’s expression was unreadable. He was still, but for the clenching of his fists. “What happened to him?”


  Victorum didn’t answer him directly. “This world is a cruel place.”


  THUNK!


  The wall took the brunt of my Marker’s frustration. From the sound of it, Crash’s brother, source of Crash’s motivation, was…


  I had to cut it off before Crash snapped.


  “Victorum, you mentioned an Othello,” I said.


  Victorum cleared his throat. “Class J breeds strong ladybugs, from the looks of it.”


  Class J. My class back at University, which meant this Othello was my Othello. “Do you mean to say that Othello and Keegan Rade were—”


  “Ain’t no use beating around it. You’re nearly to the end, an all. Yes, Zillow Stone, Keegan was Othello’s Marker.”


  I couldn’t see how Crash reacted. His face was turned away to the dark corner.


  Everything was a massive puzzle, floating in the air before me and the pieces were butting into one another, trying but failing to fit. Othello was one of our own, from the same class as me and Karán. She was a strong being, predicted to make it out alive, yet she had died months prior to my entering the game. We’d held a tribute for her and everything. Even so, Alaranda claimed to have seen her a month or so ago, victorious from killing her Marker—the very same Keegan Rade who was Crash’s brother.


  Which story was true? How could a person both win and lose the game at the same time?


  ‘Don’t fight it. It’s the next phase. Don’t you get it? You’ve already won.’


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I clamped my ears shut to push it away.


  “Ah.” Victorum nodded in knowing. “That stuff is strong, isn’t it? Stays in your system for months and days. Speaking of which—”


  He lifted himself abruptly from the ground and the rest of us braced ourselves for battle.


  “This is the way I see the next bit going: You start to ask me things I can’t tell you. I refuse to tell you, and everything starts to turn a bit nasty. I’d like to avoid that, if I can.” He moved to retie his hair, and we all twitched in response. “I know you two Easterners took an interrogation class, and I’d like to keep my fingernails. Can’t imagine how awful it’d be to get an itch you couldn’t scratch. With that said, I’m afraid I had no choice but to do it.”


  “Do what?” said Theo.


  Sheepish, V.S. revealed the back of his hand, which was now fluttering purple.


  “Damn it!” I lunged forward at him. The others had the same idea. Chloe jolted forward while Theo drew one of his knives. Crash rescinded from the corner, eyes aflame.


  Only… something was wrong.


  When I tried to move forward I stumbled over my own feet, both of which were heavier than the last time I’d used them. I took to a knee and steadied against an old striped trash bin for support. The others, too, were awkwardly disproportioned as they floundered forward through the murky air.


  It was then that a fragrant scent slithered into my nostrils, inky and seductive. I remembered it. The smell from the sleeping pod at Zelpha. The smell from the cloud of gas that had followed Crash and me and produced dreams of meerkats falling from the sky.


  The smell of Paradise.


  “Dandriel?” Theo muttered as he slumped into a pile.


  “Daramene,” seethed Crash. He attempted to crawl forward, but ended up spread out on the floor like the starfish from earlier.


  It was filling in faster than it could ventilate through the decrepit parts of the structure. One by one we began to drop to the ground. Only Victorum Satorum—or Artorus Magnorius—remained standing.


  “Listen up ladies and gents!” He wasn’t affected by the gas even as it seeped past him to get to us. “The reason I came here is to tell you something specific and terrific. If your aim is to put an end to this game, then I commend you. ” He stepped over Crash’s fallen body. “As I said, there’s only so much fuel and I’d rather this all end with a bang. Now, I might be on strict orders to retrieve you, but that doesn’t mean I have to do so just yet. And—bonus!—I’m not alerting the other three as to your location, either. I don’t think your story’s over quite yet, even if they do.” He moseyed over to Chloe’s fallen form and set a small cube into her open palm. “You might find this useful. And if you can make it there, you might just have…”


  He was saying something else, but the words no longer sounded like words. They were a string of noise, conjoined at all the wrong places, until one sentence isolated itself, rising above the rest:


  “Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.”


  




  Chapter 9


  The Final Dream


  



  Crash stood before me, boasting a yellow bowtie and royal blue top hat. The tattoos beneath his eyes were gone. Instead, one purple diamond had been painted over his right eye—eyelid and all.


  “Well, well, kitten.” He swiveled around me faster than I could spin. “It was only a matter of time before you returned.”


  I turned to find him, but he flashed away again, always just at the corner of my right eye’s peripheral. Eventually, I became too dizzy and had to rest.


  The grass below welcomed me with tickling paws. I slid down into it, and it transformed to feathers.


  I was lost to eternal sinking as the feathers rose up around me.


  And then I wasn’t.


  A strong hand took my own and we were standing on a long piece of cliff’s edge that jutted out over the sparkling sea. Below, the massive shapes of whales and starfish were dark against the water’s break.


  The hand was Chloe’s. Her scarlet hair was tied into pigtails that coiled past her face. She too, sported a purple diamond over her eye and her dress was all ruffle and poof.


  I felt my own body to find a similar shroud.


  LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!” An announcer’s voice sounded in the distance. “PREPARE FOR THE DEPARTURE!”


  “Where is Crash?” I asked of Chloe.


  Her smile stretched abnormally long across her face. “What emotions are you feeling right now, Zillow Stone?”


  “I don’t…”


  I wasn’t sure, and Chloe’s smile was stretching well past her face. It was unbearable.


  But I looked away a moment and then she was gone. I was alone on the edge of the cliff while the sweet wind billowed my hair and the creatures below slipped past one another in allurement.


  There was something freaky about it—unknown beasts beneath the water. Unknown things in the cool, crystalline depths.


  “Come on then! Don’t you wanna see?”


  I didn’t realize Theo was behind me until his hands were forced up against the base of my back. And I was falling. I swam through the air that furied past me until I maneuvered myself face up, catching sight of Theo’s top-hatted bow before my back broke the water. The water wasn’t wet. It was powder. Glitter. It slipped around me and through me, until my skin was comprised of gleaming blue.


  This time the hand that saved me was my Marker’s.


  “I told you not to call me that, kitten.” With the sun to his back, his hair was alive, caught up in the wind. Upon his lips sat a simple smirk.


  No, that was a lie. There was nothing simple about it.


  “Why are you looking at me that way?” I asked.


  “What way?”


  “I don’t know. Like a wayward traveler. Like a thief in the night.”


  I was up against him and his hand was on my waist. “A thief? You are the thief,” he said. “You’ve stolen my purpose.”


  “And you’ve stolen mine,” I said.


  “Heh.”


  The simple smirk grew.


  It was closer.


  It was against my forehead.


  “WHAT EMOTIONS ARE YOU FEELING RIGHT NOW?” The distant announcer was back.


  Was it just me or did his voice sound a little like Victorum’s?


  “IT’S JUST YOU, MISS ZILLOW!”


  “Crash?” I spoke into my Marker’s chest, right up against the pendant that was there to remind him of his lost purpose.


  “Mm?” I felt the vibration of his answer against my forehead.


  “Why haven’t you killed me? I am fast, but you are also fast. I am strong, but you are stronger.”


  Crash pulled away and looked to the wind. “And why haven’t you killed me? I am fast, but you are also fast. I have wit, but you have more.”


  “IT IS IMPORTANT TO THINK ABOUT YOUR MARKER!” boomed Victorum.


  “I understand why, now. Why I can no longer draw my weapon. It’s because they’ve brainwashed me into admiring you,” I said. “Somehow.”


  “And I you, I suppose,” he said with a sigh. “It’s this drug. And these dreams.”


  “Does it still count, then, this thudding of my chest?” It was apparent even outside of my body. The very clouds and earth rammed with the sound of my pulse.


  “Do you want it to count?” he said.


  I did not know. But I knew one thing. “I don’t want it to stop,” I whispered.


  Crash’s eyes were set on mine a good long while. The clouds moved from one end of the sky to the other, as the blue beyond them faded to orange and then blackest indigo. Like the first time I saw him, his eyes were ice. I was his prey.


  As the sky darkened, his eyes flared bright.


  “There’s something else I want to say before this ends. I don’t know if I’ll be able to do so while we’re awake.” Because my pride would catch in my throat if I tired.


  “Go on,” he said, expression even.


  “Don’t be so certain of your brother’s death. His prag was named Othello, and by all Eastern City accounts, Othello was defeated by her Marker. There’s still a lot we don’t know. I don’t think it’s foolish to believe your brother lives.”


  “Thank you, Zillow Stone,” he said slowly.


  His eyes continued to sear. I couldn’t take it anymore. I stared instead at his mouth that had started to move towards me.


  “Thank you, kitten,” he said again, hushed.


  He came closer and my hands were suddenly entwined in his hair. His hands were about my hips.


  And his lips…


  Once contact was made, my body flooded with warmth. Like a burst, starting at the core. My lungs felt to have released a deep exhale they’d long craved, though at the same time I was holding my breath. His mouth moved with mine and I was being swallowed by the universe. My blood had been shaking in restriction; now, it began to course through my arms.


  What emotions are you feeling right now, Zillow Stone?


  There was only one word to encompass it:


  Desire.


  The moment I realized it, I felt like I wanted to vomit.


  Yet, when the haze of Paradise lifted at long last, Crash and I were together, our mouths and bodies still together, buried in the pile of plushy, dirtied whales. Everything about it felt sickeningly good.


  I refused to believe it was self-induced.


  It was the drug. It wasn’t me. This mistake, this mishap, was out of my control.


  I was furious that this was happening. Furious that I was letting it.


  And at the same time, I wouldn’t be the first to break. I would kiss him back until it killed him, until he was forced to pull away from disgust, until he collapsed from exhaustion.


  I hate you, my Marker.


  No, that was a lie.


  




  Chapter 10


  Eastern City, Land of Demons?


  



  “Shit, Zill! Is that a hickey?”


  “Shut up.”


  “Ohmagawd, Zillow Stoner. That’s totes a hickey!”


  “I SAID SHUT UP!”


  “Ow.”


  A well deserved punch in the chest for obnoxious Theo.


  “Take a chill-pill, Zill-pill,” he said quietly. “It’s not like you guys were the only ones.”


  True, we’d found Theo and Chloe entwined in a similar fashion, and ever since then, Chloe had been trailing the group, particularly concerned with her touchpad.


  If only the other Marker in our midst was having a similar reaction. Instead, I kept catching him watching me and grinning like the fiend he was. Western demon. 


  I decided to fall to the back of the posse, knowing that Chloe’s current awkwardness would keep either of the males from joining us.


  “Has it finished loading yet?” I asked her.


  The small cube from V.S. seemed to hold more data than the cubes from Keegan’s drops, for it had been installing onto Chloe’s device for the better half of an hour, as we wandered aimlessly north towards the wall and aimlessly west towards the unholy place.


  “Almost,” she said.


  I nodded. There was peace. The kind that can only come from being beside a quiet, sage-like soul.


  “Artorus Magnorius, Kipper, and Lady Captain,” she said distinctly. “We now know three of the four moderators.”


  I nodded again. “And we now know with at least eighty percent certainty that we are being influenced out here.”


  “Even before we got out here,” she said.


  So she agreed. “You mean the dreams?” I said.


  “Among other things.”


  I waited for her to elaborate on her own. I wasn’t in the mood to pry.


  “Have you heard of personality mapping?” she said after a time.


  “I haven’t. But the name alone is leading enough.”


  Chloe looked up from her pad and squinted to the horizon. “Back in Angeles, we stood in front of computers once a month and answered questions. Not only of our interests, but of abstract ideas and scenarios.”


  It reminded me of my trip to Paradise. “We did something similar at University, but ours was with paper and graphite,” I said.


  She looked back down to her pad, continuing, “In a battle between a spider and a hummingbird, who should win? If you could wade in the sea, how far out would you walk? What is better, touch or scent? Name three innovations that could benefit humanity. Name four flaws of our ancestors.”


  “Of green, red, and blue, which is the color you’d most like to see?” I added. “If a fawn was caught in a trap, would you set it free, knowing it would die in a week, or would you end it now? Describe the taste of blood.”


  Chloe nodded. “They pair us based on speed and strength, but what if they also read us, like encyclopedias of ourselves, in order to find a ma—oh!”


  She interrupted herself as her contacts flared.


  “It’s loaded! Theodorius!”


  He had been waiting for the opportunity to approach her. He trotted up to her like a happy pet. “What is it Chlo?!”


  But ‘Chlo’ couldn’t speak for a moment. “It’s… strange.” She thrust out the tablet towards Crash. “Here. Y-you take a look too.”


  I wasn’t aware they could share.


  Crash took out his tracker pen and pushed it into a hole on the side of the pad. In response, his eyes lit.


  The two were creatures of light.


  Whatever they were seeing, it wasn’t normal, for it wasn’t normal to see Crasstofer Rade appear awestruck.


  “W-whoa.”


  “Where is this?” gasped Chloe.


  Both of them began to swivel their heads around, examining the wasteland surroundings, as if they were in a foreign land.


  “I don’t know, but it’s greener than any place I’ve ever seen,” muttered Crash.


  “What is that thing?” Chloe pointed at nothing.


  “I believe they call it ‘waterfall,’” said Crash. He pointed above us. “And that is called ‘canopy.’ Is this the past?”


  “Could be.”


  “Why would that guy want to show us the past?” said Crash.


  “To remind us of our sins,” said Chloe.


  Theo shot me a worried look.


  “What else is on this thing?” said Crash.


  Chloe swiped her fingers over the top of her tablet. “Well, there’s this.”


  “Ah,” said Crash. “This is what you meant by the wall. All of that space beyond is unmarked territory?”


  “Yes. At least, according to the map I downloaded before.”


  “And there’s E–N–D,” he said. “What’s next to it?”


  “Oh.” Chloe squinted. “That’s new. Shall I zoom in?” She tapped her thumb and middle finger together atop the screen. “What does that say? M-something?”


  “Missile,” said Crash. “I think.”


  “Missile?” Theo bounced. “You mean like bomb?”


  “Maybe?” said Chloe, unsure.


  “HELL YES!” Theo threw his hope at me. “Zillain! That’s perfect! Am I right? If there’s an old missile facility out there, then maybe we really could blow up the End! It’s like mother-freaking fate!”


  He was right. It was perfect. Too perfect. And I severely doubted we’d happened upon a coincidence that great.


  I shook my head. “No. Victorum or Artorus, or whatever the hell his name is, planted that data. He heard us say we planned to burn this place to the ground, so he configured that cube to show you something that could make it possible. It’s a trap. They want us to bring ourselves there.”


  “But he had the cube with him already. Could he program it on the spot?” Theo argued.


  “No,” said Chloe.


  “Fine then.” I threw my hands out. “We were recorded on a hidden camera somewhere beforehand. Either way, coincidences like that don’t exist.”


  Crash folded his arms. “I for one think we should go.”


  But he was only saying that because it also happened to be his last beacon from Keegan.


  “Excuse us.” I took his arm and yanked him away from the others to an unassuming spread of sand, ignoring the way his skin felt under mine.


  “Always so rough,” he purred.


  “Before I agree to anything, what exactly did your last drop show you?”


  His face turned serious. “The words are heav—”


  “Your dead body is going to be even heavier as they throw you off of a cliff after walking right into their trap. Theo is foolhardy, and Chloe doesn’t have the gall to stop him, so if you go along with this, the three of you will end up dead.”


  Crash swallowed.


  “Tell me,” I pressed.


  He clenched his incisors and gathered up a helping of his shirt, fondling the pendant underneath. “The words are heav—”


  He wouldn’t get the chance to finish.


  I’d had it with superstition and bad luck and flying whales. Actually, I’d had it with everything.


  In one motion I slapped his hand away; in the next, took hold of the pendant, brought it to the light and—


  Snap!


  The cord broke.


  Crash’s eyes bulged. In my hand rested the words that bound him to his duty:


  ~ Zillow Stone Must Die ~


  “I’m taking on this burden,” I told him, tying the broken string around my neck. “Whatever bad luck would have befallen you will now fall upon me.”


  “You can’t do that,” he said, curt.


  I showed him the back of my unlit hand. “You removed me of my burden. Now I’m removing you of yours. We’re even. Now, tell me what your brother left for you at the amusement park.”


  He wasn’t so convinced. It read on his face.


  “If everything they ever told you was a lie, then why can’t this be part of it?” I gestured to the necklace.


  The pendant and the heavy words were nothing more than a tool of control. Deep down, he had to know that. He was too practical not to. Yet it was hard to kill notions when so deeply inbred.


  This was why I was offering him an out that fit into the rules of his delusion.


  “The burden is mine,” I told him again. “I swear it upon my grandfather’s eternal rest.”


  His jaw bulged. He wasn’t going to answer.


  Or so I thought.


  Crash let out an exhale like he’d just eaten too large of a meal. “Keegan’s whole thing was that this game didn’t seem… right.” He pointed to the triangle tattoos beneath his eyes, three under each. “The right eye is mine: one for those who came before, one for those that will come after, and one for me. The left eye is yours: one for those who came before, one for those that will come after, and one for you. They were the marks worn by ancient warriors in the days of the Nine. They likened us to those great warriors that stood tall against the onslaught of the other cities.


  “We were told that there was glory in the kill and that those chosen by the President were meant for a higher purpose. We were told to hunt you as penance. You were the Eastern demons who had destroyed the world, through lust of power and resource. Even so, we did not kill to punish, but to remind and to prevent your people from growing too powerful. For this, they offered us your strongest.


  “Yet even with all of our training, few returned from the hunt, and those that did felt no retribution, and they earned no praise.” Crash paused as he thought on the best way to form his next sentence: “I guess you could say Keegan was a bit of a bastard.” He chuckled in remembrance. “There was a beautiful woman who lived near the President’s mansion. The kind of beauty that’s all but been eradicated from the world.”


  I felt a pinch of foreign emotion in my chest. I hid it from Crash.


  “When he was a kid, my brother wanted her bad. He used to break through her gate to throw pebbles at her husband when he wasn’t looking.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Now, now,” Crash sneered. “No judging. Keegan was a kid. And you have no idea how attract—”


  “Continue.”


  “Heh. Anyway, the husband was a stumpy bald twat with shit reflexes, who also happened to be a government official. One day, Keegan overheard a conversation between the woman and her husband, regarding one of the Returned—one who had succeeded in killing his mark. The conversation didn’t sit right with Keegan. He said it rang of disappointment, almost like the official were lamenting the Marker’s return. From that moment on, my brother began questioning everything, bordering madness.


  “Most of us enter the game with the sole objective of killing and returning. Not Keegan. His plan was to put off killing his prag so that he could explore the outlands. He wanted to figure out what it all meant. With each drop, he offered more theories, each one crazier than the last…” Crash stalled.


  “But the final drop was different?” I said.


  Crash lowered his eyes to the pendant on my neck.


  “As you may have guessed, I also entered the outlands under a secondary objective. I didn’t come to kill you, Zillow Stone.”


  As I’d come to realize.


  “You came to find your brother who hadn’t returned. You believed that out of anyone he would be the one to win the game,” I said.


  “Yes. And after marking you, I intended to leave you alone.”


  “What changed?” I said.


  He studied me before answering. “Keegan’s first drop suggested that prags held a clue to unlocking the game. He suggested there was more to the way they paired us, and that I should try to find out for myself. Only then did I decide to pursue you. That’s when I realized Keegan’s crazy theories held merit. Even if I meant to kill you, I couldn’t. While fighting you felt satisfactory, the thought of killing you…” He looked away, almost angry over his inadequacy.


  “The more I thought about it, the less sense it made,” he continued. “Before I ever met you, they showed you to me via neurolectric dreams spread through a fragrant fog. Why would they do that? They told us that you were like animals, dumb, instinctual, and craving of carnage. But you weren’t that way in the visions they showed. And you weren’t that way in person either. Everything they told us about you was wrong. Once I understood that, everything else began to feel stale out here.”


  I knew the feeling.


  “Keegan set out to find the truth. And his final drop wasn’t about him. It was about you. He said that if I hadn’t found my prag yet, I should use a gambit. He told me the sooner the better and that we were running out of time. He told me not to kill you, either, kitten. He hoped I hadn’t killed you. He said you were the key to my future.”


  These words were heavier of all the words that had come before.


  “I think this is the most I’ve ever heard you speak at once.” I mulled it all over. “So you believe we should follow Keegan’s beacon to E–N–D?”


  “We aren’t exactly brimming with other options. I’m not going to kill you.” His lip curled up at the corner—“And I highly doubt you’re going to kill me. Not to mention the tedium of eternally running from that woman and her drones is nauseating.”


  That drones part was true. “I could still kill you,” I said.


  He pulled down his shirt and tilted his head to allow me full access to his neck. “Go ahead.”


  He was exposed, but I didn’t feel the desire to plunge my blade through him.


  I felt desire of a different kind.


  “Not right now.” I started in the direction of the others, upsetting the dust at my feet. “I’m not in the mood.


  “Wait!” Crash stopped me with a tug of my sleeve. “There’s one more thing.” He took a long breath. “The identity of the final moderator. I think it might be Chloe.”


  




  Chapter 11


  Welp, We’re Fudged


  



  “How can it be Chloe?” I said. “She was apprehended by the helmeted woman. Do you think that was an act? And if so, what about Theo?”


  Crash shrugged. “We could kill him, just in case.”


  Tempting.


  “No,” I said, flat. “And I don’t think it’s Chloe, but why do you?”


  Hands in his pockets, Crash batted a stone around between his feet before kicking it into the distance. “Keegan described someone that was after him. She fits the description.”


  That was vague. “Just so we’re clear, you believe the four are V.S., Kipper, the helmeted woman, and Chloe?” I said.


  “Who knows. Just a thought. But don’t be too trusting of her until we know for sure.”


  It was a little late for that.


  “Fine.” I tucked the loose pendant under my shirt. “I’ll go along with it, for now.”


  When we returned to the others, we made our decision. We would go beyond the wall surrounding our playing field. We would see what lay in the vast outside. We would travel to the far reaches to a place called E–N–D. We would trust the beacon left by Crash’s brother Keegan, and the map discovered by Chloe.


  And if it came down to it, we would utilize whatever missile facility was waiting for us to put an end to whatever corruptness E–N–D entailed.


  How much my motives had changed.


  How much the visions of Paradise had stained me.


  Crash’s suspicions carried over to the next week. He stayed always a ways behind Chloe, eyeing her strategically. He mentioned something about her hair one night when we were the last two awake, but he wouldn’t elaborate further.


  The following night, I lay curled up on the floor of an abandoned shopping plaza that was more intact than any other structure we’d seen in countless tetramarks. The air was crisp and nightly; the night silent, but for an occasional sound from Chloe or Theo.


  The pretty girl didn’t look like a traitor. Would a traitor sleep so soundly in front of two enemies?


  Meanwhile, Theo liked to sleep with his butt jutted out towards the nearest warm body. Chloe had taken the brunt of it lately. Better her than me,


  Crash sat against the remains of a destroyed fountain, heels dug into the ground and elbows rested on his knees. He looked tired.


  “Sleep,” I told him. “I’ll keep watch first.”


  In the dark, his eyes gleamed. He said nothing.


  Fine. I used my wadded up backpack as cushion for my neck. I’d grown used to sleeping in the roughest of settings. I no longer favored a blanket. I thought for a long time about the events that had led me here. How any normal prag would be turning in SPs for food and gear. How we were nearly to the outreaches of our world.


  It took a long time for me to drift and when the darkness finally came, Crash’s voice intruded. He didn’t whisper, but spoke in a low monotone: “Remember when we made a wall between ourselves?”


  Yes. It was back at Central City.


  He laughed a laugh that turned into a groan the second it was out. Heavy realization over the sorry state we now found ourselves in. We’d strayed so far.


  “That was… comical,” I said, speaking of that night. “Chairs and desks piled up.”


  “I thought you would slit my throat,” he said.


  “I still might.” I propped myself onto one elbow. He shifted to the floor beside me. Theo moaned in his sleep something about cheese.


  I held my voice until the disheveled boy settled back into a breathing rhythm.


  Crash was on his back, looking through a hole in the ceiling at the stars. Some of them burned red, others hot white. The mugginess of the room left a shine to his forehead. I’m sure mine looked the same.


  “Since we’re being honest now,” I said, putting a hand to the necklace I’d stolen from him, “will you tell me what Western City’s like? You’ve seen my city. It only seems fair.”


  “What do you think it is like?” he said.


  “I figured it was glamorous. Lit up with the great generator’s energy. Maybe bright like Waystation Zelpha.”


  Crash made a snorting noise.


  “It isn’t?” I propped myself higher.


  “It’s a shithole,” he said. “And no, I’m not lying to make you feel better.”


  I wouldn’t let him know that he’d read my thoughts.


  “Mankind is a tragedy.” I mimicked the words he’d once spoken as I settled back onto my makeshift pillow.


  “Anything else for your unholy one, curious kitten?”


  “Chloe’s definitely not a mod,” I told him plainly. “Instinct tells me she’s not. I think you’re grasping at straws.”


  The wildlands were getting to him. Same as the rest of us.


  “Keegan said a girl was after him. A pretty one, with silky hair.” He nodded at dainty, resting Chloe. “She fits the bill, don’t you think?”


  A foreign feeling I’d experienced only once before pinched at my chest. He thought Chloe was pretty. What should I care? Chloe was pretty.


  “I suppose. Though it is a vague description,” I said.


  “The great Zillow Stone would rather be thought of for her wit or speed,” sneered Crash.


  “True,” I muttered, rolling my back to him.


  I was angry with him after that. I didn’t know why.


  …


  We walked until our feet were coated in dust and our bodies were stained with the wind and sand. When we came to a small concrete building at the base of a tall hill, Chloe warned it was the last marking on her map before the wall.


  The place was unnatural all the way out here.


  It was lonely. Or maybe it was only that way because we knew it was the last stop on a desolate road. The corner of it housed a solitary computer monitor reminiscent of my trip to Paradise, but judging by the height of the dust atop it, it hadn’t been touched in a generation.


  That night we had a fire, hidden by the hilly landscape. One last night of shelter before reaching the great wall on the edge of Chloe’s map. One last night before setting sights on E–N–D and the missile facility adjacent. And as we sat around the fire, it loomed on me. This creeping, awful feeling that even this, this last night was fake.


  “Are those stars even real?” I muttered to myself. “Or are they little twinkling cameras?”


  Only Chloe heard. “They’re probably watching us even now.” She shook her head to herself. “This place is driving me mad.”


  The guys were opposite the fire, arguing over the best way to build it.


  “YES,” hissed Crash, “but if you do that it will grow too big and we’ll be spotted!”


  I suspected their fight was a mask to hide from the anxiety we were all feeling. The longer I’d been out here, the staler it had grown. With Kipper and V.S. so recently revealing themselves, I was questioning everything I’d ever done out here. Every obstacle seemed like a trap or test. Every encounter held shreds of insincerity. And why was it that even the pieces of information they’d lain for us seemed scripted?


  ‘All of this is getting a little tiring, don’t you think? This play we put on for all of you.’


  I’d never been more reflective. I didn’t like it. I was with Chloe; this place was driving me mad.


  “Does anyone else feel that?” Theo chirped in the midst of his argument.


  No one answered, not even Chloe.


  “Kinda spooky out here,” he said.


  Spooky maybe. But more than that, I was hit with a sensation of finality, and because I couldn’t find comfort in the fire or stars, I let myself inch closer to my Marker.


  For the first time, I think, I was the one to take his hand. It was warm and solid, and it seemed like I was able to take deeper breaths when I held it.


  He didn’t let go, even after the fire turned to ash.


  …


  We restocked what we could one last time before starting the ascent up the last barrier before Chloe’s wall. The hill wasn’t all that steep, yet steep enough to cause our calves strife.


  Still we pressed on, up the decayed knoll, unable to ignore the apprehension we shared over what we might find on the other side. For this reason we traveled in utter silence.


  Until—


  We saw it. The hill had been shrouding it, but as we climbed to the top, tired and sore, we four weary travelers caught first glimpse of Chloe’s wall.


  Though it was only a wall in the sense that it barred us from moving forward.


  Crash was the first to speak, though only to swear.


  Chloe stared ahead, as if horrified by her mistake.


  I began to think wildly of someway, any way to make it across.


  And Theodorius—only he was brave enough to speak what the rest of us were feeling.


  “Welp, we’re fucked.”


  




  Chapter 12


  Theo’s Worth


  



  The stretch before us was greater than anything I’d ever seen—greater than anything in all the wasteland or Eastern City, land of wind and rain—an expanse of greenish, putrid liquid that had once been blue, if you believed the stories.


  “The cursed ocean,” gasped Chloe.


  They had a name for it where they came from, apparently.


  But we knew it as, “The edge of the world.”


  We had already lost our purpose, with reality unraveling all around us, but we had loosely set a goal around climbing the wall and reaching the missile facility beside E–N–D. That goal was the one thing keeping Crash from digesting his brother’s death.


  It was the one thing keeping us focused on a mission.


  Without it we were lost.


  Immediately, Crash began down the coastline, staring across the flat stretch of water and muttering to himself; cursing the folly of his mission, probably. What good was a beacon that was unreachable? What could his brother have meant in guiding him here?


  “It’s not that far out, though.” Chloe was also talking to herself and staring through lit contacts. “It’s hard to see through the haze, but it can’t be more than a couple of tetramarks.” She stretched out her hand. “And just to the side of it is the missile facility.”


  “This water is like the toxic rain of Eastern City,” I said. “We can’t go into it. It will burn the flesh from our bones.”


  ‘Ladies and gents, this is your Director speaking. Be advised that you have five minutes until the rains come. Take cover, my darlings. And have a cozy life here in Eastern City.’


  A cozy life, my ass.


  That life was a life of captivity and falsity. It was an existence as staged as the one out here. There was no truth to anything.


  And there, beside the last of the line, I understood that I was also part of the lie.


  I was sick of being a pawn in whatever game this was. It was time I acknowledged it.


  No, I had no choice but to acknowledge it.


  Without realizing it, my hands had found the pendant around my neck. “ARGH!” I yanked the tainted object from my neck and cast it into the sea of death before us. The metal reacted with the liquid, hissing and sputtering, the same way our teeth and nails would if we were to touch the water. “ARGH!” I punted the sand. “NOW WHAT?! NOW WHAT THE HELL ARE WE SUPPOSED TO DO?!”


  “Zill?” Theo’s tone was grossly collected. “It’ll be all right. We just have to figure out how to—”


  “Screw that!” I couldn’t take it anymore. The blood of my veins boiled beneath my dirtied, sunburned skin. The days of sweat and exhaustion had been balanced above me like a boulder on the tip of a mountain, and I could hold it no longer.


  “This is all a farce! And right now, the merry Director is sitting in a cushy chair somewhere, watching his darlings and laughing at our idiocy! Well, I refuse to play any longer. I quit!” I cupped my hands around my mouth. “DO YOU HEAR ME?! I QUIT!”


  “Zillow!” Again, Theo tried his hand at calming me, showing pity in those eyes that were far too tender for the roughness of this world. I slapped him away.


  “What’s the point of this? What’s the point of any of it?! The people out here come and go like petals over the sand. Everything is decayed and sour, and they let it be! In the midst of an energy crises, they fuel the waystations with booming lights and music. They leave stores of food and supply for us to find, while our own people are being killed off due to overpopulation. They’re honing us for nothing! And forcing us to feel attraction for our enemies! Why? Why have we fallen to their whims!?” I appealed to Crash, who was on-looking me with an unreadable expression. “Why haven’t I killed you, my Marker? Why am I unable, though it was once my life’s purpose? Why have I gone against every instinct to follow on this mindless quest?! A lost brother and a missile facility? Delusions of grandeur? Thinking that we are somehow heroes in fairytale, capable of putting an end to things long put in place?! We are mere humans. We are weak and small, and no matter how much we fight, we are nothing!” I slumped to the sand that was finer here than the rest of the desert. “We are nothing.”


  The moment after it ended, I was ashamed that I’d let it happen. This outburst of mine.


  Congratulations, Zillow Stone. You’ve ruined everything. And now you’ll never be viewed the same again.


  I wanted to stand tall from the sand and reclaim my pride, but I didn’t know how with three sets of eyes on me, judging me. I was frozen, unable to plot out my next move. This wasn’t a wall to climb or a trap to get out of. This was people.


  And I’d never been great with people.


  Luckily, I didn’t have to be.


  “Zillerbee.” A hand was on my shoulder. “You are not nothing. You’re freaking strong as freak.”


  I found his pooling eyes and soft smile, and it was my chance for redemption.


  “You’re not nothing,” he said again.


  In that moment, I realized there was nothing out here so pure as Theodorius, and even after being beaten down by the elements, his smile hadn’t cracked; neither had his enthusiasm.


  In many ways he was stronger than I.


  ‘What about Theodorius? Surely he wasn’t made for this place. Alas, the skills he possesses are of another kind. And those skills will be needed too, in the beyond.’


  I understood. The skillset Theo bore was different from my own, yet it was equally necessary. I’d wondered long ago, but now I knew: The only way to survive out here was to make friends.


  Not that I’d ever admit it to any of them.


  As little as I wanted to accept pity, I would allow it, just this once. I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the soreness of my body, and nodded to my partner. “Thanks, Theanderthal.”


  “Wow. Was that a nickname? That was reeeally bad, Zillfred.”


  “LIKE YOURS ARE ANY BETTER!”


  He winked at me.


  “G-guys?!” The moment broke with Chloe’s cry. “We have a problem!”


  Problems usually constituted weapons.


  But before I could even draw mine, a voice amplified through the air.


  “THEODORIUS BIGGSBURG, CHLOE LOCK, CRASSTOFER RADE, AND ZILLOW STONE. YOU ARE HEREBY UNDER DETENTION FOR VIOLATION OF THE MARKING. DO NOT ATTEMPT RESISTANCE. THOSE WHO RESIST WILL BE PUNISHED.”


  From over the top of the hill came a tall woman in a black bodysuit.


  She wasn’t alone.


  Surprisingly, Theo’s weapon was out before mine, though mine was soon to follow. While I went straight for the lady, he charged at the person beside her—one, Kipper Eisenhower—who was uncharacteristically put together in a Marker’s jumpsuit.


  On both accounts we were forced to retreat when we saw that a dozen or so other helmeted beings were coming up over the horizon. They were a plague.


  One of them made a beeline for Theo, managing to land a hit. Theo fell to the ground, convulsing with an ugly noise, as the wind was knocked from him. The helmeted lackey stood over him and held a rod to his neck, the end of which buzzed with electricity.


  The rest of them held similar rods, pulsating at the ends with electrical current.


  They were an armored plague.


  “This is it then, I take it.” Crash pushed up his sleeves and turned to his fellow Marker. “Shall we?”


  But Chloe’s expression wasn’t like her.


  The girl was fair in almost every way, but she was not weak. If she was a rose, she was one crafted of steel.


  Usually she was powerful.


  Usually she was determined.


  But now, she was neither of those things.


  She was—


  “Please!”


  A sob projected from the back of the Marker’s throat. “Please don’t hurt him! You must let him go! He is the last thing that is good in this world!”


  She was desperate.


  And while the rest of us were prepared to fight to our dying breath, she was prepared for something else: sacrifice.


  When the lackey didn’t move, Chloe took a step backwards towards the acid pool.


  “C-Chlo?” said Theo.


  “You need both of us, right?” she implored. “That’s why you held us captive together!? You need me as much as you need him, or this was all for nothing!” This was Chloe’s turn to break. Another step backwards put her heels against the subtlely lapping coast. “We’re a package deal, me and Theodorius! So you let him go, or so help me!”


  Whether or not it was true, Chloe was banking on the fact that her life held value.


  So much for her being a mod.


  “Oh dear.” Kipper put his fist to his chin and lazily eyed the water that kissed at Chloe’s shoes. “Whatever shall we do?”


  “Listen here, Kipster—” Theo snarled like an angry puppy. “You are, without a doubt, the WORST mate I have ever had. All the times that I bummed you a cig and THIS is how you repay me?!”


  Kipper’s face fell long. “Seriously? That’s what you’re on about?” He gestured to fair Chloe who was looking like the cover of tragic play.


  Again, Theo pined, reaching out a dramatic hand: “Chlooo!”


  “Geezus.”


  But though ‘Kipster’ couldn’t be bothered—“DO NOT TAKE ANOTHER STEP!”—there was at least one person who had bought Chloe’s threat. With a shout, Lady Captain spread forth her fingers, beckoning a pair of humming drones over the hill. They cut in front of the lady before settling at either side of Chloe, bobbing in wait of command.


  Chloe didn’t acknowledge them. Her focus was on Theo who was willing himself further into the ground to get away from the electric current dangerously close to his throat. Whoever was holding that stick, they weren’t playing around.


  If I ran at it, would the person defend? Or would they plunge the electricity into Theo’s throat as leverage?


  I couldn’t risk it. Not yet.


  Kipper was no different than before, at least not in manner. He sighed and slouched and chewed his nail. “Dose her and be done with it,” he ordered the drones.


  His mistake was to announce the attack.


  Chloe dodged away as the two drones released a cloud of yellow hallucinogen. Her mouth and nose were smartly hidden in the sleeve of her shirt, but in doing so, she sacrificed a bit of agility.


  “Ah!”


  In her escape, she had landed her foot into the toxic ocean. After, she crouched to hold her ankle.


  “NO!” Theo could do little but cry out.


  At the same time—“NO!” Lady Captain’s amplified voice boomed over his. “SHE CANNOT BE HARMED! SHE IS ONE OF THE BONDED!”


  The bonded?


  “AWAY!” shouted the lady. The drones were obedient; they zipped away from Chloe, settling instead behind Crash and me. We moved in unison, spreading for the best chance of defense. All the while, Crash balled his fists.


  Stupid. Punching them would do nothing if they blasted us with the drug.


  Meanwhile, Chloe rose from the sand, new determination in her shoulders. At the same time, she clutched her wrist to herself when she saw Theo yet under restraint. Her ploy hadn’t caused the sparking pole to budge. And her ankle was damaged for nothing.


  I noticed the way her eyes darted back and forth over the scene. It was no use; there wasn’t an easy way out of this one. Not with how outnumbered we were. Not with the ocean at our backs.


  We had found ourselves in a standoff. A dozen or so body-suited warriors stood in a staggered line, at the ready of their commander. And Chloe and Theo were each already caught in their own way.


  No one moved.


  Well, except for Crash. It was slight, nearly unnoticeably. But I’d found myself paying too much attention lately to the small flexes in the muscles of his face. He gave one now, at the back of his jaw, at the same time twitching his right eyebrow.


  I caught the message, loud as my own heartbeat.


  He was ready to play.


  We moved in sync, as though we’d rehearsed it. As though we’d fought this enemy a dozen times. As though we were bonded. He came from the right and I from the left, and my weapon, which had never killed before, was fervent for its first fatality. It slashed and cut through the air, eager for contact, as a number from the lady’s army came at us, brandishing electric sticks. I dove through them, intent on reaching Theo’s captor. I ducked beneath a brawny person, making contact with his arm and causing him to yelp. Meanwhile, a smaller-framed being came at me from the back, landing the vibrating stick into my side.


  That part of me pulsed with a sensation both numb and painful. I breathed through it and punished the small being with an elbow to the face.


  “Yow!” she barked.


  She wasn’t my goal, though, so I made way for the person who dared put Theo in place. I stabbed at him with my katar, attempting to land the sole of my foot against his stick. It was a miss on both accounts. He moved the rod as a tool of defense. My weapon made contact there in place of his flesh, while my foot punted Theo.


  “Watch it, Zill!”


  At least it allowed him a roll to freedom.


  It was short-lived, though; there were two others waiting to take him. One of them managed to land a blow, but Theo’s hunting knives were out, and when he handled them, he transformed into something of a warrior. It fended the enemy from getting too close.


  On second thought—the more I watched him spin about, the more I determined it was mostly theatrics.


  And it wasn’t enough. In the end, my partner was taken.


  “Run, Chlo!” Frantic, he butted against his captor and was kneed for his resistance.


  I would run to his aid. I would fend them off.


  I would make my mark on the true enemy.


  But first I needed to survey the rest of what was going on.


  The remaining lackeys were keeping their distance from me, having seen the gash incurred by my blade. They were also keeping their distance of Chloe, who had been deemed a suicidal damsel. Crash on the other hand was fair game. He had no weapon but his own knuckles, and the helmeted army concluded it wasn’t enough. They came at him, one after another.


  While he managed to take the first two, the third left him doubled-over.


  “CRASH!”


  I wasn’t sure what was happening. I had been running to save Theo, but now my feet were taking me to the fire-haired demon, even as he yelled at me to stay away. I meant to save Theo, yet I couldn’t alter my course.


  Something was wrong with me.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I was brainwashed. Maybe I had been all my life.


  Even knowing so, I chose to run to him.


  I pushed my strength into throwing the brute from my Marker, but the brute was heavy and it took sacrificing my balance to knock him from his. As the brute fell, he grabbed my shirt, yanking me with him. I wasn’t fast enough to react, so it was Crash who seized my hand and plunged my blade into a soft part of the enemy’s middle.


  A sting of exhilaration and instant remorse came with the blow.


  It might very well be my first kill.


  Our first kill.


  I would decide how it felt later. First, we had to fight off the rest, who had given up on Chloe and Theo and were surrounding us, lighted rods in our direction. As the circle of soldiers formed, Crash and I, sweaty and lumbered, backed up against one another and heaved in unison.


  No one budged.


  “Take the right?” he proposed through his teeth, low enough that no one else could hear.


  “No,” I said. “Either way, we’ll be defeated. If we charge, we’ll come out wounded. But if we surrender, we might buy time.”


  He made a grunt.


  I didn’t want to surrender either. But we were surrounded, Theo was unconscious, and Chloe was nowhere in sight.


  I readied myself to lower my weapon. No, I argued with myself over lowering my weapon.


  But before I could finish convincing myself—


  “All right, all right,” came a voice. “That’s enough.” The voice was a raspy one, accompanied by the tinny echo of solo clapping. “Well done, you. Managed to puncture a few. And if I had to bet, I’d bet your bond’s sufficient now too. Funny, didn’t have you pegged the first I met you each. That’s pheromonal manipulation for you.” Kipper meandered over, wiggled his fingers in my face and said in a willowy voice: “It is important to think about your Marker.” Then to Crash: “It is important to think about your prey—AHHH!”


  Crash had snapped Kipper’s fingers backwards.


  Served him right for sticking them in the face of an unholy one.


  “Why you—”


  “ENOUGH,” came the amplified voice of Lady Captain. “YOU’RE THE ONE THAT went and provoked him.” Halfway through, Lady Captain’s voice changed from magnified to normal.


  I’d always thought she sounded familiar, now even more so, for she had just taken off her helmet.


  And now I knew what Crash had meant. The person was pretty and her hair like silk. And she was someone I knew. But it wasn’t Jozy or Alaranda.


  It was someone I hadn’t seen in a great long while.


  “Hi Zill. Long time no see.”


  “Othello.”


  




  Chapter 13


  The Lady


  



  Somehow I wasn’t all that surprised. I’d long wondered how a person could both win and lose the game. Now I had my answer. They couldn’t. Othello was alive. Which meant she had killed her Marker.


  Which meant she had won.


  Only she hadn’t returned home to the life of glory we were all promised. She was stuck out here in the wasteland.


  Why?


  “Othello?” Crash registered the name, and at the sight of his brother’s prag, his neck began to turn an unnatural plum color. He was holding his breath, coming to the same conclusion as I. If Keegan’s prag was alive—and in a position of power no less—the odds weren’t great for Keegan.


  But how was that fair? Othello was a moderator, one who lived outside the rules of the game. Did moderators truly engage in the chase? According to Theo, Kipper had a Marker named Abby. What about V.S.?


  At the sight of the familiar face, my katar didn’t fall. It clung to me and I to it, as Crash and I held each other steady by the force of our backs against one another.


  “Zill Stone.” Othello pushed through two lackeys. I always knew you would make it to the end, but I never thought you would end as a bonded. I thought for sure you would kill him or die trying.”


  “Trust me, I’ve wanted to.”


  Othello’s long hair fell down her shoulders. Now released from captivity, it shimmered around her, so light it was almost white. In this setting, it was otherworldly. “You won’t struggle anymore, right?” she said.


  Like. Hell.


  Crash’s back shivered in vehemence.


  “There is no point in resisting any further.” Othello pushed her hair behind her ear. “At least not until you have heard the truth.” She glanced at a timepiece on her wrist. “If we hurry, we’ll be in time for the next round. Otherwise you’ll have to wait. And each time, it’s less and less likely that you’ll make it. There are a few reserved, of course, but those are left for people like me and Kip.” She was rambling, which wasn’t good for Crash’s current state. He was a timebomb.


  “Anyway,” finished Othello, “please don’t struggle. I have been trying to detain you ever since I realized you had the potential.”


  Crash wasn’t the only bomb.


  “ARGH!” I lashed. “What do you mean the potential?! And how can you be a moderator for the Directors?! I studied with you for years! You, Karán and I were as close to the concept as friends as any of us could be!”


  Othello touched her chest, startled.


  “Well, I haven’t always been a mod, of course. I only took that role because I killed the moderator before me. That’s how it works. This role is my punishment,
Zillow. It’s what’s keeping me from the beyond.”


  The beyond. Bonded. Potential.


  None of these things held any meaning for me.


  But Othello was within range. My hands were moist against the metal of my hilt, clenching in anticipation, though I felt no threat from her.


  The greater threat was against my back, tense and on the verge of attack.


  If Crash went for it, what would that mean for us? And for Theo and Chloe, who were now bound with lighted ropes that coursed with the same electric current as the light sticks? Each time one of them shifted too greatly, the other would hiss in discomfort.


  “What do you want with us?” I lashed.


  “To talk.” Othello put up her hands. “That’s all. You may have won, but winners still get a choice.”


  One of the surrounding soldiers sensed my ire and nudged at the air with his weapon. A spark hit Crash in the arm. Not good. Crash lunged forward like a trapped animal, causing the soldier to nudge more aggressively the second time.


  “Enough!” Othello snapped her fingers and all weapons pointed in our direction instantly lowered. Crash attempted a second lunge. Or at least he would have if I hadn’t caught his shoulders.


  He stared down at me with icy rage.


  Not yet, my Marker.


  He would have his revenge, but first I needed to know what our existence meant. I needed to know what the desert meant. I’d acted on instinct for so long that I was turning feral. So was he. And this might be our last chance for answers.


  At present, I could only see this ending in death.


  “Call them away,” I told Othello, “and we’ll listen.”


  “You heard her,” Othello said. The rest of her lackeys complied, falling away to the coastline.


  “And them.” I nodded in Theo’s direction.


  Once released, Theo shoved his former captor triumphantly. “Take that!”


  Though he’d done nothing to earn it.


  “In the sake of saving time, may we talk while we travel? There’s a place you need to see before you make your decision.” Othello eyed Theo’s hunting knives. “Those will need to stay here, naturally.”


  Theo put his knives behind his back as if daring her to take them. “Travel where?”


  “E–N–D,” said Othello. “You really could use a shower and something to eat other than mineral paste, I imagine.”


  I couldn’t read her. Was that a genuine statement? The others were better with people. I would leave it up to them.


  “What do you think, Chlo?” said Theo.


  Chloe tipped her head thoughtfully. She was using her peripheral to judge our odds, coming to the same conclusion I already had. If we fought, we would lose. We were strong but not four-to-one strong; we were fast but not drone-fast.


  “We go.” Chloe pointed to the cluster of soldiers. “But they stay.”


  While Lady Cap—While Othello and Chloe worked out a deal, I focused my efforts on restraining Crash. His eyes were more vacant than ever before, his knuckles white with fury.


  “My Marker.” I sought to pull him to Earth. “Something to consider: Othello was presumed dead. Othello is not dead. And the same could be true of Keegan.”


  “That’s a presumption.”


  “Fine,” I said. “Then how about this: Keegan wanted you to go to E–N–D. Whatever is there, it was important enough to be his last beacon. If we fight them, we will lose. We will take many of them down, but in the end, we will lose. This position is a disadvantage and we are outnumbered. Think about it. You can’t find the truth if you are dead.”


  He was silent.


  “Plus the one to kill you will be me, remember?”


  There. It took a moment, but his pupils finally honed in on mine.


  “We are fighters who don’t know what they’re fighting.” I stared into him. “As it stands, we have no purpose. It’s time to learn what we’ve been running from.” I lowered my voice so that only he could hear. “And if the truth is not… satisfactory, we will have revenge. I swear it.”


  He nodded. It was stiff and shallow but a nod nonetheless.


  I couldn’t explain the feeling just then. I had no ties to Keegan. And I’d long deemed my survival most important. Yet there was something transferring to me from my Marker. It was his pain. It hit me in a nauseating way.


  I wanted it to end.


  I wanted to comfort him the way he had comforted me back in the bunker.


  But I wasn’t sure how.


  “Zillow,” Chloe called to me. “We’ve come to an agreement.”


  …


  Along the acid shore, we four refugees stood in a row, accompanied by the Directors’ guards—Othello and Kipper—and two nonhuman ones. The pair of drones hovered on either side, lenses transfixed on we the violators, or winners, depending on who you asked.


  We were waiting for something, but I didn’t know what. I tried to keep composure. I tried to stand firm. But whatever was coming, I knew I wasn’t prepared for it.


  Othello raised a remote-like contraption into the air and pointed it straight out into the water. I’d seen that item before, back at the waystation where she’d abducted Chloe and Theo. Her bodysuit with the line of color down the side seemed like a cheap costume now. Without the helmet, she was just a girl playing pretend.


  Was the rest of the army that way too?


  Othello was one of us, and yet she wasn’t. If I killed her, would I take her place?


  Was it better than whatever lay ahead?


  The water before us was testament of the wickedness that had come before us. The scourge of war had raped this world. Maybe we were all unholy ones.


  ‘Mankind is a tragedy.’


  Not a minute after pointing her clicker towards the water, the sand reacted by quaking. I felt it and hunkered my heels into the ground to brace myself for whatever was coming. There was a force somewhere in the distance.


  At first I thought Othello was parting the waters. In the expanse, the waves looked like they were peeling away from themselves, leaving an opening down the middle. Maybe even the sea was planted.


  No.


  I saw it. There was a mass through the fog. A great lump of steel or some other metal crashing towards us, upsetting the water. We jumped back before the acid, forced at us by the coming mass, could reach our shoes.


  Theo let out his most impressive string of cursing yet.


  The creature before us was dull and rusted, with an eye dangling out of socket.


  And it was massive.


  “What is it with you people and whales?” I muttered.


  While Theo wrinkled his brow at me, Crash shot me a look of knowing. Our dreams were influenced, maybe even shared, and I suspected he too had seen the whale of Paradise.


  The rickety creature let out a bout of steam as it landed at the coast. Othello clicked her clicker once more and the giant opened its mouth, revealing teeth that were much more preserved than the rest of its outer shell.


  “After you,” said the lady.


  Theo gaped at the detached eye as it bounced from a coil. “Yeeeah, about that. No one said anything about crawling into a mechbeast. Guess it’s back to the bunker for us—”


  I swatted the back of his head. “Get in.”


  Theo responded with a whine.


  “This is nothing,” I told him. “You’ve tangled with a mecha best or two and lived to tell the tale… am I right, Theobaga?”


  “Z-Zill!” He pretended to be emotional. “That’s totally something I would say! I’m rubbing off on you!”


  Crash folded his arms. “Don’t be rubbing anything off on her, freak.”


  “Crab-ass,” Theo muttered.


  Kipper nudged his way past. “Didn’t you hear her? You better hurry if you want to make the next one.”


  Theo impersonated his ex-friend from behind his back but stopped when he noticed the way Chloe was limping.


  “I have mediglue,” I told him. “Here, patch her up.”


  And as I handed off what should have been an inconsequential tube, something like finality hit me in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t know for sure but I had a feeling that once that mouth closed, there was no going back.


  It was the first thing I was right about in a long time.


  Othello settled herself onto the floor of the whale’s belly as the giant mouth closed. For a moment it was pitch black, but a click of the clicker brought forth a chain of light—naked bulbs on a string.


  “Now then,” said Othello, “would you like to hear the truth? Pay attention. It’s a short ride and there’s a lot to cover.”


  




  Chapter 14


  The Name of the Game


  



  “Congratulations, Zillow Stone. This is your fortieth day in the outlands. You have earned: Zero Meal Tickets. No Water Access. 0 Hours of Rest. 0 SPs.”


  “Ignore that thing,” Othello shooed the speaker. “You relinquished all rewards the moment you disabled your mark.”


  I rubbed a thumb over the remnants of the implant.


  She added, “We would have disabled it for you, you know.”


  As she’d been saying.


  “Sue me for running when I’m told I’m being detained.”


  Othello laughed. “I know, I know. But that’s the script they gave us. My predecessor was much more convincing than I am. He was all huff and gruff.”


  She and I stood alone at the railing overlooking the pit. Crash was down yonder, talking to a person missing a leg. A person with fiery hair and icy eyes.


  “This world is a cruel place,” I repeated the words from V.S.


  ‘He fought hard and long, too. In the end he ended up killing two of us mods.’


  So Othello and Keegan were violators too, now doomed to take the place of the two mods they’d killed.


  “When do you two get to go to E–N–D?” I asked.


  Othello shifted her weight. “They won’t give my Marker his replacement leg until we’ve served our time. And he can’t leave this place without it. There are rumors that there will only be a few more rounds of markings. We will leave after the last. If we’re lucky, we’ll join you two in a year or so. Lengthier, depending on how long it takes the stragglers to bond or die.”


  Bond or die.


  That was the name of the game.


  Crash, Theo… all of us had been wrong in our pursuits.


  This island was the only thing left beyond the cursed sea. And it wasn’t the fabled E–N–D; rather, it was a gateway to it.


  I looked around at the salt-coated windows that circled the pit. A missile facility? Even that wasn’t quite right.


  The wind out here was different than the rest of the desert, cooler too. It lifted Othello’s hair against her cheeks. Now that she’d changed out of her uniform, she was much more the girl I’d known at University.


  We stood in silence for a helping of minutes. There was a question on the tip of my tongue that I didn’t know how to voice. Pride was getting in the way. Or something. I looked away.


  “Silly the lengths they go through,” Othello filled the silence. “When the decision was made to begin the departures, there was a lot of debate around the best approach. They tried many different things, but for all of its garishness, the marking turned out to produce the best results.” She was looking tenderly across pit at her once-Marker. “He’s filled out so much since we got here. He’s even a little squishy now.” She chuckled.


  I noticed the sparkle in her eye and the rose on her cheeks that wasn’t from the wind.


  “Is it… real?”


  Othello knew what I meant, though I was vague. “The feelings aren’t forced,” she said softly to the wind, “but they are influenced.”


  “You mean manipulated.”


  She shook her head. “Not really. They already go through great lengths to find a match, even before the drug is ever introduced. It’s natural that you would find yourself drawn to your Marker, and he to you. The dreams only help to push it along. At least that’s what they tell me.”


  A set-up. Even we were planted.


  “And Paradise?” I said. “That was a dream too.”


  “Prags that take dandriel regularly are more susceptible to the effects of Paradise,” said Othello. “But you skipped a lot of the game. You only checked in a few times, which is why it was hard to evaluate where you two were at in your bonding. To that end, I’d say your feelings are less ‘influenced’ than the average player.”


  I let out a sigh and turned from the railing. So quickly everything had changed. “It is hard to believe it’s really over.”


  She shook her head. “Not at all. It’s just beginning. Life is going to be hard, you know, in the beyond. But at least you’ll have a chance for a new life, free from this dying world. You and I, Zillow Stone, we’re the lucky ones.”


  That was yet to be seen.


  “I’m going to turn in,” I told her. “I have a lot to digest.”


  I didn’t wait for her blessing. Crash had just made eye contact from below and my veins were writhing in such a way that I was sure Othello would see it through my skin.


  …

  Warm water streamed down my body, cleansing me of my former sins. In the absence of adrenaline I realized how tired I was. When was the last time I’d slept more than a stint of three hours? I needed that adrenaline to keep going. Without it, the soreness of my feet throbbed against the tile. The rawness of my hands burned beneath the water.


  Was I really done running?


  No, there was no telling what life would be like from here on out.


  As the shower hushed in my ears, drowning out the next room, I echoed the words Othello had spoken in the belly of the whale:


  ‘You’re ready for the next phase. You’re perfect. There’s only room for so many in the beyond. And you’ve proved yourselves worthy.’


  Was she right? Were we the lucky ones? And if we were, then all of those people back in Eastern City…


  I turned the water off, dried my hair in a puffy towel and slipped into the garments the moderators had prepared for me. On the nightstand sat a potted plant. Though only a trivial item, I fixated on it. Even the bunker hadn’t had niceties like potted plants. Things without purpose marked the return to civilization.


  The feral parts of me were experiencing unrest.


  This place was a complex, well-kept and modern. Our room was located in the west wing, amidst a hallway of other identical rooms. Here they housed the pairs who had trickled in since the last departure. Most were detained. Only we had willingly come.


  I sat a moment on the edge of the plush bed—softer than the threadbare mattresses at the University, where you had to position yourself just right to avoid a spring up the ass. My fingers crawled against the periwinkle sheets—cleaner and softer than anything I had touched, maybe ever.


  My Marker and I were to stay the night here together.


  Not that I’d seen him much since his reunion with his maimed brother. Maybe he wouldn’t show.


  Meanwhile, Chloe and Theo were staying in the room opposite ours. I went out to check on them, but presently, they were together behind a closed door, as they had been for the last hour. I moved past quickly, in fear of hearing anything resembling a moan.


  The floor of the hallway was lavish beneath my sore feet. There was a ray of muted light at the end, streaming through the window and highlighting a single podium.


  I’d seen one of these before. Only last time, I’d been inebriated.


  I had nothing better to do.


  “Hello, Zillow Stone!”


  Funny how the thing recognized me even with deactivated mark. Perhaps I would always be tied to my fate, at least residually.


  “Please take a short survey to assess your stay.
Do you feel you are equipped to handle life in the outlands? Check box 1 for yes. Check box 2 for no.”


  I pressed box one and a trumpet sounded. The monitor reset. My fingerprint was the sole blemish on the screen.


  “On a scale from 1 to 10, how well do you know your Marker?”


  This time, I touched the “8” along the sliding scale the monitor produced. The trumpet sounded again, exuberant.


  “On a scale from 1 to 10, how well do you work with your peers?”


  What had I answered last time? 5? 6? This time I pressed 10.


  And I meant it.


  “Thank you.” The screen flashed several times. “Now, Zillow Stone, please affirm whether or not you agree with the following statements: 1. During my time in the outlands, I have constructed a shelter.”


  “…Yes.”


  The screen flashed.


  “2. During my time in the outlands, I have engineered something of worth.”


  This answer came quicker: “Yes.”


  “3. During my time in the outlands, I have made a discovery.”


  Had I made a discovery? More than I could count.


  “Yes.”


  The screen flashed more rapidly than any of the other times.


  “Thank you, Zillow Stone. That is all for now. Remember to check in often and as always, follow your dreams.”


  “Follow your own damned dreams.” I placed the whole of my hand against the pane and slid my fingers downwards. Everything here was too clean. I felt the need to smudge.


  “What are your dreams, kitten?” A voice from behind made me jump.


  I spun around to find him too close. “My Marker?” I breathed. “I thought you were still with Keegan.”


  He ignored the question, wrinkling his nose at me in a nauseating way. “What is this, a game? Thought you’d had enough of games.”


  The screen behind me was blinking:


  Follow Your Dreams


  “What are your dreams?” Crash asked again, motioning.


  “Whales, mostly.”


  “Heh.”


  Silence poured down the hall and lingered around us. Usually, it was the words that were heavy, but this time it was the quiet. I didn’t know what to say to him.


  “I’m glad for you,” I forced myself. “That you found—”


  “You don’t need to do that,” said Crash, blunt.


  Good.


  He kicked himself against the wall and folded his arms. “What did you think of all that?”


  He was talking about the truth learned inside the whale.


  “What,” I said, “that they’ve been conditioning us to…”


  I couldn’t finish. The thought of it was enough to turn my stomach.


  The designers of this game had been counting that it would call upon our most primitive instincts. That the forbiddenness of our stations would seduce us. That a common enemy would bind us.


  All to the end of populating the beyond. At least Theo and Chloe weren’t letting them down.


  I, on the other hand, refused to succumb, least of all to him.


  But if that were true, then why was my stomach experiencing a missed step feeling each time he met my eyes with his unreadable gaze?


  “And do you feel conditioned?” Crash studied me like a scientist examining a beetle.


  “Tch.” I poked at the podium. “Do you?”


  Crash drew his thumb along his chin. “Mm.” He was tilting his head in a certain way.


  That wasn’t an answer.


  “I hear the beyond is a utopia,” he said. “Carrie and I caught a glimpse of it during Keegan’s last drop.”


  I felt my face fall. “Her name is Chloe.”


  “Whatever,” Crash sneered. “The place was greener than anything in Western City. I didn’t know places could be that green.”


  “And the water is pure?” I said.


  He shrugged. “So they say.”


  “They aren’t all that trustworthy,” I stated. He said nothing, just stared. I tucked a hair behind my ear, but it felt wrong there, so I let it fall. Now I was fumbling. “S-speaking of Keegan. Turns out I’m not bad luck after all. After all, you talked about him in front of me multiple times, and here he is, alive and well.”


  Calm down, Zillow Stone.


  It is important to think about your Marker.


  I gritted my muzzle. Was that ever going to end!?


  Suddenly, Crash bent forward and took my collarbone, setting his thumb against my neck. “What emotions are you experiencing now, Zillow Stone?” His eyes were overshadowed.


  I stepped away from him, but the podium was in the way. There was nowhere to run. I butted myself against the wall and I held in my breath, so as not to exhale on him, but the plan backfired; when it was time to release, I let out a great shaking breath into his shoulder.


  His thumb shifted on my neck.


  I shoved him off. “I feel disgust.”


  But he caught my wrist and pulled me into himself. “I don’t think so.”


  My chest thudded in retaliation. It was anger, or something close to it. I didn’t want another mishap from him, not now or ever. I refused to let the Directors dictate my fate. I would tell Othello that I wanted to stay. That their plan had backfired.


  That I wouldn’t be boarding tomorrow with the others.


  I was not bonded, and this sure as hell was not a love story.


  My abdomen was to his in an uncomfortable way, but this time, I couldn’t tell if it was him or me that was doing it. My cheek was pressed to his, so that the stubble there roughed against my skin. I caught the sandy, earthy scent of him and had the urge to bite my lip. He was warm. I wanted to touch him.


  What was this? Desire. I desired to kill him.


  No, that was a lie.


  “Do you feel attraction for me?” he whispered.


  I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer. “Do you feel attraction for me?” I scoffed.


  But I wasn’t ready for his answer:


  “Can’t you tell?” he said.


  I jolted. “What?”


  His hands were on my waist. “Can you not tell that I’m attracted to you?”


  He was playing with me and I didn’t like it. Not after how long and hard we had fought together. I deserved more than that.


  I shoved him off again, slamming his shoulders to the wall. “Knock it off. You and I aren’t like the others and you know it. We aren’t like Theo and Chloe. We aren’t—”


  But I had to stop myself. As Crash stood there, taking in my words, there was something on him I hadn’t seen before. His hands were out at his sides. His brow was lowly.


  He was vulnerable.


  He wasn’t a predator. He was just another person, forced into this game the same as me. He was a boy, looking for his brother. And as I scanned over his face, from soulless eyes to mocking mouth, I remembered the way our other mishaps had felt.


  My hand was reaching out to him, taking the bottom of his shirt, and I couldn’t stop it.


  My Marker. Unholy one. Western demon. Crash.


  “Zillow?”


  “I’m tired,” I told him.


  He nodded.


  “Tired of fighting,” I said.


  I rubbed the fabric of his hem with my nail. The air was apprehensive—the sort where the buzz of a fly could sound like the flapping of a phoenix.


  It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, mindlessly peering at each other, but it felt longer than all our time in the desert.


  Until Crash swallowed:


  “Then stop fighting.”


  As our mouths met, I experienced the melting sensation from the last time. This time, though, I noticed the way he tasted. I had never tasted a person before. Maybe I was the predator.


  He turned me around so that I was the one against the wall, lifted my hands over my head, and spread my fingers apart and against the wallpaper.


  I didn’t know what I was doing, but it didn’t seem like it mattered. Even now, we ran on instinct.


  That’s when I understood: We hadn’t won, and neither had the Directors.


  It was the desert who had claimed victory.


  “This doesn’t change anything,” I whispered to him between breaths.


  “Mm?”


  “I fully intend to kill you one day.”


  His smile was calculated. “Come at me with everything you’ve got, Zillow Stone.”


  




  Chapter 15


  The Black Rose


  



  There was a story my grandfather told me once.


  On the edge of a desert, one flower bloomed, with petals of pink and a stalk of green. Far, far away, on the opposite side of the desert, another flower bloomed. Its stalk was gray, its petals black as inky night. The two flowers never knew of each other, and the desert liked it that way. It kept them separate for many, many years, until one day, when a great sandstorm arose. The winds tore a petal from the pink flower and flung it across the stretch of sand, reeling and whirling, and when things were settled again, the pink petal drifted from the sky, landing in front of the black flower. The black flower saw the beauty of the pink flower it had never met and it lusted.


  I was that pink flower. Or was I, too, a black rose?


  …

  “ARE YOU FREAKING KIDDING ME?!” Theo stood at the railing overlooking the pit, gaping at the vessel. “We’re getting in that thing?!”


  “You literally got into the mouth of a mechanical whale last week,” I said dry.


  “But this is different! It goes up in the freaking air!”


  True, none of us had ever been in an aircraft, but there was an eighty percent chance we’d make it to E–N–D safely. Earth’s Next Destination, a planet rich in resources and untouched by the tragedy of mankind, waiting to be populated and tamed by those foolish enough to survive the chase.


  If I had known it would end up like this, I may have hurled myself from a cliff on the first day.


  The spacecraft before us was a beacon, poking up through the fog. Around the railing, unholy ones and their prags stood situated in pairs. We weren’t the only ones who had made it in time for today’s departure. Alaranda and Rice were in the mix, boldly holding hands for all to see. Meanwhile choppy-haired Jozy had her fingers entwined in the hand of a girl with brown hair.


  Hers was the only same-sex pairing. I wasn’t aware that that could happen. It seemed counterintuitive, if we were meant to populate.


  But then, as Kipper said, maybe their value was of another kind.


  Peck was nowhere to be found, still battling it out with his sadist Marker somewhere in the dunes. And neither was bearded Craig nor any of his group. Maybe they’d make the next flight. Or maybe they’d fall to the waste, as so many before.


  “Are you ready, kitten?” My own Marker was resting his elbow atop my shoulder in a way I’d usually find infuriating. Today, though, it was tolerable. The wind played with his scarlet hair, toying with his cheekbones.


  Since when had I started using words like tantalizing?


  I, Zillow Stone, was not a romantic.


  As to his question, I wasn’t ready, and no amount of reasoning could convince me that this was where the desert had led us.


  “Hello, my darlings!” The Director of Eastern City was on a massive screen on the wall, joined by another, squishier version of himself—the President of Western City, brother to our own generous Director. “We commend you on making it to the end! As you transition into your new life you’ll find a handbook beside your pods…”


  Their words were just words.


  I wasn’t listening; I only waited for them to be over.


  From somewhere across the world, the traveling waves of a deafening sound interrupted the stillness of the desert.


  




  Epilogue


  These Scattered Flowers


  



  The sun was bright, the air fresh.


  Crash and Chloe hadn’t exaggerated. Everything was green, but for the pesky flowers that dotted the landscape—pink and blue, and even black


  Theo and I were on wood gathering duty. At least, we were supposed to be.


  “We should commemorate!” The grubby boy placed his hands behind his head and stretched his elbows lazily. “I mean, it’s our first solo mission and all.”


  “This hardly counts as a mission,” I said. “Also, you look strange in that tunic thing.”


  “It’s all they gave us,” he pouted.


  “Then go shear a sheep and make something useful,” I said.


  We had been bantering for the better part of the day. At least when I went out with Crash, there wasn’t much talking.


  Theo let out a wide yawn and snuggled in to the grass. “Naw. Can’t. Too nice out.”


  Worthless.


  But he had a point. Never had I experienced a day like this. The sky was a blue that no longer existed back on our old world. And the clouds were full and fast. “Is this really what Earth used to be like?” I mused.


  “Dunno.” Theo wasn’t paying attention. He was sniffing about in the grass. “Thank gourd!” He held up a mushroom triumphantly. “Thought we might starve!”


  “Crash literally gave you a fowl this morning. Besides, you might be in for a rough ride if you eat that mushroom.”


  Theo grinned widely. “Counting on it.”


  He would never make it past a month. He was slow and foolish, and he’d never survive.


  Then again, I’d felt that way about him back in the wasteland too.


  Tucked away in the forest, our village was the newest hamlet, but it was already taking shape. Those who had departed before us were willing to trade and to show us the lay of the land.


  And it was a fathomless land.


  Sometimes I thought about the girls left at University. I thought about Karán and the priests, and the sorry state of the world. But the more nights I spent around the fire, the more distant those memories grew until they stopped altogether, replaced by memories of the leaves and streams.


  Othello had been right. Our journey was just beginning.


  Strongest and fastest didn’t mean much in this new life.


  And if making friends was the only way to survive, at least I’d made a few.
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